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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   The sun beat down as shi walked out of the Sydney airport. Shi was only able to take in the sights and smells for the briefest of moments before hir rambunctious child pushed out from under hir legs. 
 
    
 
   “It’s so HUGE!” the cub cried out, seeing all the movement of people and the buildings that stretched high into the sky. “Momma! Momma?” Shi was clearly overexcited.
 
    
 
   A light chuckle was heard as Silvertail sat on hir back haunches and used hir forepaws to snatch the cub up. “Yes, Rosette, my eager little cub?” 
 
    
 
   “Where are Auntie Whitecloud and the little cub?” Rosette struggled some in hir mother's grip, eager to break loose and let out all that pent-up energy. It had been a boring two weeks aboard the transport ship from Chakona to Terra, and Rose was itching to do something.
 
    
 
   Silvertail smiled while shi kept the cub from wiggling out of hir grasp. “They’ll be here soon. Calm yourself, little one.” 
 
    
 
   “But I wanna play!” Rosette grumbled in response, crossing hir tiny arms and giving up the struggle.
 
    
 
   Silvertail’s expression was one of calm comfort as a warm feeling entered hir thoughts, a feeling shi knew immediately as hir sister Whitecloud. “Mmm... you know better than to try to sneak up on me, Sis.”
 
    
 
   A mild chuckle came from behind hir. “I suppose that’s true.”
 
   Silvertail turned towards the voice, hir eyes fixing upon hir white-furred sister, who smiled as shi brushed a bit of silvery white hair away from hir eyes. Whitecloud leaned in and gave hir a hug. “It’s good to see you again.” A sudden wiggling coming from between hir and hir sister’s chests made hir pull back suddenly to see a black-furred and red rosette-covered cub squirming out of hir mother’s paws to the ground. “Oh, my! I’m sorry, little one. You must be Rosette. I’m Aunt Whitecloud.” 
 
    
 
   Rose mewled as shi looked up to hir aunt. “I’m Rose!” Shi smiled and gave hir aunt a deep hug. “Where’s the baby?”
 
    
 
   Whitecloud gave a gentle hug back. “Twoeyes is with hir sire at home. You’ll see hir shortly.”
 
    
 
   “Aww, but I wanted to play now!” Rose huffed, crossing hir arms once more.
 
    
 
   “Well shi’s not even a year old yet, hun, so playing isn’t being rough, you understand.” Whitecloud brushed hir hair back. 
 
    
 
   “I know!” Rose ran back between hir mother's legs.
 
    
 
   “Shall we get your things?” Whitecloud offered to hir sister and niece. “Shall we... shall we... shall we…
 
    
 
   "Silvertail?”
 
    
 
   Shi blinked, hearing a different, yet familiar voice. Shi looked up, finally coming out of hir lost thoughts, and realized that everyone was staring at hir.
 
    
 
   “Aunt Silvertail?” Midsnow asked hir newfound aunt. “Are you okay?” 
 
   The moment passed as Silvertail began to realize what was going on around hir. “I, uh… sorry, was thinking on something."
 
    
 
   Midsnow nodded, taking a moment to catch hir breath. Shi had just begun to tell the story of hir life. It had come to a surprise to everyone that Midsnow had living family still, family who had been searching for hir after the fire that had killed hir parents. It was Detective Starpelt who had made the connection that Midsnow was Twoeyes, and who had reunited Snow with hir family. But it was still a mystery why Midsnow never been sought out by authorities or hir family after hir assumed death. How had the system failed to show that Twoeyes was alive and now named Midsnow, a co-owner of a pub? 
 
    
 
   It was these questions that had not only Silvertail, hir daughter Rosette, and niece Hyzel sitting down to hear, but Snow’s own family as well, as this story had been rarely told. Everyone was about to find out why it was so rarely spoken off.
 
    
 
   “So everything was good for me growing up at first. I was born to Whitecloud and Blackthunder. My birth name was Chakat Twoeyes, due to my heterochromatic condition. My mother decided to be a stay-at-home mom. My sire worked for Star Fleet. It’s for that reason the fire happened. But that’s getting ahead of things. Let’s start with how I met Keklily.”
 
    
 
   Shi could remember that day clearly. Shi was eleven years old. The sun was starting its descent to the horizon as another typical day in Sydney wound down. The warm breeze began to take on a cooler feel on the cub's fur as shi played about the backyard. The shade on the backyard from the two-story house only helped to cool things quicker as Twoeyes swung from the taur-compatible swing that hir father had put in the week before. 
 
    
 
   “Twoeyes!” The voice was clear and distinct, coming from the sliding-glass door that led from the kitchen to the backyard. Whitecloud stepped out from the door frame and called to hir cub. “It’s time to come in!” 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes jumped from the swing as it reached its highest arc. Hir body sailed across the yard a few feet before shi landed on the soft grass. “Coming!” shi yelled out before running at full speed toward hir mother. Running excitedly, almost blindly, shi collided head-first with Whitecloud's feet. 
 
    
 
   “Kitten!” shi laughed and scooped the cub up. “You’re so rambunctious. You need to calm down and go get washed up. Dinner is almost ready, and Daddy is bringing some guests home.”
 
    
 
   Twoeyes groaned and rolled hir eyes, knowing full well that Daddy’s guests were boring people that just talked about work stuff. 
 
    
 
   Whitecloud could see hir kitten's disinterest, but shi grinned. “You’re in luck, dear. One of the guests is a cub your age. Hir name is Keklily. I want you to understand, though, shi just lost hir sire, so please understand that shi’s probably not going to want to do much playing.”
 
    
 
   The little cub’s face clouded as shi tried to understand. “Lost? Can’t anyone find hir daddy?”
 
   Whitecloud took a moment to think hir response over while leading hir cub into the house and closing the sliding glass behind them. “Well, hun… hir sire passed away. Just like Grandma and Grandpa did a long time ago.”
 
    
 
   Twoeyes nodded, still not fully understanding. Shi had no recollection of hir grandparents, since they had passed away when shi was but an infant. Whitecloud could see that hir words hadn’t cleared up the confusion. Shi also knew that hir mate would be home shortly, and Twoeyes was a mess. “Well, I’ll explain better later, but for now you need to get cleaned up! Go shower and put on something nice to wear.” 
 
    
 
   Hir cub just nodded and headed upstairs toward the bathroom. The thought of another chakat hir own age was exciting. Sydney was a big place, but hir local school only had a few chakats in hir grade level and none in hir particular class. 
 
    
 
   As shi showered, shi wondered if Keklily liked the same things that shi liked? Perhaps they could play "space warriors" together! Hir hearts started to beat faster, the usual hyperactive nature of children getting the better of hir. Within minutes, shi was running toward hir room to put something on to wear, still barely dried off. Hir hands searched through the drawers until settling on hir favorite tee-shirt, blue with the logo of a popular kids' show. 
 
    
 
   "Twoeyes, you finished yet?" hir mother called from downstairs, and the cub ran out and down, trying to reply but too excited to form a sentence. Shi had just made it to the last step when a knock was heard followed by the jostling of keys. A loud audible beep was heard at the front door as the magnetic lock clicked and the door opened. Hir father Blackthunder stood in the doorway, holding a key pass that shi hung up just inside the door by habit.
 
    
 
   "Well, I see my little kitten is waiting for hir daddy. Come on, give me a big hug!" Shi smiled and held hir hands out. Twoeyes quickly ran forward and jumped up. Shi was getting to be a bit too big to be picked up like a little cub, but hir sire was a strong and rather large 'kat compared to most of the chakat species. Blackthunder lifted hir daughter up and gave a kiss on hir cheek. "Two, I want you to meet some friends of the family." It was at this point the cub realized there was people standing behind hir father. 
 
    
 
   "Twoeyes, this is Chakats Sandstrike and Oakpaw Longfall. They're friends of the family." Hir sire motioned to the two adults standing behind hir. A little cub was doing hir best to hide behind the adults.
 
    
 
   "Keketh-Lillianne, come out from under there and say hello." One of the adult 'kats said, shifting hir stance so the little cub couldn't hide. 
 
    
 
   Blackthunder chuckled. "No need to be nervous, little one. Twoeyes, this is Keketh-Lillianne. Shi's the same age as you. Why don't you both go play for a little bit while your mother gets dinner ready?" Shi set hir cub down and motioned everyone inside. 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes smiled and took the other cub's hand, leading hir away. "Come on, I'll show you my room. I got lots of toys we can play with!" Keketh merely followed along until they were upstairs away from everyone. 
 
    
 
   "So you wanna play "dinosaurs"? Or we could play "space warriors"!" Twoeyes was clearly excited to be spending time with a chakat hir age, but Keketh didn't seem too interested. It took a few moments for Two to realize that the other 'kat didn't want to play. "Did... did I do something wrong?" 
 
    
 
   Keketh shook hir head, looking down at the floor. Hir red hair was short, somewhat shorter then Two's black hair. It touched just below muzzle in length. Hir fur was white, much like Twoeyes', but shi had black tiger markings as opposed to Twoeyes' paw marking on hir shoulder. "I... I just want to be left alone." 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes hung hir head. It was clear this chakat was sad, and shi now felt bad for interfering. "I'm sorry."
 
    
 
   Keketh looked up at Twoeyes, but before shi could say anything, Two let out a gasp which startled Keketh. "Wha...what are you looking at?" Keketh asked, trying to understand why Two was staring at hir.
 
    
 
   "Your eyes..." was all Two could let out. 
 
    
 
   "Wha... what about them?" Keketh was now confused.
 
    
 
   "They're like mine. Different colors. See?" Twoeyes stepped closer so that the other cub could see hir eyes. Keketh looked closely, seeing a blue eye and a dark hazel one. While shi observed that, Twoeyes was closely looking at Keketh's own blue eye and green eye. 
 
    
 
   "They're pretty. That green is the same color of one of my mom's necklaces!" Twoeyes smiled, and Keketh could only stare at the friendly nature of this chakat. It reminded hir how shi was only a few weeks ago. Before hir father was killed.
 
    
 
   "Tha... thank you. Your eyes are cute, too," shi let out in a quiet voice.
 
    
 
   Twoeyes smiled again and offered one of hir action toys. "Want to play?" 
 
    
 
   Keketh took the toy into hir hand. Shi looked this chakat over very closely now. A small gasp escaped hir lips. Twoeyes looked just like hir father. White fur... black hair. Even the odd colored eyes were the same just on opposite sides. The only big difference between hir father Whitefur and this Twoeyes was the paw mark. 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes eeped, seeing Keketh stare, and looked down, thinking shi had upset the chakat again. "I'm sorry." 
 
   Keketh quickly shook hir head. "No... no... it's okay. I would love to play." 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes smiled and grabbed an action figure, and the two were soon immersed deep into a game of dinosaurs versus space marines. 
 
    
 
    
 
   ++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
 
    
 
    
 
   A cough was heard, and Midsnow looked up to see where it was coming from. Hopes Paws chuckled. "So Dad fell in love with you because you looked like Grandpa?" 
 
    
 
   Kek and Midsnow had to hide their blushes a moment. "Well we were eleven at the time and, uh..." Snow started, but Kek spoke up.
 
    
 
   "I had just lost my sire, and my mother passed away a few years before. Seeing Twoeyes, who looked like my father as a cub helped break me out of the shell I put myself in when Whitefur passed. But our love grew over time afterwards, and I fell in love with Twoeyes for who shi was, not because shi looked like Whitefur."
 
    
 
   Silvertail shook hir head, trying to make sure shi had everything in order. "Blackthunder was an attorney. Why would shi be..." 
 
    
 
   Thornbreaker perked hir ears and looked up. "Your sire was an attorney, Aunt Snow?" 
 
    
 
   Snow raised hir hand as a flurry of questions rose up from the room. "Calm down, everyone, calm down. Blackthunder was a Star Fleet attorney. Keklily's sire, Whitefur, was an admiral. The two had been friends for some time, and it was my sire who helped prosecute a group of Humans First radicals that tried to bomb a check point on the Terran Gateway Station. Admiral Whitefur headed the investigation that uncovered the plan. Shi had the group rounded up, and my sire helped prosecute them."
 
    
 
   Keklily lowered hir head a moment, remembering that event. "Shi thought shi had gotten them all, but some had been missed. They learned hir schedule and followed hir after work. They used an unregistered PTV that was taken off the grid system. That way, my dad's own vehicle didn't catch the imminent collision until it was too late to try to make a maneuver to avoid it. A few seconds after the crash, they swarmed hir PTV and opened fire before tossing a Molotov cocktail inside." Shi shuddered a moment, hir memories of the pictures still sharp. 
 
    
 
   Silvertail sighed and shook hir head. "That explains why Blackthunder was helping the family." 
 
    
 
   Snow took a breath before speaking. "Shi was helping get Admiral Whitefur's things together for the surviving family. We had extra room in the house, so Kek and hir sisters were invited to stay with us until the funeral and estate were taken care of. Kek's family owned farmland on Chakona, and hir older sisters were going to take hir there once everything on Terra was taken care of." Snow looked down, seeing hir newborn cub Colorpot fast asleep in hir arms, having tired of nursing. "Blacktail, love... can you take Color and lay hir down in the crib?" Blacktail smiled and took hir child up to the family area, leaving everyone else in the Pub's main room.
 
    
 
   "Let's give Blacktail a moment." Snow smiled to hir aunt. "So, Aunt Silvertail. You're my mother's sister? I know I was young, but I should have at least remembered you."
 
    
 
   Silvertail straightened up. "Your mother and I had a sort of falling out for a bit. An... argument about how we both wanted to handle some family things." Hir voice quavered, and it didn't take Empathy to know that it was a sore subject. "I wanted to clear it up with your mom. But... well I should have spoken to hir sooner." Shi hung hir head and swallowed a deep sigh. 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes had been too young to understand the loss of someone, and the regret of things left unsaid as well. But Midsnow was old enough to know these things. Shi also knew that it was probably best not to ask what had happened just yet. 
 
    
 
   The slow creak of a door closing was heard from upstairs, and Blacktail slowly padded down the steps rejoining the group. Rose perked hir ears and looked around. "Is, uh... where's the baby monitor?" shi asked, checking for a receiver in case the cub woke up. 
 
    
 
   Midsnow lightly giggled and tapped hir forehead. "I'm telekinetic. I can see without seeing, if that makes any sense. So if Colorpot stirs, I'll know. Also, I'm hir mother and empathically connected to hir. If shi gets fussy, I can sense it as well." 
 
    
 
   Rose sat back down and nodded. Shi had heard that mothers and young cubs had a deep connection from birth that lasted strongly for many years and would never be completely lost with the passing of time. Shi had a connection to hir own mother that supported this. "Sorry... wait, you said you're telekinetic?" Rose turned to hir mother, who chuckled.
 
    
 
   "Shi takes after your grandma. Your aunt Whitecloud and I didn't get any special talents, but our mother was quite the extraordinary telekinetic. But shi was one-half skunktaur, too." Silvertail gave a warm smile. "Seems it does pass on, at least on my sister's side."
 
    
 
   Midsnow blushed. "So Grandma was half skunk! So that makes Mom and you..." 
 
    
 
   Silver nodded back. "Yes, dear. I'm a quarter skunktaur, and Rose is one-eighth, while Hyzel here is full Skunktaur. She is my niece by blood, but that's because your grandmother had a half-sister. Your great-great-grandparents were a skunktaur and a chakat. The skunktaur had a second child with another skunktaur who is your great-aunt. Hy had a child, who had a child, and that person is Hyzel here." Silver reached out and fluffed Hyzel's hair, making hyr giggle. 
 
    
 
   "Well, yes. Aunt Silvertail took me in when my family was upset about my particular, um... life choices." Hyzel became quiet, hyr memories falling back to several heated discussions with hyr parents.
 
    
 
   Ian could see she was upset, and pulled hyr into a hug. "It's okay. My sire isn't real happy with me, either, for choosing to be mostly fem." Hy held hyr close as Cali and Sakana watched from a table a little behind. 
 
    
 
   Snow looked to hir daughter, Midsun, a smile emerging on both of their faces. Now they not only knew their heritage via the DNA test that M'Lai had performed, but also the story behind their particular Talent and why it ran in the family. 
 
    
 
   "So you and Keketh..." Silvertail began to speak, but Keklily chuckled, hearing that name.
 
    
 
   "I haven't been called Keketh since I was a cub. I always preferred Kek. In fact I made sure to ingrain that into Snow's head while we were together. Though, shi started calling me Keklily, and well, the name stuck. I've used that ever since.
 
    
 
   "It took a while for all the different parts of the will to be completed. My father was an admiral, and as such, he had a lot of business left behind. So for about a two-month period, Snow and I went to school together." Keklily stepped over and leaned into Snow's side, a soft purr escaping hir lips. "Mmm, good memories."
 
    
 
   Midsnow smiled and wrapped hir tail into Keklily's own. "Good indeed." Shi turned to the group again as they all settled down. "By this point Kek had been staying with us for about three weeks. We had started to grow closer as well..."
 
    
 
   +++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
    
 
   The air was light, with a gentle breeze brushing through the leaves. Kek and Twoeyes had climbed up into the tree, and were laying across the larger branches as the sun began to set. The pair had been spending some time up in the tree every afternoon as of late, mainly because it kept them out of easy eyesight of Two's mom. "You think Ms. Callahan will give us homework over the weekend?" Twoeyes asked relaxedly.
 
    
 
   "Naw, she's too nice. Besides, we got cartoons to watch!" Kek giggled, and Twoeyes nodded in agreement. 
 
    
 
   "You know, your mom bugs me sometimes."
 
    
 
   "How so?" Two perked hir ears and looked over at hir friend.
 
    
 
   "Shi keeps saying we should be a couple! It's annoying." Kek shook hir fist in mock anger.
 
    
 
   Two cocked hir head. "Is... that bad? A couple is two, right? We are two people. Doesn't that make us a couple?" 
 
    
 
   Kek stopped, a bit of shock in hir eyes, and shi slowly lowered hir fist as the hand unclenched. "You don't know what a couple is? I mean, yes, a couple is two, but it has other meanings!" 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes was a bit confused now, and shook hir head. "What does it mean?" 
 
    
 
   Kek leaned over the branch towards Two. "Well, uh, a couple can mean... two people who really, really, like each other." 
 
    
 
   Two cocked hir head a little further. "Errr... well I really, really like you. I guess we are a couple!" Shi giggled, still not understanding.
 
    
 
   Kek blinked again in surprise at Two's innocence. "As in... like... love..."
 
    
 
   Two thought it over a moment. "I love my mom and dad. Does that make us all a couple?" 
 
    
 
   "Err... no, not... not like that, more like..." Shi leaned in until their faces were mere inches from each other. Keklily's eyes twinkled as shi became caught up in the moment. "...like... this."
 
    
 
   Two didn't know what hir friend was doing, and before shi could react... It happened. 
 
    
 
   Keklily's lips touched Twoeyes', and they began to kiss. It started like all first kisses: awkward, confusing, and of course, slow. After the first few moments, Kek pulled away, a blush in hir ears to mirror Twoeyes' own. 
 
    
 
   Kek took a moment before whispering. "Like... love." 
 
    
 
   Two slowly nodded as new, strange feelings coursed through hir body. "I... I like it." 
 
    
 
   Kek could only blush hotter now, not sure why shi had done it.
 
    
 
   Two slowly smiled and leaned in close again. "I like you, Keklily. Can we do that again?" 
 
    
 
   Kek was amazed. How could Twoeyes be so sweet and innocent? Yet shi had hirself enjoyed it also. 
 
    
 
   "Ss... ssh... sure," shi replied and leaned forward until their lips locked again. Shi wasn't sure that Two understood what a couple really was yet. But shi was a pretty good kisser. 
 
    
 
   And that was okay with hir.
 
    
 
    [image: 1315256383_werewolfss_1315190024_mosa_midsnowcolor.jpg] 
 
    
 
    
 
   The sun had begun to rise as Twoeyes headed downstairs, Keklily following close behind, the both of them still adjusting their shirts. They grabbed their backpacks and hurried out the door, not wanting to miss the bus for school. 
 
    
 
   "Keketh, Twoeyes!" the familiar voice of Whitecloud called out, and the two turned back to the front door. They didn't realize they were holding hands until the camera clicked. "Have a good day, you two!" 
 
    
 
   They both groaned, otherwise keeping their mouths shut until they were on the bus and well out of hir ear shot. 
 
    
 
   "Your mom, I SWEAR!" Keklily grumbled.
 
    
 
   "Shi's just being silly." Two took a bench seat and scooted over to make room for hir friend. "Besides, you’re leaving soon. Dad said things were almost done." 
 
    
 
   Keklily lowered hir head and nodded. "I uh... yeah. My sisters said we're going back to Chakona." 
 
    
 
   The rest of the bus ride was quiet. Every so often, Keklily looked over at Twoeyes, wondering what shi was thinking. It wasn’t fair that shi had to leave. 
 
    
 
   The start of class was the same as usual at first. The other children took their seats and Ms. Callahan began her morning lecture. Twoeyes began to drift off, hir attention fading, as shi wondered if and how Keklily might be able to stay with them? Hir mom and dad would surely say yes to that, right? 
 
    
 
   “Twoeyes? Twoeyes!” The raised voice made Two snap back to the moment as some of the children snickered. “I asked you for the atomic weight of hydrogen.” 
 
    
 
   Two gulped. “Um… one point, ah… zero eight?”
 
    
 
   Ms. Callahan shook her head. “You’re missing a few zeros and a seven. Pay attention.” 
 
    
 
   Some of the students snickered again and Two nodded meekly. 
 
    
 
   The lecture continued for a bit before the door to the classroom opened. Every head turned to see who was coming in, and was taken aback as a man none of the students recognized stepped in. He was dirty. His clothes were worn out, and he smelled. “Mara…”
 
    
 
   Ms. Callahan was clearly upset by the intrustion. “ERIC! What are you doing here!?” 
 
    
 
   “I… I just need twenty cred… please… please, Mara, I’m begging you. I… I need it for a job interview. I swear!” His voice was quivering as if he didn’t even believe his own story. And it was apparent that Ms. Callahan didn’t either.
 
    
 
   “Eric, this is my place of work. You need to leave now before I call the officers. I told you we are through! You’ve thrown your life away!” She pointed angrily toward the door. The man seemed to take a moment to think over her words. His gaze shifted, focusing on the children, and then he slowly lowered his head and turned toward the door.
 
   “Stay... in school, kids. Don’t… don’t do drugs,” he muttered before leaving.
 
    
 
   The class erupted into questions as soon as he was gone. 
 
    
 
   “Class… class… Settle down!” Ms. Callahan raised her hand, getting the attention of her students. “Listen! I need to speak with the principal about this. You all need to stay quiet while I’m on the phone.” But of course the class didn’t stay silent, instead talking amongst themselves: who was this man, and what had happened to him?
 
    
 
   By the time the afternoon had rolled around, the strange man was nearly forgotten. It was a short bus ride home, and Kek and Two spent it sitting in the back, tails curled together. “Keklily, would you stay here? I really like you. You’re my bestest friend and you’re a really good kisser.” Shi smiled.
 
    
 
   Kek merely chuckled. Two still didn’t understand the concept of true love, or maybe even what love meant, but Kek knew in hir heart that shi liked this 'kat deeply. She planned to be rather persistent with hir sisters on letting hir stay with Twoeyes.
 
    
 
   As they got off the bus, they were surprised to not see Whitecloud waiting for them. Shi always walked them home, even if it was a short way. “Wonder where Mom is?” Two looked around then down the block toward hir parent’s house. In the driveway, several police patrol PTV’s sat, lights flashing. 
 
    
 
   “Mom? Dad!” Two yelped and ran toward the house before Kek could even think of stopping hir. Kek felt a terrible feeling in the pit of hir stomachs. It was a familiar sensation from when Sandstrike came and told hir that dad had died. Shi took off, trying to catch up to Two.
 
    
 
   “MOM! MOM!!” Twoeyes cried out, reaching the patrol vehicles, where shi was brought up short by an officer. Before anything else could be said, Whitecloud ran onto the lawn, waving at them. Shi picked hir cub up and held hir tight.
 
    
 
   “It’s okay, hun. Everyone is alright.” Shi held hir daughter close as Kek caught up and looked from the lawn to the front window, which now had a gaping hole in it.
 
    
 
   “What happened?” Kek’s lips quivered. 
 
    
 
   “Someone threw a brick through the front window. We think it was just some mischievous kids.” Whitecloud took Kek’s hand and led them both inside, away from the commotion. "I want you two to stay in your room while I finish up with the police, okay?" 
 
    
 
   The two cubs nodded and headed upstairs to Twoeyes' room to do their homework. By the time they had finished, the police had left, and a glass repairman had come out and replaced the broken window. 
 
    
 
   The next few days were much the same as usual. Keklily and Twoeyes would go to school, then in the afternoons come home and play. But in the back of Kek's mind, shi worried. It was getting closer and closer to the time that hir and hir sisters would leave. Keklily kept quiet to Twoeyes about the fight that shi and hir sisters had had behind closed doors. Sandstrike was not going to leave hir behind, no matter how much shi protested, going so far even as to yell that hir sire, Whitefur, would have let hir stay. 
 
    
 
   Kek slowly reached up and cupped hir cheek. The phantom pain from the slap was still etched in hir mind. Sandstrike had become so mad when Whitefur's name was mentioned. Shi had made it clear that Kek was still a child, and didn't know what was in hir best interests. 
 
   Kek looked over to the nearby branch, where Twoeyes giggled while reading a comic. So innocent and happy. Had shi been the same way not long ago? 
 
    
 
   "What are you reading?" Kek glanced at the cover a moment.
 
    
 
   "Oh! Captain Courageous! He's a superhero who only gets superpowers while doing courageous things! His motto is that there's a hero in all of us, just waiting for a courageous act to come out!" Two smiled, putting the comic down. "Wanna read?" 
 
    
 
   Kek shook hir head. "No thanks Twoeyes. I...we're leaving." Shi looked down at the floor.
 
    
 
   "Leaving? Where are we going?" Two tilted hir own head, and Kek sighed. Shi was going to miss Two's happy-go-lucky personality. 
 
    
 
   "We as in me and my sisters. We're leaving in a few days to go to Chakona. They won't let me stay." Kek lowered hir head more but shi felt something touch hir hand and shi looked up again seeing Two had leaned across the branches.
 
    
 
   "It's okay. We can talk to each other on the phone. I'm sure mom and dad would let us visit. I always wanted to see Chakona! I mean... it's our species' home world right?" Twoeyes looked into Kek's own eyes and leaned closer until their lips touched once more. 
 
    
 
   Kek smiled as the kiss ended. "Yeah, I'd love that. Just... don't forget me, okay?" Kek let out a light hearted chuckle and Two looked away a moment as if lost in thought before turning back hir face beaming.
 
    
 
   "I'll never forget you, Keklily. I promise you. And I'll even prove it." Shi turned to the base trunk of the tree and hir forepaw reached out. Claws began to dig into the soft bark. Slowly and with some effort, shi clawed a marking into the trunk of the tree. "To prove that I'll never forget you." 
 
    
 
   Kek looked over Two's shoulder and gasped seeing what marking Two had put into the tree. A blush covered hir face easily seen through white fur and Two turned back and let hir tail entwine with Kek's as they began to kiss once more. One of the few last times before Kek would leave. They shared their private secret kiss. 
 
    
 
   The sun had set and the moon was rising illuminating the tree line. The voice of Whitecloud was heard calling them in and they broke the kiss. 
 
    
 
   "Forever," Kek silently whispered. 
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   The goodbye was hard. Both Kek and Two didn't want to let go at the airport, but it happened regardless, Kek's sisters having to pull hir away so they could catch their flight. Two quietly watched hir disappear from sight.
 
    
 
   "Hun, I know you liked Keketh a lot. It's okay, though. We can go see hir sometime. Your father has something to tell you. Isn't that right, Thunder?" Whitecloud smiled as shi helped Twoeyes into the PTV and then climbed in as Blackthunder took the wheel. 
 
    
 
   "Heh, well, that's true. Dear, your mother and I have talked, and we decided that we want to immigrate to Chakona. I can continue my work with Star Fleet there, and your mother has friends on Chakona that shi can finally spend time with. Also, you'd be much closer to Keketh. Shi really likes you, after all." Two's sire smiled, looking back at hir daughter in the rearview mirror. "Sound good, sweetie?" 
 
    
 
   "YEAH!" Two shouted, putting on hir seatbelt as they started home. Shi hopped up in hir seat, ready to immediately message Kek that shi'd be going to Chakona in the near future.
 
    
 
   The next few days were uneventful, apart from the routine of school and home life. Two wanted to know all the details about moving so shi could message Keklily, but nothing had been made concrete yet. Hir sire was getting ready for another big case involving more Humans First radicals, which meant shi was staying at the office longer each day.
 
    
 
   That evening was calm and windless, with temperatures that had been moderately cool all day. The family had a nice dinner, followed by cartoons for Twoeyes. Hir mother tucked hir into bed when the time came. "Goodnight, sweet dear."
 
    
 
   "Night, Momma, I love you!" Two's reply came automatically as hir mother kissed hir forehead and headed out, turning the light off. Two's eyes closed and shi began to drift off.
 
    
 
   Hir dreams were vague, easily forgotten. Shi was hot, too hot, and it made the swirling images intense and demanding. Shi fidgeted under the sheets, kicking them off, but it was still too hot. Hir eyes opened, and shi looked at the clock on hir nightstand. Just minutes til midnight. 
 
    
 
   It was unbearably warm in the house. Shi rose to get out of bed, intending to tell hir parents. But hir senses adjusted as shi awoke more fully, and shi froze. There were crackling noises, and a low but steadily growing roar. It was then that shi noticed the smoke.
 
    
 
   Hir eyesight was keen enough to pick it out as it wisped under hir doorway, as it began to rise from the air ducts. Hir hearts started to pound almost instantly. Hir lips opened and shi tried to cry out for help, but the sound came out weak and whimpering.
 
    
 
   Light coming from under the doorway flickered with what shi knew to be flame. By now the roar seemed almost deafening. Shi took a deep breath and forced it out into a cry. "HELP!" 
 
    
 
   Hir voice carried this time, but was immediately drowned out by the screams emanating from a few rooms down. The sound of hir parents' agony would haunt hir for many years to come. But what happened next was worst.
 
    
 
   The door to hir room burst open with such force that the wood around the doorknob splintered, and the knob itself lodged in the wall behind the door. Hir father, Blackthunder, stumbled through the blackening frame, toward hir daughter's bed. Hir body was outlined by fire, both behind and upon hir. The smell of burnt fur and blistering flesh carried to Twoeyes. 
 
    
 
   Shi couldn't speak, only cough nonstop. It was only pure willpower keeping hir upright as shi looked to hir daughter and then back to the hallway, at the flames already entering the bed room, chasing hir feet and charred tail. Shi staggered to the bed, picked Twoeyes' nightstand up with all the strength shi had left to muster. The digital clock tumbled to the ground in a jumble of toys and blinked, one minute closer to midnight, as Blackthunder hurled the stand through the bedroom window. A storm of glass blew out into the backyard as the stand fell two stories to the ground. 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes looked on in horror at the visage of hir father, twisted and ruined by flame. Fire still raced across hir sire's remaining fur, and the empathic link between father and daughter let Twoeyes feel just a taste of the agonizing pain hir father was going through. 
 
    
 
   Blackthunder took one last moment to look at hir daughter. Praying for hir safety as shi took the cub in one hand, and for the strength to not fail hir at this last moment, shi again turned for the window. No words could be exchanged; the sire had no breath left, and the cub couldn't breathe. The pain begging hir to give up to darkness was weak beside something stronger, an emotion so powerful it would carry out hir dying wish.
 
    
 
   Twoeyes felt that emotion, the unconditional love between child and parent, but the sensation was so fleeting. A moment after being lifted, shi felt wind rush by hir fur. Shi was being separated from hir sire, was watching hir slowly fall away, as if Blackthunder was the one flying through the window.
 
    
 
   The outside air was so cold. 
 
    
 
   Hir body hit the ground with a hard thud, nothing before hir eyes but the afterimage of hir sire, outlined in the window frame.
 
    
 
   Blackthunder only had enough time to see hir daughter land on the grass away from the house fire. A momentary relief passed through hir before the pain, no longer content with waiting, slipped inside hir once again. A nightmarish scream left hir lips as hir body collapsed to the ground, letting the flames have at hir. 
 
    
 
   The house creaked like a swaying tree as support beams began to buckle under the stress of the fire. The upper floor was too heavy for the weakened structure, and Twoeyes' home began collapse into itself. 
 
    
 
   But shi was safe. Hir eyes slowly opened as shi groaned and coughed weakly, trying to get the smoke from hir lungs. Shi could hear commotion coming from the front of the house. Voices raised in anger, spouting obscenities. 
 
    
 
   "Teach you for fuckin' with us!" 
 
    
 
   "Yeah! Fuck that beast. 'Noble', my ass. We don't want your kind."
 
    
 
   "Let that be a lesson. You fuck with H1, we fuck back. Jail our leader, and we burn your fucking house down!"
 
    
 
   Twoeyes didn't recognize the voices. All shi knew was shi needed to get help. Hir parents needed help! Shi struggled to get up, though the pain from the fall did its best to drag hir back down. Out of the corner of hir eye, shi saw the backyard tree. The branches closest to the house had caught some of the embers, which grew brighter even as shi watched. The fire would soon consume the tree as well, taking with it the etched carving of Kek and Twoeyes.
 
    
 
   Shi got to hir paws and hobbled toward the backyard fence. Hir mind was racing. Where to go? Who to call? The only person shi could think of was Ms. Callahan, hir teacher. She lived a few blocks down. Shi knew that because Ms. Callahan had hosted a house party that Two's parents had attended. 
 
    
 
   The cub stumbled as shi cut across yards toward hir teacher's home. It took some time with hir having to stop and rest. The pain from falling two stories and nearly choking on smoke was getting to hir, but shi pressed on. Finally, shi reached hir teacher's home and began banging on the door, weakly calling out Ms. Callahan's name. 
 
    
 
   "She's not home." A scruffy-sounding voice came from the driveway, and shi turned to see the face of the man who had slinked into the classroom several weeks back. "Where's your... your parents?" He eyed hir now, speaking somewhat more clearly then he had then.
 
    
 
   "They... they..." It wouldn't come out. 
 
    
 
   He looked at hir and then his confused face turned into a slow smile. "You're the cub of those chakats that live a few blocks over? The one that caught fire? The one everyone is trying to find survivors from?"
 
    
 
   The faint sound of fire trucks and police vehicles could be heard in the distance. Twoeyes slowly nodded hir head, still unable to speak well.
 
    
 
   "Well hop in my car. I'll take you to the police station. They can help you." He took hir hand and led hir to his vehicle, opening the door and helping hir up and in. Dazed, shi acquiesced to the insistent tugging.
 
    
 
   The vehicle departed the driveway and quickly rounded a bend. The man looked over. "Name's Eric. Yours?" 
 
    
 
   "Two..." shi coughed, "Twoeyes." 
 
    
 
   He shook his head. "Your species always had weird names. We should be there soon. So no one saw you leave the house during the fire? You went straight to Mara's place? Er, to Ms. Callahan's home?" 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes nodded slowly as shi curled up, hir mind replaying the last moments shi saw hir father... hir mother...
 
    
 
   "Hey, it's okay. You'll, ah... you'll be fine." Eric's voice quavered. His hands shook on the steering wheel. "It's... it's okay. You're going to help me out. You're very important, and, uh... it won't be in vain." 
 
    
 
   He reached for a comm and placed a call. Twoeyes, hir mind swirling like hir dreams, didn't comprehend who he was talking to. "It's Eric.. .yeah... yeah... I know. That's what I'm calling about. I got something to settle the score. Meet me at the pier. It's important, and no, I'm not fucking with you." He hung up and looked over at the cub, still curled up with tears running down hir face.
 
    
 
   "...Need this," he groaned, and sped up.
 
    
 
   Twoeyes couldn't tell how long it was before they slowed again. Eric looked over the cub as the PTV came to a stop. "Wait here. I'll uh... get the officers."
 
    
 
   He stepped out of the car, leaving his door open. "I'm here to pay off the mark," he called out, and from one of the warehouses a group emerged. 
 
    
 
   An unknown voice replied. "You owe quite a good amount, you junkie. It better be something worth the trouble of trying to hunt you down while you dodged my guys."
 
    
 
   "It is! I wouldn't come here if it wasn't! Listen, I've heard that you're into some other trades. The pelt kind of trade. I have a cub that everyone is going to think is dead. Perfect white fur coat! What do you say?" Eric gulped hard as several men circled around, boxing him in.
 
    
 
   "You bring a fur here? How am I suppose to know it isn't being tracked or won't be missed?" the other voice spoke.
 
    
 
   "Check the news outlets. It was a fire. They think everyone died inside, but this cub escaped. I'm the first person who ran into hir. So now no one knows shi's alive but me and you. I want to pay off my debt." Eric tried to put a hard edge into his voice, but it barely showed through an uncontrollable whimper.
 
    
 
   "Is that so? Let me see the cub." the other person muttered a few words, and one of his men went to the PTV and opened the passenger door. Twoeyes had heard it all, and was wide-eyed with fear, but frozen in terror. The man picked hir up by hir scruff and held hir out towards the other. "Hmm... only issue is the paw mark. Other than that, a pure coat. Very well. Your debt is paid, Eric."
 
    
 
   Eric looked to Twoeyes and whispered. "Sorry... I... I need this. Everyone thinks you're dead. It was too good a chance." He turned back to the shadowy man. "If my debt is paid, can I open a new line of credit? I... it's been a few days since... since my last fix." He gulped as the man turned to him. 
 
    
 
   "Why of course, Eric. See to it he gets his drug of choice. Heroin if I recall?" He grinned, knowing full well Eric would wind right back up in his debt again. "Now get out of here. I have other things to do. Take the cub and put it on the ship. We're going over to the HCKNA. I know someone who would pay top dollar for a fine coat."
 
    
 
   Twoeyes tried to scramble loose, but it was far too late. One of the men took a club to hir head, and then everything became black.
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   Chapter 3
 
    
 
    
 
   Midsnow gasped as shi was suddenly hugged tight by hir own cub. Midsun held hir mother tightly, trying not to cry. "I'm sorry, Mom." 
 
    
 
   Snow looked up. The rest of the family was silent, trying to hold back tears. "It's okay... it's okay. That was a very long time ago." 
 
    
 
   "Sis..." Silvertail's voice was weak. Shi had known it was a fire, but to hear a firsthand account as to the details of Whitecloud's death...
 
    
 
   "I think we should maybe take a break. We have to get the pub set up for opening too, love." Blacktail reached hir hand out and took Snow's, helping hir up, and then hugged hir tight.
 
    
 
   Snow nodded, pulling Keklily into the hug also. "You're right, hun. We need to get things going. Perhaps we should continue the story later?" 
 
    
 
   "Awww, but... but... you can't just leave on a cliffhanger like that!"
 
    
 
   Everyone turned as Sakana put a hand on Cali's mouth. "Shhh, we can hear more later. I need to get the band sound checked anyways. How about you put some clothes on and come help?" 
 
    
 
   Cali nodded and stood up, still in the buff. "Okay!" 
 
    
 
   Midsun pulled back from the hug and turned to see Grill holding Blacktail just as tightly as shi held hir own mother. A small, affectionate smile spread across hir lips. The deep bond between them meant that it was hard to tell from whom their emotions originated from time to time, but shi knew that at this moment it was hir own worries for hir mother being conveyed to Grill. "Mom... can... can you help me for just a moment?" Sun looked up at Midsnow. 
 
    
 
   "Well, I do want to talk with Silver... Aunt Silvertail." Midsnow blushed, catching hirself midsentence. 
 
    
 
   "No, no, it's okay, I can wait." Silvertail smiled slowly, but it was a hollow expression. Hir mind was still on the details given about hir sister's death. 
 
    
 
   "Well Aunt Silvertail can come, too!" Sun could see hir new grandaunt's troubled look.
 
    
 
   "I, ah, yeah, sure." Silvertail got up, and, after Midsun grabbed Grill, they headed out the back door and down to the backyard. 
 
    
 
   "Mom, I need your help starting Grill with learning my Talent." Midsun looked at Grill, who blinked at hir mate in bewilderment.
 
    
 
   "Teach me your Talent? I don't understand, I don't have any Talents." Grill was genuinely confused until Midsun leaned into hir mate, holding hir close.
 
    
 
   Midsun nuzzled hir, explaining softly."My headaches are because we're bonded. Your mind doesn't understand the telekinetic Talent I have, so when we wake up your mind, being overwhelmed, gives me feedback that causes a temporary headache. According to Doctor M'Lai."
 
    
 
   "I don't understand. Shouldn't I be the one with the headaches, then?" Grill pulled back, concerned, but Midsun shook hir head.
 
    
 
   "Apparently it doesn't work that way, but she thinks if I teach you my Talent using my Skunktaur joining abilities, your mind will become used to it, and it will stop the headaches." Shi pulled away slowly as well, letting hir hands drift off Grill's back and back to hir sides.
 
    
 
   "If it will help you, Sunshine, then of course I'm up to it."
 
    
 
   Midsnow looked to hir aunt, and smiled as shi turned back to the young adults. "Well, seeing as I learned about my heritage at the same time as you, Sun, I'm not sure what help I can be. I just thought that our joining Talents was because we were mother and daughter. But I'll help as best I can." Shi looked them over, then motioned for Midsun to stand next to Grill. "I want you both to entwine tails. Then, Sun, I want you to do just like you have with me, and slowly focus yourself into Grill. Grill, dear, you should feel a tingling sensation at first that will grow stronger. If you close your eyes and focus on it you should start to... well it's hard to describe. You're going to see things, but it's not visual, it's, well, you'll understand once it happens. Don't reach out to it, just observe it at first."
 
    
 
   Grill wasn't at all sure what to expect. Shi had asked Midsun in the past to describe how it worked, to try to understand it better, but the response had been pretty similar to what Midsnow had just said. It was something that couldn't really be explained. Shi had finally described it being akin to expecting a blind person to understand "yellow". You couldn't, not effectively. Yes, you could try to convey brightness or tone. But such words would have no meaning; without having seen the color first, there was no way to explain it to them. Midsun said that seeing without seeing was much the same way. How do you explain what sensing matter is like? Telling the difference between objects and surroundings? 
 
    
 
   Grill's thoughts were so preoccupied as shi closed hir eyes. Gradually shi could detect a tingling, starting at the tip of hir tail, arcing to the base and up hir spine. Shi took a deep breath as sensations flashed behind hir eyes. It was like the grainy picture on a monitor whose signal had gone out, a static snowstorm filling hir consciousness in three dimensions. Shi could see the static in front, behind, to hir sides... upwards and downwards... it was everywhere, filling hir head until shi couldn't focus! Hir teeth were bared as shi growled in discomfort that approached pain. 
 
    
 
   "Focus, Grill. Focus on me." The voice of Midsun filled hir mind, and slowly the static faded as Grill zeroed in on the direction from which it came. The white and grey and black began to distort and recede, and an outline began to form in the static. Shi could see, no feel Midsun's shape forming in hir awareness, but a moment later it fell to pieces, the picture dissolving to black.
 
    
 
   "GRILL!"
 
    
 
   Hir eyes shot open at the urgency in Sun's voice. Shi was falling for a moment, only to quickly be caught by Snow's own Talent and eased to the ground. Shi panicked for a moment, realizing that shi had been a good five feet from the ground, before righting hirself. "What happened?" shi gasped. 
 
    
 
   Midsnow finished setting the 'kat down and looked to Sun, who was just as baffled as Grill. "Mom, I don't know. You know as well as I do that a telekinetic can't manipulate their own self."
 
    
 
   "They can't?" Grill and Silvertail said together in unison.
 
    
 
   Midsnow nodded. "Scientists believe it's an inherent safety factor. It's extremely hard to cause physical pain to yourself. You also can't tickle yourself. But remember. Grill is not telekinetic. Shi's using your talent so shi can inadvertently affect hirself. We'll need to be more careful in the future. Grill, did you get a semi-idea of what we were trying to say earlier?"
 
    
 
   Grill slowly nodded. "Yeah, kind of."
 
    
 
   "Good. You only saw a small tiny fraction. Imagine that on a much larger scale, and not just the very close immediate surroundings." Snow chuckled. "How about this? You two don't do any more til I talk with someone who can help, alright? I'm worried you might tear the house apart." They both nodded in agreement. "Now back inside, the lot of you. We've got a Pub to get up and running. It's going to be just as busy tonight as it was last night." Shi turned to Silvertail. "Last night the patrons got to watch a live birth." Shi smiled, turning back toward the pub, when something bumped into hir. Shi looked down to see a little cub wrapping their arms around hir leg. 
 
    
 
   "Oh, my! Hello, little one." Shi leaned down to be closer to the cub, who looked up with round, wide eyes. 
 
    
 
   "You're pretty!" the cub giggled, as Detective Starpelt came down the stairs in a hurry after hir daughter. 
 
    
 
   "Mistdancer! I'm so sorry, Twoeyes, shi just gets away from me sometimes. Though hardly ever like this. Shi seems fascinated by you or something!" 
 
    
 
   Midsnow smiled in reply, but inside, shi was taken aback by being called Twoeyes as if it was common. It had been so long since that name was spoken casually. "Oh, no worries, Detective." Shi looked to the cub. "So your name is Mistdancer, eh? Why you're a little cutie yourself, dear. Why... oh... oh, my." Looking closer, shi saw the hint of fangs poking from the cub's upper lip. "Detective, is shi okay?" 
 
    
 
   Starpelt tilted hir head and leaned in to get a closer look. "You're talking about hir fangs? It's genetic. Hir mother's a saber-tooth chakat. It's one of the rarer chakat genes. Hir fangs will grow out into sabers, just like hir mom. Nothing to be worried about, though. Just means shi has to make sure to brush hir teeth properly or everyone will see! Right, cub?" Shi eyed hir child, who ducked behind Midsnow's leg. 
 
    
 
   "Oh, it's okay, dear. You'll be a good little brusher, won't you?" Midsnow chuckled down at hir, and Mistdancer nodded meekly from behind a forepaw. Snow looked back up to Starpelt and smiled warmly. "Thank you."
 
    
 
   Pelt nodded, knowing what it must mean to find family that you had thought were lost for so long. "Pleasure's all mine, dear. Come on, Misty, let's go. Rose was looking for you too. You can't be running off like that." 
 
    
 
   Mistdancer took off running to be by hir sire's side. "But I wanted to see the angel again." 
 
    
 
   Midsnow watched them head back upstairs. A sigh escaped hir lips. To be so young and innocent again...
 
    
 
   "I imagine it's hard sometimes." Silvertail stepped forward to be side by side with Midsnow. "I knew you just had to be alive. They never found your remains in the fire. Only Whitecloud and Black..." Shi stopped, seeing tears start to form on Snow's eyes at the horrifying memory of the last moments shi ever saw hir sire alive, the smell of burning fur and flesh. It would never leave hir. Shi felt Silvertail pull hir into a deep hug and rock hir gently in hir arms. "I'm sorry. The officials I talked to said your remains weren't found because you were still young so the fire consumed more and not much else was left. But I never once believed it. Even when they laid down the graves." 
 
    
 
   Snow was sobbing but then took a deep breath and pulled back. "Graves?" 
 
    
 
   Silver nodded. "Your parents' remains were transported here, and we held a memorial. Yours was only a marker, though." 
 
    
 
   "I... I have a gravestone? My parents have a gravestone? Where?" Shi took deep breaths, trying to get control of hir emotions. 
 
    
 
   "In Amistad. I can show you," Silvertail replied gently. 
 
    
 
   "I would love to see my parents again." Snow whispered low, as if only to hirself. 
 
    
 
   "Twoeyes, are you..." Before Silvertail could finish hir question, another voice spoke up from the back doorway of the house.
 
    
 
   "Snow, Blacktail wanted me to tell you that Colorpot's getting fussy." The pink-haired caitian named Whiskers called out. It was enough to bring Snow back to the here and now.
 
    
 
   "Oh my, uh, yes, of course! I'm on my way. Silver... err, Aunt, after you." Shi motioned for the older chakat to take the lead up the stairs and back into the home.
 
    
 
   The inside of the home hummed with activity, as the pub was due to open in only four hours, and preparations had been halted while Snow had told hir story. Silvertail looked around, surprised to see so much hustle and bustle and secretly wondering how everyone kept track of everything. 
 
    
 
   "Over here, Snow. I think shi's hungry, but I'm not producing yet." Blacktail waved Midsnow over to a corner where shi was holding Colorpot, trying to calm the little cub who was mewling and squirming in hir hands.
 
    
 
   Midsnow smiled, stepping over and taking the crying newborn into hir own hands and rocking hir gently. "We'll just have to fix that then, won't we, Colorpot? Papa needs to be nursing you too, doesn't shi?" Shi giggled and leaned in, touching hir nose to the cub's whose nose twitched in response. The little amber eyes went wide at the reaction of hir body and shi giggled softly. "Good girl." 
 
    
 
   Snow nestled in against Blacktail until they were both holding the cub, letting hir see them both. "I think shi just wants some attention from hir parents. Shi was fed a few hours ago. Weren't you?" 
 
    
 
   Blacktail smiled and then nodded gently as shi stood. "Sadly, I need to get the pub set up, hun. I'll be downstairs. You rest for now." Shi got up and headed out, not allowing Snow time to protest. 
 
    
 
   "Seems your mate wants you to relax." Silvertail took a seat next to Snow and looked the little cub over.
 
    
 
   "Everyone thinks I'm frail, it seems. Hmm... Colorpot, this is your great-aunt Silvertail." Shi adjusted hir posture, offering to let Silver hold the cub, but the other 'kat declined.
 
    
 
   "I think you should hold on to hir. You did say shi was just born yesterday. Best shi spend time with hir mother, most of all." Silver smiled at the young cub as hir thoughts drifted to the first time shi held Rose in hir own hands. The labor had been rough, hir particular issues causing some problems, but the doctors had been prepared. It took time to recover, but always Rose was next to hir now. Hir only child... shi knew even back then it was going to be the only child shi could have.
 
    
 
   Whitecloud had been there at all times also, holding hir hand and helping hir through it. If only they hadn't had that fight later, if only that last memory wasn't the hateful words they said to each other. It was only because of Whitecloud that Rose was possible, yet shi had held it in for so long. Telling Rose was the hardest part. Yet Rose wasn't upset when shi told hir the secret. The secret that had torn the family, that shi wasn't ready to tell Midsnow just yet.
 
    
 
   A secret that might end up breaking them up once more.
 
    
 
   "Aunt? Are you okay?" 
 
    
 
   Silver looked up, realizing shi was starting to cry. "I... yeah, I'm fine." 
 
    
 
   Midsnow mistook the crying as simple gladness to have found hir, unaware that there could be more going on. "I..." Before shi could continue, shi was interrupted.
 
    
 
   "Snow, I got a message that we were to expect someone arriving shortly to speak with Hopes Paws and myself. Could you let them in and let them know we were called to base? We'll be back shortly. The person is a Lieutenant Blackspots." Keklily was grabbing a handbag as shi spoke to hir mate, and Hopes joined hir a moment later with André in tow. "Be back shortly, hun."
 
    
 
   Snow nodded as they left, and tilted hir head thinking. "Blackspots, that name sounds familiar..." Shi was interrupted as a little paw tapped at hir muzzle. Shi looked down and saw Colorpot making grabby paws at hir. "Awww... is Momma not giving you enough affection?" The cub mewled and continued to stretch hir paws out and tap them against Midsnow. 
 
    
 
   “Shi's enjoying the sensation of touch and feel." Silvertail smiled warmly, watching the cub's curious nature already expressing itself. "Shi has so much to learn and see. Shi also has a wonderful mother to teach hir everything." 
 
    
 
   Midsnow nodded while wiggling a finger at hir kitten, who was now trying to catch it in hir paws. "Thank you. But Aunt, you hardly know me. How can you be so sure of that?" 
 
    
 
   Silvertail looked in Snow's eyes. "Because you're the child of Whitecloud and Blackthunder. Despite anything that happened, I know they live on in you."
 
    
 
   It was Snow's turn to let hir eyes water up. "Th... thank you. But so much has happened."
 
    
 
   Before anything more could be said, another face poked into the room from the doorway. "Mom, Hyzel wants to know if we're staying here tonight?" Rosette inquired, but then folded hir ears realizing both hir mother and cousin were in tears. "I'm sorry. Am I interrupting?"
 
    
 
   Silvertail shook hir head. "No, dear, it's okay, come in. As for staying, I don't want to intrude on Two... Midsnow's family. They're very busy and..."
 
    
 
   "Nonsense! You're welcome to stay as long as you want. You're family." Snow smiled, and then gasped as Colorpot's paws got a good grasp on a boob and squeezed. "Ack! Kitten!" 
 
    
 
   Rose and Silvertail snickered and nodded. "You have to work tomorrow night, right?" Silvertail asked hir daughter. "You and Hyzel at the new place?" 
 
    
 
   "We do need to get there early and get filled in on acts and the general rules for the club." Rose smiled, taking a seat on Snow's other side. "May I?" Shi reached out slowly.
 
    
 
   "Sure, cousin." Snow slowly placed the newborn in Rose's hands. 
 
    
 
   Rose held the child in hir arms, looking down at the youngling, and smiled as the cubs eyes went wide at the sight of the new face. Shi giggled and made some silly faces which was returned with little mewls as the cub began making grabby paws at hir aunt once removed. 
 
    
 
   "Seems shi likes you, Rose." Midsnow smiled warmly as hir new daughter played. "You said earlier you work as an exotic dancer?" 
 
    
 
   Rose was so occupied with the little cub in hir hands that shi had almost zoned out, not realizing at first that shi had been asked a question. "Hmmm... oh! Ah, hrmm... yes, yes... sorry." Shi nodded back. "I, um, well, it's nice of you to say 'exotic dancer', but you can just say it properly. I'm a stripper, as is Hyzel. Saying it differently doesn't change the fact of what it is. Or that most confuse it with something else."
 
    
 
   Snow nodded. "No worry, Rose. I know the difference between prostitution and stripping. They are not the same thing." Shi didn't say more, not wanting to admit that shi knew far more about prostitution then anyone should.
 
    
 
   "I... well, it's not a common job among chakats and all. Most think that on a planet where a lot of the population goes topless that stripping would be uncommon. But truth is, while you can stare at someone's rack out in public, it doesn't have the same effect as being revealed slowly in a seductive dance." Rose quickly added, trying to defend hir career choice.
 
    
 
   Midsnow smiled and shook hir head to reassure hir cousin. "You don't have to defend yourself. I'm just curious. I'd like to come watch sometime."
 
    
 
    
 
   "You... you would?" Rose's ears went full tilt upwards in surprise.
 
    
 
   Silvertail smiled, happy to see the two getting along, much like when they first met. Hir eyes closed as shi thought back to that time...
 
    
 
   The front door clicked as the key turned in the lock, and Whitecloud opened the door to hir home. 
 
    
 
   "Sis, you do know they have more modern locking devices, right?" Silvertail tilted hir head, confused as to hir sister's choice. 
 
    
 
   "True, but Blackthunder and I enjoy the older ways for some things. It gives us a sense of simplicity and a time before we relied on an electronic chip to do everything," Whitecloud replied as they entered. 
 
    
 
   "Little cub?" Rose peeked out from under hir mother’s legs, looking around.
 
    
 
   "Shi's probably upstairs sleeping, dear. You'll see hir soon. Blackthunder, we're home," Whitecloud called out, and a greeting was returned from the living room.
 
    
 
   "In here, hun." Blackthunder rose from the couch, putting hir PADD down and walking over to greet hir mate. "Good to see you home safe." 
 
    
 
   Thunder hugged hir mate, then turned to Silvertail and Rosette. "Sister-in-law, good to see you again. And oh my, you must be little Rose." 
 
    
 
   Rose hid under hir mother's legs again, seeing the taller chakat. Shi was even taller than hir own mother!
 
    
 
   "Heh, sorry didn't mean to frighten you. I'm Blackthunder."
 
    
 
   "Aunt... Blackthunder... and Whitecloud!" Rose let out a small gasp, and the two chakats chuckled a moment at that.
 
    
 
   "Yes, we are. And yes, it's been a common joke with our names and that we mated." Black smiled warmly and offered them a seat in the living room. "I'll grab some drinks. Silvertail, I'm glad you made the trip safely. After everything that's happened with the family, we were worried."
 
    
 
   Silvertail lowered hir head, giving a slight nod. The loss of hir and Whitecloud's parents was still hard on them. 
 
    
 
   Rose peeked out again. "Is the baby sleeping?"
 
    
 
   "Shi's right over there, but shi's been napping, so be quiet around hir, dear." Blackthunder pointed to a corner of the room where a playpen had been set up. Rose rushed to the crib, then stopped, peeking in. The little white-furred cub was sleeping. 
 
    
 
   "Dawwwwww.. .shi's so cute! Momma, was I that cute as a cub?" Rose smiled and looked back to hir mother.
 
    
 
   "Kitten, you still are a cub, and yes, you were and still are," Silvertail giggled, joined by Whitecloud.
 
    
 
   "Mmmmmommmmmaaaaa!" Rose whined. A soft mewl interrupted before she could get louder, and shi turned back to see what made the noise. The little cub in the pen opened hir eyes slowly. Rose was surprised to see two differently colored eyes staring back. "Hhhh... hi. I'm Rose." 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes cooed, looking up at the older cub, and tried to get to hir feet. Shi had a little stuffed tiger in hir hands, on which shi had been sleeping. Shi reached out, offering the stuffed toy to the older child. 
 
    
 
   "Oh uh, thank you." Rose took the toy, and the little kitten giggled. 
 
    
 
   "Tiggy!" shi exclaimed in a tiny voice. 
 
    
 
   "Oh no, my name is Rose." 
 
    
 
   "Tiggy!" the kitten cried again. Shi pointed to the toy, and reached out to take it back. "Tiggy!" 
 
    
 
   "Oh, this is tiggy. Here you go. I'm Rose, your cousin." Shi handed the stuffed animal back, and the cub giggled, snuggling it up before looking back to hir cousin. "Osssssssi!" 
 
    
 
   Whitecloud and Silvertail chuckled again from the couch. "Shi's still very young, dear. Shi just started speaking a few weeks ago." Whitecloud got up and walked over, picking hir child up.
 
    
 
   "Mommaaa!" The kitten snuggled into hir mother's fur.
 
   "Momma's here, kitten. Momma is always here for you." 
 
    
 
   "Momma?"
 
    
 
   "Momma?"
 
    
 
   "Yo, Mom, you fall asleep on us?" The familiar voice of Rose caused Silvertail to open hir eyes. Shi had been lying down and seemed to have dozed off. "Midsnow went to help get the club set up. Shi said they're almost ready, and everyone will come upstairs before they open up and shi'd tell a little more of hir story. You okay?" Rose looked hir mother over.
 
    
 
   "Nothing... nothing's wrong." Shi grinned a moment. "Osssssi." 
 
   Rose tilted hir head, then chuckled after a few seconds of confusion. "Heh... too bad shi doesn't remember any of that." 
 
    
 
   "Shi was barely a year old, and we only stayed til shi was just over two, hun. Shi was so young." Silvertail gave a soft sigh before getting up. "We should see about helping. Have you seen Hyzel?" 
 
    
 
   "She has been talking with the other skunktaur outside."
 
    
 
   Silvertail nodded as shi stretched. "Let's see if there's anything we can do downstairs." 
 
    
 
   Downstairs, the pub was busy with activity as chairs were set, tables were cleaned, and the band made sure the sound was good. 
 
    
 
   "Kitten, we need some more dinner plates." Softstripe called over to the counter while looking down a checklist. "We almost ran out last night. Seems the dinner service was popular. Also the installer for the panel screen is coming in an hour. We should be able to have the chakker game on for everyone tonight."
 
    
 
   Snow looked up from hir PADD and nodded. "I'll see if Silvermane can make some more dishes." 
 
    
 
   "I can start now, but it takes at least a day til they can be eaten off of. You'll just have to have someone constantly running the dishwasher system til then." Silvermane spoke up from a corner that shi and Azimuth had been occupying. 
 
    
 
   Snow looked back to Softstripe. "Guess we'll have to..." Shi paused a moment, sensing with hir passive ability. Three people were walking down the road to the pub. The backpack worn by one of them appeared to be a Dewclaw University bag, judging from the texture of the material and shape of the logo. "Sun, dear, I think you have some friends coming down the road." 
 
    
 
   Midsun looked up at hir mother from the table shi was cleaning. It took a moment for hir to reach out and get a faint 'visual', as hir Talent wasn't nearly as powerful as that of hir mother. "Oh, I think it's Smokefoot!" Shi put the cloth down and hastened outside and up the road.
 
    
 
   Just about two miles from the pub, three individuals were walking down the dirt trail. "You think shi'll know we're coming?" a blonde haired chakat asked in a bubbly voice as shi lightly skipped alongside the other two. 
 
    
 
   Smokefoot was a white-furred chakat with darker grey markings from hir forearms to hir hands and halfway up hir legs. Hir bright blue eyes shone in the sun as shi skipped down the road, hir backup hanging just slightly off hir shoulder. Straight, wispy blonde hair swept down nearly to hir taur joint in the back and brushed against hir pink top in front.
 
    
 
   "Shi's telekinetic, isn't shi?" The next voice to speak came from a skunktaur currently in female phase. Vrae brushed some of hir white hair back before leaning hyr head back into hyr companion's shoulder.
 
    
 
   "Yeah, it's really amazing! Shi can move things, and see things in hir head. I watched hir once hand me a coffee from the counter in the cafeteria, right to me, and it just... it floated to my hand. It was really neat!" Chakat Goldbloom, named for the color of hir fur, was becoming excited just recalling that moment, until a blush crossed hir ears as hir mate leaned into hir. "But shi's not nearly as awesome as you are, love." 
 
    
 
   Vrae lifted hyr head to kiss a reddened ear. "You can have excitement for others, silly 'kat. I know you love me." Inside Goldbloom's mind, Vrae's voice carried over, unheard by Smokefoot.  <I know how much you love me, dear, or else we wouldn't be bonded like this.> 
 
    
 
   Goldbloom's blush only deepened, and shi nodded at Vrae, hir green eyes gleaming. Vrae held hir gaze, and they stared into each other's souls for a few moments. They had only just recently bonded in a manner similar to how Grill and Midsun had many years ago, but with Vrae being telepathic, their bond manifested in unusual ways. It was much like how Sun's telekinesis would soon add to hir and Grill's bond in turn.
 
    
 
   Smokefoot continued to skip along while the couple walked a bit behind. Smokefoot was a cheerleader in the DCU Cheer Squad, and had met Midsun and Grill through their Chakker games, similar to how Bloom met Sun although shi had run into Sun in the school hallways by accident prior to that. The group had started to hang out the last few weeks before Winter Break, and Sun asked them to come to the pub to help support hir mother. 
 
    
 
   "I'm thinking we should do something for hir! Lets practice a cheer for when we see hir!" Smokefoot was oblivious to the couple's deep emotional state behind hir as shi continued to skip along. "I brought my cheerleading outfit, I could put it on!" 
 
    
 
   <You'd look so cute in a cheerleading outfit.> Vrae spoke into Bloom's mind again.
 
    
 
   "Um... I think we're okay, Smokefoot." Bloom figured hir blush would never leave by this point.
 
    
 
   "D'awww, but we could give hir a big cheer! That's what girlfriends are for! Cheering each other up!" Smoke smiled, turning back to the two and waving hir hand as shi stuck hir tongue out. "I'd do it for you two also!"
 
    [image: smokefoot.jpg] 
 
    
 
    
 
   "Do what?" A new voice startled them, and they looked ahead down the road, where Midsun was rounding a corner. 
 
    
 
   Smoke's bright blue eyes lit up, and shi ran to meet hir friend. "SUNNY!" Shi pounced into Midsun's arms, which nearly caused them both to topple over.
 
    
 
   "Smokefoot, you're gonna squish me!" Sun yelped, hir knees buckling under the hyper 'kat's weight. 
 
    
 
   "D'aww, I love ya too, girlfriend!" Smoke giggled and got off. 
 
    
 
   Midsun could only roll hir eyes, knowing it was just Smokefoot's nature. "Can't stay mad at you, I suppose." Sun let out a little giggle, feeling a little bubbly hirself in Smoke's presence. 
 
    
 
   It was something that Vrae and Bloom had begun to notice, but had yet to say anything about. <I suppose I should offer to help teach hir about hir telepathic nature. Shi's projecting hir personality onto Midsun>, Vrae commented to hir lover, who shook hir head in response.
 
    
 
   "Give 'em some time to realize it first. Besides... Midsun is cute when shi's all bubbly like Smokey," Goldbloom whispered back.
 
    
 
   Midsun looked over behind Smokefoot, and hir eyes grew huge as hir lips curled up into a big smile. "GOLDY! VRAE! Like, oh my gosh, so good to see you both!" Shi skipped over, hugging them both tight, acting as if shi was completely surprised by their presence.
 
    
 
   <Okay, maybe we should tell 'em. It's even stronger now that we're not at school!> Goldbloom allowed to hir partner soundlessly. 
 
    
 
   Midsun gave Bloom a hug of hir own, and then followed it up by doing the same to Vrae. "I'm so glad you all made it! I know with work and everything... how goes it, by the way?" 
 
    
 
   Goldbloom gave a warm smile. "Well, I've only been working as an orderly for a few weeks, but I really enjoy it. And the staff are very nice and seem to like my work. And being able to pull my weight financially around the house is great, too." Shi gave a wink to Vrae. 
 
    
 
   "I'm so happy for you!" Sun giggled, and turned back to Smokefoot who was practically mirroring hir. 
 
    
 
   "ME TOO! I was thinking we could give you a cheer, Midsun!" Smoke smiled, reaching into hir backpack. "I brought my outfit and everything!"
 
    
 
   Midsnow peeked out into the front yard, a smile on hir face as shi watched hir cub with hir friends. It made hir happy to know hir child had a childhood so much better than hir own. 
 
    
 
   "Shir Midsnow, do you need anything from me?" Snow turned back to see Whiskers standing near hir. The young caitian was wearing a more traditional outfit from her homeworld, a flowing robe that covered her lower body, but left the collar that Nightstar had given her exposed. 
 
    
 
   "I'm good, Whiskers. You've done so much already. Thank you." Snow smiled and leaned down to give her a hug. 
 
    
 
   "It's I who should thank you. Had you not been so kind and welcoming with your home and family, I can only imagine I'd be on my father's ship by now, heading back to Cait to be forced into a marriage, if it wasn't for you... and Mistress." She blushed, having not said that word out loud til just now. 
 
    
 
   Midsnow raised hir eyebrow at that, then a slow smile spread across hir lips. "Whiskers Longfall, you know you're always welcome with us." 
 
    
 
   Whiskers tilted hir head, curious at the last name. "'Longfall'? But I'm not..." 
 
    
 
   Snow shook hir head, cutting the caitian off. "Yes, you are. You are mated to Nightstar, who is a Longfall hirself. I know that most caitians undergo the ritual of Adulthood and have an honorific title added. That would make you. M'Sun... sunna... re... ray?" Shi blushed hotly from the embarrassment of butchering Whiskers' real name. 
 
    
 
   "'Shnu´rrárre', and it's alright. It's very difficult to annunciate properly for non-natives. That's why I just go by 'Whiskers'. But yes, I would by now be known as M'Shnu´rrárre, but to undergo the adult ritual requires the consent of one's parents. My father told me he would not allow it until after I committed to marriage." She smiled warmly. "But truth be told, I don't care. It's not an end-all, be-all thing that I'm worried about. Besides, no one can pronounce my name as is, so adding an honorific to it would just make it harder. And I really don't want to be called 'M'Whiskers' either." 
 
    
 
   Snow chuckled, agreeing with that. "Well, what I mean is that you're a part of this family through Nightstar. You might be hir 'pet', but you know shi'll think of you as a mate. "
 
    
 
   The Caitian lowered her head as if to try to hide a deep blush of her own. "I... I know..." she replied meekly. "Mistress said shi got me a job as hir assistant on the Icarus. We're going to go over to Amistad to get me signed in and to take care of security clearances and meet the crew. That's why I asked if... if you needed anything."
 
    
 
   Midsnow let it hang just a moment before slowly running hir hand against Whiskers' lower jaw, then lifting the Caitian's head to see her face. Shi leaned in slowly and gave a gentle kiss to Whiskers' cheek. "No worries, hun. You have fun. The Icarus is an interesting ship. I've been on it a few times in my Star Fleet days." 
 
    
 
   Whiskers' ears flattened and blushed as she was kissed on the cheek, then they shot right back up in surprise. "You were in Fleet?" 
 
    
 
   "Mmhmm. A long, long time ago, I was a pilot." Snow smiled and let the Caitian go. 
 
    
 
   " Shnu´rrárre, Pet, time to go." Nightstar was donning hir jacket as shi approached the other two. "All set?" 
 
    
 
   "Yes, Mistress," she replied, giving a small bow. 
 
    
 
   "Remember, hun, while you are on duty, you aren't to wear that collar. And you refer to me as Nightstar. My boss is aware of our relationship but we also maintain a professional working environment when on the clock." Night adjusted hirself in hir jacket.
 
    
 
   "Oh of course, Mistress." 
 
    
 
   Snow smiled and leaned over to whisper into Night's ear. After a second, Night nodded and pulled back. "Let's go, Whiskers Longfall." Shi let the barest sign of a smile form on hir lips as shi headed toward the door. Whiskers stood in blatant shock at first, then ran to catch up.
 
    
 
   Before heading out the door shi motioned to Thriceborn. "You stay out of trouble." Nightstar Smirked one last time.
 
    
 
   The rest of the early afternoon went by somewhat quickly. Most of the group had migrated back upstairs after readying the pub and were relaxing in the family room. 
 
    
 
   "So, tell us what happened next?" Rosette took a spot next to Midsnow, looking on as shi rocked the newborn cub to sleep. 
 
    
 
   "Well, let's gather everyone. We have a little bit until the pub opens. Someone find Midsun and the others." Snow said before getting up and placing the cub in the nearby crib.
 
    
 
   "What about Hopes Paws and Keklily?" someone asked from the back.
 
    
 
   "Kek knows the whole story, and Hopes has heard it too. They won't be back until later tonight." Snow sat down and took a breath as shi recalled where they had left off.
 
    
 
   Everyone began to quiet down and gather around, finding spots to sit and listen. Sun and hir friends quietly entered and took a seat in the back.
 
    
 
   "Let's see... the fire happened, and I was taken by a drug addict to be sold. My last memory of Sydney was the crack of a billy club against the back of my head. When I woke up, we had been out to sea for some time." 
 
    
 
   “The trip itself was long. I’m not sure how much time had passed. I awoke in a dark place with the smell of seawater all around. It turned out I was in the cargo hold of the ship in which they had left Sydney Bay. As for the voyage itself, not much happened. My screaming and cries for help the first day went unanswered. I was left alone in the dark hold of the boat. From time to time, the hold door from the deck would open and some scraps of food would be thrown in.” Snow looked away a moment, hir thoughts drifting back to that time, the memories becoming clearer as shi dredged them up.
 
    
 
   “I learned the first night when they threw food in to stay quiet. I begged them to let me go. The response they gave was not encouraging.” Shi shivered.
 
    
 
   “What happened?” Silvertail could feel hir niece’s uneasiness.
 
    
 
   “They stuck a metal pole from the top of the boat through the cargo hold port until it touched the wet ground of the hold itself. The very same ground my own feet were touching. They... I’m told it’s for when dangerous animals are kept in the hold. It felt like fire was coursing through my body. I lost all control and slumped to the ground. I was told the electric shock they just gave me was the weakest setting and that if I didn’t want to feel it again, I would shut up.” Snow closed hir eyes as the story began to be woven again by hir lips. 
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure how much time had passed, a week most likely, but we eventually made port.”
 
    
 
    
 
   +++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
    
 
   The wind was blowing. The air outside was cold. The vessel had just been cleared to dock, and from the tiny viewport in the cargo hold, little Twoeyes could now see land for the first time. Hir fur was a dirty mess, and the shirt that shi had worn hir last night in bed was now in tatters. Hir eyes were puffy and had been since the first night. Shi was nearly sleep deprived, as any time shi closed hir eyes, shi was haunted by nightmares of hir father burning alive, of Blackthunder, in agonizing pain as shi threw hir daughter to safety. Even though Twoeyes was still young, shi like all in hir species, had Empathic ability. Hir final feeling of emotion from hir father was that of pure, unfiltered pain. But under that was a slight tiny glimmer. 
 
    
 
   Hope.
 
    
 
   And love.
 
    
 
   Twoeyes buried hir head into hir chest fur and whimpered meekly. Hope? What hope? Shi was alone now. Shi had no idea where shi was.
 
    
 
   Up on deck, the workers quickly secured the docked ship. The ramp was set up, and moments later, port officers stepped onboard. “Your name, port of origin, and cargo?” One of the port officers asked. 
 
    
 
   While the “official” work was being conducted on one side of the vessel, the crewmen opened up a small hatch, and were unloading contraband to a small craft from the hold where Twoeyes was kept. One of the men approached the young chakat. “You’ll keep your trap shut if you know what’s good for you. Now get on the boat.” He grabbed hir arm and dragged the child towards the hatch. 
 
    
 
   For a brief moment, Twoeyes considered clawing at the man or yelling for help, but in this man’s other hand, shi saw the familiar metal pole. Shi went still with fear, and was easily manhandled to the smaller boat and tossed in.
 
    
 
   The sounds of the access hatch from the deck to the cargo hold seemed so loud to hir. The waterway hatch was closed just in time, as the port officers began their descent into the hold to make their inspection.
 
    
 
   Outside on the waterway, the little powered boat slipped under the dock and toward the coastline. It quickly hit the beachhead and came to a stop in the soft sand. A transport PTV was waiting for them, and Twoeyes was quickly rushed into the back of this van along with some small crates. The doors closed, and several bangs on the side of the vehicle prompted the driver to go. 
 
    
 
   The PTV quickly took off and headed for the road a little further up the beach. Twoeyes only got one look out the window before being pushed down by a man who was riding along in the back. “Don’t move,” was all he said to hir before turning to the driver.
 
    
 
   Twoeyes only caught sight of a sign from hir vision before shi was too low to look around. It read, 
 
    
 
   Welcome to Virginia Beach,
 
   The Holy Christian Kingdom of North America Welcomes You!
 
    
 
   Virginia Beach? Holy Kingdom? Twoeyes had a slight knowledge of the HCKNA from history classes but not much else. Shi wasn’t even sure where Virginia was!
 
    
 
    
 
   “So what’s the agenda?” The man beside hir asked the driver.
 
    
 
   “I’m to take you and the shipment south into gator country. I’m to take It into Richmond first though,” he called back as he merged onto a major highway. A worn sign said “I-65” and painted onto it was the words “old”.
 
    
 
   “Richmond? Damn, that's a good two-hour drive north. Then you’re telling me we have to go south toward Old Flor'?” The man in the back of the van grumbled.
 
    
 
   “Shit, the boss must be getting a good price on this thing to divert me north first. You know the price if we get pulled over with that stuff in the back?” The driver turned his head back, grinning a moment.
 
    
 
   “I couldn’t tell you. I don’t live in the HCKNA. Back in Sydney, it’d be major jail time, that’s all I know.” He shrugged as the driver chuckled in response.
 
    
 
   “Shit, we get pulled over, the worst is the cops take it for themselves. The best is usually a fine, and then off we go.” 
 
    
 
   “A bribe, huh? HCKNA sure does let its reputation precede it. You always hear about how crooked things are here. Just assumed it was propaganda, you know? Make your homeland sound like it's better.”
 
    
 
   The driver turned back to the road. “Yeah, something like that. Difference is… over here, we are better. You don’t have nearly the fur filth you have in other countries. And the ones here don’t get coddled and sent up the political or work ladder. Most end up being wage grunts. Hell, it’s almost like it was before the Gene Wars, the old farts like to say. Only difference really is, the Furs have “rights”, or at least they have the illusion of having rights. Just ask the thing in the back with you if it thinks it has rights. Ha! Look where that got it.” 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes let out a little weak whimper and covered hir face. Hir body was shaking uncontrollably, and the man decided it was best to leave hir alone for the time being. The rest of the ride was mostly quiet. From time to time shi could peek up enough to see out the front window and view the landscape from the highway. It was bizarre to the little cub. 
 
    
 
   The world would seem fine at times, the trees green and beautiful. But other times, as they passed civilization, it would be a mix of light and dark. The city was what one would expect for the most part, with upright buildings and people going about their day. But sometimes they would pass areas that were more ruined then not. The buildings would be crumbling and dilapidated. A few people might be seen digging through the wreckage. 
 
    
 
   “Damn scrappers. They dig and they dig, looking for treasure. Place was picked clean years ago,” the driver grumbled before tossing a cigarette out the window.
 
    
 
   “Scrappers?” The man in back questioned.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, bunch of bums they are. They dig through the old cities that got wiped out or abandoned during the Wars, still hoping to find treasure or some such, I gather. Worthless, the lot of them. You guys don’t have scrappers out in Australia?” 
 
    
 
   The man guarding Twoeyes shook his head. “Not like that. Old cities like this were torn down and rebuilt. Nothing’s really left over from the Gene Wars out there, except some memorials and what not.” 
 
    
 
   The driver shook his head. “Typical, the lot of them Fur lovers. They sugarcoat what the Gene Wars was really about. Not here. We keep these crumbling cities as testament and reminder to what it cost to Humanity. I never did get your name by the way?” 
 
    
 
   The guard seemed a little disturbed by the tone his companion was taking, but he shrugged it off. “Will Tanner“ 
 
    
 
   “Don’t tell me you’re a damn Fur lover, Will. I mean, I understand, you being Aussie and all, it’s only natural. They did their best to hammer that Furs are okay and all that into you. But trust me, you’re a human and you must know deep down that it ain’t right… right?” 
 
    
 
   “Well, I don’t have anything against them, I suppose.” He wasn’t sure what to think of his companion now.
 
    
 
   “Hey now, no need to get your feathers ruffled. You got your own beliefs, I understand it. That’s not what this enterprise is about; it’s merely a profit industry. I’m just saying, from my own personal beliefs, is all. Besides, you stick around in the HCKNA, you’ll see why we are the way we are, why them damn beasts need to be put in their place. You’ve only heard their side of the story, after all. History is written by the victor and all that. Wait til you hear the real truth. “
 
    
 
   The PTV made its way along. The highway had seen better days, and it was evident that any upkeep was minimal at best. “So, is this like an old road or something?” Tanner asked, trying to shift topics.
 
    
 
   “Hell, it’s been around least since the early 90’s,” the driver shot back.
 
    
 
   “Oh, they built it a decade ago?” He had never seen such a road wear down so quickly.
 
    
 
   The man laughed out loud at that. “2290’s you mean? Ha! Try 1990’s. Hell, probably even before then. This road was a major highway back in the Prime Old Age, back when this was the United States. She’s an old beauty. Showing her age, but the cost to redo or replace it would be astronomical. Since the HCKNA is separate from the world, we don’t get the nice grant money you all are used to. We have to make ends meet as a nation. Priority right now isn’t infrastructure.” He lit up a new cigarette and inhaled.
 
    
 
   “What is priority?” Tanner asked.
 
    
 
   “Military, expansion, fighting a war. You know the important stuff.” He let out a breath of smoke.
 
    
 
   “War?” 
 
    
 
   “Yeah, up near the Dakota area we’ve been having scuffles with the wolftaurs. Bunch of ugly beasts claim we’re encroaching on their land. We told 'em, the treaty borders were marked wrong and they had encroached on our land first. A frontier town found a girl missing. They found her in the woods, killed. They say it was a wolftaur, so they loaded up and hunted 'em down. I was told they killed five males. Been a big story round here for the past couple weeks. Damn pack claims they didn’t kill the girl, but to be honest, I don’t really care if they did or didn’t. It’s always good to take a couple of them fuckers out, you know?” He was back to taking a drag from his cigarette. 
 
    
 
   Once more the PTV was quiet as the vehicle made its way along the country side. After a good hour, the scenery once again changed, and this time as the vehicle rounded a bend Twoeyes could see the massive cityscape. A run-down sign on the highway almost too faded to read, but shi thought it said “Richmond”. 
 
    
 
   “Here we be, good ole Richland! The last major stop before you get to the New England border. Damn assholes claimed D.C. during the nation’s border talks when drawing the lines. I got orders to drop off our beast in town, then you and I are heading south bound.” 
 
    
 
   “What going to happen to hir?” Tanner asked.
 
    
 
   “That’s above my pay grade,” was all the driver replied with. 
 
    
 
   The PTV made its way into the city. The outer sections were worn down, but the city proper appeared to be well kept up. As the vehicle made its way down an off-ramp and into the main streets it was evident that they were entering a section of low-income housing. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Twoeyes whimpered from the back, unsure what was going to happen now. The van pulled up to a side alley and then began to back down it. “Just open the door and push hir out. The doc will take it from here.” The driver motioned for Tanner to get up and come around to the passenger seat after he was done ejecting the cub.
 
    
 
   The back door swung open quickly, and Tanner grabbed the young cub by the scruff, heaving the chakat out the back and onto the ground. “You must be the Doc. This the cub you're wanting?” 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes took a ragged breath and looked up at the person who Will was speaking to. He was an older human with smoky white hair. He was leaning on a cane and adjusting his glasses with a shaky hand. His cold stare bore down on the little cub. 
 
    
 
   The man spoke slowly, having to catch his breath on each sentence. “Typical, you tell me how fine hir coat is, and then you do nothing to help it on the journey. I’m going to have to work on getting the grime and dirt out. Tell your boss the child is fine, and I’ll have his payment shortly. I first have to fix the girl before I can make any profit, so he’ll have to wait. Next time, take better care and I’ll be able to pay faster, understood?” 
 
    
 
   “Yeah, I’ll get right on that, Doctor...?” Tanner wasn’t sure what the old man was getting on about. 
 
    
 
   “Dr. Renavato is my name, son. Now off with you. Little cub, if you’ll follow me to the door, please. I have some warm clothes and food ready for you.” He lifted his cane and pointed it to a door to hir side. Twoeyes stayed still not sure what to do. “Come, child, you don’t want to sit in this alleyway all day. Must I have the big mean man carry you inside? I assure you it’s warm in there, and I’ve just finished making dinner.” He spoke in even, calm tones while showing a toothy grin. 
 
    
 
   Slowly Twoeyes walked forward toward the door, hir hand pushing against the handle as shi reached it. Shi pressed forward and through, and stepped into a dark room. The door shut with a bang behind hir.
 
    
 
   “Off with you now.” The doctor waved Will Tanner away as he turned and entered a side door a bit further down the alley. As he stepped in he flipped a light switch on the wall letting the hum of fluorescent tubes buzz in the air. Twoeyes could now see where shi was. 
 
    
 
   Hir hands reached out and wrapped around vertical bars. A quick glance back showed that the door she entered had no handle from the inside. She was trapped in a cage. 
 
    
 
   “Well now, little one, I see the mean men have gone and ruffled up that pretty coat of yours. Let’s give it a good wash and see what lies under all that grime, shall we?” He reached for a hose and pointed it toward the cage. 
 
    
 
   A movement of his hand, and a torrent of water blasted out from the tip and hit the cub square in the chest. The icy sting made hir gasp, and it quickly soaked down to hir skin, making hir shiver violently. Shi reached out with both hands to block the stream, but it didn’t help. 
 
    
 
   “The less you fight, the sooner we shall be done, dear.” He turned the nozzle on the tip and directing the water into a tighter spray, increasing the pressure more.
 
    
 
   The process went on for nearly half an hour, until he was certain he had pressure washed the cub in every spot. Shi looked up at him with trembling eyes, body shaking from cold, hir paws instinctively lifting up one at a time and then back down to stay off the cold concrete floor as much as they could. 
 
    
 
   “There are towels in that corner. Go dry off.” He pointed to an area of the cage beside the door through which shi had come. A few towels lay folded on the ground. Shi grabbed all of them and started to dry as fast as possible, the warmth making hir feel a little better. All the while the man looked hir over, rubbing his chin. “That mark on your shoulder. Is it dyed or natural? Do you have any other marks?” 
 
    
 
   Shi whimpered a meek response. “Na… natural.” Shi shook hir head in regards to the other question. 
 
    
 
   “Hmm, good, good. Finish drying off. I’ll be back soon.” He set the hose down and began to walk to a door. The area shi was in looked like a indoor dog pen. The man swiped a card, and a buzz was heard as the locks turned and opened an inner door. He stepped inside before Twoeyes could ask any questions. The door slammed quickly behind him, and the same buzz was heard as the locks turned close.
 
    
 
   If shi hadn’t been crying for the past several days, shi would have begun now, but at this point there were no tears left to give. The ground was still cold to hir paws. Shi was now mostly dry, but the towels were soaked. Shi cursed hirself for grabbing them all and not leaving a dry one behind to use for warmth. Shi’d have to wait now. 
 
    
 
   The dead quiet of the room was eerie. Hir thoughts turned to who this man was? Why did he want hir? What was going to happen to hir? Hir eyes drifted around the room, trying to comprehend what was going on. It was then that shi really began to notice things. The table in the corner, for instance, had thick, dark stains on it and a collection of sharp tools: Saws, blades, scalpels. Cameras were in place to observe whatever happened over there. Numerous X-ray pictures were clipped to an upright board next to the table. It took a moment for Twoeyes to realize that the images were all morphs. 
 
    
 
   What in the world was this place? He said he was a doctor. Maybe he was just treating patients? Shi took a breath, swallowing panic, trying to calm down.
 
    
 
   The buzz rang out, the sound echoing off the concrete bricked walls. The locks tumbled open as the door was pushed inward. Dr. Renavato stepped through, pulling a gurney. Someone or something was on it, covered by a blanket. 
 
    
 
   “Ah Sigzine, this is our newest acquisition. Sorry, I haven’t caught hir name yet. I think it best we wait until shi’s matured some so we get a larger haul. Help me get this one on the table.” The doctor spoke to another man who was helping to push the gurney from the other side. Sigzine didn’t appear as elderly as the doctor, but he too was up in age for a human. His response was a simple grunt as he helped lift the covered form up and onto the table. “Thank you, Sigzine, that will be all for now.” 
 
    
 
   The man left, closing the door behind him as the doctor washed his hand in a nearby sink and then began to clean some of the tools. “I did never catch your name, child," he commented without looking at hir.
 
    
 
   Twoeyes stayed quiet. 
 
    
 
   “Did you not learn manners? It’s rude not to tell someone your name. For instance, I’m Dr. Renavato. Now please, dear, your name?” He wiped down a razor, then turned to face hir.
 
    
 
   Shi let out a barely audible reply. “Two… eyes.” 
 
    
 
   “Ah… Chakat Twoeyes, I see. Well it is a pleasure to meet you. Oh my, I’m being rude now myself. I forget we have someone else here, don’t we?” He placed the tools on a tray and grabbed the sheet, pulling it away to reveal the person on the operating table. “Meet Sebastian.” 
 
    
 
   Sebastian, from as best as Twoeyes could see from hir angle, was a male bunny morph, a very frightened one at that. His hands and feet appeared to be bound so he couldn’t struggle effectively, though this didn’t stop him from trying to wiggle what little he could. His eyes were wide in terror, but yet no sound appeared to come from his lips. It wasn’t until shi made an effort to listen close that Twoeyes could make out muffled noises. His voice was being silenced, though how at first was unclear, until he managed to jerk his head enough for Twoeyes to see what was obstructing his ability to speak.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   His mouth had been sewn shut. 
 
    
 
    “There, there, Sebastian, you're scaring our guest. We don’t want hir screaming now, do we?” He chuckled in a manner that was frightening even without the scene before hir. “You sadly don’t have the quality of fur that shi has. It’s almost not worth selling. But don’t worry, Sebastian. I have a couple of grandchildren who just adore Peter Pan. You’ve seen it, I’m sure. The one made back in a time before your kind walked our land. My grandchildren like the Lost Boys, the ones who follow Peter Pan around. They wear these adorable animal skins. For Christmas I decided I’d give them skins of their very own, so they could be just like the Lost Boys. You should see them, wonderful little nine year-olds they are. Whoever wears you will grow right into you, I’m sure. Now stay still, Sebastian, I have work to do.” His words hung in the air.
 
    
 
   He grinned, reaching for a scalpel. Clearly he was taking some sort of sick pleasure in this. His hand wrapped around the case of the bladed instrument. “Let’s not forget to record this one.” He reached with his other hand and flipped a switch. The red activity lights lit on all the cameras. “Subject named Sebastian. 12:05 p.m., the day of our Lord, October the twelfth, 2318. Subject is a brown-furred Lapine. I will start with an incision upon the anterior upper abdomen. As with prior subjects, no anesthesia will be used.” 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes stepped back, and continued to do so until hir back was pressed against the wall. Shi shook hir head and tried to cry out, tried to scream at this man to stop, but shi couldn’t say a word. What was happening was so dark and so vile compared to the world shi knew. 
 
    
 
   Hir mouth gaped in pure horror as the doctor began his operation. Sebastian tried to fight, tried to lash out or somehow get free. But there was no getting free. His fate was sealed the moment he was set down on the table. All that was left was the agonizing end. 
 
    
 
   The blade entered into flesh, and steady hands guided it down the chest. Sebastian tensed as the pain of being cut open flooded his being, pain that was nothing compared to what was coming. Blood began to creep out from the entry point of the blade as the doctor continued tracing downward toward the belly before stopping and pulling out. 
 
    
 
   He wiped the tip with a cloth before returning to where he left off, his blade now turned sideways as he made a horizontal incision going across his upper belly a ways and then stopping. “There, there. That wasn’t so bad was it?” He laughed to himself, putting the scalpel down and reaching for a spreader and a clamp. “If I hurry you’ll be able to see your own heart beating before you succumb to the blood loss.” 
 
    
 
   He took a long pair of grips and used it to peel back the skin and expose the internal body cavity. The clamps went in place to keep the skin from folding back or getting in his way. “My, already passing out are we?” 
 
    
 
   Sebastian face was pale as his eyes began to roll back. He was lightheaded and quickly losing consciousness. 
 
    
 
   “Can’t have that now, can we? This ought to wake you up!” The doctor grabbed a spreader bar and placed it in Sebastian's front rib cage. “Wakey, wakey, you beast!” 
 
    
 
   The repeated cracking noises of bone giving way was haunting. 
 
    
 
   The sound was only one part of the horror. The pain Sebastian felt caused him to jerk and twist as all his muscles tensed. His lips bled as his mouth attempted to go wide, and a muffled scream could be heard even through the stitches. His muscles gave way after a moment, and his head banged against the table violently several times as he shook in a violent fit. 
 
    
 
   “Not nearly as strong as prior subjects, it seems.” The doctor, if one could call him that any more, reached into the now larger opening in the chest cavity. His other hand grasped a pair of surgical scissors and then followed in. Moments later, both hands emerged once more. In the right was a still-beating heart.
 
    
 
   “See this, beast? This is a soul. Something you were never meant nor deserve to have.” He held the heart up to Sebastian’s eyes. It gave one last thump before stopping. 
 
    
 
   The bunny's own body relaxed, his skin going loose as muscles lost their tension and softened. 
 
    
 
   The doctor stepped back, knowing that anything in his subject's bowels would release. “Subject pronounced dead as of…” he looked to his watch, “12:23 p.m. I will begin the cleanup and proceed on with the removal of his hide. Next subject is a chakat, a species that is famous for having two hearts. I should be able to prolong the time of death considerably.” 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes couldn’t scream. Shi couldn’t even muster a sound. All shi could do was cover hir face with a wet towel and pray this was all just a terrible nightmare. But the sounds of the man going about his work were heard for hours on end. Shi just stayed still, the towel covering hir the whole time, not a word said in the room.
 
    
 
   Quite some time later, the hollow echo of metal against metal was heard, light taps on the cage bars. Shi lifted the blanket up and looked to see the doctor facing hir way from outside the cage. 
 
    
 
   “You look hungry, child. Would you like something to eat?” His tone was that of feigned gentle concern. “I’m sure you must be. Here, child. Enjoy dinner.” He pulled something from behind his back and then slipped it through a panel designed to send food into the cage. Shi wasn’t able to see what it was, but shi hadn’t eaten at all today, and on the voyage here shi was fed so little that shi couldn’t help but get to hir feet and walk over to the panel. 
 
    
 
   A hatch was there to lift up and receive what was sent. Hir hands reached out and tugged at the handle.
 
    
 
   Shi went wide-eyed at the sight before hir. Hir mouth opened into a terrible scream as shi fell backwards onto hir rump and pushed back, away from what had been offered to hir. Hir paws scrapped at the ground as shi hurried back to hir corner and hid in the towels. 
 
    
 
   The doctor laughed as he turned and began to walk toward the door. “You’ll eat sooner or later. Hunger does that to your kind. You are just an animal, after all.” And with that he swiped his access card and stepped inside, closing the security door behind him.
 
    
 
   Moments later the lights turned off in the room, save for one to give minimal illumination to the otherwise dark surroundings. 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes shivered in the cold. No heat was on, and the chilly fall air outside combined with the cold concrete surrounding hir was not helping in keeping hir very warm. Shi was weak, hungry, and scared.
 
    
 
   All through the night hir mind raced. The visions of the gruesome killing of the bunny morph. Hir own father’s death as the flames ate at hir flesh. And always it quickly returned to what lay in that box. 
 
    
 
   Even with the surgeon's towel covering it over, hir shi knew it was there. Watching hir.
 
    
 
   The empty blue eyes were staring at hir as if to ask, 
 
    
 
   Why?
 
    
 
   Why didn’t you save me? 
 
    
 
   Why didn’t you stop it? 
 
    
 
   It was haunting hir every moment. Hir eyes didn’t dare close to attempt sleep, knowing it would be there waiting, too. 
 
    
 
   Shi whimpered into the night. 
 
    
 
   All the while the object of hir fear stayed. 
 
    
 
   Silent. 
 
    
 
   Dead.
 
    
 
   Inside that box was the skull of Sebastian. The brain was still encased inside. The eyes were cold and lifeless, but staring out as if seeing from beyond the grave. 
 
    
 
   The stench became intolerable partway into the night, to the point Twoeyes was breathing through wet towels trying to filter the foul smell of death. 
 
    
 
   Eventually day broke, as evident by a few rays of light shining through a high window. Twoeyes was red-eyed and shivering, hir body not able to go on much longer without sleep. 
 
    
 
   Almost as soon as the sun was visible, the inner door buzzed again. The locks tumbled and the hinges creaked as the door was pushed open and the doctor stepped through. “Ah, good morning, child. Did you sleep well?” 
 
    
 
   Two barely let out a whimper as hir eyes drifted downward. 
 
    
 
   “Oh my, someone stayed up all night.” He chuckled to himself and walked toward the cage. “Did you eat?” 
 
    
 
   His hands wrapped around the food port and opened it. His eyes looked down then his smiled turned into a frown. “I see. Here I was nice enough to give you some food and you don’t even eat it? How disrespectful. I would have hoped your parents taught you manners. Well, no mind.” He closed the port and headed toward the table. “You’ll eat when you’re hungry enough to not care anymore. Your kind always does.” 
 
    
 
   He began to work on the fur he had skinned yesterday. The process of turning it into a useable suit would take time. Twoeyes observed little of it, as finally the strain of being awake so long became too much. Shi slumped against the wall and passed out.
 
    
 
   Hir mind was so weary that dreams didn’t come to hir as shi slept. It was for this reason that at first, as hir mind began to stir and hir eyelids began to open up, shi didn’t remember where shi was. Hir thoughts were barely formed, save for hir body telling hir that shi was cold and hungry. It didn’t feel like shi was in hir bed. 
 
    
 
   Slowly hir eyes drifted open. Hir hands felt the concrete ground. Hir body was sore and shaking, and as shi looked around, shi saw the cage shi was in. Hir mind was full of confusion as shi tried to understand where shi was. 
 
    
 
   Shi eventually noticed that inside the cell was now a small table. Shi screamed at the sight of the severed head upon it, sitting on a metal plate! Hir legs kicked out and shi jumped up against the wall in terror, hir mind newly flooded with the memories of hir captivity. 
 
    
 
   The doctor must have come in while shi was passed out and placed the table and dish in there. Shi looked out the window at the opposite end of the room to see the light of a street lamp shining through. Shi must have slept through the day. 
 
    
 
   Shi slowly relaxed from hir position against the wall, and took slow, weak steps toward the table. Hir hands reached out carefully, as if any sudden movements would cause the severed head to come to life, until hir fingertips were almost touching the table's edge. Shi quickly shoved, causing the table to flip over and the head to roll away and out of view while shi ran back to hir corner, gasping. 
 
    
 
   The clatter of the metal plate against the concrete floor must have caused an alarm to someone outside, as Twoeyes could hear footsteps running down the alley just outside the building. Shi whimpered and laid hir head against the wall again. 
 
    
 
   Shi was so hungry. 
 
    
 
   The silence was eerie.
 
    
 
    But it was the voice shi heard next that startled hir.
 
    
 
   “Psssssst... Anyone there?” The voice came in a hushed tone. Twoeyes let out a high-pitched, strangled sound, as for a moment hir poor self thought it was the severed head of Sebastian! Shi began to whimper loudly before the voice spoke again. This time shi realized that the voice was coming from the door through which shi had originally entered the cell. 
 
    
 
   “Cub, is that you? Are you alone in there?” 
 
    
 
   The voice seemed familiar somehow. “I… I am,” shi meekly replied.
 
    
 
   “Okay, step back," the voice ordered. "I’m going to open the door.”
 
    
 
   Shi nervously took a few steps toward the bars opposite the door frame. “Cover your eyes,” the voice called out, and a sudden hissing sound was heard on the other end. After a few moments the handle on the door began to take on an orange hue, quickly turning to glowing red. 
 
    
 
   It took several minutes, but the handle and lock sank into the frame and then fell out onto the ground in a twisted mess. The flame of a plasma torch was seen briefly before being shut off. The door opened just slightly. “Cub, you okay?” The person who peeked through the door was obscured by a hoodie and winter mask. 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes weakly nodded in response unsure who this man was despite the voice sounding familiar. 
 
    
 
   He reached up and pulled the mask covering his lower face down. “Slinging dope and selling to crackheads is one thing, but kidnapping and killing cubs is too much, even for me.” The face was that of the guard who had transported hir here, Will Tanner. “Come on!" He said, seeing hir uncertainty and distrust. "I didn’t come all the way back to have you freeze up on me. Let’s go, I’m getting you out of here.” He slipped his head inside, then pulled back immediately, overwhelmed by the stench. “Ugh… it smells terrible. Come on!” he repeated.
 
    
 
   Shi unfroze and, not taking any more time, rushed to the door, shoving it open fully as shi bolted into the alleyway with the waiting man. It was at that point though a loud screeching sound was heard as an alarm began to ring out.
 
    
 
   “Shit, we triggered an alarm. Come on, follow me! I’m taking you to the authorities!” Will motioned hir to follow him as he took off down the alley. 
 
    
 
   The last time Twoeyes followed someone who was taking hir to the authorities, they lied, and shi wound up in this mess to begin with. Hir legs locked up in renewed fear.
 
    
 
   Will turned back and saw hir standing still. “Oh, God damn it! Move, cub!"
 
    
 
   Shi mewed and began to pick hir feet up and run towards him down the alley, just as the other side door opened up . Dr. Renavato stepped out, holding some type of firearm in his hands. “What in blazes… Stop right there!” He shouted, waving the gun in their direction.
 
    
 
   Will positioned himself in front of Twoeyes. “Hey now, no need to go off.” He put his hand behind him and with it motioned toward Twoeyes to run in the opposite direction toward the street. “We can talk this out, you know? I mean you got a job, I understand, but maybe we can make a deal? I could…” his voice was cut short by the sound of gunfire. 
 
    
 
   It was loud enough to unfreeze Twoeyes, and shi bolted toward the street as one bang was followed by another and then another. Shi turned hir head back for just a fleeting second to see Will’s body slump to the ground and blood began to pool underneath him. 
 
    
 
   Shi let out a shriek and ducked into the street as the doctor began to take aim at hir. Shi made it around the corner, and pushed as fast as hir small legs could carry hir to get as much distance as possible. Hir mind was running on autopilot at this point. 
 
    
 
   It didn’t seem like anyone was out on this street, or if they had been, they were under cover after hearing gunshots. Twoeyes kept running, taking corners and turning at intersections until shi couldn’t go any farther and collapsed on the sidewalk. The cold concrete was sapping away any more will to move. Shi knew he’d find hir any minute. But shi had nothing left, no energy. 
 
    
 
   Hir heavy eyelids began to close, not caring any longer if shi died. At least shi’d be with hir parents again.
 
    
 
    
 
   Things began to get dark. “I’m… sorry,” shi whimpered, hir mind focusing on the man who came back to save hir. Again… again shi had frozen up in a critical moment. Shi had stood there paralyzed while he tried to get hir to leave. Had shi run with him instead of hesitating, he might still be alive. Had shi not been so trusting shi wouldn’t be here in this nightmare. 
 
    
 
   Shi let hir eyelids slide further down. Hir body welcomed death’s embrace.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
 
   “TWOEYES!” The voice rang out clear and loud in hir head. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “TWOEYES, GET UP! WE HAVE TO GO!” The voice was insistent and pleading, and familiar. Hir eyes opened enough to focus on the direction of the sound. Hir gaze landed on a side alley just across the street. A white-furred and black-striped chakat cub was there, calling and waving to hir. “Twoeyes, hurry up!” It… it couldn’t be, could it? Had shi come back? Had shi found hir? 
 
    
 
   “Kkk… kkkkek…” Twoeyes groaned, trying to summon any strength to move. It couldn’t be Keklily. How would shi have known where to find hir? That shi was even alive? 
 
    
 
   “Twoeyes, get your rump over here now before they catch you!” the other chakat pleaded from across the street. Slowly Twoeyes climbed to hir paws and placed one in front of the other, trying to cross over and enter the alley way. 
 
    
 
   “Kee… kkkek... lil...” shi groaned out, barely able to see, hir vision tunneling. 
 
    
 
   “Almost there… you can make it.”
 
    
 
   Shi stepped into the alley and made it a very short way down before hir feet finally gave out and shi collapsed. “Twoeyes, the trash can. Hide behind the trash can!” Shi pointed to one side, and Twoeyes nodded and reached out. Hir hands were so weak. Shi fought to pull hirself, moving inch by inch closer to the back of the metal bin. “I knew you could do it.”
 
    
 
   Shi looked up into Keklily’s eyes. “You… how?” was all shi can mutter.
 
    
 
   “I told you, we’ll always be together,” shi replied, and Twoeyes fell into the realm of unconsciousness. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
    
 
   “I think that’s a good place to stop for now. We need to open up in thirty minutes, hun.” Blacktail spoke up causing everyone who hadn’t heard the story before to gasp and groan. 
 
    
 
   “But… but Keklily found you, how?” Detective Starpelt asked, and was joined by others showing their own interest in that part of the story. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, shi did. But Blacktail is right, we need to get the pub opened up and get things going. I’ll continue after we close tonight, is that okay?” Midsnow smiled and gave a light-hearted chuckle as several more groans were heard. 
 
    
 
   “Meanie!” Midsun stuck hir tongue out at hir mother. “You’re going to make us all hang like that!” 
 
    
 
   
  
 

“Sorry dear, just poor timing. Come on, you can help Grill with the grill.” Shi grinned as Midsun tried to both snicker and groan at the joke. 
 
    
 
   “Okay, Mom.”
 
    
 
    Everyone grumbled, but knew it was important the pub open on time for its second day in business. After everything it had taken to even be able to open in the first place, it would be silly not to open for the public. If anything, the debacle between Judge Redspots and the Longfall family had only spurred interest in the establishment.
 
    
 
   “I’m expecting we're going to get steamrolled again tonight,” Midsnow spoke to Blacktail. Shi reached out with hir Talent to check in on little Colorpot, who was still sleeping. “Thankfully our cub is being quiet for now. But you know you and I will have to sneak away if shi gets fussy.”
 
    
 
   Blacktail shook hir head. “You should stay up here with hir. I can run the pub. I’ll swap with you partway through the night. That way Colorpot isn’t away from hir parents to much. Shi is only a day old, after all.” The green-haired chakat let out a gentle purr before heading downstairs, leaving Snow no chance to object.
 
    
 
   “It seems everyone wants you to rest, dear.” Silvertail stepped over and gave hir niece a deep hug. “I can’t even imagine what seeing that as a child must have been like.” 
 
    
 
   Midsnow nodded. “Well, so much more happened, but I suppose after the pub closes we can continue the story. Oh, er, that is, if you don’t need to get home and all. I don’t want to keep you if you have something else going on.” 
 
    
 
   A laugh came from Silvertail’s muzzle. “More important? Hun, I’ve spent the better part of thirty years hoping this day could happen. I’m not going anywhere.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you. I’m so sorry. I just wish I knew. I mean… I never once remember Mom or Dad talking about you.” Snow sighed and pulled away slightly.
 
    
 
   “Your mother and I had a… well, we had a pretty big argument. It ended with Rose and I going back to Chakona. You were hardly two years old at the time.” Shi could see the urge to ask about that was welling up in Snow, but Silvertail wasn’t ready to explain. Shi sighed and thought of a way to move the subject in a different direction for the time being. “Midsnow… you said you were interested in your skunktaur heritage?” 
 
    
 
   Midsnow was on the verge of asking more, but that question stopped hir. “I… well, my daughter and I wanted to know more, yes. Since we didn’t have any family to ask, it was always a curiosity if our Talent was derived from skunktaur genes. Shi ended up having a doctor run a blood test that confirmed it.” 
 
    
 
   Silvertail nodded and walked over to a couch, laying hir body upon it. “True, but you don’t know much more than your Talent and ability to share like skunktaurs can?”
 
    
 
   “Much more? What do you mean?” Midsnow tilted hir head curiously, wondering what Silvertail was referring to.
 
    
 
   A soft giggle escaped hir lips. “I see. Well, I’m curious if you have this particular talent or not now... not a Talent in the sense you're thinking, mind you. Since you have a few hours of free time now, perhaps I can show you how to reach your inner Skunk.” Shi held out hir hand, offering it to Snow. “Trust me. I think you’ll enjoy this, if you’re able to do it, that is. It seems to be hit or miss with the family but I have a feeling you’ll be able to do it just like Rose can.” 
 
    
 
   “Do what, exactly?” Midsnow asked, taking hir aunt’s hand.
 
    
 
   “You’ll see… just know it’s going to take several hours of concentration and use up a bit of energy to perform.” Shi watched as hir niece took a seat, curious as to what this “talent” shi was alluding to could be. 
 
    
 
   “Close your eyes dear, and we can begin.” 
 
    
 
   Downstairs in the kitchen, Grill was getting reading to fire up the oven, stoves and other equipment and run a cleaning cycle when a tap on hir shoulder made hir turn around. At first shi thought the tapping would be from Midsun, so when shi turned, shi made a quick motion to pull hir lover into a deep kiss. It wasn’t until their lips were locked, though, that it dawned on hir it wasn’t Midsun shi was kissing. 
 
    
 
   There was a quick break away, and an awkward, embarrassed feeling fell over hir as shi looked Flamedart in the eyes. “I uh… sorry,” shi whimpered in a manner not typical for hir.
 
    
 
   “'Sorry'? Come on, Grill, we’ve kissed like that before when we were younger, remember?” Flame smirked, placing a hand on hir taur joint and raising an eyebrow. 
 
    
 
   “I just thought, ah…” Grill's tongue stumbled as shi tried and failed to explain.
 
    
 
   “You thought I was Sunshine? Heh, well shi’s a lucky 'kat if you give hir that kind of affection on a daily basis,” Flame chuckled and went to grab some buns to preheat for burger orders. 
 
    
 
   Grill turned away to face the burners again, trying to get a grip on hirself. Just a few days ago hir own sisters were saying “him” because of how masculine shi was, but that didn’t mean shi didn’t have a female side too. It was just that with how feminine Sun was, shi felt like shi had to be the male of the relationship. Shi had to protect hir and keep hir safe. Hir head dropped a bit as shi let out a sigh. Yet it was hir that was captured, it was hir that Midsun had found and saved. For all hir strength and bravado at times, shi was no different than any other chakat. Shi had desires for intimate closeness from hir fem side as well. It just wasn’t something shi could open up with Sun much about, because Sun hirself was so fem-dominant. 
 
    
 
   Yet, Flamedart…
 
    
 
   A shiver ran down Grill's spine. They had been friends since early childhood. They had grown up and terrorized the neighborhood as well as their parents. And on one particular night they got a bit carried away. Both so male, both so brazen yet, in that moment, Grill found hirself being taken. Shi had never admitted how good it felt to Flame, but Empathy wouldn’t lie. Shi knew. 
 
    
 
   So why was it so hard to talk about such emotions to Midsun? And why when shi saw Sunshine with others, shi found hirself jealous? 
 
    
 
   Even now as shi prepped the stovetops, shi could sense that Sun was happy talking with Goldbloom and Smokefoot. Even Cali had joined them and was having a good time. Was shi jealous that shi wasn’t involved? Or jealous that shi had no one else other then Midsun? Why did hir mind keep wandering back to that night Flame and hir had gotten close?
 
    
 
   “BBQ, I got the buns warming! you gonna start a couple burgers for the first orders?” Flame called out, bringing Grill out of hir thoughts.
 
    
 
   “Oh yeah, ah… HEY! You know I don’t like that nickname!” Grill grumbled. Shi still had a secret grudge against Keklily for calling hir that as a cub until it stuck.
 
    
 
   “Heh, come on. It’s always been cute.” Flame stuck hir tongue out and then laughed. 
 
    
 
   Out in the dining area, the band was warming up and the doors had just been opened. People packed into the new pub, wanting a chance to try out the place. Within minutes the space was filled with guests all ordering and choosing drinks. The servers were running around trying to keep up as Blacktail punched in orders for the bar patrons. 
 
    
 
   “Good lord, this is crazy!” Grill called out, trying to sort the orders. 
 
    
 
   “Take 'em one at a time.” Thriceborn called out, and joined in with prepping the orders for serving. 
 
    
 
   Grill nodded and kept up the pace as best shi could. The idea originally was that once it slowed down, Thriceborn, Softstripe, Midsnow, and Blacktail would be sufficient to keep up with orders and business, and if it proved popular, they would hire help at that point. But right now it was looking like they would have to do something sooner than later!
 
    
 
   Up front, Blacktail smiled as several patrons approached early on to ask about the new baby. “Oh, shi’s asleep upstairs with hir mother. Shi stayed up most the night, so hir sleeping now is a blessing.” 
 
    
 
   The front counter was jammed with people trying to get in, and Midsun was running around trying to find cleared seats to get these people in. Rosette tried to help, but found hirself just getting in everyone’s way. “Can I help?” shi asked Blacktail, who put a finger to hir chin, thinking. 
 
    
 
   “It’s kind of orchestrated chaos at the moment. I can’t put you behind the bar unless you have a liquor serving permit. You’re not familiar enough with the menu to be a waiter and, uh… we have someone bussing tables already. I’m sorry, just not sure where I could put you in. I appreciate the sentiment though. You're Snow’s cousin, perhaps shi’d like your company?” Blacktail shrugged, not sure what else to really say.
 
    
 
   “I suppose. Thanks, um… Blacktail, right?” Rose was still trying to remember everyone’s name. Hir cousin had a big clan, that was for sure!
 
    
 
   “That's right," shi chuckled before turning to answer the calls of someone at the bar wanting a refill. 
 
    
 
   Rose realized that shi was just getting in peoples' way, and decided it best shi head back upstairs. Shi felt a bit out of place around so many people shi wasn’t familiar with, anyway. Despite hir occupation, shi wasn’t one to mingle much. Shi wondered where hir cousin Hyzel was at, but a quick scan of the crowd found hyr with the other skunktaur... Ian, if shi remembered right. They were both sitting near the stage, watching the band warm up. 
 
    
 
   A sigh left hir lips as shi headed upstairs, not sure what to do. Hir mother was still keeping quiet to Midsnow about the bombshell that Rose had hirself only learned a few days prior. It was a secret that in many ways changed everything and yet nothing at the same time. Shi had been so mad at first, even outright furious with hir mother for hiding such a thing, and for so long! But shi understood why. Shi knew it was something that pained Silvertail more than it ever could anyone else. And even with the secret exposed, it didn’t change anything in regards to hir. At least it didn’t change how shi felt about hir mother.
 
    
 
   But Midsnow... how would shi react? Why was hir mother holding it back? 
 
    
 
   Rose’s hand wrapped around the doorknob, turning it slowly so as not to wake the kitten. Shi stepped in, and was immediately taken aback by the sight before hir. “Mom? Twoeyes?” shi gasped.
 
    
 
   “Come in, hun, I’m showing Midsnow the family talent shi didn’t even know shi had.” Silvertail smiled while still holding Snow’s hand. “Just keep focusing, dear, you're doing great. Rose, care to join?”
 
    
 
   Rosette grinned. “Well, I don’t see why not. I have some energy to burn.” Shi took a seat next to Snow. “I do this sometimes when I want to spice up my performance on stage. Especially on slow nights. When I do it, suddenly we get a crowd. People seem to find the idea… alluring.” Shi grinned, closed hir eyes, and began to focus. Having done it often in hir life, it wouldn’t take hir as much time or energy as it would Midsnow, but it would still require a good two hours of focused will. 
 
    
 
   Back downstairs, the pub was going crazy and the staff couldn’t keep up. The first night was hectic, but this was just hell. Thankfully the customers for the most part seemed to understand that a new place was going to get slammed and run slow at first.
 
    
 
   A few customers were upset or rude about the wait, but it seemed the majority were having a good time. The band was getting a lot of support, which had the lead singer, Sakana, beaming between sets. It was easily going to be another blowout night in sales as well. Everything was running out quickly. Blacktail was overwhelmed at how much of the food and drink stock had been used already. They were going to have to order another shipment as soon as possible. 
 
    
 
   “Has anyone seen Silvermane?” Blacktail called back to the kitchen staff.
 
    
 
   “Shi’s out back working on glazing plates, Blacktail.” Azimuth replied from the dishwashing station. 
 
    
 
   “Hmm… I need someone to take over while I do some quick order filing in the office.” Blacktail groaned, not wanting to have to step away, but also knowing the stock needed to be refilled or else they would have nothing for tomorrow. 
 
    
 
   “Why don’t you grab Snowy?” Azi called out again while shi put a new rack of dishes into the washer.
 
    
 
   “I want hir to rest. I’ll see if Windshear can cover briefly.” Shi stepped out from the kitchen , and was immediately hit with more drink orders. 
 
    
 
   “Aunt Blacktail,” Midsun called out over the intercom. “Can you come up the front for a second?” 
 
    
 
   Blacktail grumbled, not sure what emergency was happening now, and made hir way to the front entrance. Who shi saw there that caught hir by surprise. “Judge Redspots?” Shi tilted hir head, confused. 
 
    
 
   “Hi, I um, I was wondering if you might have a table open for two?” The judge was clearly uncomfortable, What surprised Blacktail even more was the other person accompanying hir. A male human stood next to hir, the two of them arm in arm.
 
    
 
   Blacktail smiled. “Well, I’m sure we can do something about getting you in here, your Honor. I’ll see if we can wrangle up a table.” Shi was curious as to who this human was, but knew it best not to pry. 
 
    
 
   “Shir Blacktail... I was wondering if Shir Midsnow was around?” Shi asked, fidgeting. Clearly after everything that had happened, shi knew full well that many members of the Longfall family would most likely hold animosity for hir. Shi had already gotten dirty stare from several as shi stepped in. But after having talked to Midsnow yesterday and seeing hir kindness, despite the pain and trouble shi had suffered, Redspots knew it was only proper that shi pay patronage to the place to show shi really was sorry.
 
    
 
   “Midsnow is upstairs in the house resting with our newborn cub. I’m sure shi’d speak to you. Just head to the back through those doors, then take a right and head up the stairs. I’ll see about getting you a table while you’re up there.” Blacktail smiled and pointed the judge on hir way. 
 
    
 
   Shi sighed after Redspots left, and looked to Midsun. “Have you seen Windshear? Please don’t tell me shi went home already. I sure could use hir help right now.” 
 
    
 
   Midsun shook hir head. “Shi left an hour ago. Something about hir own restaurant staff had an emergency, so shi had to head back to Amistad.”
 
    
 
   “Oy, I need someone who can cover the bar for an hour.” Blacktail felt shi would have to go get Midsnow now. 
 
    
 
   “Run a bar? I can do that!” A bubbly giggle was heard behind hir, and shi turned to see Midsun’s friend standing there in a Dewclaw University Cheerleading outfit. 
 
    
 
   “Oh, ah, Aunt, this is Smokefoot, a friend of mine.” Midsun quickly said.
 
    
 
   “Smokefoot? You can run a bar?” Blacktail raised an eyebrow skeptically.
 
    
 
   “Sure can! I got a permit and everything. I tend bar after school and sometimes on weekends. It's how I pay for my classes!” Shi giggled again, hir cheerful attitude always getting the best of hir. “This place is much nicer than the one I work at, though.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, if you have a permit and can handle it, I would greatly appreciate the help.” Blacktail fetched hir PADD and entered Smokefoot’s identification into the management application. After a quick validation with the Chakonian Department of Permits and Licenses, a confirmation came back that Smokefoot was indeed qualified to serve drinks. “Thank gods, hun, you know this type of system?”
 
    
 
   “Sure! It’s the same type we use at work. I’ll get started! Go Cat’s Pub! Go, go, go!” shi cheered and grabbed a PADD as shi headed for the bar. 
 
    
 
   “Shi, uh…” Blacktail started, and Sun interrupted.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, Aunt, we all know. Smokefoot is Smokefoot. But shi does well. Just watch, you’ll be surprised.” 
 
    
 
   Blacktail smiled and nodded, watching the cheerleader start getting drinks and mixing orders as called for by patrons. A few wolf whistles were merely met with kind laughter as shi served everyone up. It seemed shi was a hit, but then again, a busty 'kat in a cheerleading outfit serving drinks: how could it not be so?
 
    
 
   “Midsun! I got some tables opened up!” Cali hopped over and hugged hir new friend. “Got any more to be seated?” she giggled, looking at the line at the door. “I take it, yes?” 
 
    
 
   Midsun smiled and nodded. “Grayson, party of four to table 31, and Shir Morning‘gale, party of three to table 23.” Shi stopped a second. Morning‘gale... why was that name familiar to hir?
 
    
 
   “Sure thing. I’ll grab them for you!” Cali smiled and waved to the first group to follow her.
 
    
 
   “Well, if any emergencies come up, just call me, dear.” Blacktail headed for the back office. 
 
    
 
   Detective Starpelt noticed Blacktail heading for the back, and grabbed hir cub as shi headed toward the tiger chakat. “Shir Blacktail, if we can talk a few moments in private, please?” The three entered the office and closed the door.
 
    
 
   Midsun wasn’t sure what that was all about, but with the holdup and long wait, hir attention needed to be focused on getting customers seated, and shi quickly forgot about the issue. Shi looked back to see Judge Redspots descending the stairs, a smile on hir muzzle as shi returned to the lobby. 
 
    
 
   “I take it you spoke with my mother?” Midsun inquired after verifying a table for two was ready.
 
    
 
   “Your mother is a remarkable chakat, dear. I only regret not having known hir before. You have a lot of hir qualities too, child. And perhaps you are able to do the things shi can do as well.” Redspots let a sly smile out.
 
    
 
   “I do have hir Telekinetic talent as well.” Midsun replied, not aware that the elder 'kat was referring to something different. “We have a seat ready for you and your guest. Cali will show you to it.” Shi handed two menus to the beagle morph, who happily lead them into the pub dining area.
 
    
 
   An hour passed with more patrons arriving, and others slowly wrapping up and leaving. A call from Blacktail rang in Sun’s ear. “Midsun, can you go upstairs and let your mother know I want hir to rest up there the rest of the evening? You know how shi can be, but tell hir I said so, okay?”
 
    
 
   “You know shi’s going to argue, Auntie. But alright.” Midsun placed the headset down and waved Cali over. “Cali, can you watch the front a moment? I need to go upstairs real quick.” 
 
    
 
   Cali nodded, and with that Sun began the trek up the stairs to the household. Shi opened the door and stepped inside. “Mom?” 
 
    
 
   “I’m in the living room, dear.” Hir mother’s voice called back.
 
    
 
   “What a night, only a bit over four hours in and it’s a madhouse out there. But Blacktail wants you to…” Midsun turned the corner and froze, hir jaw dropping at the sight before hir.
 
    
 
   “Mo... Mo... MOM!?” shi shrieked in utter shock and confusion.
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   “Hey kitten, like what you see?” Midsnow chuckled and struck a pose.
 
    
 
   “You… your… you’re a... skunktaur?” Midsun stumbled trying to find words.
 
    
 
   “Mmm, not quite, dear, but sort of.” Snow giggled and placed a hand on hir front hip. Hir body had changed greatly from the last time Sun had seen hir, several hours prior. Hir fur was much longer, so much so that on hir tail it puffed outward and hung underneath, as would a skunktaur's. Hir fur was still white, but now it had two black stripes that ran down hir backs and upon hir tail in a typical skunk pattern. A new stripe could be seen from hir forehead to hir chest and down hir belly. 
 
    
 
   No longer was the black pawmark upon hir shoulder. Instead, upon hir chest was a blue mark signifying that shi belonged to the Bluepaw house. 
 
    
 
   “I… I don’t understand?” Midsun was at a loss for words and could hardly form the few that did come from hir lips.
 
    
 
   “Our family has Skunktaur genes, child.” Silvertail spoke from the couch. Shi waved Sun to come over to hir. “Your mother carries the genes of our brother-kin just as you do through hir. In some offspring it allows a peculiar and unique ability. Skunktaurs can change their gender from male to female and vice versa. Those genes exist in you, but as a chakat you’re always a herm. So those genes sometimes take on a somewhat different capacity.”
 
    
 
   “They... they allow us to change species?”
 
    
 
   “Well not that per se, dear. Skunktaurs were created by a man who worked with Charles and Katherine Turner during the development of chakats. This man was forced to create a new species or else lose his family. He created the skunktaurs using his knowledge of the chakat program, and based the skunks off of their genes. It’s why we refer to them as brother-kin and them to us as sister-kin. Since they use an overwhelming portion of our genes as the template for their creation, there's a lot of compatibility between the species that shows unique expression down family lines.” Silvertail smiled up to Snow.
 
    
 
   “Normally any offspring of a chakat mother is a chakat. Sometime attributes from the father come over, but the child is chakat. But because the skunktaurs are so close to us, and based on us, this can lead to certain traits crossing over. For instance, a higher chance of passing on Talents like you and your mother’s Telekinesis, birthmarks such as the paw print, and in this case the genes responsible for the gender shifting.” Silvertail took a breath as Sun tilted hir head.
 
    
 
   “I don’t understand. That would mean Mom could gender shift. Not turn into a skunktaur.”
 
    
 
   “Well the thing is, your mother is not a skunktaur. Even now, if you look closely you’ll see the chakat attributes are still there. Shi is still a herm and dual-sexed. The gene as far as we know, instead of making a change of gender, instead changes attributes in the appearance of the chakat. Your mother’s fur has grown to match that of a skunktaur. Hir fur markings changed to adapt to that as well.” Silvertail shifted to give Midsnow room to step over and sit down next to hir daughter.
 
    
 
   “It’s true, dear. I’m still a chakat. Nothing changed other than some superficial things. I just look like a skunktaur.” Shi giggled then let out a little skunklike chirr.
 
    
 
   “This… this is incredible!” Midsun’s eyes lit up. Shi hugged hir mother, and was surprised by the silky feel of hir mother’s fur. “Do you think I can change, too?”
 
    
 
   “Well, it takes a lot of energy, kitten. I’m dead tired. I don’t think I’ll be able to help much downstairs.” Midsnow let out a dramatic groan.
 
    
 
   “Oh! Blacktail wanted me to tell you to stay up here and relax. Shi wants you to rest. Do you think I can do it?!” shi blurted out again.
 
    
 
   “I suppose it’s possible.” Another voice spoke up from across the room, causing Midsun to turn hir head. Hir eyes opened wide again at the next new sight.
 
    
 
   “It does run in the family. Always worth a try.” Rosette snickered as shi leaned back against a pole shi had brought in and set up in the living room. Hir own body had changed, taking on the appearance of a skunktaur as well.
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   “You… you really think so?” Sun smiled, letting go of hir mother.
 
    
 
   “Your mom’s not lying, kid, it does take up a lot of oomph to change. The more you do it, though, the better you get at not wasting as much energy and doing it faster. It’s still draining, regardless, and it takes a few hours to undergo.” Rose gave a slight twirl around the pole.
 
    
 
   “Can you show me? Please!?” Midsun asked, and Midsnow chuckled.
 
    
 
   “You are without a doubt the daughter of Midsnow.” Shi reached up and gave a light poke to Sun’s nosepad. “I’m sure we can let you have a try. But you don’t have a few hours right now, dear. You need to head downstairs and help the family out, okay?” 
 
    
 
   Midsun let out a sigh. “Oh, fine. But you promise, Mom! Um… what are you doing, Shir Rose?” 
 
    
 
   “Rose will do, hun. No need for 'shirs' and all that. I work at a gentleman’s club. Your mom wanted to see what pole dancing looks like.” Rose gave another twirl, warming hirself up. It had been a bit since shi had performed in hir skunklike form.
 
    
 
   “Gentleman’s…?” Sun started to ask, but Midsnow leaned over to speak into hir ear.
 
    
 
   “Strip club,” was all shi said, and Midsun blushed. “Get going dear. Oh… don’t ruin the surprise for anyone either, kitten.” Midsnow chuckled as Sun got up and headed back downstairs.
 
    
 
   “You have a wonderful daughter, Midsnow.” Silvertail smiled, watching the young adult take off.
 
    
 
   “So it’s really hit or miss? I know you mentioned you couldn’t change, Auntie.” Snow crossed hir fingers mentally, hoping hir daughter could change also. Shi looked so eager to try. It did cross Snow’s mind that Midsun’s birthmark might disappear like hirs had, and become a proper blue paw mark.
 
    
 
   “So it seems. I do hope it works on your daughter as well. Shi was so excited by the idea.” Silvertail smiled, but inside shi knew the truth: the reason it was nearly guaranteed to work with Snow’s daughter, and the true reason why shi hirself could not shift.
 
    
 
   Rose gave hir mother a look while Snow wasn’t paying attention, but Silvertail looked away, clearly not wanting to address the issue just yet. Midsnow seemed so happy and so peaceful. Rose wondered how such a thing could be, given what they had learned so far of hir past. A shudder ran down hir spine just imagining what Snow had described. 
 
    
 
   “Cousin? You okay?” Snow looked back to Rose and tilted hir head. 
 
    
 
   “I’m fine, just tired. The change takes a toll, even on me,” shi lied. Snow nodded, satisfied at that.
 
    
 
   “I’m still curious as to why you got into stripping.” Midsnow laid down, letting hir head rest on a pillow as shi felt hir eyelids beginning to droop, hir own body worn out as well. 
 
    
 
   “Well, it didn’t start out by choice.” Rose worked on another routine, letting Snow watch hir pseudo-skunk form as shi slinked and twirled around the bar. “I started dancing to pay bills in school. I went in on a general study course, not really sure what I wanted to do, or be. I thought about Star Fleet, Star Corps, but the studies weren’t hard and I found myself flying through the courses with relative ease. I was making great money doing the night gigs, and I just… stayed dancing. Never did figure out something. I just assume that when dancing, er, stripping ends at some point, I’ll do something different. I just don’t know what.” 
 
    
 
   Midsnow nodded. “You sound like me, not quite sure what to do with life. I ended up doing a little bit of it all, though. I was in Star Fleet, and Star Corps. I guess the pub is the next chapter, but I have a feeling I’ll be here for a long time. If the pub does well, that is.” Shi let a soft sigh leave hir lips. “You weren’t kidding, this changing takes a lot out of you. I…” Shi went quiet for a moment, appearing to concentrate before saying, "Auntie, can you go get Colorpot. Shi’s starting to stir.” 
 
    
 
   As if on cue, the little crying mewls of a cub could be heard in the other room. 
 
    
 
   “How did… oh, right, Telekinetic,” Silvertail chuckled and got up from the couch to fetch the youngling.
 
    
 
   The crying newborn squirmed as best shi could until handed over to hir mother. Loud cries died down to soft little mewls. “Hey, sweetie. Did you sleep well? Your momma’s about to pass out hirself.” Snow held the cub against hir and rocked the little multi-colored kitten. “Good thing I still have the same scent.” 
 
    
 
   “Well, your empathic connection would let hir know you were still 'Momma', too.” Rose stepped over and sat next to Snow. Empathic connection… was it possible that shi and Midsnow could...? Even after all these years? 
 
    
 
   “Rose? You okay, dear? You seem distracted.” Silvertail took a seat by them and looked to hir daughter with maternal concern.
 
    
 
   “I’m fine, Mom,” Rosette gave a short, snappy reply. But of course shi wasn’t fine. Angst was eating at hir, and shi was conflicted with what to do next.
 
    
 
   Downstairs, the pub was still in full swing and showed no signs of stopping. The plan to have the doors closed by a little after midnight was looking to be less and less feasible. Blacktail had been in the office for much longer than shi had expected, but finally shi and Detective Starpelt and Mistdancer stepped out, and the adults briefly shook hands.
 
    
 
   “I’ve got some things I need to look into in regards to all the shortcomings. Thank you for letting me know the details, Shir Blacktail.” Shi took Mistdancer’s hand. “Come on, dear, your mom is going to be wondering where we are.” 
 
    
 
   On the way out the door, they passed a chakat with grey fur, black spots, and white underbody coloring. “Oh excuse me,” shi smiled as they walked by, before stepping up to the hostess podium.
 
    
 
   “Welcome to the Cat’s Eye Pub! Party of one?” Midsun asked hir.
 
    
 
   “Oh no, I’m not here for that. I came yesterday, it was wonderful, but I’m afraid I’m here on business. My name is Blackspots. I’m to meet with Captain Keklily?” Shi looked around the pub.
 
    
 
   “Oh yeah, shi said you’d be stopping by. Sorry, Dad’s out. Shi and Hopes Paws had an emergency meeting. They asked you stay here til they get back, but it might not be til the morning.” 
 
    
 
   “Oh, I see. Would it be alright if I come back later, then?” Spots asked, wondering to hirself if there was a hotel in town. It would be a shame to have to drive all the way back to Amistad. 
 
    
 
   “Come back later? Well, I imagine it would be alright if you stayed with us until they got back, dear.” Blacktail’s voice was heard as shi stepped over to the podium. “I imagine they’ll be back in the early morning. You're welcome to make yourself at home for the time being.” 
 
    
 
   “Oh! Well, I wouldn’t want to intrude.” Blackspots fidgeted slightly, not used to such open hospitality. 
 
    
 
   “Nonsense, it’s not your fault that Keklily is out, so come on up. I’ll have the cook whip you up something to eat in the meantime.” Blacktail took Spots' hand and led hir through the pub. 
 
    
 
   Upstairs, the night had come to a quick end for hir mother, who was sleeping soundly while hir aunt and cousin kept the baby comforted and quiet. Finally, late into the night, the other family members made the hard climb up the stairs into the family home to collapse and rest. Their bodies were aching, their minds too tired to do much more then perform basic functions. 
 
    
 
   The pub downstairs had gone quiet. The band had packed up and left. Sakana, Ian, and Cali had to get back to their dorm at Dewclaw, though they promised to be back later. Ian hyrself was looking forward to getting the editorial on the Pub readied and published in the Dewclaw student newspaper. 
 
    
 
   Most of the family didn’t see Midsnow or Rose, and was told that they went to bed early. In fact, the two had moved to a private room to rest and not worry until the morning about being woken up early and prodded about their change.
 
    
 
   The stars peeked through curtains in the sleeping chambers. Twin moons shone tonight, their blue-hued rays of light upon the sleeping family. In the private bedroom, they illuminated two chakats as they lay in a deep slumber, their bodies worn from the transformation. 
 
    
 
   As they rested upon the bed, their tails dropped and curled as if seeking each other out. The movement was slow at first, limbs snaking across the top of the sheet inch by inch, until one felt the fur tip of the other. It took some time, but the two tails slid across each other and coiled together, holding tight, as if afraid to be separated.
 
    
 
   Deep in Snow and Rose’s minds, usually forgotten dreams changed shape and cleared. Their thoughts and visions were changing and evolving.
 
    
 
   “Rosette, wait for me!” A little cub not yet named Midsnow cried out as shi fought to catch up to the slightly older Rose. “I want to go with you!”
 
    
 
   Shi finally reached the other cub at the street corner. Rose turned back and smiled down at hir. “Twoeyes, you know you have to go to elementary school. You’re not old enough to go to my school yet.” Shi gave the younger one a hug. 
 
    
 
   “But... but...” the little one tried to argue, but Rose put a finger to hir lip.
 
    
 
   “You have another few years, then you’ll be in middle school like me, okay? Besides, school's boring! We see each other at home, and that’s much better then school, right?” Rose pulled hir finger away.
 
    
 
   “I know, but I don’t have that many friends. You’re my best friend.” Twoeyes sighed, knowing it was a moot point. “I just want to spend more time with you… especially after what our mom told us.”
 
    
 
   “AH!” Midsnow opened hir eyes and twisted in bed, halfway standing up and nearly falling over. 
 
    
 
   “Twoeyes? …Midsnow?” Rose rubbed hir eyes, having also been startled awake, but not yet sure why.
 
    
 
   “I… I had a dream, we were cubs and, and…” Midsnow shook hir head, trying to remember it now, cursing the frail memory of dreams. It was so hard to recall the details upon awakening. 
 
    
 
   Rose gulped, tensing up. Shi had also had a reverie of them being cubs. It was hirs. Shi had been dreaming of what it might have been like had shi and hir mother stayed on Terra and shi and Twoeyes had grown up together. If hir mother had told them the secret. Had Snow figured it out? “You had a dream?” Was all shi could muster.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, we… we were kids. And… something. Darn it, I don’t remember now!” Midsnow huffed and crossed hir arms, upset at having forgotten so quickly.
 
    
 
   “Oh, I don’t, either. You know how dreams are,” Rose tried to play it down. Shi looked toward the window behind Midsnow, where the thinnest rays of light crept through the curtains. “Wow, we did sleep, it’s almost daybreak.”
 
    
 
   Midsnow felt that shi was on the verge of recapturing the memory of hir dream, but lost the sense of it once more as shi turned and saw the sun peeking across the horizon.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, sun's starting to rise. Hey, Rose, you want to take a walk? I figure everyone else is sleeping still. We can sneak out the back and take a quick hike.” Snow gave hir cousin a soft smile.
 
    
 
   Rose nodded, just glad shi didn’t have to spill the beans yet. Hir mother would be upset otherwise. “Yeah, that sounds like fun.” 
 
    
 
   “Well, let's sneak out the back so we don’t wake anyone.” Snow took Rose’s hand, leading hir out of the private room and down the back hallway to a door that led outside. The cool early morning air was refreshing, and shi stopped for a moment to enjoy the feel of it on hir longer, shaggier fur. 
 
    
 
   “You can see why skunktaurs take so long to get going in the morning. Lots of grooming to be done,” Rose snickered and headed for the steps leading down into the backyard.
 
    
 
   Midsnow gave a lighthearted giggle. “Guess we’ll just have to groom each other when we get back.” 
 
    
 
   Rose stopped for a moment partway down. Hir ears were red with a blush. “Sounds… good, cousin,” shi replied.
 
    
 
   “I’m sure Hyzel could help me out, too. You and hyr must have had fun when you realized you could change like this. You two must have been like sisters.” Snow joined Rose on the stairway.
 
    
 
   “Uh yeah… sorta, I suppose.” Rose gulped and continued down to the backyard. The wet morning dew was clinging to hir forepaws as they headed towards the dark woods. “You sure it’s safe to go in here?”
 
    
 
   Snow chuckled and took Rose’s hand again. “Trust me, anything that could be a threat has never dealt with me before. Come on.” Shi tapped the blue paw print on hir chest, reminding Rose of hir telekinetic Talent.
 
    
 
   Rose raised an eyebrow, but let hirself be led along as they passed the tree line and began to journey inside. “I’m a little rusty on Talents and how powerful they can be. I mean, well, you don’t normally see that much of it. Anyone with a particular aptitude is doing things that utilize that Talent. I’m surprised you aren’t. How strong are you?” 
 
    
 
   Midsnow looked away as they walked and tried not to conjure up bad memories. Shi would be reliving them all too soon as it was. “It’s… complicated. There are reasons why I don’t rely on my Talent. I guess it’s best to say to wait, since it's part of the story I’m telling. I’ve had several bad experiences with using the full force of my talent. So I limit myself. I’m rated as a level 5, though, since you asked.” Shi stepped over a few loose rocks.
 
    
 
   “Isn’t '5' the highest rating they can assign a Talent?” Rose tilted hir head.
 
    
 
   Snow only nodded in response, keeping hir eyes on the path. It was clear shi wasn’t comfortable talking about it much more.
 
    
 
   “So… uh… What types of things do you like to do?” Rose felt stupid even before shi finished speaking the words. It was so strange, to be next to someone shi hadn’t known since shi had been a tiny cub. Midsnow was all grown up now, and as far as Rose knew, nothing like the little cub shi had known. They really didn’t have anything in common to speak of at this point. Their lives had split off in such different directions that it was hard to see any common ground. The relationship just wasn’t there. 
 
    
 
   “Oh, ah, well, I was a bit of a risk-taker at a young age. I flew a fighter in the Federation for a little while.” Snow could sense hir cousin’s uneasiness and worry. “Rosette, I understand it’s a bit difficult. I mean, I’m sure I’m probably nothing like you remember. And sadly, I don’t have any memory of you. It has to be a bit hard to see me here alive after all these decades in which I was just a ghost to you. I don’t want you to feel uneasy, though. I’d like to have a relationship with you and Aunt Silvertail. You’re my family. The family I didn’t have growing up.” Shi smiled warmly, hir tone sincere. 
 
    
 
   The sun’s rays began to shine across the leaves in the trees. They touched upon the moss-covered rocks and the damp floor bed of the woods. It was a hint of gentle warmth on an otherwise chilly morning. 
 
    
 
   “Midsnow…” Rose started, but Snow shook hir head. 
 
    
 
   “'Twoeyes'. Please, call me Twoeyes. It’s my real name and always will be.” Shi continued to smile, hoping to show that shi understood they had little in common yet beyond the shape they had both taken.
 
    
 
   “Twoeyes, I just… I feel guilty. Mom never gave up on you. My whole life growing up, I kept hearing hir say that somehow you were out there, and if only we could look... Shi planned to go to Terra and search for you, but money's always been a bit tight in the family. It just could never happen. I was right there as a cub hanging on every word, every silly theory of how you could've survived.” Rose looked away a moment.
 
    
 
   “Until…” Snow ventured, beginning Rosette's next thought.
 
    
 
   “Until I became a typical teenager. I felt like mom was being silly. I told hir one night shi was wrong. Shi had started on about taking a loan out to pay to go to Terra. I told hir shi was stupid, that you were dead and it made no sense why shi was so hell-bent on keeping you alive. I gave up on you, Twoeyes. You were dead to me at that point. And all because I felt Mom was being unrealistic, because it would have inconvenienced me to have to go with hir instead of staying on Chakona with my friends. I gave up on you. I walked out and slammed the door that night. It wasn’t until later, when shi stopped talking about you, stopped planning hir trip, that’s when I realized how badly I had broken hir sprit. At first I was happy. Shi’d stopped going on about you. But then I saw what was left. Shi didn’t have much left to go on for. Shi moped around the house. Hir work suffered, and shi was nearly fired from hir job at the time. Shi’ll never admit that to anyone, but I found out from Hyzel’s side of the family.” Shi took a breath.
 
    
 
   “Our mothers were bonded, Twoeyes. Not just as sisters but deeper. It pained my mom so bad that they had separated. It pained your mom also, but shi loved Blackthunder too much and hir job was far too important to give up. My mom didn’t want to leave home, but we came to Terra to visit and we stayed for nearly a whole year. But, shi missed Chakona. And your mom couldn’t leave Terra. It was part of the reason the fight happened.” Rose sighed.
 
    
 
   “What was the other?” Snow tilted hir head.
 
    
 
   “I can’t say. That’s between you and Mom.” Rose turned away and let out another sigh. “The point is, I gave up on you.” 
 
    
 
   A white-furred hand was placed on Rose’s shoulder. “You had every right to. As far as you knew I was gone. It would be far sillier of me to be mad that you gave up then to have continued to think otherwise.” Snow lifted hir hand as Rose tilted hir head now a bit confused.
 
    
 
   “You think my mom was silly for continuing to think you were out there?” 
 
    
 
   Snow shook hir head. “Not what I meant. Your mom was bonded to mine? I know what that’s like. I know what being separated from someone with whom you've bonded deeply is like also. They become your soul mate in a sense. You feel their pain. You feel it all. Your mom felt my mother’s pain. Shi knew my mom would only want me safe. Hir driving emotion became your mother’s. My own cub Midsun is bonded with hir life mate Grill. They too live with it every day. Your mother is not silly at all, no more than you should feel guilty for going on with your life.” 
 
    
 
   Rose nodded and smiled meekly. “I guess you’re right. I can see why everyone likes you and you have a big family.” 
 
    
 
   It was now Snow’s turn to tilt hir head in a questioning look.
 
    
 
   “You have a motherly nature about you. You care about people. It shows.” 
 
    
 
   Snow took a deep breath and then shook hir head. “I didn’t always use to be like this. I’m no saint.” Shi let hir thoughts drift for a moment to that event. The pirate ship... shi shook hir head, clearing the memory, then smiled and looked to Rose. “Hey it’s been a bit. Why don’t we start heading back?”
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   Rose could see the pain in Snow’s eyes. What dark secrets of hir own were buried in there? “Yeah, I suppose you’re right.” They turned and headed back towards of the pub. “Still need to groom you, shaggy skunk.” Rose snickered as they crossed the boundary between woods and backyard.
 
    
 
   “You need it too, cousin.” Snow replied with hir own chuckle. 
 
    
 
   They made sure to remain as silent as they could going up the stairs and entering the backdoor as not to wake anyone. The house was for still quiet for the most part. 
 
    
 
   In the communal sleeping area, Silvertail tossed and turned. Shi was having hir own dream, though this one was of a darker nature. 
 
    
 
   Rose had just come home from school and was working on hir homework. It had been a stressful day at work, and to make matters worse the house was in need of a good cleaning. Hir hands dug into the bedding outside the dream as shi twisted again in hir sleep. Shi hated this vision, because it was more than just a dream and it was worse than a nightmare. What shi was experiencing was a memory, one shi would never forget, one that would plague hir all hir life.
 
    
 
   Hir hands rubbed the washcloth along the plate. The water was hot and soapy and shi tried to whistle along to a song playing on hir PADD. It was cool outside, and the sun had only set moments prior. 
 
    
 
   Shi continued to hum, hir mind not quite unconsciously aching from the great distance between hir and hir sister. It was an ache shi had learned to deal with over time, but it still pained hir that they were so far apart. The more shi worked on cleaning the dish, the more hir emotional state started to change. Hir hearts beginning to beat faster. A slow but unrelenting panic began to set in as hir fur seemed to grow uncomfortably warm. Then it began to burn hotter and hotter. Shi stumbled back as the dish dropped from hir hands and crashed into pieces upon the floor, hir eyes wide, feeling as if shi was on fire. Hir thoughts turned to outright panic before… before…
 
    
 
   Silvertail collapsed, screaming out from pure agony and the last heightened emotional state of hir bonded sister: pure fear, not for hir own life, but that of hir cub. And it went blank. 
 
    
 
   Shi lay on the ground shaking and trembling, hir mind throbbing from the loss of connection to hir sister. The pain of emptiness was almost as unbearable as the physical agony that had come moments prior. Silvertail knew in the very core of hir soul that something terrible had just happened to hir sister. But even worse was what hir sister was feeling, that overwhelming worry was for Twoeyes. 
 
    
 
   Rosette ran downstairs as fast as shi could. “Mom?!” shi cried out, having heard the screams of hir parent. 
 
    
 
    “Mom?” Rose tried to get hir mother's attention. Silvertail couldn't respond, only tremble on the floor. Shi was so worried, shi had no idea what was going on. Rose was hirself beginning to panic, but before shi could do anything the house comm rang. 
 
    
 
   Unable to move to answer it, Silvertail still knew, in hir heart shi knew the nature of the call, of the news that was awaiting hir. 
 
    
 
   Hir eyes opened in a cold sweat. Hir hands were shaking as shi stood up and shi made hir way to the bathroom as quietly as possible. Shi used to have that dream every night for years after Whitecloud’s passing. It was one of the things that drove hir to seek out Twoeyes. As if maybe finding hir would patch the hole in hir hearts and fill the void that the loss of hir sister's bond had left. 
 
    
 
   But shi knew shi couldn’t find peace, not until shi told Twoeyes the entire truth. But it was hir own fears, and the fights that shi and Whitecloud had about this very secret that kept hir holding back. What would Twoeyes say? Rose was rather angry when shi had first learned, only a few days prior. And shi was right to be upset with Silvertail for having kept it so long hidden.
 
    
 
   As shi slipped down the hall, shi paused, hearing giggling coming from one of the private rooms. The door was partially cracked open and shi was able to get a glimpse inside. What shi saw brought a warm smile to hir lips. 
 
    
 
   Rose and Snow were lying on a bed, slowly grooming each other with hairbrushes. They appeared to be pleasantly gossiping, eliciting giggles from both of them as they straightened out their long skunklike fur. Perhaps…
 
    
 
   Perhaps it was time to tell the truth. 
 
    
 
   Shi reached hir hand up to push the door open, but stopped as a voice came calling to hir from down the hallway. It was soft enough to not wake anyone else or be overheard by the two giggling pseudo-skunktaurs in the room. 
 
    
 
   “Shir Silvertail?” Silver turned hir head to face the voice and was met with a rather plump tiger-striped chakat. “I’m Softstripe, Snow’s adopted mother. I don’t think we really got acquainted yesterday.”
 
    
 
   Silver let hir head fall to the side and nodded slowly. “With everything that happened, I’m sorry we didn’t get to formally talk, either.” Shi wasn’t sure what to do or what Softstripe even wanted.
 
    
 
   “Care to join me in the kitchen? I’ll make us some coffee.” The plump 'kat turned and headed the opposite way. 
 
    
 
   Silver looked back in on the two, and quickly decided it was best to let them spend time together rather then sour the mood. Shi headed for the kitchen to join Snow’s adopted mother. 
 
    
 
   “I suppose it’s a bit of a surprise for all of us. My kitten has always wondered if shi had family out there but with how your family was so distant... from Terra... shi had nothing to really even tell hir shi did have family at all," Softstripe spoke while getting the coffee machine started.
 
    
 
   Silver let hir brow drop a little with an annoyed look. Hir "kitten"? Shi wasn’t Whitecloud and shi would never be Whitecloud. 
 
    
 
   Softstripe let out a soft sigh, sensing Silver’s emotional change. “Shir, you must understand. It’s more complicated then you realize. Snow… Snow was a mess when I first adopted hir. The things shi went through, what shi had seen, it was difficult to connect. But it wasn’t for lack of either of us trying. Shi used to wake up screaming and climb halfway up the wall. Shi would attack anyone in a blind fury until shi calmed down.” Soft stopped a moment, remembering those events. 
 
    
 
   “Shi freaked out if anyone touched hir in any way; hugs, even just holding hands was too much for hir. Shi just couldn’t get over what shi went through. On top of the hospital visits and therapy it was just too much. Shi came to me crying one night, and begged me to make the memories go away.” Shi grabbed two cups from the shelf. “I knew a psychiatrist. Dr. Quenzal, a very talented skunktaur. Hy wanted to help, and after I talked to Snow and we talked to Keklily, it was agreed to attempt what Dr. Quenzal had suggested for treatment.”
 
    
 
   Silvertail tilted hir head, confused. “Treatment? What did hy do?” 
 
    
 
   Softstripe took a breath as shi set the glasses down before replying. “Hy linked our minds through hys and let us live out another life.”
 
    
 
   “Another… life?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes. By creating new memories, even though they were false, over the bad ones, hy was able to dull the impact of those bad memories on Snow’s mind. Shi and I shared dreams in which we lived a new life. Snow was my kitten. I gave birth to hir, I raised hir from a little cub to a teen. We bonded as mother and child do. Shi became, and in my heart and mind to this day is, my kitten.” Shi started to pour the now brewed coffee all while Silver’s ears lowered and hir lips pulled back.
 
    
 
   “You stole Whitecloud’s child? You made hir forget hir real mother!”
 
    
 
   Softstripe knew this was likely to happen. Regardless, shi had to explain hirself. “No, Shir. Midsnow remembers hir mother and father, hir real parents, more clearly than anything else. Shi asked that specifically of Dr. Quenzal, and stated shi’d refuse to be treated if it meant shi would forget them. I am hir second mother. Not hir first and only. I never will be. I would never want to take away hir real mother, either. Shi introduces hirself as child of Whitecloud, Blackthunder, and then Softstripe. I don’t come first. I would never want to come first.” Softstripe finished pouring the cups and offered one to hir kitten’s aunt. 
 
    
 
   Silver stopped and let hir ears slowly rise. Shi let out a deep sigh and nodded, taking the cup. “Sorry, I just... so much has happened and I guess I’m just living in a past. I knew if Twoeyes was ever found, shi’d most likely have hir own life and... I guess you can never be prepared really for what you get.” 
 
    
 
   Softstripe nodded, taking a sip from hir own cup. “For what it’s worth, Whitecloud was a wonderful chakat that I wish I could have met. I know so because, during everything Snow went through, it was the love of hir parents and Keklily that motivated hir to survive.” 
 
    
 
   A deeper sigh left Silvertail’s lips. Hir mind was wandering back to hir sister. 
 
    
 
   Softstripe merely smiled, knowing things were going to be okay, but hir smile soon changed to a confused stare at the sight coming out of the hallway. “Kitten?” shi exclaimed at the sight of Midsnow in hir skunklike form. “What… what happened to you?” Softstripe nearly dropped hir cup while trying to come to grips with what was before hir.
 
    
 
   “Hey, Mom!” Snow chuckled to hirself. Others had begun to wake up in the communal room and by ones and twos became amazed at the strange sight of Snow before them. It took a little bit to get everyone up and fully explain the previously unknown ability. Eventually everyone had gathered around Snow, and began to ask for hir to continue hir story. 
 
    
 
   “You said Kek saved you?” 
 
    
 
   “What about the man who was chasing you?”
 
    
 
   “What happened after you passed out?” 
 
    
 
   Everyone was starting to get excited asking questions, as they were on edge as to what had happened when shi passed out in the alley. 
 
    
 
   “Oy! Calm down, everyone. Wow!” Snow exclaimed. Shi closed hir eyes, using hir Talent to check in on Colorpot, who was still sleeping thankfully. “Okay, okay, I’ll tell you all about it. Mom, can you start breakfast? I’m sure everyone is going to be hungry soon.” 
 
    
 
   Softstripe nodded and went back to the kitchen to get food prepared for a hearty morning meal.
 
    
 
   “Where was I?” Snow opened hir eyes and looked around the room. “Ah yes, I remember now. I had pulled myself down the alley and toward the back of a dumpster to hide after Keklily insisted I make it there. That’s when I passed out. It was quite some time before I woke again.” 
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   Chapter 6
 
    
 
    
 
   It was cold.
 
    
 
   That was the first thought to fill the little cub's mind as hir eyes fought to open. They were stinging with the pain of being closed so long in the chilled air. “Ke… Kek…” shi moaned out weakly. Something warm was pressed to hir lips, and a soft voice spoke to hir.
 
    
 
   “Drink up. You need it.”
 
    
 
   Hir eyes were still shut, but hir lips parted enough to let the hot liquid in. It tasted like flavored water. It was some sort of weak, indeterminable soup that might be scrounged up from only what could be found. At that moment shi didn’t care. Hir body needed it, and that was all shi could focus on as small gulp after gulp went down hir throat, warming hir insides. 
 
    
 
   “There we go. I got some more, so drink up, child. The Dofts were generous tonight. I reckon ole man didn’t care for 'tatoes tonight. Plenty in the bin for us.” The voice didn’t make much sense to hir, but it didn’t matter. For the first time in shi couldn’t recall how long, shi was getting a warm meal, even if it was mostly water with potato bits in it.
 
    
 
   “Ah, bugger all, it’s the patrol man! Stay quiet, I’ll be right back. Don’t make a sound,” the voice spoke once more. The more Twoeyes heard of it, the more shi recognized the voice as female. Shi could hear the sound of footsteps echoing before fading to near silence, except for the light crackle of a flame not too close by. 
 
    
 
   “Keklily…” shi moaned again, trying once more to open hir eyes. 
 
    
 
   “Twoeyes! Shhhh… she told us to be quiet!” the familiar whisper of hir friend called out in the darkness. 
 
    
 
   Shi forced hirself silent once more at the urgency in Kek’s voice, but this didn’t stop hir from trying to open hir eyes. Slowly hir eyelids began to lift, and bright, painful light filled hir vision. It nearly made hir shut hir eyes again at the aching pain it brought upon hir, but shi pushed on, letting hir eyes fully lift up and open. Shi blinked a few times, trying to focus while shi adjusted to the searing light. 
 
    
 
   Shi wasn’t sure where shi was. All shi knew was that it was outside in the cold. Shi seemed to be lying on something padded, although it was thin and ragger. It also appeared that something was hanging over hir head, giving slight protection from the bitter chill of the air. 
 
    
 
   Shi remained quiet, but kept focusing on hir surroundings until it became clear that shi was lying in a rather large box that was pushed up against a wall. A few feet outside, a small fire was lit to provide what warmth it could in the chilly air.
 
    
 
   Twoeyes looked around, trying to find hir friend, before seeing Kek outside, leaning against a wall in the alley. Shi looked over to Twoeyes and put hir finger to hir lips to remind hir to be quiet. “I have to take off. She’s a nice lady. She’ll take care of you,” Kek told hir in a faint but audible whisper. Before Twoeyes could motion or even try to plead for Kek to stay, shi had run off down the alley in the opposite direction and was gone. Twoeyes' heavy eyelids began to droop even before shi was out of sight.
 
    
 
   Hir body was so worn out that it was amazing shi had any strength at all. Time passed slowly, as shi had bouts of consciousness and sleep. The moments of wakefulness were met with warm, soupy water, but the woman giving hir the meal didn’t speak much except to mumble to herself periodically. After a few days passed, Twoeyes was able to stand and walk, even if it was a strain to do so and shi could only walk a few feet at a time.
 
    
 
   “Aye, you’re getting better all the time. Soon we’ll be eating good, you’ll see,” the woman said encouragingly as she watched Twoeyes struggle for mobility. She was old and frail in her own right; her hands trembled and shook uncontrollably, but whether this was due to the cold and her minimal rags for clothes or just a byproduct of her age, Twoeyes couldn't tell.
 
    
 
   “Eating well?” Twoeyes stammered out as she got a clearer look at the person who had saved her.
 
    
 
   “Oh yes, pretty… oh yes. Meals for Kings and Queens alike!” She had a crooked smile and stained, worn teeth. Her skin was wrinkled, her hair nappy and thin. “You don’t believe?" She asked, seeing Two's face. "Youth, I swear they think they own Scotland. 'Bout as brutish as the Brit.” She shook hir head.
 
    
 
   It appeared she was delusional as well. They weren’t in Scotland. This was the Holy Christian Kingdom in North America, as far as shi was aware. “What’s your name? I’m Twoeyes,” The little cub asked, trying to get on familiar ground.
 
    
 
   “Whoeyes? You lost me, Amelia. Or are you playing a game on your ole mum?” she replied, her lips curling to a brighter smile. 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes didn’t want to upset this strange woman, and if she believed her to be her child, then so be it for now. Shi was thousands of miles away from home with no one to rely on except this lady and Keklily. Speaking of Keklily, it dawned on Twoeyes to ask.
 
    
 
   “Miss… err… Mum, do you know where Keklily went?” Shi hoped the woman was able to recall such things. Hir mental state was far too questionable to be sure at this point. 
 
    
 
   “Kekawhat? Sorry, dear, you need to speak up. You know your mum is wee bit hard of the ole hearing.” 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes sighed, but before shi could ask again, the women went wide-eyed and motioned for hir to move back into the box. “Get in there, dear. That ole bugger with the cane is walking by. He’s a bit of a billy, if you catch me drift.” 
 
    
 
   The cub hobbled back to the box as the woman proceeded back down the alley toward the other side. Twoeyes let hir legs collapse, and laid on the worn old papers that they used for bedding. She didn’t even know this woman’s name, but she was kind enough to nurse hir back to health and, despite the lady’s mental deficiencies, she seemed as nice as Kek had said. 
 
    
 
   Dammit… where was Keklily? 
 
    
 
   What was going on?
 
    
 
   Several more days passed, and slowly Twoeyes became more mobile. In that time shi hadn’t learned much more from the strange lady except that her name was most likely Karen. Shi assumed this as the woman would get into bouts of talking to herself in which she referred to herself in a third person. 
 
    
 
   Finally Twoeyes could get around without the pain being too great to bear. “I told yah, daughter. Now we get to eat like Kings and Queens, we do!” Karen proclaimed as she watched Two move around the camp settled in the alleyway. Calling it 'walking' was an exaggeration; it was more of a hobble at this point. 
 
    
 
   “What do you mean, Mum?” Two replied, having given up early on trying to persuade this woman she was not her daughter. 
 
    
 
   “King's Castle!” was all she would reply when asked. “We just need to protect our homeland while we journey to the King. We dun want any barbarians invading while's we out.” 
 
    
 
   “Of course not,” Two replied sarcastically. 
 
    
 
   The women began to hide the few items that she had behind the dumpster in a bag. She took the cardboard, makeshift home apart and placed it behind there as well to cover up the bag from the casual observer. Finally she motioned for Two to follow her. She left the fire going in the metal trash barrel, as there was no way to put it out and when they returned it would be easier if it was still running. 
 
    
 
   Karen cautiously stepped out into the street, looking about to make sure no one was watching. “Aye! No constable to billy us, lets hurry 'fore eit changes.” Twoeyes limped after the deranged woman, unsure of anything else shi could do. The streets were busy. It appeared to be late in the afternoon. The same time hir father would be coming home… NO! Shi cringed, trying to get those thoughts out of hir head. Shi was alone now. 
 
    
 
   The people who filled the busy streets looked down at hir in undisguised disgust, yet when their eyes lit upon Karen, it seemed they didn’t mind as much seeing a human in poverty. “Damn orphans, they ought to round them all up. Just shows, all morphs do is fuck.” The comment struck harshly in Two’s ears. Shi as a chakat had been raised to know what sex was and understand it, but shi had been told all hir life that it was an act of love between consenting adults. 
 
    
 
   “Oy! Come on, daughter, we nearly there, we are!” Karen waved at Twoeyes to hurry up as they walked down the busy streets past storefronts and business. The snow on the ground made it difficult on hir, but Karen was mostly patient as the chakat cub tried to keep up. 
 
    
 
   As they continued to walk for several miles, the layout changed from more upscale stores to ones more fit for the lower class. “Here we be, child,” Karen motioned to a walkway that lead into a building. “Kings Cross!” She smiled, looking at the sign on the front of the building. 
 
    
 
   It read, 
 
    
 
   RED CROSS SOUP KITCHEN AND SHELTER.
 
    
 
   “We get to feast like kings, we do, daughter! Oy! Guardsman, we would like entry. I have me daughter, I have!” Karen waved to the man standing at the front door. It was at this point Twoeyes realized that there was a line, hundreds of poor souls looking for a meal and a warm place to stay the night. It was then Twoeyes realized why this woman called hir her daughter. It was reasonable to think that a woman and hir child would be allowed in before others and the place filled to capacity; as many as were hoping to get in, it was easy to see that most would end up being turned away.
 
    
 
   “Lady, I told you the last time, you don’t have a dau… what the? Whose cub is that?” The man pointed at Twoeyes, but Karen quickly stepped in front of his finger.
 
    
 
   “My daughter, I tells ya!” If the woman was trying to fool anyone into thinking shi was merely pretending to be insane, it was the most convincing act one could ever imagine. 
 
    
 
   “You don’t… child, who are you?” the man asked.
 
    
 
   “I’m Twoeyes.” The cub replied meekly. 
 
    
 
   “And where are your parents?” He looked over to where a commotion was starting in the crowd.
 
    
 
   “I don’t have any parents.” Shi tried to hold back the tears that were threatening to unleash.
 
    
 
   By now the others in line were starting to get involved, and the man decided the longer the argument lasted, the more wound up everyone would get. “I… fine, get inside. I’m getting my manager, though. That is not your child.” He waved them by, and Karen scoffed as she went past the doorway with Twoeyes following behind. “The king won’t waste a lick of time on we, he won’t. You’ll lose your head, you will.”
 
    
 
   They entered into the small dining area were the soup line stood and other homeless people were waiting patiently for food to be served. “Be a dear and grab ye mum a bowl.” 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes nodded and went to get two plastic bowls. The line moved slowly at first, but after a bit of waiting, they found themselves sitting down to eat. The soup and bread filled hir up. The person handing out the soup had given hir a second bowl after getting a good look, as, being a taur species, shi required a bit more to eat. This did seem to upset others who saw hir bigger portion, but they ultimately knew it was not worth being tossed out with nothing into the cold to argue about it to no one. 
 
    
 
   After the warm meal, a human came in and preached for a few hours about God who took pity on the poor. Twoeyes had known a bit about god from school and hir parents. Shi had gone to Sunday school for a few years but hadn’t really thought much of it prior to then. And now hearing how “good” God was only made hir scowl at the preacher's words. If he was so good, why was shi here? Why did hir parents die? Why were all these people homeless and struggling to survive? 
 
    
 
   After the sermon they were told to find a cot to sleep, but as Twoeyes got up to follow Karen, shi was stopped by the man who had been at the front door. “Hey, hold up a minute.” He was quiet enough that Karen didn't hear. It went unnoticed by the elderly lady, who following along with everyone else into the sleeping area, was oblivious to the fact that her “daughter” was not behind her. 
 
    
 
   Once everyone had moved on, the man turned to face the chakat and smiled. “I know you’re not with her. She’s tried to get in in the past with orphans, and she knows better than to cheat like that. But I’m more worried about a cub like you on the streets. I called the police to see if they knew about a 'Twoeyes' being missing. You want to come clean now, because they told me what’s going on.” His eyes bored down on hir.
 
    
 
   Shi gulped. “I don’t know what they said. But... I was kidnapped a few weeks ago I think it was. I… escaped from a man who was trying to hurt me, and… and…” Two started to stammer out, but this man merely raised an eyebrow while his face took on a deep frown.
 
    
 
   “The priest just got done teaching about how lying is bad. I was told you’d probably spin some tale like that, too. I understand, trust me I do. Losing your parents in a car accident is terrible.” 
 
    
 
   Car accident? What was he talking about?
 
    
 
   “It’s hard to adjust to such a loss, but you should be happy that people like Dr. Renavato are caring enough to adopt you.” His emotions, the way he spoke... he truly believed shi had been “adopted” by that man! He said he had talked to the police! Had the doctor told them such a story?!? 
 
    
 
   Twoeye’s hearts beat faster and faster as panic stepped in. Hir eyes shifted around the room, looking for an escape route. Shi could not go back there!
 
    
 
   “Calm down, girl. The authorities are on the way. They’ll take you back to him. I know it’s not easy,but in time you’ll see the love he wants to give, and maybe you’ll even come to call him 'Dad'.” He spoke soothingly, but his words were the stuff of nightmares. He didn’t know what he was saying. He had no clue.
 
    
 
   But Twoeyes knew shi had to escape, right at that moment. Shi let out the loudest scream shi could muster before kicking off with hir legs and bounding as fast as shi could around the man and toward the exit. Hir feet dragged along, but the pain mattered not at all before hir fear as shi burst through the exit door and into the street. 
 
    
 
   “I tell you, they send us to the worst neighborhood to pick up a kid and it’s a f’ing beast. I swear… what the!” Outside on the snow-covered street, two patrol vehicles and a few officers had just arrived. 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes didn’t know this was a bad neighborhood, one filled with gangs that were not hesitant about assaulting officers. It was the mandate that several officers always have additional backup in that area of the city for protection. And they'd need it on this night. 
 
    
 
   Before they could say a word or ask about the cub who had just emerged from the shelter, Twoeyes turned and ran into the street, heading away from the police. But as the officers prepared to give chase, their cares for the cub vanished in an instant. In the direction that the cub was running was a group of locals, wearing gang colors. 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes barely had time to see the lead man ahead reach into his coat before it happened. He pulled out a sawed-off firearm, and other members of his group followed suit. The only thing Twoeyes could do was go limp, hir body failing into a deeper pile of snow as the sound of gunshots rang out into the night air.
 
    
 
   Bullets ripped by hir in the air, and were soon met with return fire from the officers who were no longer concerned for the cub’s well being, but instead their own. The shootout was intense, and Twoeyes was caught in the crossfire as shi huddled in the snow in total terror. Hir hearts beat frantically as hir mind raced. Shi shook uncontrollably, imagining that every bang was a bullet that was hitting hir, but as of yet none had. Hir eyes were squeezed tight but shi opened them, as the spaces between the sounds of gun blasts widened, with only the occasional shot ringing out. The gangers were reloading their weapons ahead, and the officers behind.
 
    
 
   Shi leapt up from the snow and bolted for the nearest alley, away from the shootout. Hir paws ached fiercely, but the adrenaline coursing through hir veins minimized the pain. As shi passed the boundary into the alleyway, the sound of increased gunfire came once more as the little war continued. 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes' mind wasn’t focused on that at this point. Shi knew shi had to get away. Farther away from the police, the shelter, everyone! Shi was running so fast and so unfocused that shi didn’t even notice the person who stepped out in front of hir path, and shi barreled right into him.
 
    
 
   Hir paws slipped on the wet, cold ground, and shi tripped and flipped, tumbling over onto hir back and landing on hir side. The wind was knocked from all hir lungs with a whoosh, and shi huffed and gasped for breath.
 
    
 
   “Dammit, kid!” A voice called out as gunfire rang out again in the background. Slowly Twoeyes managed to draw cold, ragged breaths. Hir eyes turned to focus on the person shi had crashed into. He was getting off the ground himself by that time, and turned to face the chakat. He was male, a human male to be specific, but he was also young. He had to be around thirteen or fourteen years old at most. His clothes were worn and his face grimy.
 
    
 
   “You act like you’ve never heard gunshots before.” He let out a grim chuckle as several other people began to emerge from the shadows now. “My scout pegged you the moment you and that lady entered our area. We thought you might be someone trying to steal our gig, but with how fast you got out of there, I’d guess not?” 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes didn’t know what the boy was going on about. Shi looked around frantically, trying to find a way out. Shi had to run, escape, and get far away. Shi wouldn’t go back to the doctor’s prison. 
 
    
 
   “Whoa, calm down. It’s alright. You didn’t get hit or anything, right? Shot? You didn’t get shot, did you?” He looked hir up and down from a safe distance, not alarming hir further by moving in. “The way your fur blended in with the snow, I don’t think the Dist even saw you in the middle.”
 
    
 
   Hir breaths were evening out as hir hearts also slowly began to wind down. The adrenaline was beginning to taper off. He could see the difference in hir eyes. “There we go, much better. I’m Tyler. This is my crew.” He waved to those surrounding hir now. “What’s your name?” 
 
    
 
   The gunshots from beyond the alley were still ringing out, but had begun to dwindle down as the sounds of more sirens in the distance could be heard approaching. Backup was on its way for the officers, at least.
 
    
 
   Twoeye’s mind raced to come up with an explanation; who shi was, how shi came to be here. But as soon as shi opened hir lips to speak, the realization struck that shi could trust no one. The doctor was looking for hir and knew hir by name. Shi had to do anything shi could to avoid winding up in the same situation again. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    “My name is… it’s…” shi tried to grasp something, anything, to give them. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The way your fur blended in with the snow I don’t think the Dist knew you were in the middle of it.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “My name is Midsnow.”
 
    
 
    
 
   ++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
 
    
 
    
 
   Two weeks passed quickly.
 
    
 
   There was so much to learn, but the group was happy to help. Tyler was an orphan, as were the others in his crew. Abandoned or taken from family for various reasons, they all found each other and formed a group to protect one another from the violent world. They called themselves Street Urchins after being called it once by a fellow they robbed. Twoeyes was amazed to hear them boast about things shi couldn’t have even comprehended doing, but it was how they survived. They ran a few rackets. The biggest one was manipulating several soup kitchens by finding cooperative homeless people and talking them into going together. If a child showed up without an adult then the police would be called, but if they went with an adult and claimed to be their child, then not only did they get food, but the adult was nearly guaranteed to get in before the kitchen became filled to capacity. Various other things involved food theft, pick pocketing, looting, and even extortion at times. 
 
    
 
   The group itself was only comprised of six members that shi had been made aware of so far, not including hirself. 
 
    
 
   Tyler was the oldest of the group and the de facto leader. A male human with dark hair, he was the brains of the operation, and the others followed his every word.
 
    
 
   Sally was the youngest of the group at nine years of age. She was the scout, whose job was to keep low and observe the area and activities going on; to be Tyler’s ear on all matters. This wasn’t hard since she was tiny and easily missed. She was also a human but of a different skin color, being of African descent. 
 
    
 
   Anne was twelve. Brown hair and blue eyes, she seemed to follow Tyler on whatever he said, and while she was friendly, it was evident she was mostly absent-minded. She was the third human of the group.
 
    
 
   The fourth human was Zack. He was also of African descent and twelve years of age. He seemed to be Tyler’s right-hand man, who made sure everyone followed orders or else. He was Sally’s older brother, or at least acted like it, with the way he was always checking on her and making sure she had more to eat than himself during the times they got food.
 
    
 
   The fifth was a Caitian, Sathataire, though everyone called her Kat. She was eleven, and had a nasty attitude at least as far as Twoeyes could see thus far. She was the groups’ thief. It seemed Tyler thought the term 'cat burglar' was literal, so when he took her in, he tasked her with being just that. 
 
    
 
   The final member of the group was a twelve year-old boy named Tek. The only other non-human of the group, he was a male wolf morph who mostly kept quiet. Where Zack was the enforcer, Tek was the muscle that everyone relied on if things came down to a fight. 
 
    
 
   These six had formed a group a year or so ago to better increase their odds on the street. Each one had a story as to how they wound up here, though most didn’t want to talk about it. That was fine by Twoeyes, because it meant that in turn shi too wouldn’t be asked or expected to explain hir past. It would hopefully be something that would never come to light. He was still out there, and it seemed he was looking for hir, and shi had no intention of returning to the “doctor” ever again.
 
    
 
   “Midsnow, you listening or what?” Shi snapped out of hir daydreaming. It was difficult because shi had to get used to being called something different now.
 
    
 
   “Ah, sorry, I uh… tired and all,” shi let out a weak reply.
 
    
 
   “Yeah I know. The boss thinks he has a line on getting us a score for some food. He says you’ll get a little more than us but that's because you’re larger. I think he’s eyeing you to be backup for Tek.” 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes turned to face the person speaking. It was Kat, who up until now kept a distance. “I must say, you don’t see many chakats in this area. What are you doing here?” She tilted her head a bit as if observing the young chakat before hopping up onto a box and lying on it. “You were being chased by those cops.” 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes took a step back, unsure of how to respond. 
 
    
 
   “You don’t care to talk about it, do you? Well fine, but I’m watching you, Midsnow, if that’s even your name.” She growled and raised her hand up to show small claws. 
 
    
 
   “Kat, back off.” 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes turned to see Tek stepping over and eyeing the Caitian. “Boss wants you. Go, now.”
 
    
 
   She narrowed her eyes at the wolf morph, but knew better then to disobey. With a simple twist, she flipped off the box and landed on her feet. “I’d watch my back if I were you, chakat,” she snipped before walking off and leaving them.
 
    
 
   “Sorry, she’s always nasty around new people. She still gives me a cold shoulder at times, and I’ve known her for awhile now. You okay?” The wolf leaned his head to one side and looked Twoeyes over, his eyes seeming to stay focused on hir rear longer then they had on the front.
 
    
 
   “Err, yeah. I’m fine.” Hir stomachs gave a gurgle. “Well, considering, I think.”
 
    
 
   He nodded and returned his gaze to hir face. “Yeah, sorry about that, I know you’re hungry. We all are, to be honest. It’s been getting harder to scrape up food; with the weather getting this cold, everyone tries to horde. So, you’re a herm?” He saw hir puzzled expression at the question, and he turned away blushing a bit himself. “Sorry, I uh, just curious, you know? It’s different. “
 
    
 
   Shi wasn’t sure what to make of Tek yet. “I suppose it is. I was born this way.” 
 
    
 
   “True, guess you wouldn’t really know anything different. We don’t have a lot of herms around here, that's all. Sorry.” He gave a halfhearted smile.
 
    
 
   “It’s okay.” Twoeyes looked away a moment. Hir eyes saw beyond the broken panes of glass in the windows to the outside. Snow was lightly falling outside in the street. The group had taken up residence in an abandoned warehouse. The metal frame did little to protect from the elements outside, nor did the roof, which was collapsing in spots and in total disarray. 
 
    
 
   Shi was keeping a watchful eye on the street, because the police would patrol the area. Not wanting to attract attention, they kept their fires as far back in the building as possible with scrap stacked between them and the front of the building to block the light from the front. Hir job at the moment was to watch and see if anyone approached the building, and call out an alarm if necessary.
 
    
 
   “So uh, you ever touched yourself?” His voice wavered as he said it; he knew it wasn’t right to ask, and the tone of his voice made it all too clear that he was aware he was crossing a line.
 
    
 
   “No,” shi replied quickly and definitively. Shi decided shi didn’t care much for Tek at that point.
 
    
 
   “Sorry, I’ll, ah… I’ll leave you be.” He turned and walked away. 
 
    
 
   The sun had set a few hours ago, and the temperature was dropping fast. Not being near the fire was starting to take a toll on the hungry, malnourished cub. Hir paws shook as shi tried to keep hirself standing upright and keeping watch as shi had been told. Otherwise shi might not get any food.
 
    
 
   “Twoeyes… psst! Twoeyes!” A familiar voice was heard several feet away, towards the entrance of the building. Hir head shot to the right, where the wall had eroded enough that holes hung in the rusted metal and discolored concrete, allowing a partial view into the space outside. Kek was waving to Twoeyes to come over, which shi was more than happy to do, almost in a full-out sprint to the wall.
 
    
 
   “KEK!” Two exclaimed.
 
    
 
   “Shh, don’t want to let the others hear. You’re in danger.” Shi placed a finger to hir lips.
 
    
 
   “Danger? What do you mean? How are you here? What’s going on?” Twoeyes took a few cold, deep breaths, exhausted from the short run. It was something that shouldn’t be the case with someone so young. 
 
    
 
   “I can’t explain now. You just need to watch your back. I’ll try to figure out something to get you out of there. Just be brave, Twoeyes. I have to go. They’re coming.” Shi quickly spun and began to run. The holes in the wall were only big enough to see but not reach through.
 
    
 
   “Kek! Come back!…” Twoeyes called out, trying to hold back tears. Why was shi leaving? Why was everyone gone? 
 
    
 
   “Midsnow?” A voice called out from inside the warehouse. “Midsnow? Damn, Kat, you ran hir off!” Tyler came around the corner looking for the chakat as an angry snarl replied back.
 
    
 
   “I did not! And if shi left, then good riddance.” 
 
    
 
   Before Tyler could respond, he saw Twoeyes and walked over. “Hey there you are. You see something?” 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes quickly wiped hir eyes before turning to face the human boy. “Just checking, nothing found, though.” 
 
    
 
   “Good, we don’t want anyone peeping around. Come over to the fire. It’s Kat’s turn to keep watch. I got you something to eat.” He took hir hand and led hir toward the back. “I know you’re bigger than the others so you need more, but food is hard to come by, especially in the winter. I got what I could, but you’ll just have to make do. I’m sorry.” He pointed to a trash can lid that served as a communal plate, with some bread and bits of other food on it. It wasn’t sanitary, but when you're starving, and not just hungry but actually starving, you don’t care so much what it comes on or how. The saying “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth” rang true in that regard.
 
    
 
   The warmth of the fire helped ease the numbness in hir body. As shi ate, shi watched the others, but they only sat in silence over their own meager versions of a meal. The crackle of the fire was all the sound that could be heard. 
 
    
 
   After some time passed, Tyler cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention. “Well then, not a bad meal, I wager. Midsnow, you’ve been with us a few weeks now. I think it’s time you start earning your keep. I’ve done some thinking, and I think you’d best be suited to run backup for Kat. She’s nearly been caught a few times now, and I’d rather not see her wind up in the orphanage. Think you can do that?” 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes lifted hir head, surprised at the words. “Orphanage?” 
 
    
 
   Everyone stopped eating. Their heads turned to look at hir as if shi was some kind of alien. “You don’t know about the orphanage? What rock have you been under?” Zack spoke, and then shook his head, no doubt wondering what his boss had gotten them all into. He turned away and gave what was left of his bread to Sally.
 
    
 
   “You haven’t been on the streets too long, it seems. The orphanage is not where you want to go. Trust me. Kids go in, they don’t come out. You’re better off scraping by on the outside.” Tyler looked away to make sure Kat was still on watch before turning back to the group. “Anyways, if she gets in trouble, I need someone to try to bail hir out. I think that’s something up your alley, Midsnow. So tomorrow you’ll head out with her and she’ll teach you the ropes, okay?”
 
    
 
   Twoeyes slowly nodded. It wasn’t like shi had much say in the matter.
 
    
 
   “Good. Now then, Zack, I need your help tomorrow. I have a contact I need to speak with, and you’re going to be my eyes and ears if it goes south. The rest of you are going to go about business as usual.”
 
    
 
   Everyone finished up and got ready for bed. The sleeping arrangement was communal, humans in the center with as much foliage and paper possible for insulation and Kat, Zek, and Twoeyes on the outside so their warm fur acted as a barrier.
 
    
 
   The nights were long, cold, and full of the dread that someone else would walk in on them. Yet even with the fear of the things that bump in the night and the gangs that preyed on those things, it was easier to handle then another moment in that “lab”. 
 
    
 
   But sleep would be difficult for Twoeyes. Hir thoughts drifted to Keklily. Why did shi run? How did shi get here? What was going on? All these questions kept buzzing in hir head, stopping the bliss of sleep from coming. Eventually, though, hir tired eyes fell and shi began to sleep for the few hours shi could.
 
    
 
   Before the sun had time to begin rising, shi was awoken by a kick to hir side.
 
    
 
   “Get up, chakat. We got work if you want to eat tonight.” Kat stood over hir form as shi began to open hir eyes and look up. “I said, get up. You don’t have the luxury of sleeping in. You also don’t have the luxury of being slow to rise. The second you feel something it might be a bum stealing whatever you have. It could be someone attacking you in your sleep. Slow to wake is a dangerous trait to have. Now get up before I leave your ass.”
 
    
 
   Twoeyes had to jolt hirself awake and shi groaned getting to hir paws. Shi didn’t say anything to the Caitian; instead shi tightened the rags on hir paws and made sure the cloth on hir body was adjusted as well before indicating shi was ready to go. 
 
    
 
   The outside air was bone-chilling, but as the sun began to rise it would get slightly better. The streets were still quiet, as most had yet to wake or at least emerge from the warm interiors of their homes. “It’s Saturday, so the street will be slow to get moving. Gives us time to check out the shops and scout for any opportunities. Your job is to stay back, and if I get in a bind, help! That also means you do what I say, got it? You don’t and I’ll make sure Ty cuts your rations. You earn your keep around here, got it?” 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes nodded slowly but otherwise remained quiet. 
 
    
 
   “Quiet? I actually prefer that. Do more of it.” Kat laughed and waved for the chakat to follow.
 
    
 
   They headed down the street and toward the business section of the area. The light poles began to flicker and turn off as the day broke. “I’m going to check the back alley of the grocers' market. I’ve gotten a few things from there before, and I don’t think they know how I’m sneaking in yet. So just keep an eye out while I climb up the side, 'k?” 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes nodded as they rounded a corner and slipped around the back of a small storefront. It looked as if it carried mainly canned foods and greens. 
 
    
 
   Shi looked around, making sure no one was watching as the young caitian began to scale up a drainage pipe. Kat climbed up onto a vent shaft on the exterior of the building, then took off her cloth top, revealing she was nude underneath. Two tilted her head, unsure what she was up to. 
 
    
 
   The Caitian took the cloth and placed it around the rusted-out hole on top of the shaft to cover the jagged metal ends while she climbed in. She pulled the cloth in behind her, which took a bit of unsnagging. With that she was gone, leaving Twoeyes to keep guard. Shi kept quiet, vigilant of the surroundings, when suddenly shi heard a few clicks from the back door. The locks were being turned open. Was someone there? What was Kat going to do?
 
    
 
   The back door opened and Kat popped her head out. “Come on, Midsnow, I need your help.” She waved Twoeyes over.
 
    
 
   Two took a sigh of relief and then came over, following the Caitian inside. Shi was led from the back to the front. “I think we’re going to eat well tonight. Here, I found two bags, I’m gonna tie them together and put them on your back so we can carry more.” 
 
    
 
   “…Okay.” Two was nervous. Shi was for the first time actively doing something bad; shi was stealing from whoever’s place this was. Kat started to fill the bags with as many canned items as she could. She knew the greens would taste better but go bad quicker, while canned foods could be saved and rationed out with a longer life. As she filled both bags she tore a bit of cloth from her outfit and used the strips to tie the two bags together. She was still naked for the moment until she finished and put her clothes back on. 
 
    
 
   “Ok Mid, let’s put these on your back and see how you hold them. Then you can grab a bag and carry with your hands.” She hefted the bags over Twoeyes’ back. The weight caused hir to shift a bit to better carry it, but it looked like it would work well as long as shi didn’t run with them.
 
    
 
   “Ha! We should just call you Chakat Saddlebags.” Kat snickered before grabbing her own bags to fill.
 
    
 
   Twoeyes frowned, but let it be as shi grabbed another bag to fill. 
 
    
 
   “You don’t talk much. I like that.” Kat finished setting up her own bag and motioned for hir to hurry. “Come on, chakat, we need to scram.”
 
    
 
   They headed towards the back. “Not a bad haul. Think what the boss will say when he finds out how good we made out.” Kat actually smiled. It caught Twoeyes a bit by surprise, as to this point shi hadn’t seen the Caitian give the least grin. Shi smiled back and the two quickly broke into childish giggles.
 
    
 
   But the giggles were very short lived. As she began to turn the knob to open the back door it pushed inward, catching her by surprise. She stumbled back, falling onto her rump, but quickly spun around and got back up, running over to Twoeyes as the door opened and a figure stood in the doorway.
 
    
 
   “What the…? DAMN YOU KIDS!” The large man was instantly in a rage. He lumbered toward the two, who spun and ran back into the front section of the store. They jumped across the aisle and around the checkout counter towards the front door, only to find it locked. The man followed behind into the main store and stomped towards them.
 
    
 
   Kat frantically grasped at the locks and flipped them over, unlocking the deadbolts before trying to open the door. It moved but a mere inch before stopping with a thud. Kat and Twoeyes raised their heads to see a third dead bolt high on the door. It was well out of their reach, even that of Twoeyes on hir hind legs.
 
    
 
   “End of the line, you rats.” The man came around the corner, and the two kids pushed their backs against the door.
 
    
 
   No… no… NO…
 
    
 
   Shi couldn’t get taken. Shi couldn’t let the doctor find hir. Twoeyes closed hir eyes, wishing with all hir might that the door would just have been open. 
 
    
 
   The man’s hands were mere inches from them. 
 
    
 
   A loud click came.
 
    
 
   Their backs were pushing hard against the metal door, the pressure making it bulge against the lock, before suddenly there was nothing holding them up. 
 
    
 
   The door flung open, and the two kids fell backwards into the open air, rolling back and away from the stoop. They made a soft thud as they hit the unshoveled snow that had piled on the sidewalk. 
 
    
 
   Somehow, someway the bolt had come open. It didn’t matter how at this point; all that mattered was fleeing. They jumped to their feet, grabbed what bags and items they could quickly manage and took off, leaving the rest scattered on the ground. All the while, the angry screams of the store owner rang out in the street.
 
    
 
   They raced until they could run no more, ducking into an alley way and behind some garbage cans to calm themselves and catch their breath. The icy cold shock of taking in the air was painful, especially for a quadruple-lung morph such as Twoeyes. The euphoria of having escaped only helped them fight through the pain until they had calmed down. Kat laid her back to the wall and slid down until she was resting on her rump. Twoeyes joined her.
 
    
 
   “Heh, not… not bad, kid.” She was still panting but it was slowing down. “You, just might make it, with us.” Shi looked around, and reached into her bag after making sure no one was watching. She pulled out a short piece of summer sausage. “Want to share a piece?” 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes hadn’t had actual meat in a long time, and shi nodded frantically.
 
    
 
   “Heh, figured you would.” She began slicing off pieces with her claw and handing them over. Twoeyes quickly gobbled down each piece. “Damn, girl, slow down. Enjoy it.” Kat chuckled and took a piece for herself.
 
    
 
   Twoeyes nodded and slowed hir pace, the rich flavor finally working upon hir tongue. “Mmm,” shi gave a light purr.
 
    
 
   Kat put the rest of the sausage away after wrapping it up. “Not too bad. Finish up and we’ll head back. Maybe Tek can help us open some of these cans.” Twoeyes scoffed at hearing that wolf’s name. “You don’t like Tek, I take it? Don’t blame ya, he’s a bit of an arrogant a-hole. Always acting so macho, like I’m supposed to give a damn.”
 
    
 
   Twoeyes grabbed hir own bags and got back up with Kat as the Caitian continued. “Us girls got to stick together, right? Don’t need any man to defend us. We can make do just fine.” Kat gave a small, lighthearted giggle, which struck Twoeyes as odd, having only known Kat these past few weeks as quiet and with a nasty attitude. Perhaps shi was warming up?
 
    
 
   “Uh, you do know I’m a herm, right?” Two said, and Kat merely shrugged it off. 
 
    
 
   “Well you get my point. Come on, let’s get back.”
 
    
 
   They stayed to the back streets so as to attract less attention. It was better to lay low then be out in the public view, especially when carrying suspicious packages. The breeze had started to pick up, becoming gusts. They picked up the pace to get back to the abandoned warehouse that they called home, and by the time they reached it, the wind had begun to howl. A true winter storm was brewing, and it had the other orphans nervous. 
 
    
 
   “Where’s Zack?” Sally was heard asking as Twoeyes and Kat entered. The only ones in the building were Sally and Anne. 
 
    
 
   “Good question, where is Zack, Tek, and Ty?” Kat placed her bag near the fire while looking over to Anne.
 
    
 
   “Zack went with Ty to cover his back on that thing he said he was doing. Tek went to see about finding you two once we realized a storm was coming.” Anne picked Sally up and set her on a crate to sit. “Zack will be back soon, Sal.” 
 
    
 
   Sally sighed. “…Okay.”
 
    
 
   “I swear, Tek thinks he’s a he-man or something. Fool’s gonna get himself killed.” Kat shook hir head, looking out into the mess that had begun to fall from the sky. Already visibility was dropping. 
 
    
 
   “It’s too late to go out looking for him now. He’ll just have to fend for himself.” 
 
    
 
   The wind picked up before she had even finished her sentence, and snow was now pouring from the sky. 
 
    
 
   “This is getting really nasty. Okay, Tek’s on his own, and Zack and Ty know how to handle things. We just need to stay put. Keep an eye on the fire. We can’t let that go out.” Kat took charge of the situation. She was so young, but had been on the streets long enough now to have grown to twice her age inside. 
 
    
 
   “Midsnow, you got fur, these two don’t. You stay watch for the others, and I’ll swap out with you in a bit, and we’ll rotate like that.” She didn’t give Twoeyes a chance to respond, as she was already supervising Anne and Sally's work on building another fire closer to the middle of the building to better weather the elements. 
 
    
 
   For Twoeyes the wind was like stabbing knives. Hir summer fur wasn’t much use, but it was better than nothing, and it was true that shi could hold out longer then Anne or Sally. Hir eyes scanned the outside, but it had become a whiteout, such shi couldn’t see beyond a few feet. Being sentry wasn’t going to do much good for anyone, but still shi stood watch. 
 
    
 
   Shi had stood guard for what felt like an hour when Kat approached. “Any sign of the others?” Twoeyes shook hir head and pulled what little cloth shi had tight to hir. “Zack and Ty will be fine. They know places to duck in and hold out. But, Tek... he’s a damn fool. You can take a break and go warm up. I’ll stand watch for a bit.” Kat sighed and motioned Twoeyes to go sit by the fire.
 
    
 
   The next several hours went on like this. Every hour or so, Kat and Twoeyes would switch places to stare into the vast whiteness that waited beyond the walls. The cold bitter wind howled as a warning to any who would dare to brave its fury. 
 
    
 
   As Twoeyes stood watch, shi took a deep sigh. It had been many hours now at least. How many, shi could not be sure. The storm had yet to let up. Somewhere out there was the rest of the group. 
 
    
 
   It wouldn’t be until later in life shi could think back on this moment and know what had happened. Until then, the events that transpired next were chalked up to pure luck and intuition, nothing more.
 
    
 
   As the wind wailed, a feeling of unease grew on Twoeyes. Shi wasn’t sure why it was so. It was definitely a feeling shi was unfamiliar with. Faint as it was, in the back of hir mind, but yet somehow shi just knew: Beyond the whiteout and the intense storm… not even 50 feet away… Tek was laying in the snow bank, unmoving. 
 
    
 
   Shi couldn’t see him. Shi had no indication that the image in hir mind was true. But every passing moment shi became more and more certain of it. Shi somehow knew he was having difficulty breathing, that he was in immense pain, that he needed help right then.
 
    
 
   “Midsnow, you can take a break, I’ll…” Kat began to speak as she walked closer, but Twoeyes bolted up and ran into the abyss of white, hir body quickly fading into the background as Kat yelled after hir, “SNOW!” 
 
    
 
   By the time the Caitian had reacted, it was too late and shi was beyond the veil. Exposed to the elements and to wind so deafening that shi wouldn’t have been able to hear or even respond if shi tried. He was out here, that was all shi knew, and he needed help right away... even if he was a bit of an ass, and a stubborn mule at that. He was only out here because of hir and Kat to begin with. 
 
    
 
   Shi couldn’t see more then inches in front of hir, and hir progress forward was slow. Shi knew the general direction in which he lay. But shi had no way of determining the exact spot, or even if what shi was feeling was real. 
 
    
 
   Hir paws kicked up snow with every forced step. Shi sank into snow so piled up now that it threatened to consume hir. Shi trudged on with a dedication shi had never yet known, with a desire to help and a passion to stop Death’s cruel grip. Shi had seen enough of death.
 
    
 
   Shi held hir hands above hir eyes, trying to shield hir vision to help hir better make hir way through the pure white wind. But it was of little use, as the storm was too intense, and shi quickly realized how foolish shi was being. Hir hearts sank as panic began to set in. Maybe if shi turned back now?
 
    
 
   As doubt began to cloud hir mind shi took one last step, and hir paws hit something hard and lumpy. A groan was barely audible over the wind. Shi had to scramble to hir knees , getting mere inches from the object, to see what shi had bumped into. Even then hir vision was so impaired that shi could only make out the familiar texture and color of cloth Tek wore, and nothing else. Shi grabbed at it and began to tug, hir feet kicking backwards into the thick snow as shi fought to drag his body towards what shi hoped was the direction of the warehouse. 
 
    
 
   Each step was an effort, each foot a triumph. And to make it back would be a miracle. 
 
    
 
   Shi just kept pulling and inching as best shi could, as long as possible. The air was so cold that hir body was shuddering despite hir fur. The temperatures were easily in the negatives by now. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It would be known later on as one of the worst storms to hit the area in history. A polar vortex it would be called. But for hir, it was where shi got hir name for real. Shi would no longer think of hirself as Twoeyes. Having survived a hail of bullets by hiding in the soft powder on the ground, to going out into the middle of the worst storm of recent time, shi had become hir name. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Midsnow...
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chakat Midsnow.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   And then everything went from white to black.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
    
 
   It had been several hours, shi was told, when shi came to, surrounded by everyone, including Zack and Tyler. 
 
    
 
   The storm let up enough that Zack and Ty, who had been holding out several blocks away in an old storm cellar, headed back to the warehouse. They found Kat and Anne working frantically to keep Snow and Tek warm. Their bodies had been discovered only a few feet from the door. The bitter wind was so severe that Midsnow had passed out after overexerting hirself to pull Tek towards home. 
 
    
 
   Anne and Kat pulled Tek and then Snow inside and set them next to the fire, then spent the next hour rubbing along their fur and getting as many rags for blankets on them as they could find. When Ty arrived, he showed Kat how to put snow in a tin can, melt it on the fire and lightly run it into the rags to provide warmth for the two. 
 
    
 
   Midsnow had recovered first, while Tek was still passed out, his breathing shallow. If it kept up, they’d have to take him to the hospital and ditch him in the emergency room. They could take care of him there. But it would be a one way trip, straight from the hospital to the orphanage.
 
    
 
   “You know, if he doesn’t get better, it’s all we can do.” Ty took a deep breath as everyone tried to talk him out of it. “If Tek doesn’t wake up in a few hours, I have no choice. I won’t let him die.” 
 
    
 
   The mood went from bad to worse as time went on. Tek was coughing hard enough to convulse with each deep breath. He regained consciousness, but could hardly speak. He almost seemed delirious. 
 
    
 
   “Snow... Snow…” he kept trying to talk but everyone would shush him. They were afraid Ty would hear how bad he was and send him away. “I need… shi needs to… I…need… tell…” he tried so hard to speak, but with each word his voice would become more strained. His face was pale and blue even beneath the fur, His eyes half closed and his nose running. His body shook terribly, and despite how much warm water they applied, it wasn’t stopping. 
 
    
 
   “That’s it, I can’t let him stay like this. I’m sorry, Tek, but I’m not going to let this happen. If they send you to the orphanage, I promise, we’ll try to get you out, but you need a doctor right now.” Ty stepped forward, having made up his mind. “Zack, give me a hand. We’ll get him to Vista Scenic Care. Its a few blocks away. If we hurry, we can get him there and get out before the storm picks up again.”
 
    
 
   Everyone objected but it was moot to argue. No one could deny that Tek was in serious trouble. He needed a doctor. It was a risk everyone faced, the threat that if an injury didn’t heal or it was serious, it was going to be a one-way ticket.
 
    
 
   Midsnow had been around enough the past few weeks to hear the stories of what the orphanage was like. No one would want to go there unless it was a last resort. But for Tek, that last resort was here.
 
    
 
   The two boys took Tek and lifted him up. They wrapped an arm around each shoulder and began to carry him. He was delirious still, and kept trying to stammer something out, but all that came out was nonsense. 
 
    
 
   The three figures disappeared into the street.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The food that Kat and Snow had brought back should have been cause for celebration, but it had quickly been forgotten in light of the recent events. The evening meal, while more wholesome and plentiful, was quiet as the group minus one ate silently in the cold winter night.
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   The next few months went by much as it had before. 
 
    
 
   Midsnow slowly became skilled in distraction, something that came readily to a taur in a city full of bipeds. Shi would in some way or form interrupt or cause a commotion to get the attention of a target just long enough for Kat to swoop in and sneak off with anything of value. The target was usually womens' purses, easy to snatch and run with. Any credits inside went to buying food, while anything else Ty would take to his contacts in exchange for supplies. One particularly good haul resulted in Ty getting a large blanket that everyone would sleep together on and wrap up in. Ty never spoke much about his contacts, and any mention of them resulted in Ty getting defensive. At one point Zack had taken Snow aside and told hir it was best that shi never ask about such things again. 
 
    
 
   Otherwise the days and nights went on. They would have times of good fortune and periods of barely making by with scraps. There were several close calls with the police here and there, but life for the most part was still moving along. 
 
    
 
   By now the doctor was a passing thought in Snow’s mind, as hir attention and time was devoted to finding the next meal and shelter. They had been chased out of the warehouse by an older group, and had to relocate to another area. Ty had found the spot, a rusted-out boxcar sitting on abandoned tracks. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Summer arrived, and with it, the heat. Clothing was minimal for everyone except Midsnow, who often wore nothing. But any furred species would admit that being out in the hot sun for any period of time without water was not advisable. The local park was a few miles away, and while it had a water fountain, they had to make sure the officers patrolling the park didn’t catch them and ask questions. As well, the fountains were turned off at night, which meant they had to fill up any jugs they could carry while someone kept watch and played distraction if officers did come by.
 
    
 
   Due to the worry of overheating, Kat and Snow were limited in how long they could be out. It also meant that the streets were less packed with potential targets. 
 
    
 
   One hot evening, Midsnow found hirself with Kat, hanging out under a tree near the park. “You ever wonder what's going to happen?” Kat let out a deep sigh as she laid back against the trunk.
 
    
 
   “Happen?” Snow repeated.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, I mean, it can’t go on like this forever. We’ll all grow up sooner or later. What happens then? We join a gang? We become like the other homeless and find kids to help us into the shelter to eat? I just… Nothing. Forget it.” She turned away, obviously regretting her words.
 
    
 
   “Kat…”
 
    
 
   “No, I don’t want to hear it. Forget I said anything. Ty doesn’t want to hear it from me, either. He said I’m ungrateful as it is. He’s almost as bad as Tek was.” She huffed and crossed her arms.
 
    
 
   “I… Tek wasn’t all that bad. He came out looking for us, remember?” Snow hadn’t thought about him in a while. 
 
    
 
   “Doesn’t excuse the fact that he was an ass. Just like Ty. You know what? I’m fed up with him. He doesn’t do any work. We’re out here busting our rumps, and he stays in the shade and goes and meets his 'contacts' or whatever. I’ve gotten plenty sick of it.” She got to her feet. “Think I’ll give him a load of my mind. You might want to steer clear of the hangout for a little bit.”
 
    
 
   And with that, the young caitian stormed off, leaving Snow at the tree. Midsnow wanted to try to stop her or talk her out of it, but shi had learned by now that once Kat’s mind was made up, it was not changing. It was best to let them both fight it out. To be honest, shi felt Kat’s words had some truth to them. Ty did seem to always be off “meeting” his contacts and was always secretive about it. 
 
    
 
   Though to be fair, he did get that large blanket for everyone, and as much else as he could.
 
    
 
   Shi shrugged it off, thinking it best to just let Kat and Ty bicker it out. Hir mind drifted off as shi lay in the grass. Memories of hir family, hir life before, of Keklily... Shi let out a deep sigh as hir thoughts rested on hir friend and love. Shi hadn’t seen hir since the day Tek was taken away. Shi had looked. 
 
    
 
   Where was shi? 
 
    
 
   Shi had told Midsnow that shi’d be back. 
 
    
 
   How did shi get here? 
 
    
 
   None of it made sense, and any time shi tried to rationalize it, it would only get murkier rather than clearer. 
 
    
 
   Hir thoughts went round and round before shi realized that the sun had begun to set. It would be dark soon, and when darkness fell the creeps came out. It was time to head back and hope that Kat and Ty were done fighting. The walk towards the rail yard was long, and by the time shi got there the sun had vanished. Hir stomachs growled, but shi knew that the meal would be minimal again, as it had been for several weeks now. 
 
    
 
   The door slid open just enough for Snow to squeeze in before being closed in an effort to keep the bugs out. “Snow 'kat, Snow 'kat!” Sally gave a cheer, giggling to herself.
 
    
 
   “There you are, I was starting to get worried. Where’s Kat?” Anne got up from the makeshift campfire. It was small, contained by stone and the metal floor of the boxcar.
 
    
 
   “She headed back before me. She should be here.” Snow looked around and saw that everyone else was present.
 
    
 
   “I just got back myself with Sally. Ty, Zack, did Kat come back while we were out?” Anne turned to face the two boys, who didn’t raise their heads to respond at first.
 
    
 
   Their eyes looked deep into the fire before Zack replied. “No, we didn’t see her.”
 
    
 
   Midsnow was too tired and weak to make use of hir empathic Talents. It would come and go without much interaction on hir part. But even so, it didn’t take an empathic ability to get the sense that something was not right. “You sure?” was all shi said.
 
   Ty lifted his head up and stared in their direction. “Zack said we haven’t seen her. Are you questioning me, chakat?” His voice was tense. “She’s probably working an angle or something. Just forget her, she’ll turn up sooner or later. She always does. And, I see you didn’t bring anything for us. You and her have both been slacking lately. You need to pull your weight if you want to stay with this group, you hear me?” He was clearly being defensive, but with Zack nodding in agreement, it was clear Ty had the leverage and it was best to drop it.
 
    
 
   For now. If Kat didn’t show up soon, then shi’d be forced to push the issue.
 
    
 
   Snow kept hir ears constantly focused on the door while they ate watery soup with a few vegetables added in, listening for any signs of the caitian's return, but none came, and when bedtime had rolled around, shi knew Kat was not going to show up. “Ty, can I talk to you a moment?” 
 
    
 
   “Yeah, outside. I need to take a piss anyway.” He motioned toward the door.
 
    
 
   As they stepped out and closed the sliding door behind them he pointed off towards the woods. “You still pinning after Kat?” He walked down a beaten little path heading into the tree line. “You both are so pathetic. You have no idea what I do to keep everyone safe.” He opened his pants near a tree and began to relieve himself.
 
    
 
   “Truth be told, I only put up with her because she brought the food. And being a little caitian, she didn’t eat much. It was an investment with lots of return. But the stock ran out on her. Same with Tek, except Tek made it convenient for me to ditch. Kat on the other hand was a bit of a struggle. Took me and Zack combined to take her down. I’ll be licking a few cuts for weeks, I reckon.” The long, drawn-out hiss of his urine began to fade to a trickle. 
 
    
 
   “And you’re the worst of the lot. I figured you’d make a good brawler, or a heavy. But you need too much food, and that’s one thing I can’t keep spending on you.” He pulled his drawers up and turned to face Midsnow who was wide eyed in shock.
 
    
 
   “What did you do to Kat…” Shi stammered out.
 
    
 
   He smirked in a sadistic kind of way. “Same thing we did to Tek. Why do you think no one really messes with us? That I go away sometimes for a few days? My contacts, they keep the group from getting picked up. Even if we did get nabbed, we’d be spared and let loose. I was picked up on the street a few years back, you see.” He began to walk toward hir. 
 
    
 
   Shi took a few steps back starting to worry for hir safety.
 
    
 
   “The orphanage… I could tell you stories for days about the orphanage. I couldn’t stand it. So I made a deal. I start a group of urchins. We rip off old ladies and whatnot. The credits, the bill cards, all of it goes to my “boss”. In return he keeps me out of the orphanage and feeds me. Why do you think I look pretty good compared to everyone else?” He continued to step forward.
 
    
 
   “But... but…” Shi tried to speak, but fear was locking hir up.
 
    
 
   “But… Zack? Why would Zack help me?” He snickered. “Leverage, one of the things I learned in the orphanage. Those who have power have leverage. Zack follows my orders because otherwise his sister Sally doesn’t get my protection. She goes away to the orphanage. Just like anyone who crosses me. Isn’t that right, Zack?” He raised an eyebrow and looked past where Snow was standing.
 
    
 
   Shi turned just in time to see the tree branch in Zack’s hands slam straight into hir head, bark bursting out as the blow toppled the chakat over. 
 
    
 
   Shi went down hard. Hir vision blurred and began to fade, darkness threatening to consume hir.
 
    
 
   The last words shi could hear was Zack whispering, “I’m sorry, but Sally is all the family I have left.” 
 
    
 
   “Help me drag hir to the hospital. We’ll let Protective Services admit hir to the orphanage.” 
 
    
 
   Shi tried to plead, tried to speak, but only nonsensical whispers left hir lips as hir eyes went shut and hir mind blacked out.
 
    
 
   The darkness consumed hir, for how long shi didn’t know. At times shi could hear voices, but they were distant and faint. Sometimes voices would come through, but nothing in context. At times shi felt hir eyes opening, but blinding white light would cause them to go shut again. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Coma, head trauma, malnutrition, Jane Doe. These were some of the words shi could comprehend at times, for the few moments shi could focus on them before slipping back under. Time had no meaning to hir in this place. Until shi felt a yearning.
 
    
 
   Hir eyes slowly opened, fighting past the blinding light while shi tried to move hir muscles and lift hir head. The sound of beeping reached hir, and footsteps or people rushing hir way. Shi felt both weak and strong at the same time. 
 
    
 
   “Pressure is 180 over 100!” 
 
    
 
   “Heartbeats are 178 and 132!”
 
    
 
   “Synchronization is failing. Shi’s in cardiac arrest!” 
 
    
 
   “Crash cart! I need two defibs on a synch!”
 
    
 
   Hir head fell back as hands grabbed at hir and rolled hir over. Shi couldn’t make out anything except blurred lines and white light. Hir head was buzzing in a painful kind of way, but there was nothing shi could do about it. Hir body felt so flimsy, as if it wasn’t even there. 
 
    
 
   The white light that filled hir vision was so pretty. Almost, it almost felt like it was calling to hir. 
 
    
 
   That’s when the 1,700 dual charged volts jumped across both hir upper and lower chest cavities in timed unison, the shock to both hearts making hir body twitch, hir muscles lock up and then release. It was as if a lead anchor had wrapped around hir and was pulling hir away from the light. Dragging hir towards darkness once again.
 
    
 
    
 
   Down,
 
    
 
   Down,
 
    
 
   Until the only thing shi could see was pitch black, and the only sound hir thumping hearts.
 
    
 
   Three months.
 
    
 
   Shi was touch and go for the first week, after having been found lying against the emergency door of the hospital. Hir malnutrition had contributed to the degenerative health of hir body. But it was the blow to the head and subsequent concussion that set forth the next string of events. 
 
    
 
   Shi was put into a medically induced coma while the doctors worked to relieve the swelling on the brain, and after a near-death experience in which hir hearts lost synchronization with each other, shi began to pull around. After two months, shi awoke in a hospital bed, and, after some tests were run, it was decided that hir health was improving.
 
    
 
   Shi had no record. No one knew hir and there was no indication of where shi came from. Hir charts read Jane Doe, and listed things that were beyond the cub’s ability to understand. 
 
    
 
   After a week of consciousness, shi was visited by a lady who represented Child Protective Services for the local county. Midsnow of course lied about hir name, not wanting to alert anyone that might tell the doctor were shi was.
 
    
 
   But shi told hir story. How shi was kidnapped, hir parents killed. How shi fled from hir captors and was living on the street. The woman was nice about it, but obviously she didn’t believe the cub. Snow only knew this because shi overheard her on the comm outside hir room talking to some superior. 
 
    
 
   The next month was much the same, with doctors and nurses checking on hir while shi recovered. Shi was a scant 103 lbs when they found hir, well below a proper weight for a chakat. After three months of care shi was up to 198. It was at this point that CPS decided they wouldn’t foot the hospital bill any longer. 
 
    
 
   Behind the scenes and unknown then to Midsnow, the case worker had gone to a judge, and had gotten a ruling to make Midsnow a ward of the state. A new record was created, and hir official name was Midsnow Christian Ozarkia. It was common in this province to give unnamed children the last name of the state, and a middle name to identify with the country's strong religious ties. It was decided that shi would be placed in an orphanage until such time as a foster family could be found.
 
    
 
   It was a fall evening when the PTV pulled into the front gates of the orphanage. The building was huge. Prior to being an orphanage it had started life as a manor house. The vehicle came to a stop, and she was told to grab her things and go inside. 
 
    
 
   Shi took a look toward the front doors. They were large and made of oak. 
 
    
 
   Hir forepaw nervously took a small step forward as shi headed toward what was sure to be…
 
    
 
   +++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Breakfast is ready, everyone!” Softstripe’s voice called out from the kitchen.
 
    
 
   Midsnow looked up and smiled. “You heard Mom. Food’s going to get cold. I reckon here’s a good place to pause anyways." Shi slowly unwrapped hir skunklike tail from around hirself as shi went to get up onto hir feet. 
 
    
 
   “Awwww! But, but…” Several members of the family let out with their desire to keep the story going. 
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, but I need a break too, everyone. We’ll continue after breakfast, okay?” Everyone reluctantly got to their feet and began to head off to the kitchen to grab the morning meal. Midsnow gave a smile as shi watched, but the expression was hollow; if anyone had taken time to sense hir emotional state they would be able to tell shi was uneasy. Hir childhood up to that point had been bad, but...
 
    
 
   Shi gave a soft shudder, hir thoughts resting on what was to come in the story, before trying to chase those notions from hir head; it was best not to stay on such thoughts for now. Shi closed hir eyes, focusing instead on hir Talent. Hir senses narrowed to the living room, to check in on hir newborn.
 
    
 
   Colorpot was still sleeping in hir crib, not nearly as fussy as Midsun had been when shi was born. Midsnow padded toward the crib and looked down at the colorful cub, eyes closed and in dreamland. It was best to enjoy the moments of silence and let hir be.
 
   
  
 

 
 
   Shi stepped away and then froze as hir Talent alerted hir to something shi had previously missed: a stranger was in the guest area. 
 
    
 
   Snow slowly walked over and peeked into the door. The chakat inside looked familiar, but Snow wasn’t able to place hir right off the top of hir head. Shi was leaned over a table, with books and a PADD in front of hir.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Midsnow slowly opened the door and started to step in. The unknown chakat’s ears twitched and shi turned toward the door and gave a light gasp. “Eep! Oh, sorry! You startled me.” The voice, at least, sounded familiar.
 
    
 
   “It’s alright. I just saw you in here.” Snow responded, looking the chakat over trying to recall where shi might have seen hir before.
 
    
 
   “I understand. I didn’t mean to interrupt anyone. I’ve been studying. Errr… is Blacktail awake? Or better yet, is Keketh-Lillianne Longfall back, Mrs. Bluepaw?” The chakat tilted hir head. Shi was unfamiliar with the skunktaur before hir, but knew they typically kept the name of their house. According to that custom, the pawmark on this apparent skunktaur marked 'hyr' as a Bluepaw. But shi was only thrown into confusion when the skunktaur began to giggle uncontrollably.
 
    
 
   “Oh, my gosh… heee… heeeee… heeee… ohhh… you… er… heee… hold on, hold on…” Hyr voice was cracking as Midsnow tried to get control of HIRSELF. “Oh my… ahh… sorry, sorry… mmm… I remember you now. You're Shir Blackspots, correct? You booted a couple of privates who were stirring trouble on Opening Night?”
 
    
 
   “Err, yes, I was here and did so. My apologies. I don’t believe I recall seeing you then.” Blackspots stood up while setting down hir books.
 
    
 
   Snow had to cover hir mouth to stop from laughing once more. Shi had forgotten that in hir current form shi must look quite different even to people who had met hir before. In fact, anyone who wasn’t close probably would never guess or even think “hyr” was really “hir”. 
 
    
 
   “Mmm, so sorry, Shir… yes... yes, we did meet, though I looked a little different at the time. I’m Chakat Midsnow, though I know I do look more like our brother species at the moment.” Snow was able to lower hir hand from hir muzzle finally.
 
    
 
   Blackspots straightened hir head and nodded. While shi had never personally known a chakat to 'skunk change', shi had heard of those who could do so: a pseudo form of sorts. “Well, aren’t you just full of surprises, Shir.” Spots gave a lighthearted chuckle. 
 
    
 
   “I only just found out last night. I take it someone set you up in the guest room while Kek and Hopes are out?” Snow’s eyes glanced down at the some of the books to see what sort of material Blackspots was reading, finding it a bit odd that shi would be reading on traditional paper when most material was in digital format. The books seemed to revolve around astrology and navigational plotting.
 
    
 
   Blackspots followed the skunk-kat’s gaze, and shi smiled a bit. “Oh yes, Shir Blacktail set me up in this room. Shi said that the captain wouldn’t be back until morning.”
 
    
 
   By this point the smell of breakfast had wafted into the room and Snow could see Blackspots' nose twitch as shi inhaled the sweet aroma. “Well, since they aren’t back yet, how about you join us for breakfast?” 
 
    
 
   The red-haired 'kat contemplated this a moment, then nodded, not one to turn down a free meal. “If you insist!”
 
    
 
   In the kitchen the line had already formed as everyone grabbed plates and began to assemble their meals. A wide assortment of food was available, scrambled eggs, ham, sausage, biscuits, gravy, and bacon to name just some. 
 
    
 
   Grill let out a soft yawn as shi stood behind Midsun and noticed shi appeared to be focused on hir PADD. “Whatcha reading, love?” 
 
    
 
   Sun looked back and gave a light smile. “Well, I was reading up on skunktaur/chakat offspring. After mom’s little revelation I was curious if there was anything else shi and I were unaware of. But right now I’m reading a book.”
 
    
 
   “A book, eh? What book?” Shi tried to lean around Sun’s shoulder to get a glimpse. 
 
    
 
   “An Observational Analysis of Xenobiology. After meeting Shir Forestwalker, I was interested in learning some about biology. Shir Forestwalker suggested I give this book a read.” Shi lifted the PADD up so Grill could get a better view.
 
    
 
   “That sounds boring. The author sounds like some boring fossil collector.” Grill rolled hir eyes, looking away. 
 
    
 
   “Not really. I read hir bio. And xenobiology includes living creatures, not just dead ones. Shi’s been to dozens of barely charted and some uncharted worlds, studying life. And shi’s a doctor first and foremost.” Sun went back to reading the page.
 
    
 
   Grill snickered. “So what, shi goes around with a whip and a fedora?” 
 
    
 
   “I don’t know. You can ask Dr. Reverse in person, since I changed my classes around so I could be in hirs this semester.” 
 
    
 
   Grill realized shi wasn’t going to elicit a funny response in the conversation and gave up. “Whatever.” 
 
    
 
   Midsun could see hir mate's disinterest, but moreso, shi could feel that something was on hir mind. “So tell me about hir.” 
 
    
 
   “Huh? Tell you about who?” Grill turned back to face Sun with a confused look.
 
    
 
   “The person your thoughts are dwelling on. You know you’re not going to hide your emotions like that from me, dear. Spill it.” Sun set the PADD on the counter, out of everyone's way, as hir turn to grab a plate and get food was coming up next.
 
    
 
   Grill bit hir lip, trying to figure out a way to avoid this for the moment, but not having a clue how. “I err… Flamedart and I were talking last night about… old times and all. You know?” Shi hopped that would be enough to satisfy Sun’s curiosity. 
 
    
 
   “You’re no older than me, and we’re just barely adults as is. Old times is not that old. What were you two talking about?” By this point Midsun could feel Grill’s nervousness and embarrassment, both helping hir to realize what it was about. Grill wasn’t one to feel shy being so outspoken and headstrong. To see this meant… “You… you and Flame?” was all shi could mutter out in surprise.
 
    
 
   Grill bit hir lip harder then put a finger to hir lips. “Shh! Not so loud.” 
 
    
 
   Midsun gave a squeal before covering hir own muzzle. “Oh my gosh, you, you're fem for Flame?” Midsun was nearly giggling out at this point. 
 
    
 
   Grill’s ears dropped to hide the red blush clearly displayed on hir skin. “It… it’s not like that!” Shi glared at Midsun and tried to come up with something, anything, for a retort. “You’re male for Goldbloom!” 
 
    
 
   By now several of the other 'kats' ears had turned to hear what the commotion was all about. 
 
    
 
   “Err… We’ll talk later.” Grill finished in a hushed tone. 
 
    
 
   The line was moving along pretty quickly now, and soon everyone had a full plate and was talking amongst themselves between bites. Midsnow and Blacktail had snuck downstairs to discuss the inventory and both were hoping the delivery truck would be on time. The alternative would be a not being able to open for the evening.
 
    
 
   “You sure you're okay, hun?” Blacktail leaned hir back into the office chair, more of a long cushion with a back assembly for taur species. 
 
    
 
   Midsnow put a report down and nodded slowly. “It’s been awhile since I’ve told it. But yes, I think I’m okay. At least it’s not as hard-hitting as it use to be. I…” but before shi could finish a knock was heard on the front door. They both got up and checked outside the office, expecting the delivery person, but were met instead by a familiar face.
 
    
 
   Blacktail opened the door and gave the visitor a hug. “Detective Starpelt, it’s good to see you again.”
 
    
 
   The other 'kat nodded and smiled some. “You both as well, Shir Blacktail and…” Hir lips went silent as shi glanced over getting a good look at Midsnow. “Twoeyes?” shi was finally able to blurt out.
 
    
 
   Snow only chuckled in response. This was clearly not going to get old for hir.
 
    
 
   “You really are related to Rose, aren’t you?” Starpelt could only chuckle some hirself now before getting serious once more. “I need to talk to you about some events from your past.”
 
    
 
   “My past?” Midsnow asked curiously.
 
    
 
   “In regards to the orphanage you were at. I did some digging last night to see how the system failed you, though it was mostly due to HCKNA ignorance. But I did find something... the person who ran the orphanage. He’s here on Chakona. And more, he’s already under investigation, but considering some of the crimes he’s committed have no statute of limitations, we might be able to get him now. With your help.” Shi reached for hir bag to pull out a PADD and show what data the department had.
 
    
 
   But Midsnow had already gone quiet. Previously locked in the recesses of hir mind, the images were now flooding out. Shi was worried about having to tell this part of the story. These things. This man.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Almost thirty years and shi could still recognize him in an instant. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Thirty years…
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Upstairs, the family had finished with the morning meal and were resting and chatting. The house would be a bit quieter in the coming days as those visiting would leave for home, and they took the opportunity to socialize while they could. Sun and Grill would be back in college shortly, only coming over on some weekends. Azi and Silvermane would head home to be with their cubs and Azi’s family. 
 
    
 
   Silvertail was in the corner, staying quiet as shi finished hir own plate and watched the other 'kats going about their business. Shi still felt like the outsider. Hir whole life shi had been that way, shying away from large crowds when possible, but it seemed Rose was getting more acquainted with the other members of Snow’s family. It was good to see hir daughter mingling and getting familiar. 
 
    
 
   Rose.
 
   Hir miracle daughter. 
 
    
 
   “Aunt Silvertail?” The voice snapped hir out of hir musings, and shi looked over to see Midsun taking a seat next to hir. “Mind if I sit with you?” 
 
    
 
   Silvertail gave hir a soft smile. “Seems you already have, dear. But yes, of course you may.” 
 
    
 
   “I hope the family hasn’t made you feel left out. I know the size can be daunting at times.” Sun gave a smile back. Before Silvertail could respond, a soft whining mewl was heard from the room next to them. 
 
    
 
   “Seems the baby’s awake.” Silvertail went to get up, as did Sun. They both walked over to the room and stepped inside; since Midsnow and Blacktail were downstairs, it was best they take care of the fussing newborn. 
 
    
 
   Midsun stepped over to the crib and peered down at the little cub, whose mewling instantly stopped. Hir eyes fixated on Sun’s. “Hi... I’m your big sister.” Midsun smiled down to hir sibling and reached in, slowly wrapping hir hands around the cub to support as shi lifted the young one up into hir arms. “My name's Midsun. And yours is Colorpot.” 
 
    
 
   Colorpot gave a little giggle as hir forepaw tried to reach against Sun’s muzzle and tap at it weakly. New muscles and their movements were already being written into the cub’s mind, synapses forming to connect and develop the motor movements that would allow hir to walk and talk later in life. 
 
    
 
   Midsun projected hir sisterly love and care to the newborn. “I bet you're hungry, aren’t you? Let’s go find our mom. I bet shi’ll have something ready for you.” 
 
    
 
   Silvertail watched from the doorway, hir mind taking hir back to moments just like this between hir and Rosette. Shi had stood watch over Rose’s crib, afraid to take hir gaze away even for a moment. Afraid that shi’d disappear without a trace. 
 
    
 
   Hir only cub. 
 
    
 
   “Aunt Silvertail, I’ll be right back. I just need to let Mom know the baby is awake. Come on Colorpot, let’s go show you the downstairs pub.” Sun smiled and cradled the cub as shi walked out.
 
    
 
   “You’re going to make a great mother yourself one day, dear. As much as a great sister, I’m sure,” Silver winked to hir niece, who folded hir ears to hide hir blush. Midsun quickly slipped away heading downstairs. 
 
    
 
   Silvertail gave a slight smile, and then laid hirself upon the closest cushions as hir thoughts again drifted to the time shi and Rose had stayed with Whitecloud. 
 
    
 
   “You know, it would make things so much easier on everyone if you just moved to Chakona.” Silver was helping hir sister unpack groceries while Rose played in the other room with the little cub Twoeyes.
 
    
 
   “Sis, I know you mean well, but we’ve gone over this over and over. Blackthunder’s work is too important. I know how much it would hurt hir to leave it all now. Besides, what makes Chakona so amazing? It’s another planet. I have friends here. Blackthunder loves it here. And I do too. I can’t just…I can’t just leave on a whim, you know?” Whitecloud closed the pantry and took a deep breath, knowing what was about to come next.
 
    
 
   Silvertail lightly growled. “And what about Rosette? And Twoeyes? Do you think it’s right to keep them apart?” 
 
    
 
   “I…” Whitecloud couldn’t respond. It was true. At some point they would have to know. At some point the lie would have to end. 
 
    
 
   “You know as well as I do. I agreed to it, but only because you forced me to!” Silvertail had clearly held this in for some time, and now it was coming out as pure anger. 
 
    
 
   “I didn’t force you to do anything, Sis! You know why we did this! You knew the consequences of getting involved. My mate and I agreed because you’re family, but you know it went against everything we swore an oath to when we got married!” Whitecloud snarled back; hir anger, while usually well restrained, was finally coming forth also. “I… I…” shi couldn’t find the words to say it, though, no matter how angry shi was.
 
    
 
   “You don’t have to say anything more. I get the picture. I’ll arrange a flight home.” Silvertail lowered hir head. Silently shi cursed the group shi blamed for all this. But in hir hearts shi couldn’t change hir sister’s beliefs. Rose and Twoeyes would have to learn later in life, at the point Blackthunder, Whitecloud, and hirself had agreed to years prior. 
 
    
 
   Rose hadn’t heard anything. Shi was too busy playing with the toddler. “And we’ll make a princess castle! And we’ll make everything pink!” Shi giggled as Twoeyes reached for the builder blocks. 
 
    
 
   “Pwink!” shi called out, and Rose laughed. 
 
    
 
   “Yep, Pwink!” 
 
    
 
   The ride to the spaceport a few days later was silent. Neither Rose nor Silvertail wanted to leave, but for different reasons. But Silvertail could see that the longer they stayed, the angrier hir sister would get. Silvertail was a reminder that they had broken their vows... no matter how noble the intent had been. 
 
    
 
   The final farewell in the lobby of the spaceport was hard. No real words could be said. Rose gave Twoeyes a goodbye hug. Shi wasn’t aware this would be the last time they saw each other for almost four decades. “Bye, cousin.” 
 
    
 
   Twoeyes made grabby paws at Rose. “Ossi! Ossi!” They hugged once more. 
 
    
 
   As Rose turned to leave, a tiny hand tugged at hir fur. Shi turned to see the stuffed tiger being pushed out to hir. Shi caught it and Twoeyes giggled. “Bye, bye, Tiggy!” 
 
    
 
   Rose smiled and leaned back, giving hir cousin one last hug. “I’ll bring Tiggy back, Twoeyes. Thank you.” 
 
    
 
   Silent tears fell from Silvertail’s eyes. Shi hoped this new family wouldn’t notice, as shi sat to a corner away from everyone. Blessed Makers, why couldn’t shi work up the nerve to tell Midsnow? The reason the family split? The truth behind it all?
 
    
 
   Was shi afraid that the truth would make Snow have less respect for hir mother and father?
 
    
 
   Or was shi afraid Snow would be hurt to know what hir parents really thought?
 
    
 
   The tears kept falling as hir mind was trapped in the past.
 
    
 
   Down the hallway and in a spare bedroom, Grill noticed Flamedart was secluding hirself. Shi stepped in to see what Flame was doing. 
 
    
 
   Shi was laying on a bed, hir body turned away from the door, and appeared to be watching a video. The sound of turbine engines mixed with rocket boosters was roaring as the sound of cheers erupted on the speakers. Grill snuck slowly up and then jumped right onto the bed next to hir, quick enough to completely startle Flame. Shi jumped upwards while simultaneously hitting the Sleep button on hir PADD, turning the screen off. 
 
    
 
   “ACK! Ah… ah… oh… ohhh… Dammit, Grill!” Flame grabbed a pillow and smacked Grill on the head. “Don’t scare me like that! I thought you were Dad!” 
 
    
 
   “Silk? Why you worried about your dad?” Grill chuckled and pulled Flame back down on the bed.
 
    
 
   “Be… because I was watching the videos from the race I was in.” Flamedart grumbled before finally lying back down. “You’re a butt, you know that? What were you and Sun talking about at breakfast?” 
 
    
 
   Grill quickly looked away, not wanting Flame to see the blush coming from hir ears. “I uh… nothing,” shi giggled.
 
    
 
   Giggled? Dammit, shi was acting femmy around Flame. 
 
    
 
   “Heh, if you say so, BBQ.” Flame chuckled and turned the PADD back on. The name caused Grill to groan.
 
    
 
   “Damn Keklily. I HATE that nickname.” Grill rolled back over to face Flame.
 
    
 
   Flame could only chuckle again. “Get used to it, especially if you and Sun are getting married.” Shi started up hir video.
 
    
 
   “Well I… err… who said we’d get married? I mean… chakats don’t normally do the whole marriage thing. WE declare mateships and stuff. Right?”
 
    
 
   Flame paused the video once more and looked to Grill. “Didn’t Kek and Snow get married? Like a ceremony and everything? I suspect Sun would want one too. Hir in a wedding gown. You in a tux.” 
 
    
 
   “I… who says I’d wear the tux! Maybe I’d wear the gown!” Grill shot back, then yipped and covered hir muzzle like a child who said a naughty word on accident. 
 
    
 
   Flame raised an eyebrow. “Because you act more male than any other 'kat I know.”
 
    
 
   “I… errr…” Grill couldn’t think of a retort. “I…” Shi slowly lowered hir head. “I feel like that’s what Midsun thinks, too. That I’m just some male in a chakat body. I… never really had much of a female desire and I really only seem to be on bottom to take care of my heats, and that’s it. We had a fight at breakfast about it.” Shi tried to calm hirself. It was uncharacteristic for hir to get overly emotional, but right now, shi felt like a good cry was needed. 
 
    
 
   Flame could sense hir troubled emotions and worry, and reached hir forepaw over to help pull hir friend close. Grill laid hir head to Flame's chest and softly sobbed. 
 
    
 
   “I… I…”
 
    
 
   “Shhhh. It’s alright. I’m here. Let it all out. You're male-biased because that’s who you are. There's nothing wrong with it. But you can’t totally deny your female side also. And holding it back for so long, it’s going to start bursting out like this, Grill. I’m your friend. You can tell me anything. What was the fight really about?” Flame rubbed along Grill’s shoulders.
 
    
 
   Grill continued to sob for a bit, but calmed down enough to speak. “We… I started it. Something stupid. About a book. Shi hit me with a witty remark and I… I just burst out and said shi was male for Goldbloom. Shi said I was… err…” Shi blushed, knowing what shi was about to admit.
 
    
 
   “Yes? What did shi say?” Flame looked down to Grill, who was still nestled into hir chest.
 
    
 
   “Shi said, I, uh, I was female for you.” Grill lowered hir ears and cringed, expecting hir longtime friend to laugh. But no chuckle came. 
 
    
 
   No laugh at all. 
 
    
 
   “Well, do you think you are?” Flame gave a reassuring tug to pull Grill tighter to hir.
 
    
 
   “I… I don’t know.”
 
    
 
   Flame smiled a little. “And if you are… would it really be a bad thing?” 
 
    
 
   “I suppose… not really.” Grill’s ears perked back up.
 
    
 
   Now Flame gave a soft chuckle. “Well there you go. Problem solved. Like I said, you need to let your fem side out once in a while, not just bottle it up. We’ve always been best friends, and I know you well enough to know your boundaries too. If you want to take a more female role in our friendship. I’d have no objections.” 
 
    
 
   Grill blinked in total shock. So afraid to admit it and here Flame was… happy about helping hir out, despite what it really meant.
 
    
 
   “Heck, if you want to go beyond friendship... well, I think it would be nice, you know?” Flame let hir hand rub downward a bit, scratching gently at times along Grill’s belly. “And if you want it to be between just us, that’s okay.”
 
    
 
   Grill had to make sure shi heard correctly. Hir head was in a daze, and shi wasn’t sure really what to do or say. Shi simply got up and walked to the door, making sure to close it fully. Flame tilted hir head, confused at first. 
 
    
 
   “Flame…” Grill whispered before turning back to hir friend. Shi reached hir trembling hands to the hem of hir shirt and lifted it up and over, exposing hir modest chest to Flame. “I… I want that,” shi blushed, standing fully nude.
 
    
 
   Downstairs in the main pub area, Midsun had to lower hir ears to contain hir blush. Snow looked over at hir daughter, wondering what was going on, while Colorpot nursed from hir teat. “Sunshine, what’s up?” 
 
    
 
   “Nu… nothing.” Shi excused hirself from the group and headed back upstairs. Due to their bonded connection, shi could feel what Grill felt, and the sensations emanating from hir mate were something to blush about indeed. 
 
    
 
   Midsnow let it go for the moment as shi continued to talk with Detective Starpelt. “Are you sure this is the only way?” Starpelt nodded in response. “Alright, if it has to be, then make the arrangements and I’ll be ready for a deposition.” Snow sighed as shi was not looking forward to confronting him again.
 
    
 
   An orange-furred hand was placed on hir shoulder and shi looked over to see Blacktail giving hir a reassuring look. “It’s okay, Snowy. Unlike last time you have a family standing behind you, and we’ll be here always.”
 
    
 
   Shi knew. 
 
    
 
   But like a black hole, some emotions are nearly impossible to escape from.
 
    
 
   At this point the door to the pub opened, and Keklily and Hopes Paws entered, dressed in uniform. “Snowy?” Kek could immediately feel hir mate’s worried emotions and ran over, giving hir lifemate a deep hug, mindful of the cub still nursing. “What’s wrong, love?” 
 
    
 
   It took a few minutes to explain to Kek and Hopes what was going on. 
 
    
 
   “I’m afraid I have some… interesting news that won’t help. The reason Hopes and I were called to base was to discuss a mission the Admiralty want the Longfall to undertake... a deep space exploration.” Kek rubbed along Snow’s back.
 
    
 
   “Deep… space?” Snow choked a little, trying to speak. “What… what does that mean? How long will you be gone?” 
 
    
 
   “Five years.” Kek responded, but could immediately see the distress in hir mate’s eyes. “But it won’t be like that! They’re sending three people with the teleportation Talent. Star Fleet wants to chart out a section of space to make way for long range studies. The idea is to bring teleportation talented individuals to be able to make the jump back and forth from Fleet space to the ship, since teleporters can return to any place they’ve been. The crew will have a month on and a week off schedule. So I’ll be here almost a week after every month. Hopes also. A vast majority of the crew will get a shift rotation also. Since the ship will be stationary for long periods while doing scans, it won’t be a hindrance to navigation and the teleporters doing their job and…” At this point shi realized shi was rambling and got quiet. “…Sorry.”
 
    
 
   Snow nodded and held hir close. “You have a job to do. I understand, love. You know I would never take you from it.” Shi whimpered a little, still worried for hir mate’s safety.
 
    
 
   “I promise, when the journey is done, I’ll retire to a desk job so I can be closer to you again, love. I swear it, okay?” Kek placed hir forehead to Snow’s. “I will never leave you, Twoeyes.” 
 
    
 
   Snow nearly began to cry, but was able to hold it in for the moment. “Black… Blackspots is upstairs. Shi’s been waiting for you.” 
 
    
 
   “Shi’s going to be our chief navigation officer on the trip. Shi was supposed to be at the meeting but someone screwed up the memo to hir. I’ll fill hir in.” Kek stepped back. 
 
    
 
   “Kek, they found him. The owner of the orphanage. They… need my help to detain him for a bit. I just...” Shi took a moment to gather hir strength once more. “Can you tell everyone upstairs the rest of the story? We ended up right when I was entering the orphanage. I have to give some officers a statement, and you know how hard it is for me to tell it once as is.” Snow bit hir lip. It didn’t take empathy to tell shi was concerned. 
 
    
 
   “Of course I will, love. You lay down and relax, okay?” Keklily turned to walk towards the stairs, but stopped partway and turned back. “Did you tell them about me being there yet?” 
 
    
 
   Snow shook hir head. “You know the orphanage is when you showed up and I figured it out.” 
 
    
 
   Kek nodded. “Rest, hun.”
 
    
 
   Starpelt placed hir own hand on Snow’s shoulder now. “I can come back later.” 
 
    
 
   Snow shook hir head, and with one hand wiped some tears away from hir eyes. “It’s okay. The sooner you get me on record, the sooner you can pick him up, right?” 
 
    
 
   Starpelt nodded. “If you like we can go to PD and get you on audio with some witnesses for the judge.” 
 
    
 
   Upstairs, everyone was happy to see Kek and Hopes back.“Captains!” Blackspots got to hir feet and saluted.
 
    
 
   “At ease. We’re off the clock, and so are you right now.” Kek chuckled while taking hir uniform off, exposing a black top underneath. “Hopes, dear can you fill in our new chief navigational officer on the mission?” 
 
    
 
   “Mission? Chief?” Blackspots blinked in surprise, and Hopes snickered to hirself while leading hir toward the back rooms to talk. 
 
    
 
   “Alright everyone, I understand that Snowy was telling you hir story? Well, shi asked me to tell the next part while shi handles some things downstairs. So if everyone can gather 'round.” Kek waved everyone over while shi took a seat on one of the couches.
 
    
 
   “Dad, Mom said you were there on Terra. How could you be there when your sisters took you back to Chakona?” Midsun took a seat up front as everyone began to get seated and situated.
 
    
 
   “Well, you see, that gets explained next because…” Keklily began.
 
    
 
   “ACK! OCCUPIED!” Grill’s shout was clearly heard down the hallway as a door slammed and Hopes replied. “Sorry!” 
 
    
 
   Sun had to do everything possible not to laugh hir butt off, knowing what hir sister and hir crewmate had walked in on. Shi reached out to Grill, only helping to fuel the 'kat’s embarrassment, and lightly nudged at hir mind to let hir know that the story was starting again. Shi could tell they would need a few more moments, though. “Dad, let me get you something to drink before you start. You did just get back from a long drive.”
 
    
 
   As Midsun went and got a beverage for hir father, Grill and Flame casually walked out, making sure to take a seat far back from everyone. Flame seemed nonchalant, but Grill was unusually nervous. Hir fears that others had known, and especially knowing that Midsun could sense hir emotions, made it worse. After handing Keklily a drink, Midsun took a seat next to Grill and leaned over to hir ear. “Love you, my strong, sexy mate.” 
 
    
 
   Grill heard the words whispered into hir ear, and slowly hir nervousness abated. Of course shi was aided by Sun projecting hir own soothing emotions to hir, but Grill was none the wiser on it. 
 
    
 
   “Next time, I’d like to watch.” Sun gave a cute little purr in Grill’s ear, hoping that hir mate would understand that acting on hir female nature was nothing to be embarrassed about. 
 
    
 
   “Ah, I needed that. Thanks, dear.” Kek put hir glass down and looked over the group. “Alright then, let’s pick up where Snow left off. Shi had just gotten to the orphanage, right?”
 
    
 
   Several nods were seen around the room.
 
   “Well then...”
 
    
 
   ++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
    
 
   The steps were a bit cool, the concrete having easily given up any heat throughout the night. The sun had just begun to rise when shi was dropped off at the orphanage. The sign, while faded, was unmistakable in its wording.
 
    
 
   STONETOWER MANOR
 
   BRIAR PATCH ORPHANAGE
 
   “Let the little children come to me.” – Jesus Christ
 
    
 
   Midsnow gave a deep gulp as shi slowly walked up the steps. Before shi reached the top, the door opened to a teenager. He was most likely around sixteen or seventeen, a male human with blonde hair. He looked right past the chakat as if shi wasn’t even there. “Good morning!” He waved to the driver and the DCF agent. He put his hand on Snow’s shoulder. “Wait here.” His words were quick as he ran down the steps past hir and to the trunk of the taxi. “I’ll get the luggage.” 
 
    
 
   The luggage consisted of one small bag, with a few shirts and some toiletries. The boy made some quick talk with the agent before taking the folder with Snow's info and waving to them as they left. The whole exchange was over in a few minutes. “Wave goodbye,” he told hir as the taxi pulled away. As soon as it was out of view, a sigh of relief was heard from the child as he tossed the bag into Snow’s hands. “Carry your own shit.” His voice immediately went from sweet to sour.
 
    
 
   “My old man runs this place. He’s hung over, so I had to do some fast talking so that lady wouldn’t step in. Now get your ass inside. Just what we need, another freak.” His foot rose up quickly, smacking Snow in the ass as he kicked hir. “I said move!” 
 
    
 
   Any thoughts that this wouldn’t be a terrible place were immediately removed from Snow’s mind as shi yipped from the pain on hir rump. Shi scampered up the stairs. As shi entered the manor, shi was met by what looked like a reception area. 
 
    
 
   “Keep going straight.” The boy closed the door behind him and they both headed toward the back of the room and through another doorway. Having passed this door, Snow was met with what looked like the original hallway of the manor. It led to a staircase and a parallel hallway, with rooms and doors running the length of the manor. 
 
    
 
   “Leave your bag next to the stairs. Go up and take a left. First door on the right, go in. I’ll be up there once I kick the old man’s ass and wake him up.” The boy pointed toward the stairway. 
 
    
 
   Snow dropped hir bag where shi was told and began to climb to the second story, unsure of what awaited hir.
 
   The manor was old. 
 
    
 
   It almost seemed as if it was around prior to the gene war. It looked presentable from the outside, but from the inside, shi could see how worn this building was. The dust and spider webs covering the ceiling and rafters gave the place a sort of haunted appearance. The paint at one time must have been bright and vibrant, but now after ages of light and exposure it had all dulled to a dark grey. As shi reached the second floor, shi could hear quiet whispers from the doorways. The sounds of feet moving were all shi could clearly distinguish, though.
 
    
 
   Hir hand reached up to the first door on the right. The faded brass knob began to turn as the lock tumbled and the bolt turned sideways to allow the door to open. 
 
    
 
   Bunk beds lined the walls of the large room, and at a glance it appeared there was around twenty of them, and almost twice as many children. The occupants of the beds were standing by them and it seemed they had a worried look upon their faces before realizing no one else was with hir. The sighs of relief almost echoed. 
 
    
 
   “Damn, another freak.” 
 
    
 
   Shi looked over to see a human boy grunt at hir. “A taur too, of course. Don’t think you’ll get special treatment. Back of the room with the other freaks.” He raised his hand and pointed to the back area. 
 
    
 
   At this point Snow realized it was best not to start fights until shi knew the hierarchy a little better, though it was already apparent that nonhumans were on the lower end of the pole. But it had been that way since shi arrived in this hellhole of a country.
 
    
 
   Shi walked to the back, looking over the other children as they likewise sized hir up. About three-quarters down, shi started to see morphs and even other alien species. It was when shi reached the last bed that the sight made hir eyes go wide. The person lying in the bed didn’t seem to care about any newcomers enough to even look up, but even so shi knew who it was immediately.
 
    
 
   “TEK!” 
 
    
 
   His ears popped up and he raised up looking to hir. “…Snow?” He yelped out in surprise and jumped from the bed into hir arms. “Oh shit! I can’t believe you're alive! I thought you died!” 
 
    
 
   Snow yipped, surprised at the sudden hug, but gladly returned it. “Why did you think I was dead?”
 
    
 
   Tek let go and stepped back. “I mean, I did at first. Last thing I remembered was going out into the storm looking for you and Kat. Then I woke up in the hospital, and no one knew what happened, only that I was left on the doorstep. But then Kat told me…” 
 
    
 
   Snow tilted hir head hearing that name. “Kat?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, she came through here a few months ago. She told me what Tyler did.” Tek sighed and laid back on his bed.
 
    
 
   Snow realized the room was full of boys and assumed there must be a girl’s room also. “Where is she?”
 
    
 
   Tek looked to the window a moment before sighing. “She’s… probably in jail. I don’t know, to be honest. She did everything to piss off the staff. Got into fights. Tried to break out. She clawed the shit out of Charles during one attempted escape. He called the cops and she was taken away. That was about a month ago. Haven’t seen her since.” 
 
    
 
   “Charles?” Snow climbed up onto the bed, joining the wolf boy. 
 
    
 
   “Yeah, he’s the owner of this place. She was really ticked at what Tyler did. She was trying to get out so she could find him and make him pay. He’d come by sometimes and taunt her here.” Tek could see others were eyeing them. “Probably best to talk about this later. We’re drawing a crowd.” 
 
    
 
   The same human boy walked over and snickered. “Not even here two minutes and the worst of the freaks are already hooking up. Ain’t it romantic?” The group laughed along with him. “So who wears what in the wedding?” 
 
    
 
   “Shut up, Ace. Last time we went to fists, you know what happened,” Tek growled, baring his teeth. 
 
    
 
   “Yeah, and you know what happens if you pull those teeth out again. I’ll make sure the Caretaker uses the muzzle on you.” Ace turned away, leaving them.
 
    
 
   Snow looked to Tek and back to Ace. “What the hell is his problem? And what did he mean, who wears what?” 
 
    
 
   “It’s nothing, don’t… worry about it. He’s an ass anyways, just mad he hasn’t been adopted yet. Not that many ever do get adopted here, I’m told.” Tek curled up, holding his knees to his body, and it was evident that he was pretty disturbed. There was more to the story.
 
    
 
   “A teen told me to come up here. I think he’s the owner’s son?” Snow could see Tek bury his face back into his knees.
 
    
 
   “Yeah… Will. Snow, you need to stay away from him at all costs. He’s…” But before Tek could finish, another voice interrupted.
 
    
 
   “I’m what, you stupid mutt?” Will, the owner’s son, stepped over and smiled, seeing the wolf morph back down in submission. “Yeah, that’s what I thought, you mangy canine.”
 
    
 
   He turned to Snow. “Get off the bed. You’re only allowed on your own bed and no one else’s, understood?” He pointed to the floor where he wanted hir to stand. “Take your shirt off also. You’ll be given the school uniform to wear.” 
 
   It was at this point shi realized everyone wore the same grey t-shirt and dark vest with the orphanage logo on it. Black slacks and shoes rounded out the assortment. 
 
    
 
   “Just because you’re a taur doesn’t mean you get to go around pantsless. We have a uniform to handle that, also. Your name is Midsnow, correct?” He glared at hir before moving his hand from his back to look at hir papers. 
 
    
 
   “I’m Midsnow, yes,” shi replied, not sure what he was looking at specifically.
 
    
 
   He looked up from the papers, his scowl turning into an angry glare. “I said, shirt off!” he yelled causing Snow to quiver and lower hirself submissively. Shi quickly took hir top off, not wanting to get hit by the teenager. He smirked at hir obedience. “Damn, the little kitty kat is better at taking orders then the damn dog.” Some of the kids snickered along with him, including Ace. 
 
    
 
   Will glanced from the papers back to Snow, and it was clearly evident he was looking hir over from head to toe. “Still young, eh? Well, just so you know we don’t distinguish herms in this place. You’re assigned to the men’s quarters and you will be referred to as “he”, but more commonly, “boy”. Trust me though, everyone will just call you 'fag', I’m sure.” Again chuckles were heard from the others as he ridiculed hir. 
 
    
 
   “Now then, boy. You’re here because you have no family. Well boo hoo, I sure as hell ain’t going to be your crying shoulder. You’re a head that gets counted to me. Nothing more and nothing less. You bring in revenue from the state and in turn we look after you. I don’t care what notions you have. I don’t want to hear any whining or bitching from you. And I SURE AS HELL don’t want any back talk or disobedience from you either. You do as you’re told and things will be fine. Do you understand?” His hand clenched into a tight fist, making it evident that he wasn’t afraid to use force. “My old man is still recovering from the last piece of shit that decided to get an attitude. You don’t want to know what happened to them.”
 
    
 
   He let the threat hang in the air as he picked up hir shirt and began to walk out. “Your uniform is not ready yet. You’ll have to go nude in the meantime," he concluded before stepping out and closing the door.
 
    
 
   Shi knew there was no reason shi couldn’t wear hir old shirt before the uniform was ready. It was merely a humiliation that Will wanted hir to suffer. Typically Chakats would be comfortable being nude, but in such a situation, where it was implied to be “wrong” and was being forced, it made Snow for the first time worry about being “modest”. 
 
   Shi knew it was just a mind game he was playing on hir, but dammit, they had only known one another a few minutes, and already he was winning. Hir hands wrapped around hir chest instinctively as eyes gazed upon hir from around the room. Shi bit hir lip as worry spread across hir face. 
 
    
 
   Why?
 
    
 
   How?
 
    
 
   Please stop staring.
 
    
 
   Hir body began to tremble as fear took hold. 
 
    
 
   They were staring. 
 
    
 
   Judging. 
 
    
 
   Hir hearts sped up as panic set in. 
 
    
 
   “ENOUGH!” Tek growled loudly and stood off the bed and stepped in between hir and the group. “Back off! We got to head down to breakfast, or do you want the Caretaker pissed we didn’t show up for sermon?” The group decided it wasn’t worth arguing for the moment, as he did have a point. They laughed and jeered, but ultimately began to head to the door. 
 
    
 
   “Snow, calm down. It’s okay. I’ll watch over you. I know how this place works. I’ll teach you ins and outs. But first… let me get you a shirt.” He tried to give hir a reassuring hug, but shi stepped back, afraid to be touched. “err… right.” 
 
    
 
   He turned to the trunk in front of his bed and opened it, then reached in and pulled out a shirt. “We get several sets. Just wear one of mine until yours arrive, okay?” 
 
    
 
   Shi slowly reached out and took the shirt. Shi turned around and put it on so that not even Tek could look at hir. 
 
    
 
   “Don’t let them get to you. Especially Will. I was trying to warn you before he showed up. He’s Tyler’s brother.” Those words were met with dead silence, Snow’s eyes going wide as the cloth fell upon hir furred upper torso. Shi slowly turned and Tek could see the shock on hir face.
 
    
 
   “How?” It was all shi could mutter out.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know, but Tyler comes here sometimes and mocks us. I was told they're brothers and nothing else. It was Ty mocking Kat the last time that made her go off and attack like she did. I don’t blame her, though.” He pulled a spare vest out and handed it to hir. “I don’t have any taur pants. I hope it doesn’t cause an issue.”
 
    
 
   Midsnow gently nodded while putting the vest on. 
 
    
 
   “Well it’s about the best we can do. Boys and girls sit at separate tables. Older kids to the back, younger to the front. You make sure you keep your eyes open and look like you’re paying close attention as the Caretaker gives sermon. Otherwise you can count on seeing Will later, who makes sure to remind you to listen next time.” He didn’t need to elaborate as to how Will would persuade someone to pay attention.
 
    
 
   The two walked out, and Tek showed Snow downstairs and to the great hall where breakfast and church were held. 
 
    
 
   Upon entering the hall, Snow could see this area was well-kept and cleaner then the hallways. It would be something shi would have to ask Tek about later. Everyone had formed up in a line to pick up a plate and be served meal. 
 
    
 
   “Make sure you hold your plate tight. They just slop it on. It won’t be much, either. I’ll have to see if I can find a way to get you some more,” Tek whispered for Snow. 
 
    
 
   Shi wasn’t sure what he meant by 'not much' until shi arrived at the table and was given one ladleful of grits, poured onto hir plate. It was minimal at best for a biped species, but for a taur it would hardly be called a snack. Shi looked up to the man who had served hir with a questioning look in hir eyes. He scowled back at hir, making it evident that shi should be thankful to even have gotten that much. Shi sighed in defeat and walked away, knowing it wasn’t going to be worth it to argue.
 
    
 
   Shi followed Tek to the large table, and sat somewhere in the middle since younger kids were present. They weren’t allowed to eat until everyone had been served and had sat down. An older man walked in and proceeded to head down the aisle, his gaze falling upon individuals as he strolled by. Upon reaching Snow he stopped and stared at hir as if judging. His lips curled into a sneer before he continued on. 
 
    
 
   His hair was silver and grey. Most likely in his late sixties, he had a bit of a hobble to his walk, but didn't use a cane. He was wearing what looked like robes, though they were worn and showing age. 
 
    
 
   Tek leaned into Snow’s ear and whispered. “No one is sure, but we think he used to be a priest or a bishop. Some of the older kids say he acts like one, though I’ve never been in a church to know.” 
 
    
 
   A random shhh was heard, and Tek fell silent as the Caretaker took to his podium.
 
    
 
   “Good morning, my children,” he began, and was met with a reply of “Good morning, Caretaker.” 
 
    
 
   He smiled to hear the response. “Today is the Day of our Lord, and we are to pay Him His due. I will speak now from the book of Jeremiah, chapter 50, verses 33 through 34.” He cleared his throat and opened a worn Bible to the verse in question. He looked up and then spoke as if he had no need to read the passages at all, as if it was sewn to his memory. “Thus says the Lord of hosts, “The sons of Israel are oppressed, and the sons of Judah as well; and all who took them captive have held them fast, they have refused to let them go. Their redeemer is strong, the Lord of hosts is his name; he will vigorously plead their case, so that he may bring rest to the earth, but turmoil to the inhabitants of Babylon.”
 
    
 
   He closed his Bible and looked among the orphans. “What does this mean to us?” 
 
    
 
   His lips curled into a smile. “God, the Son, the Holy Spirit. The divine Trinity knows all and sees all. Our god watches from above, and casts judgment on those who hurt His people. Evil is strong. The Devil works his ways, and in hard times we must band tighter together and show our love of God. He tests us in these moments. He tests our faith so that we may better ourselves. His tests are rites of passage. Each one prepares us for the time we enter His kingdom. Jeremiah spoke clearly in this. The ones who align with the dark lord, who spit upon the name of our Lord and god, they will be tormented in the end.”
 
    
 
   He lifted a glass of water and took a small sip, then looked over the children once more and continued.
 
    
 
   “You must give yourself to Him. Trust your lives to Jesus. Know in time, your suffering will cease. The knowledge and power of God is challenged every day by nations that dismiss what they call “old thinking”. But do not think the Lord is gone because of your strife. He is merely testing us. We have played god, and in His eyes we must be punished for our sins. But fear not, my children. Our god is a merciful god. A loving god. He forgives those who ask with sincerity in their hearts. Several hundred years ago the children of Israel did what only God is meant to do. We tried to be gods ourselves and create new species of life. God saw this and realized the hubris of Man had grown strong once more. As it has been depicted in Scripture over and over, when Man thinks too high of themselves, God must come and knock us down a few pegs. He did so with the Flood, only allowing the righteous Noah and his family safe passage. He struck down the tower of Babylon when we aspired to rise to His heaven of our own means. We pretended to be gods ourselves, and the Lord has seen fit to once more put us in our place. The Gene War changed so much. But just like with the testing of Abraham to kill his son Isaac, we too are being tested now. We must hold tight in our faith and not falter.” 
 
    
 
   He could see some of the anthros look down, and he once more cleared his throat to get their attention.
 
    
 
   “Man made his mistake by creating species of his own. But God is a loving god. Though flawed by human creation, those that man-made are just as welcome to the Kingdom of Heaven, as long as you accept the Lord into your heart.” He smiled from his podium and then asked everyone to bow their heads. 
 
    
 
   A prayer was said, asking God to watch over and care for all children in need. Once it concluded, everyone was allowed to eat. 
 
    
 
   No one talked to Tek or Snow, but the eyes could be seen glancing over occasionally to see the new person and take stock of hir. Midsnow just let it roll off, knowing there was nothing shi could do about it. 
 
    
 
   The talk around the tables was loud, and it meant Tek and Midsnow could talk to themselves without notice. It helped to fill the time, considering Snow finished hir meal in mere moments. 
 
    
 
   “Why is it some places look so run down?” Snow pushed hir plate around while Tek finished his own meal. 
 
    
 
   “It’s an old manor. Dates back to pre-Gene War. The money the state pays goes towards feeding us and housing us. The place is huge and upkeep must be ridiculous. Rumor is the Caretaker has spent a lot of his own personal money trying to keep this place going.” Tek set his own plate down, having licked it clean.
 
    
 
   “But he’s Will and Tyler’s father?” Snow wasn’t sure how trusting shi could be. The last few years had taught hir to be wary of anyone and anything. 
 
    
 
   Tek nodded once more. “I don’t know, Snow. He seems nice but… I really can’t tell anymore.” The room began to quiet down as the side door was opened, and people began to exit out it, having put their plates away. “When you finish your meal, you have to put your plate on the cart. We go outside to play for a bit, then come back in for lunch. Afterwards we have chores. Some wash dishes, some clean the halls. Just depends on what you get assigned.” 
 
    
 
   He motioned for hir to stand up and head out, but as the two began to walk to the cart, Snow felt a hand upon hir shoulder. She looked up to see the caretaker looking down and smiling ever so lightly to her. “Good day, my dear. I believe you're our new pupil. Is that correct?” His face was wrinkled with age, thin and lacking much definition. He looked out through thick spectacles, his eyes wide, as if he could only just make out what was in front of him. 
 
    
 
   “Y-yes. I’m Midsnow,” the chakat stammered out.
 
    
 
   “Mmmm, a lovely name. If you would, I’d like to speak with you. Would you mind accompanying me to the office?” He let his hand go from hir shoulder. The wrinkled appendage shook a bit as if he couldn’t steady himself, his age getting the better of him. 
 
    
 
   “I… ahh…” Before Snow could respond, Tek took hir plate and gave a quick nod to hir. “Uh… of course… Sir?” Shi wasn’t sure how to properly address the man.
 
    
 
   “Very good, child. This way.” He motioned hir to follow as he headed down towards the door that led to the inner halls. 
 
    
 
   They walked along in silence. Snow was now able to see more of this manor. Much of the place was run down. It may have been pre-Gene War era, but somehow it seemed far older than even that. 
 
    
 
   They finally reached a room towards the farthest side of the manor, and he reached into his pocket, pulling out a set of keys. His hands trembled, but he finally found the right one and unlocked the wide double doors. He motioned hir in, following behind as shi stepped forward into the large room. It was clearly his office and study, and was filled with books and documents. 
 
    
 
   “Please dear, have a seat.” He motioned to a couch that was placed close to a large wooden desk. He walked over and took a seat in his chair. “I understand you just arrived, my child.” 
 
    
 
   Shi climbed up onto the leather padded couch and nodded in response.
 
    
 
   “Shir Midsnow Christian Ozarkia, I believe your file said, correct?” He reached over for some papers, but gave up when he wasn’t able to find them.
 
    
 
   “Um, yes, Sir.” Hir reply was soft.
 
    
 
   He nodded, and his trembling hand reached up to adjust his glasses. “I must confess, dear, I find it odd for a chakat to be an orphan. Very rare, and much unheard of. I spoke with your case worker. She told me some of the stories you told her. I must say, it’s quite the tale.” He reached back down to steady himself; even in the chair he was unbalanced, his age showing through. 
 
    
 
   Snow wanted to ask if it was true that Will and Tyler were brothers, especially with their youth compared to his age, but shi realized some things were better not asked. At least not at the moment.
 
    
 
   “As you can see, I’m an old man. I fear the good Lord wishes me to come home soon.” He took a moment as the trembling started to stop. “I worry about you younglings. The world is full of those who take advantage. Even exploiting the children. Those stories you told... I do hope they aren’t true. To think…” He went quiet, his head clearly not wanting to grasp such concepts.
 
    
 
   “God loves all His children. Even the ones He didn’t make of His own hands.” He looked toward the window, which looked out into the back yard where the other orphans were playing. “I can’t say I’ve been a saint. I have carried my own burdens and sin, child. We all… carry our own burdens and sin. I just wish to leave this world having done something that benefits… even one person.” 
 
    
 
   He continued, and it was quickly clear that this was a man with a lot of guilt on his mind. But what that guilt was, he had yet to reveal. 
 
    
 
   He spoke for a good hour: about children around the world, about the state of morality and the waning power of the church, about his fears that God would come and smite the unjust. How he hoped the children would grow up and live productive and happy Christian lives. 
 
    
 
   Snow sat quiet through it all, only nodding hir head or saying yes from time to time. He didn’t want to get into discussion… only wanted someone to be a listening ear. Hir empathy was flooded with the sense of his emotions: his happiness, his sadness, his guilt, and despair. Every subject he brought up, he spoke of with conviction. 
 
    
 
   Snow’s mind drifted briefly to a comment hir mother once made at the dinner table. Snow’s father had been talking about some clients shi would be speaking with via teleconference, and how shi always felt awkward in those situations. It was never the same as in person, where with Empathy shi could get a “read” on the other party. 
 
    
 
   Whitecloud had chuckled and said. “All a chakat needs is to be silent and let a person speak their mind a good hour. We know their true heart after that.”
 
    
 
   Midsnow could sense that this man was sincere in his worry about the children. 
 
    
 
   “I suppose I’ve bored you enough, dear. I didn’t mean to take up your time. I know, being new, it must be daunting, and going out and making friends is probably best. I’m sorry, child.” He went to motion hir to leave.
 
    
 
   Snow spoke. “It’s okay, Sir. I understand, and I’m glad you care about us.” 
 
    
 
   He smiled. “Thank you, child.” 
 
    
 
   It was at this point hir stomach decided to growl. He raised an eye. “Sorry, Sir, I’m a bit hungry.” Shi blushed and went to slowly step away.
 
    
 
   “It is I who should apologize, dear. It has just dawned on me that I have been quite foolish and forgotten a taur species needs more food than the average bipedal child. I’ll make sure to let the kitchen worker know you require more on your plate then others. I am most sorry to you.” The caretaker gave a nodding bow to hir. 
 
    
 
   “I enjoyed our talk, Shir Midsnow. Perhaps we can talk again soon?” He smiled as shi stepped out, and he turned to look outside again and watch as the children played. Snow could sense he was deeply concerned. His health was poor, and it was obvious he worried what would happen with his passing.
 
    
 
   True to his word, they spoke each day after that, usually for half an hour or so, but on Sundays they would talk for several hours. He would discuss the workings of the Catholic faith in great detail. Snow’s parents had gone to church themselves, and shi had gone along every Sunday as well, so shi was somewhat familiar with much of the ideology and concepts. Charles found it wonderful to have someone so interested, and would speak for hours about God and Jesus and the Holy Spirit. Much of it was more about the history of the Church moreso than the teachings. It was apparent he was well versed enough that he had to have been a priest at some point, but Snow knew better then to ask for those details.
 
    
 
   The servings on hir plate had gotten bigger as well but that caused some envy and rift between hir and the other orphans. Some saw hir spending time with the caretaker as hir just being akin to a teacher’s pet. It also didn’t earn hir any favors with Will, who shi never saw spend much time with his father. 
 
    
 
   Tek helped watch over hir, and he often made sure to let hir know what was going on if someone planned to do anything outside in the yard. At one point a group of kids asked if shi’d jump rope and then tried to purposefully trip hir up. They wanted to see a four-footer stumble, as some had started to call hir.
 
    
 
   Four-footer. It seemed to stick, but Snow made sure to not pay any mind to them. During the week they studied in a makeshift school. Hir studies had been severely lacking and shi was having to catch up.
 
    
 
   Several months passed in this manner. At times visitors would come and to see the Caretaker, usually couples looking to adopt. They would watch the children. Snow and Tek were never paid much attention by these visitors.
 
    
 
   Snow sometimes worried that the Doctor might look for hir here at some point, but it had been over a year since shi ran from him, and chances were that he was no longer looking. But still, the fear was always there, lingering in the back of hir mind. 
 
    
 
   In those few months, Snow was fortunate to only see Tyler once, and that only in passing, without even eye contact. Shi had seen Will and him go into a side room for a moment to speak, before Tyler stormed out again. It was probably for the best since shi wasn’t sure what shi would do if they met face to face again.
 
    
 
   Each Sunday the sermons got shorter. And as time went on, there were days where no one saw the Caretaker at all, as he was confined to his bed due to illness. Rumors began to spread among the kids about what would happen should he pass. 
 
    
 
   It was also around this time that Tek began to act odd around Midsnow and others. He was always by hir side and looking out for hir, but as of late he was aloof and seemed to be hiding from hir and others. 
 
    
 
   Whispers were being said behind Tek’s back, but Snow wasn’t included in those circles, so whatever the others were saying, shi was not aware of. 
 
    
 
   A few more weeks passed and Snow found hirself in the caretaker’s office after dinner had been served. It had grown dark outside and rain was starting to fall, the drops hitting the window as the elderly man looked out. 
 
    
 
   “Midsnow, do you… think about what comes after?” He stared into the darkness outside as the faint flashes of distant lighting briefly illuminated the glass. “I mean, I know in my heart the great halls of our Lord awaits. But how can we ever be sure we’re worthy?” 
 
    
 
   Snow was quiet, not sure how to respond. 
 
    
 
   “The teachings say the good Lord forgives. But…” He turned to take a seat, his legs trembling with each step until he was able to collapse into his chair. “I’ve done things, child. I’ve broken the vows I made when I took up the service. I did even worse than to break those vows.” He placed his hands to his head.
 
    
 
   “I was a priest to the Church. I made a sacred vow of celibacy. One I upheld for many, many, decades. But I… I…” He curled his fingers, the tips digging into his forehead. “I broke the vows when I met her. A sweet, kind women who I loved. We married in secret and had a child. When the Church found out, I was excommunicated. She left me some time after. You see… in that time I fell hard. Into the dark areas of the human soul. I was lost. I found another woman who… she did things and gave me pleasures like no other. She bore a child also. It wasn’t until I realized just how far I fell from Grace, that I began to worry about my soul.” His head tilted down to rest against the table.
 
    
 
   “I started this orphanage trying to do something… anything to give back and help the less fortunate. It's all selfish, I know. One serves the Lord not for the desire of reward but for the duty to serve alone. I just…” He looked upwards to the young chakat. Tears fell from his eyes. “…I don’t want to die.”
 
    
 
   Midsnow did the only thing shi knew, the only thing shi could do. Shi got off the couch and walked over and just hugged the poor old man. He sniffled and hugged back, and they both remained silent for some time.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Charles Hearthstone, the caretaker, died early the next morning. The cause of death was congestive cardiac failure. A memorial service was held on the property, and many people came to pay their last respects. 
 
    
 
   The children of the orphanage weren’t sure how to take the news. They were told that things would continue as normal, that plans had been put in place prior. What they didn’t know was what those plans meant. Or who was taking over the care of the facility.
 
    
 
   No one knew anything until a few days after the memorial.
 
    
 
   “I’m telling you, Tek, you’ve been acting weird lately. We should talk.” Snow grabbed a tray as they both nudged forward in the serving line.
 
    
 
   “It’s nothing, Snow. I don’t want to talk about eet!” His voice cracked and went a few octaves higher. “Dammit,” he grumbled, but tried to be low-key about it. 
 
    
 
   Midsnow gave a gentle giggle. “Just imagine, that voice will go the other way at some point.” Shi winked at Tek, who had to hold back a blush.
 
    
 
   “Err… yeah… about…” But before he could finish they had arrived to the serving lady, who poured a bit of porridge onto Snow’s tray and indicated for hir to move on. The amount was… rather dismal.
 
    
 
   “I uh, I need more than…” Hir words fell on deaf ears as the lady pointed for hir to keep going. She then poured the same dismal amount into Tek’s own tray. It took a few moments but it was quickly realized that everyone was getting the same small serving portion. Hardly enough to take care of a biped and nowhere near enough for a taur.
 
    
 
   It was a Sunday morning, and the first since the caretaker had passed. There was no expectation that anyone would step out and give a sermon, yet no one dared to take a bite due to old habits. 
 
    
 
   After a few minutes, Will stepped from the back and up to the podium. “Alright everyone, settle down. Obviously things are going to be changing around here. We’re going to have to adapt. I am now the one in charge of the orphanage. My father left this to me in his will. I only want to carry out his vision, but sadly his vision has been far too grand. As you're all aware by now, the food portion is a bit smaller. I’ve gone over the finances of this place and despite Father's best efforts… well the State only gives us “so” much to house and take care of you. I’m going to have to reduce staff pay, including my own. It’s the down side of business, after all.” He cleared his throat and then smiled. 
 
    
 
   “But we’re in this for the long haul. Now, enjoy your meals and have fun outside.” He stepped down and walked out, leaving the kids to begin quiet whispers to each other. 
 
    
 
   The next week went on the same as it had before, but the meals were greatly reduced. Snow’s stomachs were back to an all-too-familiar feeling. Any time shi tried to speak to Will, he was always “too busy” to be disturbed or out of the building on “business”. 
 
    
 
   Then, after a few weeks, the classroom was shut down as the teacher who had been kept on staff was let go. The excuse was no money, but it was hard to believe that while Will was wearing what appeared to be nice new designer clothes. 
 
    
 
   More weeks passed. Lack of proper food was starting to take its toll. The children’s complaints grew, and Will knew he’d have to get control somehow. That’s when he formed the “Order Detail”, a group of mostly older kids entrusted to keep the younger ones in line, like a form of police in which the reward for service was a little more food.
 
    
 
   This created fierce loyalty, as no one on the detail wanted to bite the hand that literally fed them. It wasn’t uncommon for a child who said something negative about Will to be taken to a room for a “talk” only to come back with bruises and wet eyes. Kids learned to get quiet real quick. Snitching on someone meant the possibility of a slightly bigger serving come dinner time. 
 
    
 
   If Midsnow had any notion of a Third World prison and how it ran, shi’d say it was exactly this... just slightly tamer. 
 
    
 
   At the beginning of the month, the power would go out for a few hours. At first they were told it was an issue with the electrical grid. Then it was a clerical error. But anyone able to pay attention through their hunger quickly realized that the shutoffs always occurred at about the same time of day and month, and that they had to be related to unpaid bills.
 
    
 
   It took about five months, but Snow’s body had once more grown thin. Every other day Tek would share half of his food with Snow to help hir but it just wasn’t enough. 
 
    
 
   And Tek had begun to act even stranger. 
 
    
 
   Some nights he wouldn’t come to bed until well after 'lights out', usually escorted by a member of the order detail. His eyes would be downcast. He would refuse to speak and pretend no one was awake to see him. Snow once tried to bring it up, but he refused to speak and got up, leaving the table and taking his food with him. It was clearly something he would rather keep secret. 
 
    
 
   Now that the caretaker had passed, Tyler was more often seen around the place. At first it seemed that Will and Ty were hanging out together and being brothers, but slowly that changed as well. It was clear the two weren’t getting along, and oftentimes shouting could be heard coming from Will’s office. 
 
    
 
   Now that Charles was gone, the real story started to leak out - but how much of it was “real” was unknown. Ty had run away from his mother, but his father would not take him in. Tyler had no intention of going home, but made his father believe he was. Instead, Ty and Will had conspired to take over the orphanage together once their dear father had departed.
 
    
 
   It seemed if that was the case though, then the eldest brother was not fulfilling his end of the deal. Ty was allowed to sleep and eat at the orphanage, but only Will had control of the purse strings. 
 
    
 
   One evening during dinner, Snow found two new additions to the orphanage. 
 
    
 
   “Zack… Sally?” Shi took a seat next to the two. The separation of boys and girls had gone to the wayside in past months. They turned to face the voice, and Sally gave a slight squee before giving Snow a hug. Zack’s eye went wide upon recognizing Snow, knowing his role in putting hir here. 
 
    
 
   “Midsnow! I, uh… surprised to see you?” Zack coughed a little, causing him to choke a moment on his meal. 
 
    
 
   “I could say the same of you.” Snow dropped hir plate to the table just enough for it to make a sound but not spill its contents. Hir eyes narrowed on the boy. 
 
    
 
   “I had to! For Sally! If I didn’t do what Ty said he’d have her put… here…” He lowered his head realizing the irony of his words. “Guess it was inevitable.”
 
    
 
   “Why are you both here?” Shi sighed and calmed down. While shi still held resentment against him, shi also knew his reasons and could understand not wanting to be separated from family. Though shi didn’t have siblings of hir own, shi knew family was important. 
 
    
 
   Zack hung his head lower. “Things are bad. Real bad. Without Kat, it was harder to get money. She just had a talent for pickpocketing. We couldn’t recover when she was gone. Ty basically gave up, and once his old man died, he could care less about us. Sally got sick, and I had no choice but to go to the hospital. We ended up wards of the state and sent here. Just my luck it would be the orphanage that Ty’s at, I guess. The case worker said that the person running this place is more efficient and able to handle a larger load then the previous owner.”
 
    
 
   Snow had noticed more children showing up the last few weeks. Every head was another dollar in Will’s bank. He was clearly enjoying living the high life, having a brand new PTV in the driveway and expensive toys in his room and office - all under lock and key, of course. All the while the kids were hungry and Snow was downright malnourished! 
 
    
 
   “I’ve noticed. Something has to give. He’s running this place like a prison.” Shi sighed and took a few bites of hir meal. That’s all it was. A few bites and then done. 
 
    
 
   Before Snow or Zack could continue, one of the girls from the other group ran into the dining area. “MIDSNOW?!” she cried out.
 
    
 
   Snow stood up to face her, not sure what she was yelling about.
 
    
 
   “You better come quick! …it’s Tek.” The girl’s voice was tense. Snow hopped to feet and quickly followed down the hallway and up the stairs. They went into the girl’s room, and Snow could see all of them gathered around a bed. Tek was curled up under the blankets and shivering. 
 
    
 
   “What happened?” Snow looked around the room, but none of the others wanted to talk, it seemed. The boys had always made fun of hir for hir dual-sexed nature, but the girls had outright shunned hir since shi had come here. 
 
    
 
   “Ssss… Snow?” Tek’s voice spoke from the blanket. It was weak sounding, and seemed off somehow. 
 
    
 
   “I’m here, what happened?” Shi walked to the bedside and placed a hand to the blanket. No reply came. “Tek? Please… tell me.” Snow’s hands let go of the blanket, but Tek was still silent. 
 
    
 
   “Shi’s been through a lot Snow,” one of the girls spoke.
 
    
 
   The words were not lost on the chakat. “Shi?” 
 
    
 
   A loud whimper was heard from the sheets, but slowly Tek let the blanket slide down enough that Midsnow could take a good look at the matted fur around his chest and red marks, where bandages had been wrapped too tight. “I… I tried to tell you. I hid it so long. I… I…” Tears fell down his… no… hir face. “I couldn’t let anyone know because they’d treat me different. I lost my parents so young I wasn’t sure… wasn’t… didn’t… know, I…” hir sobs were deep and filled with such pain. 
 
    
 
   It was so clear now, the awkward question when they had first met. Shi lost hir parents and had no idea what it meant to be a herm, especially in this society where herms were looked down on. Shi pretended to be a boy, to be one of the guys. To be accepted. Who knows how long it had been going on?
 
    
 
   But when shi was taken in by Child Services they would have known.
 
    
 
   That’s why Will had said 'another freak'. Another one. Ace made it clear on the first day, but Snow didn’t get it then. But the charade had become impossible. Tek was going through puberty. The rise of hir voice… the budding of breasts. Snow, too, was starting hir own changes, though weak, considering hir malnutrition. Hir own breasts had barely changed. Hir body wasn’t converting anything to fat due to the lack of nutrients to begin with.
 
    
 
   Snow leaned in and pressed hirself to Tek… hugging the herm wolf tight. “It’s okay… it’s okay. Being a herm is nothing to be ashamed of.” 
 
    
 
   “It… it was Will.” Tek spoke so softly that it could hardly be heard.
 
    
 
   “Will?” Snow pulled back, confused. “What about Will?”
 
    
 
   “He… he took me to his room. He… he…”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The bang of the door echoed throughout the manor moments later. The fire in Snow’s eyes and the anger growing inside was unmatched by any who would stand in hir way. 
 
    
 
   Will had taken to posting “guards” outside his door, and the one on duty at the moment happened to be Ace, his number two of sorts.
 
    
 
   “Will’s busy, 'kat, get los…” His words were cut off as Snow screamed and threw hir weight at him, pouncing the teen boy. Shi was underweight, but still had bulk due to hir taur nature. Ace fell back into the door, which was only partly closed. It flew open before their combined weight and smashed against the wall behind it. Ace fell to the floor and Snow continued inside. The manor's old master bedroom was quite large, full of viewing screens, computers, game consoles, sound systems; it was like a mini electronics store. 
 
    
 
   The people’s taxes at work.
 
    
 
   Will jolted up from his couch at the noise. Snow locked hir eyes on him immediately. Shi snarled in rage and began to move towards him. Shi only managed a few steps before something cold and metallic touched hir side. 
 
    
 
   Hir body was overwhelmed by a sudden shocking sensation which made hir collapse to the floor and yell out before it stopped. The unknown assailant stepped from hir side. Ty was holding was appeared to be a cattle prod.
 
    
 
   “Damn, never seen hir like that, bro.” Will got up and walked over patting Ty on the back. “Good work. See? Always have to be prepared, you know?” He leaned over to Snow. “You look upset. What’s on your mind, kitty kat?”
 
    
 
   Shi narrowed hir eyes and spat toward his face. It missed but he leaned back. “Rude. I have no idea what my dad… our dad saw in you.” He looked to Ty a second, then back to Snow. “I’m guessing you saw Tek?” 
 
    
 
   Slowly strength began to return to hir body. Shi planned to claw at him in a moment. 
 
    
 
   “Poor wolf. I was just giving a… biology lesson.” Will walked over to his closet and rifled through some things. “You have an evil eye… or two… about you, 'kat. I think I need to take some precautions. Ty, be a bro and shock hir again.” 
 
    
 
   Shi tried to bolt up, but Ty was already on hir, and once more thousands of volts coursed through hir body, making hir go limp again.
 
    
 
   “Ah… there it is. Watch this, Ty.” He pulled a package out, walked back around, and set the box down next to Snow. “We need to give you some conditioning training, I think. Can’t have you attacking me all the time.” He pulled a strap from the box and placed it around Snow’s throat. A loud click was heard as it went taunt. 
 
    
 
   “I thought they didn’t make them anymore?” Ty indicated whatever was around Snow’s neck.
 
    
 
   “They don’t. You can get them if you know who to talk to.” He motioned Ty to step back and let Snow try to get to hir feet. “Shock collar, pussy kat. You do anything to harm me, and I press a button and you feel ten times what Ty’s been using on you. I’m told a long enough hit is lethal, so think twice before you come at me, you little bitch.” 
 
    
 
   Snow reached hir hand up and felt the leather. It was indeed a collar, complete with a leash ring and blunt inner studs that delivered shock from a battery encased in a metal box on the outside. It also appeared that the collar was locked.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, you won’t be getting it off, so don’t try. You tamper without the right key, it will shock you also on its own. Just a forewarning.” He smirked in a way that reminded Snow far too much of the Doctor’s face when he performed his “surgery”. Hir eyes narrowed once more on him. 
 
    
 
   “Such loyalty to that wolf bitch. I’m surprised. Ace, Ty, you can both leave, please. I need to… deal with this personally.” Ace had gotten up to watch, and he merely nodded while casting his own glare at Snow. He’d clearly get hir back for this on his own time. Ty, on the other hand, was hesitant to go, but a dirty look from his older brother finally made him leave.
 
    
 
   The door closed behind them.
 
    
 
   “You’re a disgrace to your father, you know that?” Snow said darkly, but was rewarded with a slap across hir muzzle.
 
    
 
   “You know nothing, you little cunt, and you’ll keep your trap shut. You hear me!” He reached down and started to undo his belt. 
 
    
 
   Shi glared at him, making it clear shi had no intention of doing anything he said. His belt slid from the loops and fell to the floor, his hand working on his button and zipper now.
 
    
 
   “Here’s the deal, pussy. I take you… when I want. Where I want. How I want. You’re going to do it all. If you don’t? I shock you. So hard that you scream for hours on end. Got it?” His pants fell to the floor along with his boxers. He was 18 at this point. Just old enough to be an adult. Just old enough to “run” this place. And just old enough to make him a pedophile. 
 
    
 
   He stepped around Midsnow, his hand slowly stroking himself as he pressed up to hir rear. Hir own body frozen in fear, Snow instinctively closed the sphincter that chakats had been given to prevent this sort of thing. 
 
    
 
   “Oh no... no you don’t, cunt! You’re going to open up for me. You’re going to take it. Because if you don’t, I’ll go back to using that bitch boy instead!” Will’s voice was forceful and demanding.
 
    
 
    
 
   Snow closed hir eyes. Tek had helped hir so much. All he… all shi ever did was care, even back on the streets. It was hir that had tried to find Snow and Kat as the blizzard began. It was hir that stood up for hir in the orphanage and shared hir food as much as possible. Snow never had a sister… but Tek was as close to one as shi could think of, despite what shi had thought of hir as a brother initially. 
 
    
 
    
 
   “You want me to take the bitch instead? Or do I need to let you feel that collar?” Will was getting agitated by the frozen 'kat.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Snow clenched hir eyes tightly shut and whimpered, hir mind trying to focus on anything… anything else while shi slowly, deliberately relaxed hir muscles. Shi had seen Tek at hir weakest, lying on that bed because of this monster. Shi had to protect Tek... shi had to. 
 
    
 
    
 
   “There we go…” he wrapped his hands around hir waist and got up on to his toes as he lined himself up.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   His hips gave one hard push forward…….
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   +++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
    
 
   Hyzel got up and ran from the room, the door slamming as she took off towards the back area of the yard. 
 
    
 
   “Err…” Kek was shocked at the interruption. 
 
    
 
   “Hyzel... just recently went through something similar. I better go talk to hir.” Rose bit hir lip and stood up to go chase hir cousin. Shi was worried about Hyzel and the emotions this must have brought back for hyr. At the same time shi worried about Twoeyes. How could someone go through such a troubled past and come out... well, seemingly fine? Rose couldn’t help but wonder what it would have been like had shi stayed on Terra. If they had grown up together. If the stupid family fight hadn’t happened. 
 
    
 
   “Hyzel… come here, please?” Rose called out, but wasn’t greeted with a response. The family was also worried, and were peeking out the windows to see what was going on outside. 
 
    
 
   The fem skunk was nowhere to be seen. She was also a full grown adult and could take care of hyrself. If she didn’t want to talk now, it was probably best to leave hyr be for the moment. 
 
    
 
   “Dammit,” Rose sighed and walked back up the stairs to the family area of the pub. 
 
    
 
   Shi paused a moment, experiencing a tingling in hir body: a particular sensation normally associated with the process of changing from hir pseudo-skunk form to chakat, or vice versa. Shi wasn’t changing at the moment... and yet shi could feel it. It was almost ghostlike, though. There, but not really. 
 
    
 
   Silvertail had warned Rose this could happen, but for the connection to be so quick was something neither expected. Hir mom would have to talk to Twoeyes soon if it was happening this fast.
 
    
 
   It was around this time that the comm began to ring, and Blacktail answered away from everyone else. The call was short, and afterwards a heavy sigh left the tiger kat's lips. 
 
    
 
   “Something wrong, Mom?” Grill stepped over, sensing hir mother’s unease.
 
    
 
   “We’re going to have to stay closed tonight. The delivery company won’t be able to make it in time.” Blacktail placed the comm down and put hir hand to hir forehead. “Typical… we weren’t expecting this kind of large scale business so suddenly, and we underplanned.” 
 
    
 
   Grill gave hir mother a hug. “It’s okay. Just have to take a day off is all, right?” 
 
    
 
   “Day off?” By now others had started to listen in on the conversation, having given up on seeing Rose from the windows.
 
    
 
   Before Blacktail could explain, the chime of the doorbell at the front of the building was heard. “Oh, what now?” Blacktail groaned, a bit annoyed, but nonetheless shi turned and headed downstairs to the pub section’s front door. 
 
    
 
   Standing in the doorway was another tiger-patterned chakat with long brown hair. “The pub is not open at these hours, and will be closed this evening,” Blacktail spoke through the door, having yet to open it.
 
    
 
   “I’m looking for Rosette and Hyzel?” The stranger replied.
 
    
 
   The door opened and Blacktail stepped out. “I’m Shir Blacktail. You are...?” 
 
    
 
   The tiger-patterned chakat smiled back, offering hir hand to shake. “I’m Blackstripe, I’m Hyzel and Rose’s boss.” 
 
    
 
   It took a moment for Blacktail to recall what Hyzel and Rose did for a living, and hir eyebrows raised. “You run a strip club?” It was unusual to hear of a chakat operating such an establishment.
 
    
 
   “You wouldn’t believe how many say those words in that exact tone,” shi chuckled, still offering hir hand, which Blacktail realized and went to shake it in greeting. “But yes, I do run a strip club. I was hoping to see Rose and Hyzel. Are they here?” 
 
    
 
   “Blackstripe?” Rose came around the side of the building, seeing hir new employer. 
 
    
 
   “Rose! I was worried when I got your message. I wanted to make sure everything was okay. Do you and Hyzel need anything?” Shi smiled, which caused Rose to tilt hir head in a curious manner.
 
    
 
   “You drove a few hours just to check on us? I figured we probably just lost our jobs when I sent you the message. I mean… it is kinda bad to call out on your first day on the job and all.” Rose wasn’t sure what to think yet.
 
    
 
   Blackstripe nodded in response. “Well, that might normally be the case, the difference with working for me is I do care about my employees. We're like a family, and if you need help I’m here for you. You said it was a family emergency. I was concerned.” 
 
    
 
   Rose nodded. “Oh… well… thanks, I suppose. We’re fine. I’m fine. Just… it’s kind of a complicated story.” 
 
    
 
   Blackstripe nodded, stepping over to Rose. “Well, I’m all ears, dear. But first… you told me about this trait, but my gosh, to see it… You are going to be a hit with the patrons. Any other species you can turn into?” 
 
    
 
   “I’m not really a skunktaur. I just look like one. And no, no other species.” Shi blushed some, and did a turn around to show hirself off to Stripe. “Glad you like, though. You should see my s...” 
 
    
 
   “ROSE!” Silvertail stepped from the front door. “Midsnow called on the comm. Shi wants to talk to you for a moment.” 
 
    
 
   “Coming! Um… Blackstripe, would you like to come in a moment, I’m sure Blacktail could get you something after driving all this way.” Shi looked to Blacktail, who nodded in response.
 
    
 
   Moments later, Rose was in front of the vid comm. “Twoeyes?”
 
    
 
   Midsnow smiled from the other end, waving. “Hey, cousin. I need some help changing back to my normal self. I started, but was hoping you could talk me through it again. I’m in Amistad with Starpelt. The police want a statement, and I need to look like I do on my ID. So there’s not confusion in court.”
 
    
 
   “Sure, I’ll go through it with you.” Shi knew it would help to change hirself also. As shi changed it would help Snow through it. 
 
    
 
   While Rose was walking Snow through changing, Blacktail had printed up a 'Closed for the Day' sign that explained the food and drink shortage, and that opening at partial capability would be a hindrance to the experience. With Grill and Midsun’s help, shi called all the reservations and rescheduled for the next day. 
 
    
 
   Blackstripe had found Hyzel walking in the woods and talked with hyr, though what was said was not known to anyone but them. Whatever was said, it had Hyzel happy as she came out in a better mood. 
 
    
 
   The change back from pseudo-skunk to chakat was quicker, only taking a few hours. Snow had to go afterwards, but not before speaking to Keklily, who seemed worried with whatever they had discussed. 
 
    
 
   “Kek… what’s wrong?” Softstripe could since the unease in Keklily’s emotions. 
 
    
 
   “I'm worried about Snowy. You know they’re going to bring him in. Shi’s going to see him. You know what might happen. I really think we need to be there for hir. Shi’s in a station, and no one in there has seen what we’ve seen or know what shi can do. I really think I need to go now.” Kek grabbed hir bag. 
 
    
 
   “Shi’s my kitten. I’m going with you.” Soft turned to see most of the family looking at them both. 
 
    
 
   “If you’re going, we’re going too!” 
 
    
 
   Even Blackspots, who was off in a corner going over Federation notes with Hopes Paws, nodded along. 
 
    
 
   Hopes placed hir PADD down while holding André in hir other hand and went to stand up. “If mom needs us, then let’s go.” 
 
    
 
   It took eight PTV’s to load everyone up. Blacktail and Hopes Paws were in the cub cruiser together; aptly and kindly named, it was the PTV with child seats for both Colorpot and André. As the vehicles began to move out for the several hour drive to Amistad, Rose was getting used to being in hir chakat form again while Kek made an eight-way call to the other vehicles. 
 
    
 
   “Alright, since we’re all going to go support Snow, I better finish this story so you all understand why this is very important.” Kek took a moment to sigh and collect hir thoughts before continuing. Softstripe took hir hand and gave it a gentle reassuring squeeze.
 
    
 
   “I told you how Will had manipulated Snow and blackmailed hir so that he could get his rocks off. That went on for eight months. Constant, almost daily sexual assaults. If shi didn’t let him have his way he would take Tek, who had been so badly affected that he was refusing to eat at times. Snow’s malnutrion was so bad that shi began to see me more and more.” Kek heard someone speak back.
 
    
 
   “How were you there?” 
 
    
 
   “I wasn’t. I never was. At this point Snow realized it too. Everytime shi saw me, I was a little cub. While shi had continued to age, I always looked the same age. Shi figured out, very painfully, that I was just a hallucination. Chakats are meant to be together. We have to have another chakat to connect with. It’s not loudly talked about, but it is the reason that the Federation deems there must be at least two chakats if there is to be a chakat aboard a ship. If we go long periods of time without an empathic connection to another - and to help handle our heats and ruts - we can actually have a loss of mental stability."
 
    
 
   Kek couldn’t imagine what Snow had gone through for those years without connection. Starting out as a cub would have been okay as hir empathic talents hadn’t fully come to the height of their abilities. But the first time they had met again… that empathic backlash against hir own mind was so severe that it had left hir hurt as well. 
 
    
 
   “Everyone, you have to understand: if our species goes too long, years without an empathic connection to another… Gildedtongue is the only one here who can accurately explain, having gone through it hirself. But the point is… Midsnow was suicidal.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
 
    
 
   The loud echoes were maddening. Voices would fill hir ears, at times clear and other times just incomprehensible buzzing. It would be freezing cold one moment, and then burning hot the next. Hir body shook with each passing second as shi clutched hir chest tight, and hir tail was lowered as to curl under hir body in fear of being touched back there. He’d want hir again soon…
 
    
 
   Shi couldn’t say no. Tek… Tek needed hir. Shi was more vulnerable than Snow. 
 
    
 
   Snow had to protect hir. 
 
    
 
   Snow…
 
    
 
   Snow had to…
 
    
 
   Had to…
 
    
 
   The walls were spinning again and hir stomach attempted to upheave, but nothing came out. Hard to throw up what isn’t there. Shi knew the signs, though. 
 
    
 
   “Twoeyes… it’s okay… it’ll be okay.” That voice echoed once more in hir head. Shi closed hir eyes, not wanting to see what would be in front of hir. “Twoeyes… it’s okay. I’m going to find help.” Kek’s voice rang into the room.
 
    
 
   “Shut up! Shut up! Shut up! You’re not real! Leave me alone!” shi screamed out as hir claws dug into hir skull, as if to rip the demons from hir head out. 
 
    
 
   “I love you… forever and ever.” Kek’s voice wouldn’t stop, a torture, a never-ending hell of what could have been. 
 
    
 
   It would never stop, though. Shi was doomed to be Will’s personal sex slave. Forever. The thoughts kept running through hir mind. Disjointed and without logic. Break the window… take the glass… one quick swipe over the throat. No, too long to bleed out, he’d find hir… stop it before shi lost too much blood. Jump from the window! No, the fall would only break legs and bone. Shi’d live… and be bedridden for him to use at all times. No running. No hiding. Electrical outlet with silverware?
 
    
 
   Hir body tensed as if hit by some unforeseen force. Hir mind making hir relive the first time Will used the shock collar. The blasted infernal device still around hir neck as it would always be for all time. Even in hir grave, shi assumed. 
 
    
 
   By this point, the orphanage was in shambles. But that bastard Will made sure to keep up the appearances to those outside. So far no one had figured out was going on inside the walls of the manor. Though with how frantic and nervous Will had been as of late, it could be that the pressure was being put on him by outside forces, and his dirty secrets would be coming out soon.
 
    
 
   The trembling of another could be felt against Midsnow's back. “Tek… I’m sorry,” shi sighed as the herm wolf held hir close, hir body shaking. Tek was the only one whose touch Snow could tolerate without having a complete mental break. Tek had stopped talking except for a few words at times, and wouldn’t sleep unless curled against Snow, holding onto hir as if for dear life.
 
    
 
   Shi couldn’t kill hirself, no matter how bad shi wanted the pain to end, because otherwise he’d come for the wolf. Tek would be helpless. 
 
    
 
   A few beds down, Tyler was looking in some dark places of his own mind. 
 
    
 
   His brother had promised him so much and delivered so little. The plan had been simple. Their father didn’t want the shame of his bastard son around, so he sent him home to his whore of a mom. He had run away again, and met up with Will. They both agreed he would live on the street and have his own group. Any money or credit cards were to be sent to Will and in return Ty would be guaranteed hot food and a bed to stay if he wanted one, whenever the old man wasn’t keeping watch. 
 
    
 
   It was fun at first, ripping off stores and folks. But once Charles passed, Ty had assumed he’d move in and they’d share the money equally in all regards. But his brother was just as much a jackass as their father. Now he was imprisoned in these walls, no different than the others. 
 
    
 
   But he knew… He had a plan. And everything was going to change.
 
    
 
   The next few weeks passed mostly the same while he gathered what he needed and stored it away. 
 
    
 
   Midsnow, on the other hand, was barely making it through another terrible night in Will’s chambers. The bastard had taken to beating hir for his kicks. He claimed he was going to find a chastity device to seal off hir male side. He had just finished another violent invasion of hir, and had collapsed to the bed to sleep. Shi was always to leave the chambers afterwards, or else feel the shock of that infernal collar for punishment. 
 
    
 
   Shi had just closed the doors and begun to limp towards the boy’s dorm when the odor wafted to hir nose. Shi initially dismissed it as another hallucination, a desire for something that would never happen, but the smell only intensified the farther shi walked. It became unmistakable, and drove deep into hir mind, bringing back the horrible memories of the night that started this all. 
 
    
 
   The smell was that of fire!
 
    
 
   Faintly shi could hear from somewhere in the manor the hiss and crackle of growing flames. “Ffff…ffire!” shi tried to yelp out, but it was a meek shout. From the stairway, shi could see down one of the hallways. Tyler was walking along and pouring something from a can before tossing it to the side and dropping a match. Immediately it became evident what he was doing. The flames followed the gas trail down the hallway towards a room where he had stockpiled lots of fuel. The place lit up with such speed and intensity that it was like a small bomb had gone off. 
 
    
 
   Why wasn’t the sprinkler system going off?
 
    
 
   Ty smirked to himself before walking casually to the door. He had grabbed an axe from the shed earlier, and was going to use it to smash the locks that Will had placed on all the doors, locks put in place so no one would attempt to exit in the night. 
 
    
 
   He was no fool, either. He had minutes prior disabled the water from the boiler room downstairs, cutting off the line that ran to the manor. He was hellbent in letting what he considered a shithole of a place to burn to the ground, considering it revenge for his asshole of a brother, as well as his father, who had cared more about these orphans then his own flesh-and-blood son. 
 
    
 
   He gave one heavy swing, busting the metal lock off and opening the door, and stepped out into the early winter air. He turned and closed the door behind him before reaching into his pocket. He had a spare lock and chains dangling there, which he immediately used to seal the door from the outside so no one could escape. 
 
    
 
   Good riddance to all of them.
 
    
 
   Inside the manor, the heat was raising fast, and by now everyone had woken and was running frantically from their rooms. Snow couldn’t see Tek as the kids ran by hir, trying to make a mass push towards doors that wouldn’t budge. They were all trapped inside. A few kids grabbed chairs and chucked them at the windows, but it was fruitless, since bars sealed the manor, and were too close-fitting across the window frames for anyone to fit through.
 
    
 
   Snow rushed as quickly as hir frail body would allow up the stairs and to the dorm. Shi could see the fire starting to grow along the wooden frames leading up to the second story. The smoke was quickly growing, and down the hall the door opened from the master chambers as Will rushed out, frantically slipping into some underwear. 
 
    
 
   It was apparent that Ty had set the fire trail to run down the hallway and start in the room directly underneath Will’s chambers. The young adult ran past Snow, not giving hir a moment's glance as he headed for the doorway, and only then realized he had them all locked. 
 
    
 
   Snow continued past the quickly-thickening smoke and pushed into the boy’s dorm, looking for Tek. “Tek! TEK!” shi called out as loud as hir hoarse voice could let hir. Shi found the herm wolf up against a wall, trembling. “We got to go!” 
 
    
 
   Shi took his hand and led him toward the door and down the hallway, trying to reach the stairs before the flames could block them off. As shi turned toward the staircase, Will was there, glaring at hir.
 
    
 
   “I left the keys in my room! Go get them, quickly!” he shouted at hir, pointing in the direction of the overwhelming flames. Anyone going in there would be going to their death.
 
    
 
   Shi turned back to him and shook hir head. “There's got to be another way out!” Shi could see the anger in his eyes.
 
    
 
   “Go get them, or I swear to all mighty that I will kill you and your bitch!” he snarled, baring his teeth. But Snow could see that in his rush to escape, he had forgotten the remote also. He had no power over hir at this moment. As far as shi was concerned they were all going to die. 
 
    
 
   The building shook violently as support beams cracked, the integrity of the manor quickly failing. 
 
    
 
   “It was Ty…” shi spoke as loud as shi could. Hir voice having to carry over the roar of the flame. Will tilted his head. “Ty set the fire. I guess he gets the last laugh in the end.” Snow closed hir eyes, resigned to hir fate. A sad ending for a sad, pitiful life. 
 
    
 
   At least shi’d see hir parents again. 
 
    
 
   “Twoeyes… I love you.” Kek’s voice rang in hir mind so loud. So clear. So maddening. 
 
    
 
   "NNNNOOOO!!!!!” shi screamed out, snapping hir eyes shut and clenching hir fists, growling fiercely in anger. And something clicked in hir head.
 
    
 
   For a brief moment everything was there.
 
    
 
   The manor. 
 
    
 
   The rooms.
 
    
 
   The fire.
 
    
 
   The people.
 
    
 
   The outside.
 
    
 
   The doors.
 
    
 
   The windows.
 
    
 
   The trees.
 
    
 
   Shi could both see and not see it all at the same time. It was an overload of sensory information that shi could neither identify nor block, crushing at hir mind. Shi felt like hir skull was pushing inward from all directions. And shi pushed back.
 
    
 
   The door to the front of the manor suddenly buckled as if a hundred-ton wrecking ball had hit it. Thick oak exploded into thousands of fragments, flying outwards into the yard as the metal chain that had been sealing it broke at multiple links from the force. The hinges tore off the frame violently with the door as it exposed the outside, and, without a moment of hesitation, children fled out the doorway as fast as they could.
 
    
 
   And like that…
 
    
 
   It was gone.
 
    
 
   Snow’s eyes opened and shi panted deeply, hir head throbbing with the worst headache shi could have imagined. 
 
    
 
   Will had already bolted with the other kids, and Snow had to limp down the stairs with Tek in tow as the building began to collapse around them.
 
    
 
   They made it into the front yard as the main support beams gave way and the roof collapsed inwards into the building, demolishing the manor for good. 
 
    
 
   Snow managed to take a few steps, but it was too much after hir experience, and shi collapsed to the ground. Hir eyes closed as the world faded to black.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It was days before Snow would wake up. 
 
   Shi found hirself alone in a familiar abandoned warehouse, with no recollection of what had happened after leaving the manor, or how shi gotten here. 
 
    
 
   Shi looked around for anyone else, but the place was empty. Shi waited an entire day but no one ever showed up. Shi couldn’t find Tek, and it seemed like the place hadn’t been used in some time for shelter. After a while shi realized shi needed food; hir body had long since lost the feeling of hunger, but the random moments of losing consciousness were all the indication shi needed that hir body was truly empty.
 
    
 
   Shi limped from the warehouse towards familiar hunting grounds, hoping that shi could find something easy to swipe. Every step shi took, shi was looking behind hir: afraid Will was there, afraid someone would pin hir to the wall and violate hir. The collar was still around hir neck, but it felt like it had been tampered with. The box that held the battery and electronics appeared to have been beaten on with something in an attempt to pry it open. 
 
    
 
   Shi eventually made it to the market area, and at the first vendor shi saw, shi reached up and grabbed a stick of bread, not even looking to see if anyone was watching. Hir mind was running like slush; shi had stolen it as plain as day in front of the owner, who started to shout at hir. Shi didn’t even hear him.
 
    
 
   Hir mouth opened and shi took one bite of the warm food before hir legs locked up and shi fell to the ground in front of everyone. Hir vision went dark once more.
 
    
 
   Two weeks of intensive care.
 
   Midsnow was put on a protein-heavy diet to get hir weight back to normal, but it would take months for that to happen. Shi was able to walk short distances while recovering, and after shi was deemed mentally fit to stand trial, shi was to be put in front of a judge for theft. 
 
    
 
   Before the trial could happen, though, it was deemed that Federation officers be allowed to conduct a review. Somehow, through the bureaucracy of inter-cooperative politics, there had been a recent move to provide an aid package to the HCKNA from the Allied nations, a gesture of good will. Of course, some of the strings included a review of current daily activities in the States, and it so happened that an officer caught documents indicating a chakat cub would be on trial. It being odd that a cub would be charged for a petty crime in this manner, and even moreso that the child’s listed guardian was the State, the officer flagged his superiors, who decided they wanted to do a follow-up interview of their own.
 
    
 
   They sent two officers to ask some questions of the detectives and the chakat in question: a ship's captain and his junior officer, who was attached to him as part of the accelerated officers' training course from the academy. 
 
    
 
   “Captain Grant, it is a pleasure to meet you,” the liaison for the local P.D. greeted the two as they entered the station. Midsnow had been moved there from the hospital for questioning, and had been put in an interrogation room. 
 
    
 
   “Likewise, Officer. What can you tell us about this… Chakat Midsnow?” Grant was formal, a man who was also no nonsense and down to business, traits he could see in his young protégé. 
 
    
 
   “Shi’s a mess, to be honest. Shi was one of the individuals who escaped an orphanage fire. One that we have concluded to be arson. Shi stole some food before passing out. Severely malnourished. We’re trying to track down the operator of the orphanage to question him on that, but he’s not been located yet. Um, psych profile is still being established, but severe adverse reaction to others.” The officer droned on as the captain nodded and took notes.
 
    
 
   “Ensign, can you check on hir and start the questions on your end while I conclude out here?” He motioned for what was really a cadet in Starfleet Academy to go on in. Shi smiled and nodded. 
 
    
 
   Little was this officer prepared for what was in that room. Shi had not seen the photos of the chakat in question. The door opened, and shi took hir hat off as it closed behind hir. Shi went to set the item on the table, having not yet looked at the suspect, and began to speak. “Hello, I’m Chakat Keketh-Lillianne Longfall.”
 
    
 
   The table was nearly flipped as Midsnow screamed out and pushed back against the wall, keeping as much distance as shi could. “GET AWAY! You’re not real!” Shi closed hir eyes and pressed hir hands to hir face.
 
    
 
   The hat fell to the floor as Keklily stood there frozen.
 
    
 
   Impossible.
 
    
 
   It was truly impossible.
 
    
 
   “Twoeyes?” Hir voice quavered. “It… it can’t be…” Hir eyes were wide as shi observed the teen. 
 
    
 
   Hir last memory was of waving goodbye as hir sisters took hir away. Shi was later told what had happened, and had cried and cried for days on end. It hurt hir deeply, but as with all things in life, shi learned to go on. Living on the family farm was no easy task, as shi had chores to do, but shi excelled in school with the hopes of following in hir father’s footsteps. Shi graduated school early and enrolled in the Academy. Hir stellar grades and consistent scores on the courses gave hir the chance to take part in a special officers' training course that would have hir attached to a starship captain for two years to learn and accelerate hir path to that rank hirself. Shi had taken psych tests and been stress tested as part of classes designed to prepare hir for anything that a captain may be faced with. 
 
    
 
   But nothing could prepare hir for this. 
 
    
 
   Nothing.
 
    
 
   “Twoeyes. It’s me, Keklily. You remember me? Please… I want to help.” Shi tried to reach out to Snow, who pushed back against the wall and screamed in fear of being touched. 
 
    
 
   Kek sighed and withdrew hir hand. “I want to believe it’s you, and not someone who looks like you. Please… talk to me. Anything. From our past?” Shi watched as Snow simply kept hir face buried and hir body shaking. 
 
    
 
   Maybe shi was wrong. It was just a chakat who looked like hir long past friend. Shi turned to grab hir hat from the floor and step out to collect hir thoughts. But before shi could step out the door a soft voice spoke.
 
    
 
   “...It's gone. Why do I keep seeing you? You’ve been gone so long. Everything’s gone. My parents. My life. The stupid tree with our initials on it.” 
 
    
 
   Kek’s eyes went wide. 
 
    
 
   Shi stepped out just enough to see Captain Grant down the hall. “CAPTAIN!” shi shouted. “Get Starfleet on the comm!” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The HCKNA was not a nation to be happy when told they had messed up. When told that Snow was a native of Australia, the judge presiding over the case dismissed Starfleet’s motion to grant amnesty and allow hir to be transported back to hir country of origin.
 
    
 
   The judge wanted to make it a point that the Federation had no authority in “his” country and that he would do what he was authorized in his power to do. He sentenced Snow to ten years in prison: the maximum allowed sentence. 
 
    
 
   The appointed attorney attempted to move for appeal but such things would take time. Time that Keklily wouldn’t have the luxury of waiting.
 
    
 
   Keklily wasn’t going to lose hir friend again, though.  It took a few bribes, taking a small chunk out of the family fortune to get the guards on duty at Snow’s hospital room to 'accidentally' lose the inmate.  On December 12th, 2321, Midsnow was smuggled via Federation cargo plane out of the country shi had ironically originally been smuggled into. 
 
    
 
   But the recovery was going to be a long uphill battle. The emotional scars shi carried were severe and crippling. 
 
    
 
   The damage to hir body from malnutrition required a few years of constant doctors' visits and medical care. The ligaments in hir chest that formed the natural chakat “bra” never properly developed, and as such, once shi regained a natural weight shi would require bras for support. It had been a worry that shi would have no chest to speak of at all, but after a year of good, full meals that became a non-worry as shi grew into an average bust line for a chakat hir size and age. 
 
    
 
   Kek paid every bill and, while stationed in Australia’s Federation base with Captain Grant, shi provided every bit of care shi could. It took a few days after arriving in Melbourne for Snow to realize that Kek was truly real. But regardless of how much shi wanted to hold hir old friend tight, the pain caused by the abuse prevented hir from touching anyone.
 
    
 
   Shi would wake up at nights in terror and fear. 
 
    
 
   Always afraid. 
 
    
 
   Kek couldn’t be with hir forever. Shi’d have to depart back to the academy eventually. Shi needed someone to watch hir friend. To be hir guardian and help hir though all this. 
 
    
 
   Kek was active in every interview for a potential adoptive parent. 
 
    
 
   It was by chance shi stumbled upon a chakat in hir mid-twenties. 
 
    
 
   Chakat Softstripe. 
 
    
 
   +++++++++++++++++++++++++++
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
    
 
   “And that’s when Snow came to live with me. It wasn’t easy at first. Shi refused to connect or acknowledge me as a parent. For the first time in a long time, shi was getting the empathic link hir body was craving. But shi was rejecting it out of fear. I knew patience was the key and after several months of doing everything I could, shi came to me one night while I was asleep and woke me up. Begged me to make the dreams go away.” Softstripe sighed, recalling that night vividly. 
 
    
 
   “We spoke with a psychiatrist, a talented Skunktaur who had been working on hys ideas for traumatic stress reduction. Hy had a mix of empathic and telepathic Talent, and could use it along with hys natural skunktaur talent to link our minds and let Snow and I live out false memories. Those memories’ emotional attachment would replace the stronger, hurtful emotions attached to the real memories. All the abuse… the rape… the pain and scars… nothing but a dull throb instead of a screaming agony.” Softstripe took a breath, unsure how to continue, but Kek spoke on for hir.
 
    
 
   “That’s why I’m worried. Soft and I both. Snow is about to see Will. He fled the HCKNA after the orphanage burned down. He traveled here. He’s been living here since, it turns out, involved in a bunch of shady stuff that the police have never been able to pin him on. But they can hold him on these charges since they’re universal. Abuse, rape, torture, willful neglect of children, fraud, just to name a few. We’re not sure how Snow’s going to react to seeing him.” Kek could see the welcome signs for Amistad up ahead on the highway. “So we need to be there to support hir and be ready if this hurts hir.” 
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe…” Silvertail spoke over the eight-way comm. “…all this. I can’t imagine how I’d live through such a thing.”
 
    
 
   “Shi used hir Talent to break the door down, didn’t shi?” Rose inquired from hir PTV. “Why not use it to escape or to stop Will long before then?” 
 
    
 
   Kek sighed. “Snow was so malnourished, shi had no energy to even try. It was only in that moment of desperation that hir body allowed hir to use it, and shi passed out seconds later. There are stories of kids saving their parents from death by lifting objects well beyond their limits. The body can perform incredible feats for a few passing moments if the situation is dire, but it takes a heavy toll on it to do so. Snow was never aware of hir Talent until much later also. Does anyone know why Snow is not one to often use hir Talent?” 
 
    
 
   The comm was silent.
 
    
 
   Kek figured as much. “When Snow started to get healthy, hir Talent began to assert itself. As you all know, shi’s ranked at the highest form, level 5. That’s a lot to handle when you first start developing a Talent at a young age. Difference is, when your Talent starts to manifest. It’s a slow process; it just doesn’t immediately hit one day in its full force. You have time to get use to and adapt to it. Snow did not have that luxury.” 
 
    
 
   Softstripe groaned. “Shi just about shook the foundation off the apartment complex we were living in at the time. I can still remember hir screams. It was like a bullet suddenly went off. One moment things are fine, and the next shi could see everything for miles around hir. People, animals, objects, everything and anything that consisted of matter. And the slightest focus on an object would cause it to move as shi had no control over anything. It was a complete sensory overload.” 
 
    
 
   The vehicles turned, heading towards the off ramp that would lead to the police station.
 
    
 
   “How did shi get control of it, then?” Rose asked.
 
    
 
   “The hospital had a sensory deprivation tank. Designed for those with Talents. It blocked hir ability, but could be lowered in intensity. It took a full week to acclimate hir to the sensation of seeing so much. Even then shi had to be careful. After that it was a few years of teaching with a telekinetic teacher.” Soft replied but Rose spoke back.
 
   
  
 

 
 
   “That doesn’t explain why shi rarely uses it.” 
 
    
 
   Keklily took a breath. “Softstripe won’t admit this. But Snow almost killed hir when the powers manifested and shi had no control. It put hir unease enough that it took years of slow teaching and encouragement to learn hir Talent. After that shi was somewhat comfortable with it, and would use it often. Shi went through school, graduated, enrolled in Starfleet and became a fighter pilot. One mission a pirate ship attacked and killed hir captain, and nearly killed hir. It was only because shi unleashed hir Talent in its full force that shi crippled the ship before it could kill hir.” Kek let it hang a moment before finishing. 
 
    
 
   “But in doing so, the ship was so severely damaged that the crew inside died. Shi’s always blamed hirself for that, and afterwards shi couldn’t handle flying fighters anymore. Shi joined me on the Longfall as a navigational pilot. Shi dropped out of Starfleet after we had Midsun, and became an analyst in the Star Corps for almost twenty years, before setting up the pub with Blacktail.” Keklily watched the PTVs self-park at the station, and disconnected the comm as everyone stepped out and stretched their legs. 
 
    
 
   Blacktail pulled Colorpot from hir seat and held hir close. The cub was asleep in hir arms. “And then we had this little one. I suppose that really does catch up hir history.” 
 
    
 
   “Hopes!” A familiar voice was heard from the doorsteps. Starfield, the wolf-raised chakat, ran down to give hir companion a hug. “Hello, André.” Shi smiled to the other cub and motioned everyone upstairs. They’re inside! You better hurry, it got ugly.” 
 
    
 
   Everyone could sense that something big had happened and they quickly headed up the stairs together.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Forty minutes earlier…
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The office was somewhat cold. The air conditioning was blowing through the vents and had yet to turn off or cycle. Snow drank hir coffee and watched as suspects were brought in to be questioned or processed. Shi had given hir statement and was asked to wait; Starpelt had checked in on hir a few times since. The familiar detective popped hir head in the door again.
 
    
 
   "Keeping warm?"
 
    
 
   “I’m trying. You keep the place so cool,” Snow chuckled in response, taking another sip.
 
    
 
   Star opened the door, inviting hir to step out. “Old interrogation trick, keep the room cold. The body tries to compensate by exerting more energy. The person wants to get out and get somewhere warmer. The mind numbs a bit, and responses come slower also. They don’t think before they open their mouths.” 
 
    
 
   The two chakats walked down the hallway. “Will Hearthstone  was brought in about twenty minutes ago. He’s in the interrogation room over there. We’ve put a little pressure on him, but he hasn’t cracked. He’s played this game all too well, been pulling cons for years. To be honest with you, Snow, he’ll lawyer up, and they’ll claim that you don’t remember correctly. You’re the only person who’s come forward after all this time. Memory can be sketchy. Every little trick to weasel out or at least get a severely reduced sentence.” Shi sighed and placed hir head on the wall. “Some days I ask myself, why?”
 
    
 
   Midsnow looked past the one-way mirror into the room. Almost thirty years. He had aged; no question about it though, it was him. Hir body shook a little, old memories reasserting themselves despite the intense emotional removal. Shi could remember every time his hands had touched hir, every moment he stood behind hir and… and…  “Yeah… it’s him. Excuse me.” 
 
    
 
   Shi stepped away, walking around Starpelt as if to go to the restroom. It took a moment for Pelt to realize what Snow was doing, but before shi could react it was too late. 
 
    
 
   The door to the room slammed shut and the bolt turned, locking hir in the room with the man. Cameras set up to record in the room shut down as the power cords came unplugged. No key would turn the bolt to unlock the door, Snow’s Talent made sure of it.  Even the blinds to the one-way mirror were closed so that no one could look in. Shi was in there until shi was ready to come out.
 
    
 
   “Hello, Will.”  Hir voice was low, with a hint of malice in it.
 
    
 
   The human male looked up, but didn’t recognize the chakat just yet. “Oh great, another officer. I’ll tell you like I told the other bitch, I’m not saying a damn word til my lawyer shows up.” 
 
    
 
   It was about that time that a beating sound could be heard on the door as Starpelt tried to force the door open. “Snow! Open the door! Don’t do this!” Pelt yelled from the outside.
 
    
 
   Will was perplexed for moment, then his eyes lit up with sudden realization. He jumped to his feet, letting out a gasp. “OH SHIT!”
 
    
 
   Snow turned back to face the man. “I suppose I’m the last person you’ve ever expected to see.” 
 
    
 
   “Listen, it was a long time ago! You probably misunderstood things, right? All a big misunderstanding?” Shi could see the terror in his eyes as he stammered out some half-assed attempt to cover his rear. 
 
    
 
   “Yeah… a big misunderstanding. Almost a year of constant rape, torture, degradation, humiliation, and willful neglect. Just a big misunderstanding.” Shi took one step forward and he stepped back closer to the wall on his side.
 
    
 
   “You… you can’t touch me! I got rights! You lay a finger on me, I get you for assault!” He tried to put up a front.
 
    
 
   “Oh Will, your father has to be so ashamed of you. You disgrace his name. But you’re right. I can’t lay a finger on you. But who says I have to?” Shi raised an eyebrow, and Will looked at hir perplexed as to hir meaning.
 
    
 
   The light flickered a brief moment.
 
    
 
   His vision taken by darkness for a brief second before coming back. The light was not nearly as bright now, casting shadow around the room. 
 
    
 
   “I don’t have to lay a single finger on you… but trust me, when I’m done, you’ll wish I had.” Shi snarled low as the light flickered again. The table lifted of its own accord, slamming into the wall where the mirror was. The chair he had been standing in moments ago flew to the opposite side with such force that it fell away bent.
 
    
 
   “What the hell!” He screamed out in fear. The light flickered again, and in that moment shi had closed the gap from between them, making him push fully against the wall, trying to cower away from hir. “How is this possible!!!?” He covered his face, afraid what shi would do.
 
    
 
   The next thing he knew he felt like a hand had grabbed his entire body and was lifting him upwards. His back pressed firm against the wall as he slid up until his feet were dangling in air. 
 
    
 
   “You’re aware of Talents, right, Will? Just think back to that night. The fire, the door to the manor opening. That was me. Turns out I’m telekinetic. Highest rating too.” Shi grinned as shi exerted hir Talent against him. “Like I said, I don’t have to physically touch you.” 
 
    
 
   He looked into hir eyes and saw the rage within. “Wha… what are you going to do?” 
 
    
 
   Shi smirked again and shook hir head. “I’m not going to do anything. But you, you’re going to sign a confession. Every dirty deed, every fraudulent use of money and every sin you committed in that orphanage. You will sign it and you will plead guilty when the judge reads you the charges and asks for your plea. And then you’ll spend the rest of your miserable life in a jail, never to be free again. Do you understand?” 
 
    
 
   He scowled. “Why the hell would I do that!?” 
 
    
 
   “Because Will, as we speak…” Snow let hir Talent reach inside his body. A sudden numbness could be felt by Will in his left arm. “I’m putting pressure on one of your arteries. If I constrain the blood flow any longer, you’re going to stroke out. But more to the point: if you don’t sign a confession, you don’t plead guilty to the judge… I will make sure it is the LAST thing you ever do. I can make your heart stop from miles away. No one will ever link it to me. So you hurry up and decide how you want to live the rest of your life. Short, or long. Both of them will be on my terms, though.” Shi let hir Talent go, and he fell to his feet, the blood flow returning to his body. 
 
    
 
   He was numb all over, and his muscles twitched with lack of energy to move. All he could do was lay there as shi turned and started to walk out. “You… you really mean it, don’t you?” He gasped out before coughing. 
 
    
 
   Shi stopped and took just enough time to look back at him, fire in hir eyes. The self-control it was taking to not end his life right there with just the concentration of hir mind was evident. It was also all he needed to see, with no words spoken. Shi turned and let the bolts unlock and the door open to Starpelt and several other officers. “Give that man a piece of paper and a pen.” Shi looked back at him as he looked up at hir. “Make that several pieces of paper. He has a lot of writing to do.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The family arrived some time afterwards. 
 
    
 
   Starpelt had had to do some fast talking to calm hir boss down and not press any charges on Midsnow. 
 
    
 
   The cameras had been turned off and there was no audio running inside the room when shi stepped in and locked hirself in. It was only his word against hirs as to what transpired or what was actually said, but it didn’t take any more convincing for Will. He wrote out a long-winded confession detailing every crime he had committed. He even admitted to every crime after the orphanage, in fear that Snow would find any small reason to enact revenge on him. 
 
    
 
   “The guy's going to get multiple consecutive life sentences. Statue of the crimes provide for un-natural life, so he will never get out of jail.” Starpelt spoke reassuringly to Snow, who shook hir head. 
 
    
 
   “What’s it matter? There’s no punishment great enough to equal the things he did, the people he hurt…” Shi sighed and laid hir head against the wall. 
 
    
 
   “I know nothing can balance out what he did. But you know you wouldn’t be where you are today otherwise. Think about the life you’ve had since then. Your family just arrived, they’re waiting for you in the lobby. You have to think that through all the bad, good came out in the end. Right?” Star offered Snow a hand to help hir up. 
 
    
 
   “You're right.” Snow took it and stood to hir feet. 
 
    
 
   “Though, whatever you did to convince him to confess, it’s probably best you never tell me. I am a cop still.” Starpelt sighed and decided to not even imagine what happened in there. “I also have some good news.”
 
    
 
   Snow’s ears perked. “Good news?”
 
    
 
   “Someone for you to meet.” Pelt winked and walked towards another room in the precinct. “I’ll leave you alone for a moment. I imagine you have a lot to talk about.”
 
    
 
   Snow tilted hir head curiously, but stepped into the room. The door closed behind hir. The person in the room turned to look at hir, and shi stared back, almost dumbfounded. It was impossible, but even after all these years and everything that happened, Snow knew immediately who it was, despite the vast change in appearance and age.
 
    
 
   “Hello, Midsnow.” Shi smiled warmly.
 
    
 
   “…Tek.” Snow’s lips opened enough to let out a hushed breath. There was no denying it. The wolf herm had grown up. Tall, very much female in shape, though a bulge could be seen in hir shorts, a clear identification of hir herm nature. “Been a long time.” 
 
    
 
   Snow stepped forward and took hir friend's hand as they looked at each other. 
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe it. It’s really you. What happened?” Snow wrapped hir hands around Tek’s waist and hugged hir.
 
    
 
   “Urf! Heh, watch the boobs. I know I didn’t have 'em last time.” Shi giggled and hugged back. “You passed out after pulling me from the manor. All the kids ran and scattered, but I got Zack and Sally to help me pull you back to the warehouse. Cops were out in force, trying to round up everyone, and Zack decided it was best to bail and leave town with Sally. I stayed with you, though, but I got picked up while trying to find us some food. After that I went through the system. There was a huge political fallout, and a lot of us were transferred to other states, though in my case, I was moved to the wolftaurs' territory. A nice couple adopted me and raised me.” 
 
    
 
   Snow pulled back and smiled. “I’m glad you had a good family to take you in. Same thing happened to me, mostly. I woke up in the warehouse and went to find food and was caught. So why are you on Chakona?” 
 
    
 
   “Things got bad for a while. There was a political fight, with Ozarkia reps trying to run the clan off their land. It ended in a nasty battle, and my adopted parents decided it was better to get away from all that. Thiers a clan of sorts here on Chakona that they had relation to, so they moved here. I’ve been here ever since.” Shi smiled and gave Snow a scratch behind the ear. “Pretty 'kat.”
 
    
 
   Snow blushed a moment. “You’re not so shabby yourself when you let your true nature out. Just think of all those years you hid it.” 
 
    
 
   “Yeah. To be honest, when I moved in with my wolftaur parents, they told me I could be whatever I felt was right to me. I thought about you. Everything you did for me in that place. I know why he never touched me again. I know it was you. I wanted to be strong like you. So I chose to be happy with my herm self.” Tek’s tail wagged a bit as shi gave Snow another hug. “And to know that after all these years you’re alright.” 
 
    
 
   “Me too.” Midsnow hugged back, and they held each other close for some time. 
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   The reunion of hir family and the introduction of Tek was a joyous one. Everyone was just happy that Will would be put behind bars the rest of his life. Though it was clear that they were taking up space in the lobby and annoying the officers working the front desk.
 
    
 
   “Wish we had somewhere close by to go and relax.” Snow chuckled, and a soft cough was heard behind hir. 
 
    
 
   “Well… the club doesn’t open for a few hours. I imagine it would be the best place to relax for a bit.” Blackstripe offered.
 
    
 
   “We couldn’t intrude like that…” Rose began, but was cut off. 
 
    
 
   “I insist,” Stripe said with a chuckle, and it was decided. 
 
    
 
   But while everyone was getting into PTVs, and Snow was calming the now-woken and fussy Colorpot, Silvertail walked over. “Snow, could you perhaps come over to my place first for a short bit? We can meet up with them afterwards I just…  I need to talk to you.” 
 
    
 
   Snow could sense worry in hir aunt, and shi nodded. “Of course. Blacktail, can you watch Color?” Hir mate nodded.  “Tek, I’ll meet you at the club, okay?” Snow spoke over to the herm wolf, who nodded back as well.
 
    
 
   Snow closed the PTV door and followed Rose and Silvertail to their own vehicle. The drive was a short one, and as the sun was starting to head towards evening, they arrived Silvertail’s home. It was antiquated but nice. 
 
    
 
   “Come on in, I’ll fix you something up.” Silvertail opened the door and invited hir niece in. “Rose, let’s get some tea made.” 
 
    
 
   As they both went to the kitchen, Snow looked around the living room at the items on the walls and desks. A light blush came to hir face as shi saw pictures of hir mother at various points in hir life. Hir eyes drifted to some pictures on the mantel above the fireplace before resting on a dusty and old-looking plushie, an orange tiger that had been well used and now sat up there as some sort of remembrance. It looked familiar, but shi couldn’t place how, why, or where. 
 
    
 
   “Tiggy…” shi whispered to hirself; for some reason the word popped into hir head.
 
    
 
   “Tiggy, you remember him?” Rose asked as shi stepped from the kitchen, seeing the object of Snow’s attention.
 
    
 
   “I… remember the name, but that’s it.” Midsnow turned to hir cousin.
 
    
 
   Rose sighed. “You were young. That was your stuffed tiger. You called him Tiggy, I guess you were trying to say Tiger. You gave him to me when Mom and I left after staying with you all.”
 
    
 
   Silvertail set a tray down on the counter with some glasses and a pitcher of tea. “I remember that.” 
 
    
 
   “Aunt… why did you leave? Why did I never hear about you or Rose?” Snow could see the worry in hir aunt’s eyes. The older kat’s hands trembled, and shi had to set hir glass down.
 
    
 
   “Mom…” Rose stepped over, offering a hand, but Silvertail shook hir head. 
 
   “It’s why I asked for us three to just talk in private. It’s… the family secret that’s been held so long. I just… When you hear it. You might not look so fondly on your parents. I don’t want you to think any less of them.” Shi took a seat, knowing the thread would have to unravel now. Rose had told hir about the sensation of Snow’s change while at the police station. If shi didn’t tell hir now, shi’d come to realize it on hir own anyway.
 
    
 
   Snow took a seat along with Rose as Silvertail began to speak.
 
    
 
   “Your parents asked me to leave. The truth is, they were ashamed. They had done something that went against their beliefs. You know your parents were Catholic, right?” Shi looked up to Snow, who nodded.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, I went to Sunday School for a while.” Shi wasn’t sure what hir aunt was getting at.
 
    
 
   Silver looked to a picture on the wall, one of hir and Whitecloud as cubs playing together. “I can’t have children, Midsnow. Not as a mother, anyways. My ovaries are damaged. It was due to an accident when I was young. It was devastating to me, because your mom and I had talked about being mothers all our lives.”
 
    
 
   Snow titled hir head some in confusion. “But… Rose is your daughter.”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” shi sighed, looking away from the photo. 
 
   “And no.” 
 
   Silvertail hung hir head. “Rose is my daughter by birth. But shi is not biologically mine. Feeling my grief, your mom had an idea. When we grew up, shi would give me one of hir eggs and I could have a child. Your mom met Blackthunder and they married. He was Catholic and brought hir into the religion. The Church was against the idea, but your mom knew how bad I wanted a child, and remembered the promise we made years prior. Shi convinced Blackthunder to allow it.”
 
    
 
   Snow’s eyes went wide as it all started clicking in hir head.
 
    
 
   “Blackthunder made love to me after the operation, and ten months later Rosette was born. Being your sire’s seed and your mother’s egg, Rosette… is your biological sister.” Shi bit hir lip, waiting for Snow’s reaction.
 
    
 
   Rose turned to Snow. “I… didn’t know until a few days before Starpelt found you and reunited us. I… I… Mom wasn’t sure how you would react. I’m sorry!” 
 
    
 
   “After all these years… All my life, I had a sister… I never knew about.” Midsnow’s head hung low as it all became clear to hir. The reason hir and Rose clicked so fast. “Why? Why would my parents hide this?” Snow looked up to Silvertail, hir eyes wet with tears.
 
    
 
   Silvertail had been dreading this moment hir entire life. “Your dad was ashamed of what he considered to be 'cheating'. You mom was ashamed for allowing it. The priest told them they had sinned. It was too much for them to take. They went to Terra, following Blackthunder’s job. Then they had you, trying to live out what they considered a normal life. When I came and stayed for a year with Rose, I was a constant reminder of their sins. It ended in a fight and we left. That’s why you never heard about this. Why you never knew about us. Rose and I were the black sheep, the skeleton in the closet.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t… I don’t understand.” Midsnow tried to speak through hir sobs as tears rolled down hir eyes. “Why?”
 
    
 
   Silvertail stayed silent a few moments. Shi was carefully picking hir words. “Your mother and father were part of a more traditional faith. They believed marriage and love was… between two individuals and none more.” Shi winced, knowing there was no easy way of saying this.
 
    
 
   It was immediately evident that Snow made that connection as well. “You… you mean my parents wouldn’t… approve of… of the family?” Ever since marrying Kek and mating with Blacktail and Gildedtongue, as well as everyone else who’ve joined into hir family, shi always thought a large, happy family was what hir parents would have wanted for hir. To learn that they believed differently…
 
    
 
   Shi buried hir face in hir hands, crying deeply. 
 
    
 
   Rose wrapped hir hands around Snow. 
 
    
 
   Hir sister.
 
    
 
   “Twoeyes…” Shi hugged deeply and gave all the caring emotion shi could give through hir empathic Talent. Silvertail joined in as Snow wrapped hir arms around both and they all embraced tightly, both chakats supporting Midsnow as shi let out hir feelings in sorrow. 
 
    
 
   “Your parents loved you. And while they might not agree with your life, they would support you all the same. It’s what parents do.” Silver spoke while looking upwards to Rose. “No matter what circumstance leads us to where we are, a true parent will love their children always.” 
 
    
 
   Midsnow merely nodded, but it was still a large shock to hir. It would be something that hung on hir for some time.
 
    
 
   The three chakats spent some time in each other’s embrace before finally pulling away. They had people waiting on them.
 
    
 
   “I would have invited everyone to the house, but…” Silvertail motioned to the limited room. 
 
    
 
   “I understand.” Snow wiped hir tears and slowly got ahold of hirself.
 
    
 
   Rose offered a towel. “Twoeyes, what happened to the doctor? The one that… that…” Shi couldn’t come to grips with saying what that man had done in front of Twoeyes, what he had planned to do to hir as well.
 
    
 
   Midsnow wiped hir tears and handed the towel back. “Josef Mengele,” shi said, which caused the other two to stop and look at hir oddly.
 
    
 
   “Who?” 
 
    
 
   “I tried to find out what happened to him after I started to acclimate to life with Mom, err, Softstripe. I did searches for him with what I could remember. The only name that came back was Josef Mengele. A man who did… comparable things long before the Gene Wars. During the Second World War he committed similar acts. To think that people like that exist in the universe… He was worse than the doctor I knew. But then again I was only there for a day, so who’s to say what else that man would have done? I never did find out what happen to him. For years I wondered but now, well he was fairly old at that point. I assume he’s passed by now.” Snow turned to look out the window, not wanting to look the other two in the eye as shi recalled those moments once more.
 
    
 
   “I sense a but.” Silver stepped forward, putting hir hand on Snow’s shoulder.
 
    
 
   “But I wonder, if he was like that, what about his family? What other monsters are out there, that pose as people?" Midsnow sighed and turned to give hir aunt another hug. 
 
    
 
   “In all known time, there has never been a greater monster or miracle than the human being.” Silvertail spoke, causing Snow to step back and look at hir aunt oddly.
 
    
 
   “That… that’s pretty deep,” Snow spoke, and Silver chuckled to hirself.
 
    
 
   “Just something I read once.” Silver gave Snow’s hair a ruffle. “Now come on. Your family drove all this way to see you.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “You do know you're family too, right?” Snow pulled Rose close to them. “My aunt… my sister… you're as much family to me, always.”
 
    
 
   Rose blushed at hearing the word sister. “Thank you, Snow. Come on, I need to get some things. I assume I’ll be working tonight. Perhaps you can lend a hand?” 
 
    
 
   Snow’s ears turned red thinking about it, and shi nodded before following after hir.
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   Chapter 12
 
    
 
    
 
   The family had arrived at Blackstripe's Club. “The Cross Tails” was displayed proudly on the front entrance.
 
    
 
   “Let me just open her up for you all. Make yourselves at home.” Blackstripe reached hir hand up and palmed the keypad. An audible chime was heard, the door locks clicked, and the door opened up.
 
    
 
   The interior of the club was large. One primary stage adjourned the far wall, with a bar set up in the middle of the room. There were plenty of cushions and seating with up-close VIP seating at the stage itself. Several rooms led just off of the main room for private dances. 
 
    
 
   “Oh, wow… You run this place?” Blacktail walked over to the middle and eyed the bar as others came in and grabbed seats while looking the place over.
 
    
 
   Blackstripe stepped in and closed the door behind hir. “For a few years now. It pays the bills, anyway. I live in an apartment upstairs, though it’s not as spacious as your pub by any means.” 
 
    
 
   “Ours might be spacious, but we'll be paying the loan to build it for years and years. Assuming business is good and all. Being closed tonight sure isn’t helping.” Blacktail took a seat at the bar, sighing.
 
    
 
   “I think the fact you sold out of inventory so quick is a wonderful example of future business. Just don’t let it bum you out. I’ve had slow nights here, too. The girls work on tips from the patrons and the minimum wage I can afford for them. I only make money off the cover charge and the drinks. Hell, it’s hard enough when the DJ wants a raise. I’ve gone through three so far in the last two years.” Blackstripe sat down next to Blacktail. “I can understand your worries all too well.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks, Shir.” Blacktail smiled warmly.
 
    
 
   Blackstripe smirked back. “So your mate, Midsnow? Shi’s a pretty 'kat.” 
 
    
 
   Off in the corner, Flamedart and Grill were talking. Midsun was doing hir best to not eavesdrop. 
 
    
 
   “Grill, I think you’re overthinking this, to be honest.” Flame laid hir head back on Grill’s side. “If you really are worried about us having a relationship, just say so.”
 
    
 
   Grill took a deep breath. “It’s not us, having a relationship. It’s the nature of it. I mean…” Shi shook hir head trying to figure out the words. “I’ve always been so… male. Even around Midsun, I’m the guy in our relationship and it’s worked. But… but with you, I feel something I don’t normally feel. I feel like Sun feels when I’m around.” 
 
    
 
   “You feel 'girly'? Is that what you’re trying to say? You feel less like a strong male who protects and more like I’m the strong male to protect you?” Flame swished hir tail a bit while thinking it over. 
 
    
 
   “Maybe, I don’t know. It’s just…” Grill couldn’t really explain it.
 
    
 
   But it dawned on Flame. “You’re a herm. Even if you don’t always feel this way, you have felt it before. You know that. I know that. It’s not what you’re feeling around me that’s the problem. It’s that you don’t feel like this around Midsun. That's the real problem.” 
 
    
 
   “No, it’s not that… it’s… it’s…” Grill tried to deflect Flame's argument, but shi really couldn’t. Even though shi and Sun had talked about this a few days ago, it was still an issue. In reality, it felt like their relationship was limited to a single gender existence. Shi was the male and Midsun was the female. “He” protects “Her”. 
 
    
 
   Flame could see the realization in hir friend’s eyes. “Grill, I think you both need to find others to help you explore aspects of yourself that each other can’t share together. I know you’re both bonded, but you can’t share everything. It’s just not possible. Our species needs others to help express all our aspects. That’s why you were jealous about Sun and that other chakat… Goldbloom, I think it was. You need other mates, Companions, to help express yourself just like shi does too.” 
 
    
 
   Grill took a deep breath and nodded. It was true. “You’re right. Flame… you are. I do need to open myself to others, and so does Sun. Our relationship does need us to be close but also allow each other to do the things we can’t do for them at times. And Midsun is better at doing that then I am. So how about this: I know you’re going back soon. And I know you’ll be on the circuit racing, but… Flamedart,” Grill took hir friend's hands. “Will you be my mate?” 
 
    
 
   Flame rolled hir eyes. “You’re a goof. No, I will not be your mate.” 
 
    
 
   Grill pulled back a bit in shock. “Wha…? But…”
 
    
 
   “You need someone who can be around you often. Like you said. I’ll be leaving soon. I’ll be pursuing my dream on the track. It will be some time til we can meet up again I’m sure. You need to find someone here to be with, like Goldbloom is for Midsun. Or that other one… the dog morph, err… drat, I can’t remember her name.” Flame scratched hir head.
 
    
 
   “Cali,” Grill replied in a saddened voice.
 
    
 
   “Oh come on, now.” Flame poked Grill on the nose. “I said no, I won’t be your mate… right now. When I get back… well, we’ll have to see what happens, BBQ. But I will gladly be your companion.” Shi pulled Grill into a deep hug. “Deal?”
 
    
 
   Grill eeped, then chuckled and nodded. “Yeah, deal.”
 
    
 
   Near the stage, Azimuth and Silvermane were looking at the dancing pole. 
 
    
 
   “Remember when…” Azi began, but was met with an immediate reply of “No” from Silvermane.
 
    
 
   “Ah come on, you know it’s just family here and…” Azi gave hir cutest whine, but again Silvermane shook hir head. “No”. 
 
    
 
   “Well, fine, you’re no fun.” Azi humphed and crossed hir arms.
 
    
 
   “The dancers should start showing up any moment. It’s getting about that time.” Blackstripe excused hirself from the bar to go open up the back area. 
 
    
 
   “Shi’s not even a few days old, and already at a strip club. We must be terrible parents.” The familiar voice of Midsnow was heard as shi and hir sister and aunt walked in. Snow walked over and gave Blacktail a hug before lifting up Colorpot, who had woken since arriving. “Hey, kitten.” 
 
    
 
   “Mom, why has no one arrested you?” Hopes Paws inquired from a table shi was sitting at.
 
    
 
   “Hmm?” Snow looked over to hir. “What do you mean?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes, Hopes has a good point. I thought the judge sentenced you to ten years in jail. Then Kek smuggled you out? To be honest, I’m surprised the Federation let hir do that!” Blackspots spoke from beside Hopes, both of them still in uniform. 
 
    
 
   “Well, the truth is, I’m still an escaped convict as far as the HCKNA is concerned. And I’m sure there’s warrants out for my arrest. Well, not me, exactly.” Shi snickered, causing everyone to give a skeptical look, wanting for hir to elaborate.
 
    
 
   “Midsnow Christian Ozarkia has a warrant for hir arrest. And if shi ever shows up, I’m sure shi’d be arrested and tried accordingly. Thing is, the Federation didn’t save me. Kek did. As far as the Federation was concerned, the two officers sent to investigate concluded their report and returned home. Kek bribed the guards to “lose" me during transport. Captain Grant ordered the workers on the transport plane to “forget” I was there. And that’s how I was smuggled out. Keklily couldn’t convince a judge to amend my records as Twoeyes to show that I was still alive, the reason being that if shi let a judge know the circumstances, then the HCKNA would ask for extradition so I could stand trial. So Kek, well, shi got ahold of some people and Chakat Midsnow, the real Chakat Midsnow came to be.” Snow took a seat, letting Colorpot make grabby paws at hir.
 
    
 
   “So that’s why no one could track you down afterwards. That’s why Starpelt couldn’t get any leads.” Silvertail sat down next to hir niece. 
 
    
 
   Midsnow nodded in return. “Kek asked if I wanted to be renamed 'Twoeyes', but at that point I was so used to calling myself 'Midsnow' that I just kept it.” 
 
    
 
   “And then after I graduated, and Snow graduated from school and got ready to go to the academy, we got married, and the papers were changed to Midsnow Longfall.” Keklily smiled and gave a warm hug to hir mate. 
 
    
 
   “But if that’s the case, then Will can’t be charged with your testimony, because it corroborates who you are: the Midsnow from before. HCKNA will want to have you extradited!” Hopes Paws was now worried, and others quickly followed in that feeling, having realized the same thing.
 
    
 
   Midsnow shook hir head. “After I explained it to Detective Starpelt, shi told me shi’d drop my testimony and wouldn’t use it in court. But knowing the circumstances gave hir leverage in the interrogation; Will would think someone had talked and would be more willing to try and make a deal. Also, my testimony to Starpelt helped hir track down Tek, right?” Shi looked to the herm wolf, who smiled and nodded back.
 
    
 
   “Shi contacted me a few hours ago and asked if I was the same person who had been in that orphanage, and if so, would I testify.” Shi got up and walked over taking a seat next to Midsnow. “And then shi told me that Midsnow was alive and at the station. I couldn’t refuse.”
 
    
 
   A soft chuckle was heard from Midsnow. “Not that it matters. Will signed a very detailed confession, I’m told. He can fight it and say he was forced to sign, but the officers didn’t make him sign. I wasn’t acting on behalf of the police department, and anything that was said between him and myself is hearsay in court if I take my right to remain silent. And with Tek’s testimony… well, I don’t see him worming his way out of this.” Shi took a deep sigh and it was obvious there was more to it.
 
    
 
   “Hun?” Kek gave Snow’s hand a squeeze.
 
    
 
   “Unless… the HKCNA attempt to extradite him to face the charges on Terra where they can better manipulate things,” Midsnow groaned, worried he might slip out.
 
    
 
   “I doubt it, to be honest, Aunt Snow.” Everyone looked over to the corner, where Thornbreaker had been enjoying the peace before shi decided to speak up. Shi had been relishing some calm after working to defend the pub’s acquisition of a liquor license in court a few days back. “Only a few morphs were in that orphanage. The rest were humans, as you said. HCKNA might want him to serve jail time there, or possibly face the death penalty, but only because they want retribution. He won’t get any leniency by being sent to them.” 
 
    
 
   “I suppose.” Snow leaned into Tek for a moment. “You and I have so much catching up to do. I want to hear all about you coming out and accepting yourself. You are so cute, by the way!” 
 
    
 
   Tek let hir ears drop to hide the blush. “Heh! Uh… well, it’s not that big a story!” 
 
    
 
   “Nonsense!” Snow let hir tail coil around Tek’s arm. “I assume Color hasn’t had food yet?” Blacktail shook hir head. “Then it’s settled! I’ll nurse Color in a private room, and you can tell me everything! Come on!” *shi got up and let hir tail tug at Tek’s arm, who eeped and then followed suit.
 
    
 
   Before they had even made it two steps, Rose felt a tug at hir arm. “Aunt Rose, can I talk to you for a little bit in private?” Rose turned to see Midsun at hir side.
 
    
 
   “Uh… sure?” Rose replied, tilting hir head, and they walked to a private room themselves, leaving everyone else to talk and discuss things while the dancers began to show up and get ready for the night. 
 
    
 
   Silvertail took a seat next to Softstripe. “Shir, what was it like? Raising Midsnow, that is. I only know of hir as a tiny cub. And to hear hir life filled with such sorrow… I know you said that the psychiatrist helped, but I just can’t imagine such a dramatic change like that.”
 
    
 
   Softstripe nodded, hir own thoughts focused on that time period. “Snow’s a caring individual, but it didn’t start out that way. I was still fairly young. I wasn’t ready for children yet; in fact, I wasn’t even thinking about them. I was looking over job applications on Extranet sites, seeing if there was anything better then where I was working at the time. That’s when I just stumbled upon an ad for adoptions. I had thought about cubs a few times, but nothing serious. If anything, I just wanted to browse the list of kids and see what they looked like; curiosity, mostly. That’s when I saw hir. Something just spoke out to me. I read hir bio and my hearts… just wept. I called to make an appointment. I really don’t even know why to this day. Keklily met me. We spoke for a while. I told hir I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to adopt, I just felt… something telling me to.”
 
    
 
   Silvertail nodded. “And then shi moved in with you?”
 
    
 
   “No, Kek rejected my claim at first. Snow was going to be moved into another household, but the anger shi had, the rage that kept coming out… they backed out after shi flew off the handle. Keklily came back to me and asked why I thought I could raise hir.” Soft sighed. “I told hir I really didn’t know why. I just felt like I had to. Midsnow moved in a day later. It was rough the first few months. Shi’d turn violent if someone touched hir. Shi couldn’t go to school at first because close contact is inevitable in hallways. Shi hated me during that time. I could feel it. Shi felt like I was just replacing hir real mom. That I didn’t understand and that it didn’t matter.” 
 
    
 
   Softstripe shivered a little, remembering the darker times. “I didn’t stop. I just kept pushing my love and care for hir through. The doctors said hir Talents were weak because hir body was weak. Not just hir Telekinesis; hir Empathy was weak, too. As hir Talent started to become more active, it was hungry for whatever it could latch onto. My love, my warm emotions were like rain on a fire. It drenched hir anger as time passed until, like I said before, shi came to me one night in tears and begged for the nightmares to go away. We went to the doctors, and then finally to Dr. Quenzal.” 
 
    
 
   Silvertail nodded. “Thank you. I know… I was mad before, but I didn’t understand. Thank you for taking care of hir. I just wish…”
 
    
 
   “I know.” Soft gave the other 'kat a hug. “Hir Talent fed on my love and desire and in return shi emulated it back into the world. That’s why shi’s who shi is today. Here,” shi reached for hir PADD and pulled up a photo. “Hir sixteenth birthday.” 
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   “Shi looks so happy.” Silvertail looked the image over.
 
    
 
   “Shi was, and still is.” Soft gave Silvertail a gentle hug. “I’ll send you the pic later.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.” Silvertail smiled and looked around the room at the large family hir niece had made. Whether or not Whitecloud or Blackthunder approved of Snow’s choice to mate so many, shi knew they couldn’t not be proud of what a life Twoeyes had made for hirself.
 
    
 
   After an hour, Snow and Tek stepped out from their talk and gave a hug to each other before Tek had to leave. Shi had work in the morning, but gave hir contact info and asked Snow to stop by when shi could. Shi wanted hir oldest friend to meet hir husband and children after all. Snow was eager to do so, and just smiled thinking back on the “boy” shi knew growing up. 
 
    
 
   Life has a way of making things work out in the end. 
 
    
 
   “Sis, can you help me a moment?” Rose poked hir head out from a private room, and Snow walked over with Colorpot squirming in hir hands. No one else had caught on yet to Rose’s choice of words, and Snow looked to what Rose wanted hir to see, only to chuckle and step back. “Just wait til you have kids one day, Sis.” 
 
    
 
   “I have to find the right one first.” Rose stepped away, leaving Midsun to hirself in the private room, having told hir everything shi needed to finish up.
 
    
 
   “Think you can give me a hand getting ready for work tonight? I’d love to get your opinion.” Rose guided Snow toward the back. 
 
    
 
   “Ack! Heh, okay. Hold on.” Midsnow asked if Blacktail could hold onto the active newborn for a moment. 
 
    
 
   The two sisters went toward the back as patrons started to line up at the door. Blackstripe smirked and nodded to hir bouncer to let people start coming in. Shi waved to the DJ as shi stepped past the curtain to the back, following after Midsnow and Rosette. “You two mind if I tag along?” The owner chuckled.
 
    
 
   On the floor, the DJ started up some music as the lights dimmed. Some of the dancers used the dark light and blacklights in their acts; they would have luminescent or blacklight-active paints airbrushed into their fur to form exotic patterns. Rose never had to worry much about showing off that way, as hir red rosettes would glow a little in the right lighting.
 
    
 
   “Hyzel, you're third in the lineup,” Rose spoke over hir locker door while deciding what attire to wear first. “Hmm, what do you think, Sis? Cowgirl? Or firefighter?” Shi held up two different outfits.
 
    
 
   “Hmmm… oh, wow… and what is this?” Snow chuckled and pulled out another outfit from the locker.
 
    
 
   “That? Oh, my, an oldie but goodie, one of my first outfits. I’ve gotten a little heavier in the chest since then, so it’s a bit tight up top. But hmmm… you know it’s just about right for you, I think.” Rose smirked. “What do you say?”
 
    
 
   “I say you’re crazy. I just had a baby and you want me to strip on stage? Just think of Child Services if they heard!” shi teased hir cousin.
 
    
 
   Blackstripe eyed the two and grinned. “I say, go for it!” 
 
    
 
   Out on stage, the performances had begun and the Longfall family watched as patrons came in and began to toss credits to the dancers to take it all off. Drinks were being served, and the family members joined in with the patrons celebrating the evening. 
 
    
 
   After the second dancer finished, a familiar group of faces showed up.
 
    
 
   “Well, hello!” Sakana waved to Blacktail. “Fancy meeting you all here.” Cali and Ian were not far behind her.
 
    
 
   “We could all say the same. What are you all doing here?” Blacktail waved with one hand while rocking Colorpot with the other.
 
    
 
   “Hyzel invited Fluffbutt to come watch hyr dance, so we all came.” Sakana pointed to Ian, who was back in female phase. She blushed and dropped hyr ears at the comment. 
 
    
 
   “Hey! I’m just supporting a friend, that’s all!” Ian gulped, and Cali rubbed hyr back.
 
    
 
   “Poor Ian. Everyone picks on you… hey, wait! Those people are throwing money at that girl and she’s taking her clothes off!” Cali was about to run towards the stage, but Sakana stopped the dog morph. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, Cali, doesn’t mean you get to join them!” Sakana pulled her mate back.
 
    
 
   “Ahhhh… but I don’t want to wear clothes either! I could get paid to take them off, too!” Cali giggled, ever the nudist at heart. 
 
    
 
   “I… err… Well, I suppose that’s true, but not tonight.” Sakana blinked, realizing it only made a strange kind of sense.
 
    
 
   Blacktail laughed and then shook hir head. “Well, enjoy. I think she’s on next.”
 
    
 
   “Guess I’ll just have to record with my mind.” Ian sighed and went to get a seat near the stage. Blacktail looked over to Sakana, curious what her mate meant by that.
 
    
 
   “Bouncer made hyr put the camera in the PTV.” Sakana let Cali go, who then bounced after Ian, sitting against the skunktaur's back as they watched Hyzel take the stage.
 
    
 
   The night went on as everyone enjoyed themselves until after a bit the next girl was set to take the stage.
 
    
 
   “Folks, we want to thank you for choosing the “Cross Tails”. Remember these girls are working hard, so show some love. Up next, we got a chakat that I know will be making some waves…” The announcer spoke, and the Longfall family got ready to see Rosette take the stage. “Give it up… for Chakat Twoeyes!” 
 
    
 
   Blacktail, Keklily, Softstripe, Hopes Paws, Grill, Flamedart, Silkpaws, and all the other family members’ mouths dropped at those words, and before the words could sink in fully, they saw hir. 
 
    
 
   Midsnow stepped out before the crowd as they cheered hir on.
 
    
 
   Shi looked nervous.
 
    
 
   Shi was wearing fishnet stockings around all four legs. A taur thong of sorts covered hir sexes, and a black bra adorned hir chest, just barely concealed by a leather jacket. Shi took a deep breath and nodded to the DJ, who started up a tune.
 
    
 
   The beat was slow at first. Shi began to step lightly around the pole, hir hand reaching out to touch it as if gently caressing a lover. Hir back hips gave a gentle sway as hir body moved around the pole, and hir hand slid upwards as high as it could go and then back down along the metal surface. 
 
    
 
   The song's tempo began to rise. Hir hand wrapped against the pole and shi pulled back, letting hir hair whip out and go wild. Wolf whistles and cheers erupted from the audience, and a few credits were tossed onto the stage. Shi looked to the audience with hir heterochromatic eyes and gave a light wink as hir hand rolled back off the pole and slowly slipped into the cuff of the jacket. Hir shoulders gave a light shrug, causing the jacket to kick back and start to slide off hir back, the open front pulling back to reveal hir bra fully to the audience. 
 
    
 
   More credits were tossed onto the stage.
 
    
 
   Shi smiled, hearing the music growing further in bass and tempo. Shi gave one more shrug of hir shoulders, causing the jacket to fall off completely as hir arms rolled out of the sleeves, and let the item fall to the ground, fully exposing hir undergarments. Hir back legs kicked up, and hir forepaws wrapped around the bar as shi pushed hir body upwards. Hir hips moved in time with the music and hir tail flicked out, gently brushing Sakana’s cheek as shi winked at the Rakshani, who rolled her eyes in return. 
 
    
 
   Snow whipped hir hair back again, and with hir Talent, began to undo the clasps of hir bra while hir hands went skyward. To the audience it appeared as if shi was being undressed by magic or an invisible being. Shi smiled and looked down as hir straps went loose and fell from hir shoulders and went down hir arms. One hand reached back to pull the bra away, revealing hir breasts to the crowd as they straddled the pole between the two orbs. 
 
    
 
   Credits were being tossed faster at the stage, and one of hir forepaws reached down for a teasing second, brushing hir thong away to expose hir sexes before letting the fabric move back to cover them. 
 
    
 
   Midsnow could sense a lot of the emotions of the patrons. As horny as they were, it was a new feeling to hir as well. Object of desire for many; source of envy for some. Shi could see how some could enjoy this. It was certainly a field where an empath could feel “loved”, for lack of a better word.
 
    
 
   “Oh, shi’s really showing hirself off, folks. Would you believe me if I told you this is hir first time on stage? But don’t let that fool you. Dancing runs in the family. Please welcome to the stage hir sister… making hir first appearance here at Cross Tails, Chakat Rosette!” The announcer got the crowd hyped as a second pole descended from the ceiling and inserted into the stage in a spot close to the first pole.
 
    
 
   Midsnow could sense the confusion of hir family at hearing the word sister, but shi smiled and continued dancing as Rosette took the stage next to hir, the two brushing up against each other a moment. Seeing how much hir sister was enjoying this, Rose gave a coy smile to Snow, who grinned in return. The two sisters leaned into each other… lips touching as they kissed each other deeply for just a moment before breaking away. 
 
    
 
   The roar of the audience was like music to the two sisters, who grinned together and reveled in the emotional high they were getting from the crowd. 
 
    
 
   “Oh my! Seems these two sisters can’t be separated!” The announcer chuckled. “DJ… spin it!” 
 
    
 
   The DJ, who at this point had lowered the volume, kicked it back up and let the bass drop as Rosette took to hir pole along with Midsnow. The two touched tails so that their skunktaur Talent would allow them to coordinate and dance in tandem on the poles, even alternating between each other. Rose, having years of experience, took the lead and worked Snow through the routine via the skunktaur trait.
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   After a bit of dancing and the two 'kats taking it all off, the music died down, and they collected the “tips” and gave a bow before ducking back into the dressing rooms. Giggles escaped Snow’s lips as Rose simply snickered and gave hir sis a hip bump.
 
    
 
   “Might have to get you on stage more often!” Rose put hir clothes on the table and turned to face Midsnow. The two locked eyes a moment, both were emotionally high on the moment but the event leading up to the duel dance was re-emerging in their heads. 
 
    
 
   The two 'kats leaned in towards each other, bodies pressing together, their hands pulling each closer into the other's embrace. Lips locked as warm purrs emanated from their lungs. The two kissed deeply, and their tails found each other and coiled tight, that empathic deep connection their skunktaur heritage gave them only helping to strengthen their sisterly bond all the faster. 
 
    
 
   They didn’t have to speak. Their minds spoke together in soundless silence of a love, a bond, a joining that had been denied for far too long, and was finally flourishing.
 
    
 
   “Um… umph?” A cough snapped them out of their moment and they broke the kiss, looking to see Blackstripe staring at them.
 
    
 
   “You two sisters are lovers?” shi grinned coyly, causing Snow to blush and Rose to roll hir eyes. 
 
    
 
   “Family’s always been… more intimate with each other. So nyah!” Rose jokingly stuck hir tongue out. 
 
    
 
   “Fair enough. You two made quite some noise. You know they’ll want an encore later. But,” shi reached towards a locker. “I think I need to show you both how it’s done.” Blackstripe gave a teasing wink to the two.
 
    
 
   They both looked at each other and then back at the owner, who was getting dressed in hir own attire.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, shi told me shi gets on stage and dances too. I just… didn’t believe it til now.” Rose chuckled and turned back to Snow. “So… um… that kiss?” Rose tried to contain a blush, but Snow merely leaned in and planted a quick kiss before breaking off.
 
    
 
   “Mmm… which one? We’ve had so many as of late.” Midsnow winked and gave a coy smile of hir own. 
 
    
 
   “Heh, just… kinda went with the moment, but…” Rose closed hir eyes. Hell, even hir and hir mother had been… intimate often. It was what Silvertail embraced, and in turn taught to hir daughter: Love was an emotion freely given, not something to bottle up and deny. But to see that Midsnow appeared to follow the same ideas, and expressing it even now, after hearing hir parents would think different of it? “Twoeyes… you sure? After everything Mom told you today…” 
 
    
 
   Before Rose could finish, Snow put a finger to hir sisters’ lips, hushing hir. “I am who I am. I won’t change who I am, nor will I deny the person I have always been. So much has changed the last few days, but it’s all change for the better. Does it hurt to know my parents might… probably wouldn’t approve of my large family? Yes, yes, it does. But I wouldn’t be true to myself or happy if I went against my own beliefs. I just… like your mom said. I just have to believe they might not accept, but they would still love me nonetheless.”
 
    
 
   Rose kept quiet. Hir own worry had been eating at hir since learning the truth. Hir mother always told hir that hir father passed away while shi was growing up. It wasn’t a lie, but it was a misdirected truth. The sisterly bond growing ever stronger meant Snow could sense what weighed heavy on Rose’s mind.
 
    
 
   “Rose, our dad…” Snow started, but this time it was Rose who put hir finger to Snow’s lips.
 
    
 
   “Our dad is our dad. Nothing else to be said when it comes to me and him; nothing that any words can really fix.” Rose removed hir finger, and Snow just nodded. Shi knew it best to respect Rose’s wishes on that subject.
 
    
 
   “But as for us… I mean, you did just discover we're more related then you first thought.” Rose took a moment to read hir sister's emotions, worried that the sudden affection could just be Snow trying to appease hir. 
 
    
 
   Snow stood still, but hir lips slowly turned upward into a warm smile. Hir emotions were genuine, and just as Softstripe had instilled in hir all those years ago: the care and warmth, the desire and happiness that came with bonds of love. Rose was family, hir sister. There was a sisterly love that could grow as strong as shi desired, and Snow would gladly return it however far it developed.
 
    
 
   Rose folded hir ears once more and bit hir lip. “Damn, Twoeyes, You’re going to make me want cubs! Stop it!” Shi broke out in a laugh.
 
    
 
   “Mmmm, only if you wanted em, Sis.” Snow winked back, then shook hir head. “Speaking of which, I should get back to Colorpot.”
 
    
 
   “Well, put a shirt on and let me get into my attire. I’ll sneak you back and we can watch Blackstripe dance, and I’ll mingle with the crowd and see if I can pick up some money doing private dances.” Shi tossed Snow hir top. “You do know I’m going to have offers for us both to be private dancing together for a client.” 
 
    
 
   Midsnow began to slip hir pink top on. “Not sure I’m quite ready for that just yet. They’ll just have to settle for the better of the two sisters on that.” 
 
    
 
   Outside in the main lobby, Grill felt a tugging at hir mind, the sign that Midsun was wanting hir attention. Shi excused hirself from Flamedart and went to find hir mate. 
 
    
 
   After a moment shi found the private room, which was darkened, making it difficult to see. Hir eyes, able to see in low light conditions, but still needed a few moments to adjust. 
 
    
 
   “Hey, hun. Close the door and flip the light switch.” Midsun gave a gentle chuckle as Grill stepped in and closed the door. The beating bass of the music outside was almost completely muffled once the door was closed. Leaving them to a relatively soundproof and enclosed area of the club.
 
    
 
   “That sound does get on your nerves after a bit. I guess that’s why you’re hiding in here?” Grill turned and felt along the wall, looking for the switch.
 
    
 
   Another chuckle was heard. “Oh no, not really for that. I poked my head out to see Mom and Aunt Rose dance. I just… needed some privacy for a few hours.”
 
    
 
   “Privacy for what, hun?” Grill kept feeling along the wall. “Flame and I talked, by the way.” Hir hand found the switch and shi flipped it, the lights turning on as shi turned back to face hir mate. “Shi and I agreed…” Grill’s words fell silent and hir mouth hung open at the sight before hir.
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   “Guess it does run in the family, after all.” Midsun gave a cute, skunklike chirr.
 
    
 
   “You… you… just like your mom?” Grill stammered at the sight before hir eyes. Midsun was a pseudo-skunk just like hir mom and Aunt had been: hir tail bushy, hir fur long and thick. Hir fur pattern was different now as well, two black lines running down hir back and tail, same as hir mom. There was even the front stripe hir mom and aunt had as well, the front body stripe had replaced hir tribal sun birth mark on hir forehead. But now shi was sporting the proper blue paw mark upon hir chest, indicating hir telekinetic Talent and House Bluepaw lineage.
 
    
 
   “Mmmm, mouth shut, Grill hun. You’re drooling.” Midsun motioned for Grill to join hir on the loveseat.
 
    
 
   “You're gorgeous… err… not that you normally aren’t, but this, I err… “Grill stammered some more while climbing up onto the cushions.
 
    
 
   “I said mouth shut, dear, not insert foot.” Shi giggled a little, helped pull hir mate up with hir and they snuggled up.
 
    
 
   “Sorry!” Grill blushed and settled in. “So I suppose any cubs of ours will have this ability, too?” 
 
    
 
   Midsun stayed quiet a moment, hir thoughts on that statement. “Grill, do… do you want cubs?” 
 
    
 
   Grill poked hir head up from Sun’s chest and nodded. “Why wouldn’t I? I mean… not like right now, we’re still in college but, later… Yes, I would.” 
 
    
 
   Midsun smiled and pulled hir mate closer. “I do too. Just… like you said, not yet. I think it would be sweet to have a cub chasing after Papa Grill.” 
 
    
 
   Grill let out a sheepish smile. “Yeah. It would be. I, I talked to Flamedart. I’m sorry, hun. I shouldn’t have been so jealous of Cali and Goldbloom, and I know part of it is my male nature wanting to protect you, and also part of it is just my worry that I can’t be more of a herm around you.”
 
    
 
   “Grill, you silly 'kat, it’s who we are. I’m mostly female around you as well. It’s just how we are to each other. I’m happy to see you let out your other side with Flamedart. I want you to be happy.” Midsun gently ran hir hands along Grill’s fur.
 
    
 
   “I know, I can be hard-headed sometimes is the problem.” Grill took a breath and let out a deep sigh. Hir tail wrapped along Midsun’s skunk like tail, letting them directly connect. Hir eyes closed and shi focused on Sun's Talent while slowly feeling things out.
 
    
 
   “Grill?” Sun could sense what was happening.
 
    
 
   “Your mom says we need to practice. I’m starting slow. I just want to feel only within this room. I just wish I could feel you… as you feel me like this.” Grill could start to “see” all the matter around hir. But since it was Midsun whose mind was seeing, shi could see hirself as Midsun saw hir like this. “I’m lucky. I get to see what my love does when shi thinks on me while I’m in the next room.” 
 
    
 
   Grill was still so new at it, but Sun helped to try and guide hir. The field increased unable to be contained to the limited size of the room. Being a K3, Midsun couldn’t see as far as hir mother could, but still had considerable range. Shi sensed Grill’s thoughts floating from area to area, focusing on only small sections of the bigger picture so as to not overwhelm hirself. Shi did seem to stay focused on the dressing room for a little longer than the other areas, which was awarded with a chuckle from Midsun.
 
    
 
   “Horny 'kat.” Midsun uncurled hir tail and let the connection break. “Mom said in time, once we’ve practiced enough, you’d be able to use my Talent like your own when we're close by.”
 
    
 
   “Oh neat,” Grill was smiling too casually, and Midsun gave a tap to hir nose. 
 
    
 
   “You are not using my Talent to pull pranks.” Midsun rolled hir eyes again and then snuggled hir mate up closer.
 
    
 
   As the two enjoyed the moment, the crowd outside was cheering on the next person on the stage. Chakat Blackstripe stepped forward into the spotlights, waving as the music began. Having been dancing most of hir life, shi quickly fell into hir routine and began to move for the patrons up and down the pole. 
 
    
 
   It was a busy night for the Cross Tails. Blacktail watched the bar curious as to how their system worked. Hir mind drifted to the pub, and the fact that it was currently closed. 
 
    
 
   “Don’t worry, hun, the truck will be there in the morning, we’ll get stocked up and back running in no time.” Midsnow had snuck up, and shi took a seat next to hir mate, glad no one had noticed hir as shi went around the back. “How’s our little one?”
 
    
 
   Blacktail smiled and gave hir mate a hug while handing over Colorpot. The little cub’s eyes were wide with amazement at the dancing lights but shi wasn’t being fussy; rather quiet, thankfully. The tiny earmuffs on hir head made sure the music and sounds weren’t overpowering to hir, and shi seemed to be following the colored spotlights as they moved around the room and lit up sections of the place. One light ran right along hir fur for a moment as it swept past. Shi squirmed, afraid at first, but hir eyes focused on the green light as it clashed with hir green tail tip and blue body. Realizing it wasn’t hurting hir, shi began to laugh and giggle, the sounds coming out as deep cooing.
 
    
 
   “Shi seems to like it. I guess 'Colorpot' is a fitting name for hir.” Snow smiled and took the newborn in hir arms. 
 
    
 
   “Just think, two more weeks or so and shi’ll start to get mobile.” Blacktail grinned.
 
    
 
   “Oh lord, don’t remind me. You’ll be a sweet cub though, right? We’re getting nice curtains for the pub. I don’t want to see you trying to climb them.” Midsnow wiggled hir finger near Colorpot’s nose. The cub giggled and made grabby paws at the digit.
 
    
 
   Midsnow looked up to the stage and smiled, seeing Blackstripe dance to the joy of the customers.  Little did the owner know that Snow had asked Rose to give hir half of the dance tips to Blackstripe as thanks for letting hir family relax at the club for a while.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
    
 
   The night wore on, and Midsun and Grill stepped out to join the others. A few surprised stares came from the family to see Midsun in a pseudo-skunk form, but by this point it wasn’t completely unexpected. The group cheered on Hyzel and Rose anytime they took the stage, and made sure to enjoy drinks from the bar. They knew Blackstripe had said all drink sales went to the club and they intended to thank hir for the time in this manner. 
 
    
 
   The lights came up for a little bit while an intermission was called so the DJ could take a quick break. The talk was loud in the room as the dancers came out and mingled, getting bought drinks by customers wanting to spend time with the ladies, a few of them going off to private rooms for special dances. 
 
    
 
   The intermission passed quickly and it was back to lights down and dancers on stage.
 
    
 
   “Anyone seen Azimuth?” Silvermane had to make hir way past the other patrons towards the family, hir large size causing a few groans from people trying to watch the strippers on stage. “Sorry.” 
 
    
 
   “We thought shi was with you,” Thriceborn spoke as others quickly looked around the room in hopes of finding hir.
 
    
 
   “No, shi said shi was going to take care of something and … Oh, lord.” Silver groaned as realization dawned on hir.
 
    
 
   Before anyone could ask the announcer was back on the mic. “It’s a night of firsts here at the Cross Tails. Our next dancer says shi’s no stranger to the pole, but this will be hir first time publicly showing off. Give it up, for Shir Northstar!” The crowd cheered.
 
    
 
   As most strippers used a stage name, so too did Azimuth as shi stepped out onto the cross walk. Shi gave a sly wink to Silvermane, who merely facepawed in response.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I remember that time…” Silvermane grumbled under hir breath just as Azi took the pole.
 
    
 
   The music began to beat as shi slid hir body along the pole. The tempo was a slow one, allowing hir to be more like a river that flowed up and down the pole, instead of the wild thrusting and beating of most. Hir moves were graceful, exotic in a way few had seen. 
 
    
 
   Even Rose, who was backstage observing, had to admit shi had seen few as good as hir. This Azi was full of surprises, it seemed.
 
    
 
   The others in the family didn’t know that hir older sister had taken dancing lessons, and that shi had joined in at a young age. 
 
    
 
   Hir light, foxlike body helped hir spin gracefully around the pole, and hir legs wrapped tight, allowing hir to suspend from the beam. Shi let the buttons go loose on hir top, the Oriental design opening from the shoulder so that as shi gave a light spin around the back, shi could give the audience a good view of a breast.
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   Emotions were running high in the club, a level of lust that pushed past earlier dances. The other dances were hard, fast, wham-bam-thank-you-Ma’am exercises in lust. This, this was slow, drawn out, deliberately paced with the right level of teasing, akin to expert foreplay. 
 
    
 
   Shi had everyone on the edges of their seats. Each passing moment was an eternity of enticement, keeping them on the edge of heightened emotional lust.
 
    
 
   And then like that, the song was done and shi had sashayed offstage, hir fluffy, foxlike tail giving a gentle sway before slipping through the curtains. 
 
   In one fell swoop shi had outdone every dancer in that place. And shi had never even fully removed hir dress.
 
    
 
   Moments later a familiar face had snuck up behind and wrapped hands around Silvermane. “It would have been better with you up there.”
 
    
 
   Silvermane had to gulp hard. “No, I’d of just stood there dumbfounded and staring at everyone.”
 
    
 
   Azi grinned. “Oh no, I’d have showed these girls how you really do a lap dance. But I suppose I’ll just have to show you in private at home.” Shi winked once more and pulled back. Much of the audience, not then realizing shi was in the crowd, kept chanting for “Northstar” to come back out. Finally the announcer had to assure the guests that “Northstar” had left the building.
 
    
 
   The night wore on until early morning, when the club began to wind down. Last calls for drinks were placed. By this point most of the girls had left, Blackstripe making sure to escort them to their vehicles and that they left safely. It had thankfully never been an issue with patrons trying to follow the dancers out, and Blackstripe’s size and hir bouncer's presence was enough to put the brakes on any “gentleman” who got that idea. 
 
    
 
   Once the last of them had left, the family enjoyed the quiet once more, and thanked Blackstripe for hir hospitality. 
 
    
 
   “It’s a long drive to Marpletown.” Blacktail hefted the now-sleeping Colorpot up. 
 
    
 
   Azimuth and Silvermane had already slipped out a little while earlier and left for home, not wanting to cause distractions when people realized that “Northstar” was there still.
 
    
 
   Thriceborn gave Softstripe a hug before replying. “Good thing we got autopilot. I think we’ll have a few sleepers on the way home."
 
    
 
   “Be careful, everyone.” Midsnow smiled, which caused some confused looks.
 
    
 
   “You’re not coming?” Keklily asked.
 
    
 
   Midsnow nodded. “I’ll be home tomorrow. I need to finish something up here… alone.” Shi turned to hir aunt and sister. “If you don’t mind me staying the night?” 
 
    
 
   Silver wrapped hir hands around Snow and hugged hir tight. “You are always welcome. Our home is yours.” 
 
    
 
   “And my own is yours as well.” Snow hugged back.
 
    
 
   Everyone said their goodbyes before leaving, Snow giving hir napping cub a kiss on the forehead. “Sleep well, kitten. Be good for Daddy. I’ll be home later,” shi whispered.
 
    
 
   Shi turned and followed Rose and Silvertail. They headed toward their home after a quick stop at a drive-through for a late meal. No one had planned to be at the club that long, but it was too much fun to leave. Now, though, they needed sleep. 
 
    
 
   The three chakats ate on the way home, and then collapsed shortly after walking in. They piled up together, cuddling one another on some blankets and pillows as sleep took hold. 
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Sis!” Twoeyes quickly padded along down the sidewalk to Rose’s side at the bus stop. “I wanna go to school with you!” 
 
    
 
   Rosette smiled and picked hir younger sister up. Shi knew shi was in that dream again.  “Okay, we’ll both go to school together. And I promise we’ll never be apart ever again! Deal?” The young Rose and Snow smiled… but the dream changed. They both weren’t young kids anymore. But their normal adult selves.
 
    
 
   “Deal,” Snow said, and took hir sister's hands. 
 
    
 
    
 
   They both woke together, limbs tangled and holding each other close in comfort. 
 
    
 
   “Mmmmm, you know this is how I wake up with my mates.” Snow gave a gentle giggle before leaning forward some and giving Rose a kiss on the nose.
 
    
 
   “It is, is it?” Rose snickered, then wiggled hir nose from the kiss. Shi could smell something cooking, and leaned up to look toward the kitchen, where Silvertail was making pancakes. 
 
    
 
   “Breakfast, you two!” shi called out.
 
    
 
   Midsnow’s tail was coiled with that of hir sister. Mentally linked, they called out in unison. “Okay. Mom!” 
 
    
 
   Silvertail blushed to hear them both say that. They got to their paws and headed over to partake in the morning meal. Things were light and joyful as they got ready to face the day. But it quickly changed. 
 
   The drive was quiet and solemn. 
 
    
 
    
 
   The morning was a bit gloomy and overcast as the PTV pulled into a parking space.  Rosette and Silvertail stayed with the vehicle, knowing this was something Midsnow would have to do hirself.
 
    
 
   The ground was cool upon hir paws as shi made the climb over one of the hills and stepped along the sidewalk past the gates. Hir eyes were moving back and forth, looking for the area hir aunt described to hir. 
 
    
 
   So many stones littered the place. A light breeze began to pick up and rustle the leaves from the tree and blow hir hair back. Hir eyes darted across names and dates, until finally shi found what shi was looking for.
 
    
 
   Shi wasn’t prepared. 
 
    
 
   A gasp was all that could be heard against the ambience, hir lungs failing to clutch precious air as hir eyes centered on the three stones. 
 
    
 
   It had been so long past, but the emotion was still there, clear as a bell ringing in hir mind: hir father tossing hir from the window toward the backyard. All hir hopes that hir cub would survive. “Dammit, Dad… you had another.” Snow clenched hir teeth but let hir anger go. 
 
    
 
   The choices that were made about Rosette were long past now.
 
    
 
   Everything was long past now. 
 
    
 
   A few drops of rain could be felt on hir fur, the drops mixing with hir tears.
 
    
 
   The pain hir sire felt as shi burned would never leave Snow’s mind. It was one of the few memories shi asked Dr. Quenzal to leave alone. 
 
    
 
   It was so painful, but hidden in the agony was hir father's love and desire that shi live. 
 
    
 
   “I lived, and it was hard. So… so hard.” Hir nose wrinkled as shi sniffed, hir eyes beginning to water. “I never forget. I just wish. I wish things could have been different. But even now I fear what you might say. What you must think. I’m sorry.” Hir knees began to tremble. 
 
    
 
   I’m sorry.” Shi gasped out, no longer able to stand as shi collapsed to the moist ground, tears falling down hir eyes. “WHY DIDN’T YOU TELL ME!?” Hir words were harsh and filled with anger and sorrow.
 
    
 
   “…why did I have to go so long alone?” 
 
    
 
   Hir tail curled around the first headstone. “Here lies Blackthunder…” Hir words were hollow. Hir eyes hardly paused upon the stone as shi moved to the next one. “Here lies Twoeyes.” 
 
    
 
   Shi wiped some tears away. “I suppose you really do lie here, Twoeyes. You’ve been dead ever since that night. I’m… I’m really all that’s left of you.” Shi ran a hand along hir own marker for a moment before turning hir body to face the last one. “Here lies Whitecloud.” 
 
    
 
   Hir hands reached out as shi took a deep breath. 
 
    
 
   The cold stone upon hir fingers as shi looked back to hir father's stone, and then to hir mothers, before hanging hir head.
 
    
 
   “Mom…”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Dad…”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “I love you.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “I will always love you, forever.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Shi whimpered, unable to hold back any longer, shi let it all out. Hir sobs were deep as shi cried.  The cemetery was otherwise quiet with the serenity that comes before a storm. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   That’s when the rain began to fall.
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   The End
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Preview: “It Takes Two: The Story of Diamondstripe”
 
    
 
    
 
   The room was cold.
 
    
 
   My paw pads could feel the steel beneath them, cold and dead. 
 
    
 
   I walked along following the guide who led me down the hallway and to the room that had been prepared. I wasn’t worried so much about this. It was my worry that they would treat me differently. 
 
    
 
   Almost everyone did. 
 
    
 
   I wasn’t sure what was better. To walk in with my eyes closed or opened. It seemed if I kept them closed most people run up to help me as if I was weak and frail. But if I came in with them open the cold stare of dull pupiless eyes often scared or unnerved those who hadn’t seen such a thing before. 
 
    
 
   I decided closed at first followed by opening once I sat down. That would be the best way to ease everyone involved into meeting me for the first time. 
 
    
 
   “Shir Longfall? We’ll be ready in just a moment.” A voice called out in the darkness. 
 
    
 
   “Frosteyes, ma‘am. You can just call me Frosteyes.” I replied back into the darkness that surrounded me. 
 
    
 
   “Of course dear.” It was all I heard in reply. 
 
    
 
   Frosteyes…………………
 
    
 
   My parents named me that before they knew. It wasn’t until a few weeks after my birth that anyone suspected something was wrong. The reason for my swirly milky eyes was due to my lack of vision. 
 
    
 
   I was born blind.
 
    
 
   I grew up without vision. Never once have I seen color. I don’t really know what color is to be honest. I understand black, darkness, and white, light. But anything else is unknown to me despite attempts to describe how cool, or warm a color is by my peers growing up. 
 
    
 
   But to say I don’t “see” would be lying. I can see perfectly fine. 
 
    
 
   Just not as you would typically describe “seeing”. 
 
    
 
   My father was so ashamed of hirself. Shi felt as if my lack of sight was hir fault. Shi blamed hirself so badly that I would have trouble functioning my whole life that shi vowed to make sure shi could do anything in hir power to help me. 
 
    
 
   My father’s family’s heritage was rich and one that seemed to give its gifts eagerly to the offspring of that genetic pool. Hir family bloodline contained skunktaur lineage. Most importantly that skunktaur lineage seemed to heavily favor the Bluepaw house in particular. My father was Telekinetic because of this. So is one of my sisters. 
 
    
 
   My father hoped and prayed that I too had gained such talent. From the time it was learned I could not see, shi worked tirelessly to teach me the fundamentals of telekinetic ability. It was in hopes that when I reached a proper age that such talent begins to manifest I could pick it up quickly. There was so much to learn. But I absorbed it readily and when I reached 11 years of age my talent did begin to manifest itself.
 
    
 
   It’s hard to explain. Let alone even imagine. 
 
    
 
   The sudden gift of a sight that itself is hard to describe. Telekinetic’s can see in ways that others cannot.
 
    
 
   I see matter. 
 
    
 
   The fundamental blocks of the universe are as plainly visible to me as you hand would be if you placed it in front of your face.
 
    
 
   I see the shapes that matter makes and the objects that it calls home. These objects are everything. The table you sit at. The chair you rest in. 
 
    
 
   I see them and I see the matter that comprises you. 
 
    
 
   Everything in the universe is matter and I see it plain as you would say seeing day.
 
    
 
   But I see more then what your eyes do. You can only see in one direction at any time. I see all around me at all times. The door behind me I see without facing its direction but at the same time I also see the door ahead of me in this hallway as well. I see inside the rooms that these doors lead to and all the things that are inside them as well. 
 
    
 
   You must understand that walls do not stop my ability to “see”. I see through them as clearly as you would see through a window. In fact I could see the person who had spoken to me a moment ago and asked me to wait. I could assume the person was a she not just by sound of her voice but also by the fact she had breasts and a female sex and nothing else. Clothes were no different than walls in their ability to stop my ability to “see”. She was talking with the person I was here to meet. 
 
    
 
   I had recently won an award in my high school and the local news media wanted an interview about the chakat who had not only won an award but had overcome hir disability, and was the child of two unlikely species. 
 
    
 
   You see my father is a chakat. 
 
    
 
   But my mother is what’s known as a liquid shifter.
 
    
 
   Hir story was by far the strangest. 
 
    
 
   “Shir Frosteyes? We’re ready for you.”  She called out and went to take my hand and help guide me. I had learned long ago to let others “help” even though I could see myself into the room without issue. 
 
    
 
   The interviewer was a new hire at the station. He had only been there for a few months and as such he was the one getting the feel good stories they could play at the end of the broadcast to leave the viewer’s off on instead of all the gloom and doom typical news brings. My empathy was not nearly as strong as other chakats but I could tell he wasn’t too thrilled with interviewing a “blind” girl as I heard him put it moments prior, when he was talking to the other person in private.
 
    
 
   “Hi, I’m Jason. We’re going to just do some audio checks and then we can get started. If you like we have a couch you can rest on.” He was nice enough to think about my comfort. I could tell he wasn’t a bad person he just felt jipped on getting a touchy feely story instead of a big headline story instead. 
 
    
 
   I could understand his resentment in that regard. I took a seat and got comfortable and a short time later we had begun.
 
    
 
   The interview had started off pretty basic. 
 
    
 
   What kind of award did I win?
 
    
 
   What was it like being blind and overcoming my disability?
 
    
 
   It was the next question that caught me off guard.
 
    
 
   “Do you ever think it might have been because your parents are different species that you were born blind?”
 
    
 
   I went silent for a few moments. 
 
    
 
   The question itself shouldn’t have bugged me. I had heard it asked so many times in the past. I had heard so many people chastise my parents for mating. I don’t really know why, but at that moment I felt I needed to give the real answer. 
 
    
 
   “Jason, I think to understand fully that question you have to understand my parents. Understand how they are; understand “WHO” they are.”  I took a breath. “I have three parents in reality. You must understand that first. My father is Chakat Midsnow Longfall. My mother is Chakat Diamondstripe Longfall. But that’s not entirely true. You see, my mother did not exist until a little bit before I was born. Before that my mother didn’t exist in the common sense at all. My mother wasn’t even a thought or a worry. Shi was a consequence. A consequence those two happy lovers will end up living with the rest of their lives.” 
 
    
 
   “Two? I don’t understand.” Jason replied a bit unsure what was going on.
 
    
 
   “I guess I should explain how it started then.” I took another deep breath and thought back on all the stories I was taught. 
 
    
 
   “My father had been running hir own business, The Cat’s Eye Pub, just shortly over three years when my mother first met hir.”
 
    
 
    
 
   +++++++++++++++++++++++++
 
    
 
    
 
   (16 Years Prior – 2353 AD)
 
    
 
   The house had been quiet the past few hours. It was a welcome relief to everyone who by now had grown tired of the constant crying and fussing of the younglings. 
 
    
 
   “You know full well shi’s going to miss hir sister while your away love.” Midsnow sighed as Gildedtounge gave hir a warm hug. 
 
    
 
   “I know. But you know I’ll only be gone a month. And it wouldn’t be good to separate Honor from hir mother. You know Colorpot is always welcome to come with.” Gildy gave hir mate a light kiss.
 
    
 
   “Shi’s never been on a spaceship before. I’m afraid shi’d be more hassle then Honorpelt.” Snow sighed and laid back in the bed. 
 
    
 
   Colorpot was three years old now and had started to become a real terror, always getting into things. It was two years after Colorpot’s birth that Gildy approached Snow wanting a child between them. Snow was happy to agree and found hirself for the first time the sire of a cub. Honorpelt was born 10 months later and Colorpot was always at hir sister’s side since. But work called and Gildy had to leave and even though it was going to be a short trip it still meant being separated. Snow worried about hir mate, and shi worried about hir cub just as much.
 
    
 
   But shi knew it would be wrong to stop hir and even more wrong to separate Gildy from Honorpelt at this point in time when a cub was still emotionally bonding with hir mother the most. Midsnow lifted hir hands gently as the young Honorpelt slipped hir lips off hir sire’s teat. The warm mother’s milk had made hir sleepy. “Daddy loves you. Behave for mommy ok?” Snow whispered into hir child’s ear and then gave a gentle kiss to the cheek before handing hir over to Gildy. 
 
    
 
   “You sure you don’t want me to come with? Blacktail said it’s alright and shi can run the pub hirself for a bit.” Snow sighed knowing Gildy would never take hir away from the pub. Three years into business and things had settled and business had steadied out but it was still at the point in time when the initial loans taken out for the buildings construction and the equipment were still being paid off. Any money to go towards hired personnel was just not doable yet beyond the few people on staff already. 
 
    
 
   “I know you want to come love. But your place is here. Everyone needs you. We’ll be back soon.” Gildy leaned in and gave hir love another kiss. “Your sister is coming over for a bit isn’t shi?”
 
    
 
   Midsnow nodded and reached to get Gildy’s bags for hir. “Yeah, Rose wanted to spend some time with the family. I was thinking of changing in a bit.” 
 
    
 
   “Changing?” Gildy gave a curious tilt to the head.
 
    
 
   “You know…….going skunk.” Snow blushed a bit and Gildy gave out a chuckle. 
 
    
 
   “Ah yes, that kind of change. We’ll you two have fun ok?” Snow had for the last few years been slowly becoming more adept at changing hir form after learning it was a trait hir skunk heritage gave hir. Something hir sister was happy to help teach hir in. 
 
    
 
   “Well yes but first I imagine we should get you to the space port. I’m sure Saldura would tan my hide if I caused you to be late.” Snow grabbed a bag as Colorpot was seen running out from behind it and going to the door. “I wanna go!” Shi hollered. 
 
    
 
   “Colorpot, you’re supposed to be upstairs in bed. It’s late.” Snow sighed as the little cub stomped hir feet but could see the stare of hir mother and knew it was best not to push hir luck any further. “Up to bed, Now!” Snow spoke out and Color hung hir head and headed toward hir room. 
 
    
 
   “Shi loves Honorpelt so much.” Gildy smiled and cuddled baby Honorpelt in hir arms. 
 
    
 
   “They’re sisters. Of course shi cares about hir.” Snow picked up some luggage and they started toward the door. “Just be safe love.” 
 
    
 
   The patter of paws on the hardwood floor was heard as a familiar young teen turned the corner and nearly ran into Midsnow. “EEP!” Shi cried out jumping out of the way which caused hir to fall and land on hir rump. “OW!” Shi cried out.
 
    
 
   “Starrysky, What are you doing?”  Snow looked the young teen over.
 
    
 
   Starrysky was a dark blue furred chakat with white speckled spots in hir coat. Shi had run away from home after a nasty argument with hir mother. Wandering the streets for several days shi ended up at the pubs door step and tried to sneak in during its business hours to steal some food. Of course shi had been caught but after Midsnow pressed the information from the young kat shi grabbed hir by the scruff and tossed hir into the kitchen area and pointed to the dishes. “Clean em all up and let me know when you’re done.” Shi had said only a few months ago that night. 
 
    
 
   Starry washed every dish and when finished shi was taken upstairs to the Longfall home where shi was told to sit in and have dinner with the family. Midsnow had contacted hir parents and after some discussion shi volunteered to take Starry in for the meantime and mentor hir. Shi’s been a guest of the family ever since, going to school in the day and working in the pub in the evening. 
 
    
 
   “Sorry Shir Longfall I just….” Before shi could finish Snow rolled hir eyes and replied.
 
    
 
   “Midsnow, my name is Midsnow dear.” A slight smile grew on hir lips. Starrysky had the telepathic talent and could hear Snow’s thoughts openly if Snow focused hir mind on the teen. <Or mom, as you sometimes call me.>  
 
    
 
   The teen’s growing eyes and dropping face meant shi had heard hir adoptive parents thought all too clear. 
 
    
 
   “I…I…I….” Shi tried to stammer out. 
 
    
 
   “Yes dear?” Snow chuckled.
 
    
 
   “Sorry I was just heading upstairs is all. I shouldn’t run, I’m sorry mom!” Shi yipped and placed a hand to hir muzzle before getting up and running up the stairs embarrassed. 
 
    
 
   “And yet, you still run.” Snow sighed and rolled hir eyes.
 
    
 
   Gildy snickered a bit, hir tail tip tapping Snow on the shoulder to get hir attention. “You’re so mean to that girl. Shi thinks the world of you.”
 
    
 
   Midsnow smiled. “Naw, shi just needs proper direction. I tease only just enough to nudge hir in the right way. I suppose I learned that from Azi. Shall we head on?” Shi picked the bags back up as the two headed to the outside where the family PTV was waiting. 
 
    
 
   The drive itself was mostly uneventful. The two adults engaged in light chat about current politics on chakona as well as the day to day activities. Midsun and Grill were reaching the end of their time in Dewclaw. They were being approached by several scouts for professional teams. Grill who was Gildy’s child had ended up taking a general degree having never decided on a specialized field. Being the star player on the universities chakker team wouldn’t have allowed hir much time to do a focused course anyways. Midsun on the other hand went for a degree in Biology specializing in Biophysics. 
 
    
 
   Of course this meant shi had to accelerate hir studies to get through twice as many classes to graduate with a PhD at the same time as Grill graduating with hir Bachelor’s degree. But shi was wrapping up hir final paper and if all went well shi would have the title Dr. Midsun Longfall shortly. Although this didn’t mean shi didn’t still have plans to pursue a professional career with hir life mate Grill on the chakker field. Shi had to push hirself hard just to accelerate hir learning as well as be at every practice and every game brining hir best. 
 
    
 
   It was easy to see the chakat was worn out. The upcoming summer break was going to be well used by the two for sure. Gildy and Snow both contemplated if this would mean a grand cub was in the near future.
 
    
 
   Eventually they PTV pulled into the parking lot of the Amistad Spaceport and the two headed toward check in. “You be safe. I mean it Gildy.” Snow gave hir mate a deep hug and then leaned over giving little Honorpelt a sweet kiss on the forehead. “And you be good for mommy.” 
 
    
 
   As Gildy prepared to board hir flight another shuttle was currently docking after having just come from the chakona gateway in orbit. Onboard this shuttle was a very unusual individual. Or to be correct in saying it was a very unusual individuals. 
 
    
 
   “I swear you make my feet fall asleep on purpose!” The voice grumbled out while trying to get up and stand after having to sit for the last hour. 
 
    
 
   “It’s not my fault! You know I’ve never had 4 legs before! You’re the one who usually goes taur!” Another voice shot back as they stood up and reached for the carryon baggage overhead.
 
    
 
   The bickering was met with odd stares by the other passengers who weren’t really sure what to make of the sight.
 
    
 
   “Dammit Fish your scaring the other people now.” The first voice spoke out again and was replied with. 
 
    
 
   “You’re doing it too! You know we can’t talk directly we have to speak out to each other. You’re just choosing lousy times to have a conversation!” The one named Fish spoke in response. 
 
    
 
   “You….you….” The first voice didn’t really have a response and instead huffed and crossed arms. “I’m not speaking to you!” It was all they had left to use.
 
    
 
   The other passengers quickly disembarked wanting to get away from the odd couple. 
 
    
 
   “Now we ran everyone off, AGAIN.” Fish groaned and hefted the bag up to carry. “You walk better than I do so get us moving.” 
 
    
 
   The first voice took a deep breath. “Fish, I’m sorry.”
 
    
 
   “Vox.” Fish replied but stopped afterwards.
 
    
 
   “Yeah….I know.” It was all he could reply.
 
    
 
   Stepping out into the terminal they got a good look at chakona from the ground. The large raised glass ceilings let the star light radiate into the building. “Wow.” They both gasped and looked around. 
 
    
 
   It was both far different from home and yet somewhat similar at the same time. The atmosphere was similar to Earth but it also felt a bit thicker. Maybe it was just the crowed area. Once they got outside they could be sure. But while the buildings and people were the same, they could see beyond the doors and towards the outside world. Trees never before seen by their eyes waved in the wind. 
 
    
 
   “It’s so different. I wonder if our planet is like this?” Fish mumbled to herself as they looked all around. 
 
    
 
   “I doubt it. Mom never did tell me much about it except a few things and I’m pretty sure she said it’s a rock.” Vox replied as several people noticed the two in the terminal and gave them odd looks. “We’re doing it again. Let’s just be quiet and get our bags?”
 
    
 
   The body nodded before starting to walk down the terminal and toward the security checkpoint. The baggage claim was a ways from the terminal and it would take them a short bit to get there.
 
    
 
   “I thought you said Ian was going to come pick us up?” Fish began to speak again which caused Vox to scowl.
 
    
 
   “I thought we said no talking. It’s bad enough everyone looks at us!” Vox groaned getting annoyed quickly. It had been like this ever since the change.
 
    
 
   “Sorry for asking a valid question!” Fish snapped back and the two began to argue.
 
    
 
   “We shouldn’t even be here! You just couldn’t take having to deal with your dad for what you did and ran off!” Fish growled a bit and Vox replied.
 
    
 
   “You were the one who said, “Hey lets go to Chakona, we can blend in since we look like them!” Then start yammering so everyone stares at us!” Vox growled also as they started to shout at each other.
 
    
 
   Anyone near the two had already stepped away worried this person was having a nervous breakdown. 
 
    
 
   The shouting was loud enough that Midsnow had heard it and turned to see what the commotion was as well. What everyone saw was misleading. If they knew the truth then they wouldn’t have thought twice of the situation. But it was what they saw now that caused concern.
 
    
 
   From their point of view the two who were arguing were not two at all. 
 
    
 
   Shi was a chakat. At least shi appeared to be one with some foxtaur heritage added in. Hir hair was a bright pink and cut short in the back but two long bangs in the front. Hir fur was a light greenish blue and undercoat was white. Hir tail was brushy like a fox’s but clearly long and prehensile as would be on a chakat and had the pattering of a fox. Hir markings were long vertical black stripes that ran down hir back with a few on hir legs. Shi had a diamond marking on hir shoulder as well as hir chest and a black sock marking on one hand and a forepaw. 
 
    
 
   What everyone saw was this one very clearly one individual carrying on an argument with hirself. An argument that was starting to get quiet heated. It was odd as one moment the voice was more male sounding and would rapidly change the next to a voice that sounded the same but with more feminine tone in it. 
 
    
 
   While everyone watched and started to whisper to each other the attention had attracted the spaceport security officials who started to walk towards the chakat. 
 
    
 
   “You only agreed to transfer here because Ian was going to bail you out!” Fish shouted again and it was that name that got Snow’s full attention.
 
    
 
   Shi could see the officials heading towards the young chakat. Shi had to be only 18 or so. Despite the strangeness of the young kat, Snow knew it would be worse to deal with the police and maybe shi could help? 
 
    
 
   Shi always did seem to get involved in “helping” others a lot. This was evident with all the people who have called the Pub home over the short years it’s been in operation.
 
    
 
   “Excuse me miss? Did you mention an Ian? Brown skunktaur in hys early 20’s?” Midsnow stepped forward through the crowd and hir words caused the chakat to go quiet and turn to face hir.
 
    
 
   “Err…yeah lives with a beagle morph and a Rakshani?” Vox spoke as he looked this new person over surprised to hear his friends name and that this chakat knew hym.
 
    
 
   “Cali! Yep! Ian and hys mates are friends. They’re at my place right now if you want I can take you?” Snow waved to the guards who looked over to hir after arriving at the scene. “Its ok shi’s with me, we’re heading out now.” Midsnow smiled to them sincerely and just as one of the officers was about to speak a commotion started up near the food court. They decided it wasn’t worth their time to stay and headed off in that direction.
 
    
 
   The rest of the crowd decided the show was over also and began to disperse as well.
 
    
 
   “Woo, that was a close one. Sorry didn’t mean to startle you but you were kind of causing a scene. I’m Midsnow Longfall.” Snow offered hir hand to shake the stranger who at this point appeared to be at a loss for words.
 
    
 
   “Oh uh….thanks um….” Vox tried to reply as he took in the sight of Snow. 
 
    
 
   “Diamondstripe, we…err I that is, that’s our, my, name.” Fish replied while Vox tried to form a sentence but could only muster out a “yeah”. 
 
    
 
   Midsnow titled hir head curious. “We?  As in two?” Shi was a bit worried the chakat was rather strange indeed and acted like shi was two people. 
 
    
 
   Vox groaned knowing that as usual no one would believe them. How many times had they nearly ended up in a psych ward because of this? He had lost count. “Yes, we…or I…or whatever. We are two people in this one body. I’m Vox.” The chakat spoke in a male like voice.
 
    
 
   “I’m Fish!” the chakat continued immediately after having finished but this time in a feminine voice.
 
    
 
   It was at this point that both voices seemed to blend seamlessly as the chakat then spoke in unison. “And together we make up Diamondstripe.”
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