
  [image: What Happens Next]









			

			
				


				


				Other books by Fred Patten

				


				Best in Show: Fifteen Years of Outstanding Furry Fiction (2003)

				Reprinted as: 

				Furry! The World’s Best Anthropomorphic Fiction! (2006)

				


				Watching Anime, Reading Manga: 

				25 Years of Essays and Reviews (2004) 

				


				Already Among Us; An Anthropomorphic Anthology (2012)

				


				The Ursa Major Awards Anthology : 

				A Tenth Anniversary Celebration (2012)


				



			








			
				


				


				


				


				What Happens Next 

				


				An Anthology of Sequels

				


				


				Edited by Fred Patten


				



			








			
				[image: FP Logo-Final-ComicReady.psd]
			

			
				


				


				


				What Happens Next

				An Anthology of Sequels


				


				


				Production copyright FurPlanet Productions © 2013


				


				Cover artwork copyright © 2013 by Sara Miles 


				


				


				


				Published by FurPlanet Productions

				Dallas, Texas

				www.FurPlanet.com


				


				ISBN 978-1-61450-116-9

				


				Printed in the United States of America

				First Edition Trade Paperback July 2013

				


				All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reprinted in whole or in part in any form without written consent of the copyright holders. People, places, events, or organizations contained within these works are products of the author(s) imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real.

				


				In the story “Blackest Before the Dawn” by Elizabeth McCoy, the word Kintara and the general description of the planet are inspired by an entry in GURPS Space Atlas 3, other flora, fauna, tech, and psionics are inspired by GURPS Space Bestiary, GURPS Ultra-Tech, and GURPS Psionics (all 3rd edition), and all references are used with permission of Steve Jackson Games. No dice were rolled in the creation of this work, nor game-masters harmed.


				



			








			
				“Introduction” to this book and introductions to the individual stories by Fred Patten. Copyright © 2013 by Frederick Walter Patten. 

				


				“Second” by M. C. A. Hogarth. Copyright © 2010 by M. C. A. Hogarth. First published as “Second”, a Kindle ebook by M. C. A. Hogarth, October 2010. Artwork from this story copyright © 2013 by Mike Raabe. 

				


				“Festival of Vampires” by Brock Hoagland. Copyright © 2013 by Brock Hoagland. Artwork from this story copyright © 2013 by Vicky Wyman. 

				


				“False Doctrine“ by Kevin Frane. Copyright © 2013 by Kevin Frane. Artwork from this story copyright © 2013 by Idess Sherwood. 

				


				“Reflections of Things to Come“ by Kristin Fontaine. Copyright © 2013 by Kristin Fontaine. Artwork from this story copyright © 2013 by C. D. Woodbury. 

				


				“Immolation” by Michael H. Payne. Copyright © 2013 by Michael H. Payne. Artwork from this story copyright © 2013 by Megan Giles. 

				


				“Pick-Up at Hanging Drop“ by Jenner. Story and Artwork copyright © 2013 by Jenner. 

				


				“Blackest Before the Dawn“ by Elizabeth McCoy. Copyright © 2013 by Elizabeth McCoy. Artwork from this story copyright © 2013 by Conrad Wong. 

				


				“The Magi Decree” by Chas. P. A. Melville. Story and Artwork by copyright © 2013 by Chas. P. A. Melville. 

				


				“Game of Fox and Rabbit” by Ken Pick. Story copyright © 2013 by Kenneth M. Pick. Artwork from this story copyright © 2013 by Kacey Miyagami. 

				


				“Sibling Rivalry“ by Kyell Gold. Copyright © 2013 by Kyell Gold. Artwork from this story copyright © 2013 by Sara Miles. 

				


				“The Monkeytown Raid“ by Roz Gibson. Story and Artwork copyright © 2013 by Roz Gibson. Puf the Pallas Cat is copyright Karena Kleifoth and used with permission.


				



			









			

			
				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				Dedicated to:  the Greymuzzles!

				


				To those members of First Furry Fandom, which is generally defined as those who were active in Furry fandom before the end of 1990. (Some revisionists say that it is anyone who has been in Furry fandom before 2000, but I prefer the original definition.) There are too many names to list here, even drawing just from the earliest Furry fanzine tables of contents and Rowrbrazzle membership rosters.  So here’s to those fans from the first gatherings around Steve Gallacci at the 1980 Worldcon, who attended the first Furry parties at s-f and comics conventions in 1985-1986, contributed to the first Furry fanzines, attended the first Furry conventions in 1989 and 1990, and generally molded Furry fandom up to December 1990.


				



			






	Table of Contents

	
		Introduction
		

		by Fred Patten
		

		Second 
		

		by M. C. A. Hogarth
		

		Festival of Vampires
		

		by Brock Hoagland
		

		False Doctrine
		

		by Kevin Frane
		

		
		

		Reflections of Things to Come
		

		by Kristin Fontaine
		

		
		

		Immolation
		

		by Michael H. Payne
		

		
		

		Pick-up at Hanging Drop
		

		by Jenner
		

		
		

		Blackest Before the Dawn
		

		by Elizabeth McCoy
		

		The Magi Decree
		

		by Chuck Melville
		

		
		

		Game of Fox and Rabbit
		

		by Ken Pick
		

		
		

		Sibling Rivalry 
		

		by Kyell Gold
		

		
		

		The Monkeytown Raid
		

		by Roz Gibson
		

		About the Authors
		

		About the Artists
		

		About the Editor
		

		About the Publisher
		

	















			

			
				


				


				Introduction

				by Fred Patten

				


				


				“… and they lived happily ever after. The End.”

				


				Do they really? The best stories always leave you wanting more. What happens to the charismatic characters next? It is hard to believe, after all the adventures they have gone through, that life will be trouble-free for them forever after. Even if they do live happily ever after, what are the details?

				


				Sequels to “happily ever after” are a long-standing literary tradition. One of Edgar Allan Poe’s last stories was “The Thousand-and-Second Tale of Scheherazade” (published posthumously in 1850), about an eighth, final voyage of Sinbad the Sailor; and a movie, The 8th Voyage of Sinbad (no connection with Poe’s story), has been “in development” for almost ten years. Robert A. Heinlein wrote a novel, Glory Road (1963), to make the point that any adventure hero, faced with “happily ever after”, would quickly become bored stiff. 

				


				Filmation Associates’ final announced program was a series of animated features to be sequels to favorite folk tales (which Disney just happened to have made movies of previously). The only two completed were Pinocchio and the Emperor of the Night (1987), in which Pinocchio becomes a puppet again and must re-earn his real-boy-hood (yawn), and Happily Ever After (1990, released 1993), about the further adventures of Snow White with the seven dwarfs’ female cousins, the Seven Dwarfelles. (Double yawn.) Comic-book author Alan Moore (with artist Kevin O’Neill) has been writing the very popular series The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen (since 1999), in which he started off by teaming up several Victorian-era characters (H. Rider Haggard’s Allan Quatermain, Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr. Henry Jekyll, Bram Stoker’s Mina Harker, Jules Verne’s Captain Nemo, H. G. Wells’ Griffin, the Invisible Man, Arthur Conan Doyle’s Mycroft Holmes and Prof. James Moriarty, and their ancestors/descendants/successors for new adventures.

			

			
				


				What Happens Next; an Anthology of Sequels presents eleven leading Furry authors writing never-before-published stories set in their established popular series. Here are the further adventures of M. C. A. Hogarth’s Alysha Forrest; Brock Hoagland’s Perissa and Maelith; Kevin Frane’s Montserrat Léonide and Arkady Ryswife; Kristin Fontaine’s and the Tai-Pan Literary and Art Project’s Aubrey Took and the Tai-Pan crew; Michael Payne’s Cluny the sorceress squirrel with Crocker, her human familiar; Jenner’s Doc Rat and his friends; Elizabeth McCoy’s Kintarans and Mmsar; Chuck Melville’s Felicia the Vixen Sorceress; Ken Pick’s Brigit Bunny on the planet of the foxlike Thalendri; Kyell Gold’s Volyan, son of Volle and brother of Yilon in Argaea; and Roz Gibson’s Jack Salem in the City of Ice.

				


				Some of these settings may include your favorites; others may be new to you. If the latter, have fun seeking out the earlier stories in their series.

				


				Enjoy!


				



			









			

			
				Second 

				by M. C. A. Hogarth

				


				Let’s start with the one story that breaks the rule of this anthology. When we asked M. C. A. Hogarth if she would write an original Alysha Forrest story for What Happens Next, she said, “I simply don’t have the time before your deadline. But I can give you a story that has only been published as a standalone Kindle ebook, not quite two years ago, which, judging from the sales, most Furry fans don’t know about yet.” 

				


				M. C. A. Hogarth, then a barely-adolescent Maggie de Alarcon, began her stories of the cat-woman Alysha Forrest as a fantasy-romantic comic strip. By 1996 de Alarcon had become a s-f fan “influenced by the galactic civilizations of such authors as Larry Niven and C. J. Cherryh”. She rewrote Alysha into a feline-human woman in a 25th century star-spanning society composed mostly of humans and the Pelted, the descendents of bioengineered animal-human hybrids. Her earliest Pelted short stories appeared in Furry fanzines like Yarf! Soon there were enough stories to be rewritten into a grimly depressing novel, Alysha’s Fall (Cornwuff Press, September 2000), concentrating on her cat-woman’s determination to graduate from the human-centric Academe – whatever it took – to qualify for an interstellar career.

				


				Hogarth’s “In the Line of Duty”, published in Anthrolations #7, November 2003 (winner of the Ursa Major Award for Best Anthropomorphic Short Fiction in 2003), was one of the last to appear in a Furry magazine before most of those (except for those specializing in Furry erotica) ceased publication because of too few submissions. By then Alysha had graduated from the Academe, entered the Fleet and become a First Commander (a junior officer) in a United Alliance starship. Since then Hogarth has written Alysha’s adventures as a series of independent Kindle ebooks. The stories are not in any chronological order. “Second” takes place when Alysha has just entered the Fleet and is only an ensign. 

				



			









			

			
				


				


				Second 

				by M. C. A. Hogarth

				


				Chapter One

				


				“Hey, Tayl, come quick!”

				Ensign Taylitha Basil, a brown-furred Karaka’An, looked up from her data tablet and into the eyes of her agitated bunkmate as he skidded through the door. She didn’t usually room with only one other person, but accommodations on the Quickwater Reserve were more spacious than their four-person suite on the UAV Nightslip.

				“What’s wrong?” she asked, felid ears perked. She set her tablet aside.

				“It’s Kairell. She’s brawling again.”

				Taylitha covered her eyes with her hands. “Again? I thought she’d had the fear of the lieutenant drummed into her after yesterday’s incident.”

				“Yeah, well, the lieutenant hasn’t shown up yet and the new folk started it—”

				“—started it, or inspired it?” Taylitha asked, sliding off her bunk and joining Johnnigan.

				He blushed bright pink beneath red freckles. “You know how Kairell is.”

				“Yes, I do,” Taylitha said, tail lashing. “Lead the way.”

				Johnnigan turned and scampered back the way he came with Taylitha on his heels. She wasn’t sure why she was bothering to break up Kairell’s fights on the reserve. On the ship it made sense: a scout wasn’t very big, and one belligerent ensign made everyone’s life a misery. But on the reserve they were only one group of many, with plenty of room to avoid the clamor of a fight. Maybe pride? Ensigns always got dropped for team-building exercises at the same time as their captains... though their captains would be gone for months and the ensigns only for a week before returning shipboard to help with the refits. Personnel thought mixing the ensigns together for exercises would help introduce them to their ‘class,’ the people who would share their ranks as the years wound on.

			

			
				Or at least, that was how it was supposed to work, Taylitha thought with resignation as she stepped into the yard in front of their building. People like Kairell would probably not be accompanying her yearmates up the ladder.

				“Who are the new drops?” Taylitha asked Johnnigan as they approached.

				“Ensigns from the UAV Diamondwing,” Johnnigan said.

				“Diamondwing? Not the battlecruiser? Great,” Taylitha said, and advanced on the argument.

				Kairell was a big woman, a heavyset Hinichi wolfine with enough throwback features to make her a textbook illustration for genetic engineering, including a demi-muzzle long enough to barely qualify for the ‘demi.’ She was rabid about Fleet’s exploration and patrol charters, but to her mind anything larger than a scout was a saber waiting to be rattled at people who wanted only to live in peace with their neighbors. While she sometimes found other excuses to start fights, the arrival of a battlecruiser’s group was an invitation for her favorite polemic. The new ensigns were arranged in a ragged semicircle around Kairell and a smaller man whose flagged ears indicated he hadn’t been expecting any trouble, and whose raised voice indicated that as long as he had it, he’d be happy to defend the honor of the Fleet. As Taylitha joined the ring of people surrounding them, Kairell leapt for him and he swung back.

				Before she could push past the last two people in her way, another woman stepped between the combatants. The man pulled his blow. Kairell didn’t—but the new woman simply moved, just enough for the fist to fly past her. The wolfine tried to push her out of the way, but a gray hand caught her wrist and held her in place.

				“Get out of the way!” Kairell snarled, trying to loose her hand.

				“No,” the woman said.

				“Oh, so you’re here to help your fellow blood-mongering soldier?”

				“No,” the woman said. She had a pleasant alto, and try as she might Taylitha couldn’t hear even the faintest tremble in it, no fear, nothing. “I don’t think much of fighting.”

				“Right... straight from the mouth of a battlecruiser ensign! You expect me to believe that?”

				“Yes,” and there was steel in that voice, enough to stop Kairell from struggling. “I thought you might answer a question for me, Ensign... Rhyt, is it?”

				“I don’t feel like talking.” Kairell said, beginning to deflate. Her ears flipped backward.

			

			
				“Evidently not,” the woman said. “Tell me... how did someone troubled by Fleet’s military charter come to believe using her fists was the best way to resolve her difficulties?”

				Kairell gaped at her. So did most of the crowd. Taylitha grinned, ears pointed sharply forward; she’d wondered the same thing herself, but had never seemed to have the time to point it out to the Hinichi.

				“Are you making fun of me?” Kairell growled, trying to tower over the woman, who didn’t seem to notice.

				“No. I want to know the answer. You must strongly believe in Fleet to be a part of it despite your misgivings.”

				Taylitha slid around a few more people to the front of the onlookers, itching with curiosity. Had she imagined the genuine tone? But no, the woman was attentive, standing in front of Kairell with forward-canted ears and a tilted head. She was a Karaka’An like Tayl, gray to Tayl’s brown, and taller than any other Taylitha had seen. Her body was spare, almost thin, and her face was unusual, strongly planed but not masculine, and even more human than most others of the race. Taylitha herself had been teased as a child for looking more human than felid. She couldn’t imagine the kind of comments this woman had gotten.

				“I... never got anywhere by talking,” Kairell muttered finally.

				The woman nodded. “Ensigns aren’t exactly asked for their opinions on Fleet policy,” she said. “I assume you’re in this for the long haul, Ms. Rhyt?”

				“I want to be,” the wolfine said.

				“You might have an easier trip keeping your objections temperate,” the woman said. “Once you’re a captain you’ll have better luck influencing the admiralty.”

				“That’s a long way from here,” Kairell said, but her frown had dissipated.

				“It doesn’t have to be,” the woman said. Her grip on Kairell’s wrist had become a friendly clasp on the arm. “I’m sure you’ll get there sooner than you think. The Fleet thinks highly of individuals with convictions, particularly those articulate enough to convince others of their view. Maybe you could think about becoming someone like that.”

				“Maybe,” Kairell said, tail drooping. “Umm, right.” She paused, shifting from foot to foot. “I guess I should get going.”

				“Of course,” the woman said. “But maybe later in the mess you can stop by? I’d love to hear your views.”

				Kairell’s ears lost their dejected crumple and she nodded before backing away. With the fight finished, the crowd began to disperse and the new group resumed their interrupted report to quarters.

				The woman picked up her duffel.

			

			
				“That was really nicely done,” Taylitha said with admiration. “I usually have to pull her bodily away from her intended targets.”

				The gray Karaka’An glanced at her, then smiled. “Thanks.” One black brow lifted. “You pull her away?”

				Taylitha rubbed an arm and laughed. “Yeah, I know. It doesn’t look plausible. But I’m stronger than I look, really.”

				“I’m sure, Ensign... ?”

				“Basil. Taylitha Basil, of the UAV Nightslip.”

				“Alysha Forrest, UAV Diamondwing. Pleased to make your acquaintance, Basil.”

				“Taylitha’s fine.” She paused, realizing she wanted to prolong the discussion and couldn’t think of a thing to say, or even a reason to do so. Finally, she blurted out, “Do you really think she’s command material? All of us on the scout figure she’ll be washed out for sure.”

				Alysha smiled. “If she can learn to moderate her opinions, no question. Fleet needs all kinds of people. Scientists who aren’t interested in command. Engineers who want to build better ships. Captains who want to keep people safe. Captains who want to explore new territories. And admirals who are willing to kill invading armies. Rhyt had the skill and intelligence to get through the Academe. To waste her now because no one is willing to give her ideas the thoughtful consideration she needs to move past her anger would be wrong.”

				“I guess,” Taylitha said, eyes wide.

				Alysha glanced at her, then laughed. “Did I say too much?”

				“Maybe a little,” Taylitha said. “For a minute there, I thought I was listening to an admiral. Aren’t you a little low on the ladder to be worrying about whether Kairell’s going to make it as an officer?”

				“No one’s too low on the ladder to care about their fellows,” Alysha said with a smile. “If you’ll excuse me, Taylitha? I should find out where I’m bunked. It’s been a pleasure.”

				Bemused, Taylitha watched as the other woman headed to the barracks. On impulse, she called after Forrest, “Which one are you?”

				Alysha stopped. “Pardon?”

				“The kinds of people you mentioned. Which one are you?”

				Alysha only laughed and walked on.

				


				* * *

				


				The Diamondwing’s ensigns were the last drop at Quickwater for this retreat. Once she returned from a quick supper, Taylitha found the mission brief for their team-building exercise on her data tablet. She read the précis with growing unease while Johnnigan showered. By the time he joined her, toweling off his carrot-orange hair, Taylitha was ready to go AWOL.

			

			
				“What’s wrong, Red Twin?” he said. Her hair was a shade darker, but that hadn’t stopped the crew from the christening.

				“The team-building exercise is a camping trip up the mountain with prizes for certain goals,” Taylitha said.

				“What’s wrong with camping trips?” Johnnigan asked.

				“Nothing,” Taylitha said. “I like camping trips. It’s coming back downstream in a canoe over rapids that bothers me.”

				“Rapids?” Johnnigan asked. He laughed. “They can’t be that bad. There are too many of us who aren’t familiar with rafting for them to risk four boatloads of ensigns on a dangerous river.”

				“Are you sure?” Taylitha asked.

				“Positive,” Johnnigan said. “This isn’t the Terran Navy. The Alliance Fleet is more interested in... um... not taking unnecessary risks on training missions.”

				“Yeah, but we have a lot of new human admirals,” Taylitha said.

				“Don’t worry about it,” Johnnigan said. “When do we start?”

				“Tomorrow,” Taylitha said. “With partner picks.” She flipped through the brief and said, “We’re supposed to spend tonight looking at people’s service records.”

				“Which will accomplish what?” Johnnigan said, flopping onto his bunk.

				“Which will tell us who we want to pick,” Taylitha said. “Other than requiring we choose someone from another ship, our only direction is to... well, choose well based on what we can find out.”

				“More work!” the human said. “I was hoping to go investigate the grounds—you know how long it’s been since I’ve been downstairs?—but going through the service records of over a hundred people? That’ll take all night!”

				Or it would, Taylitha reflected, if you didn’t already know who you wanted. She ignored Johnnigan’s grumbling and went straight for the Diamondwing’s lists.

				


				* * *

				


				“How’d your discussion with Kairell go?” Taylitha asked.

				Alysha Forrest turned to her, ears tilted forward. “Ah, Ensign Ba—Taylitha. It was fascinating. I’m sorry you couldn’t join us.”

				“I thought it would be a bad idea, given that Kairell already knows my opinions about her opinions,” Taylitha said, stepping up beside the other woman. Together they surveyed the chaos of the flag field. Their lieutenants had gathered them into groups by ship, then set them loose to choose their partners. Taylitha had been one of the first to move, knowing that finding anyone would be impossible once the ship groups broke formation. She’d located Alysha by the well of calm in the Diamondwing’s group and waited for the others to disperse before approaching.

			

			
				“It would help her to know that one of her own crewmates could change her views,” Alysha said. She looked at Taylitha, head canted with the same considering expression she’d leveled on Kairell. “You can change your views?”

				Taylitha laughed before she thought about being offended. “Yes, I think so,” she said.

				Alysha grinned at her. “So you can laugh at yourself, and apparently you have initiative. You were hunting me, weren’t you?”

				“Do you have a problem with that?” Taylitha asked, ears flipping outward. “I wasn’t sure if you had someone else in mind.”

				“Honestly, no,” Alysha said. “Anyone I ended up with would have been a learning experience.” She studied the free-for-all. “My only plan was to wait for the stragglers and see if anyone needed a partner, but I’m willing to be ambushed by a determined individual.”

				“Good,” Taylitha said, and watched the milling crowd alongside the other woman. Where Alysha’s shadow crossed her shoulder, she felt cool and comfortable. Not just because of the shade, Taylitha thought. It was just pleasant to stand here. It felt right.

				After a moment, Alysha pulled in a long breath and turned to her. Taylitha met her eyes, a blue less vibrant than her own, with curiosity and interest.

				Alysha grinned and shook her head. “I was expecting someone more difficult,” she said. “Someone who doesn’t know how to let a conversation go. Someone who doesn’t feel sure enough of themselves to meet another person’s eyes. Someone intimidated or angry or too eager to prove themselves to think straight. How am I going to get my learning experience if you make this so easy, Taylitha?”

				“Simple,” Taylitha said, grinning back. “I’m terrified of water.”

				


				


				



			









			

			
				


				


				Chapter Two

				


				


				They waited over twenty minutes for the rest to finish making their choices, standing in a comfortable silence. Once the last ensigns finally separated into pairs under the stern gazes of their lieutenants, one of them shouted, “Form up!”

				... which led to an amusing few minutes of confusion as roughly a hundred ensigns from four different ships tried to figure out how to make a square without losing their partners.

				“We’re not very good at this, are we?” Taylitha whispered to Alysha.

				“I seem to remember spending about a day on parade formations at the Academe,” Alysha said. “That seems like very long ago, though.”

				“One day!” Taylitha said. “One hour, maybe.”

				Their superiors didn’t seem overly pleased with their disorganization, but also didn’t interfere with their efforts. Their distance intrigued Taylitha, since most of the time she could count on anyone above her in the chain to help. As their ragged square was led to a field with benches and a dais, she snuck a few quick peeks at the formal faces of their lieutenants and wondered what was in store for them.

				Once they were seated on the benches, an exotic-looking Ciracaana in a lieutenant commander’s braid flowed up the stairs to the dais and towered there. Taylitha had never seen a Ciracaana in person before, and she wondered how hard it was for him to coordinate all four feet along with two arms, a head and a tail. The centauroids had always fascinated her, but the Ciracaana seemed even more alien than the squat, bizarre-looking Glaseah... it was something about the seeming bonelessness of their limbs, their great height, and the sharp points of their whiskered muzzles.

				“Welcome to this year’s leadership retreat at the Fleet Quickwater Reserve,” the centauroid said. “By now you’ve all received your mission briefs and chosen a partner. In a few minutes, we’ll separate you into teams and send you up the mountain. What you do there is all up to you. You can choose a leader or not. You can go up with your partner or plan to meet the rest of your team partway up. You can choose which goals to meet, how to meet them, when to give up and when to move on. In short, nothing about this mission is planned for you.

			

			
				“One of Fleet’s defining characteristics is its reliance on officer-trained personnel for all its jobs. You are all expected to choose your destinies and get there on your own. Whether you intend to be the Chief of Medical, a biochemist in the science department, a captain or a ship’s chef, you’ll be charting your own course up the ranks until you reach your goal. No one can tell you what that goal is but you. And while we can tell you over and over how to work with other people to do what we expect to be done, the only way those lessons will stick for most people is to actually try... and fail... in a closed environment.”

				The Ciracaana’s gaze roved over them. “That is not to say this is a safe place. There are a lot of ways to get hurt while hiking. We’re not going to offer you any help unless you get into trouble so badly you’ve forfeited your mission... and the only way to forfeit the mission is if your team doesn’t make it down in one piece, together. Keep that in mind.

				“As part of the Alliance’s Fleet, you will be called on to do many duties, from excavation of archeological sites to police-work, from rescuing stranded ships to fighting any enemies we may in the future develop. You’re our first faces to our citizens, our allies, our friends and neighbors. It’s up to you to uphold our values, not just in the presence of people outside Fleet, but to those within it too.

				“Now, line up at the tables and we’ll assign your teams and trails.”

				As the ensigns stood, Taylitha felt a shadow cross her back. She glanced at the sky in time to catch the silhouette of a broad-winged bird of prey. She bumped into Alysha in her surprise, managed to point.

				“A good omen,” Alysha said with a chuckle. “It did look like the Fleet eagle, didn’t it?”

				Taylitha nodded, then added, “We’ll need all the luck we can get. Did I hear him right when he said there would be no help at all?”

				“No help offered,” Alysha corrected. “I suspect if we ask, we’ll receive.”

				“I hope so,” Taylitha said.

				There were over a hundred trails up the mountain, more than enough for each pair to use alone; most of them converged at the mountain’s top and the canoe rental cabin, and some of them had merged checkpoints with first aid and communication facilities. Taylitha stood in line with Alysha and watched their hapless lieutenants attempt to organize the assignments. The officers in charge of the ensigns’ retreat were chosen by lot from the lieutenants on participating ships; it was considered a proving ground for their organizational skills. Coordinating the movements of roughly a hundred ensigns through a nature reserve sounded like fun to Taylitha, but she was considered odd by most of her friends, and the men and women at the head of the line looked tired and stressed.

			

			
				“Your assignment,” one of them said when she and Alysha finally reached the table. They received paper maps along with their data tablet loads. “You’ll be meeting up with group four over there at your checkpoints. Go talk with them.”

				Taylitha studied the map as she followed Alysha over. It looked like a gentle route: four days up the mountain and two to three down, depending on the river they chose. She gazed up past the buildings at the tree-blanketed slopes and lifted her shoulders in a long, pleased breath. “This is going to be fun.”

				“It should be,” Alysha agreed.

				Which was before Taylitha saw the ensign holding forth in their group. She didn’t recognize him, but from his pompous expression and tense stance she knew the type. As they drew near, the conversation—if it could be called that with the man giving orders—only confirmed her misgivings.

				“So, we’ll all wait at the checkpoint until the last group arrives before we keep going,” he said. “Then I’ll lead us to the cabin. We’re supposed to be up the trail in a little under four days. I’d like us to get there first.”

				“Why?” Taylitha interrupted.

				The human rolled his eyes. “Haven’t you been reading the briefs, fur-for-brains? The first group to make it to the bottom of the mountain gets a commendation. It’s good for those of us who want to make captain.”

				Taylitha bristled, but found a gray hand on her arm. She glanced at Alysha, whose calm seemed to counsel patience. Taylitha set her ears back but forced herself to relax, and Alysha nodded before resuming her read-through of their new tablet material.

				Apparently emboldened by Taylitha’s dissent, one of the others asked, “Why should you be the leader?”

				“Because I grew up in the mountains,” he said. “I know my way around.”

				“That’s not going to help any of us who aren’t your partners,” the dissenter, a stubborn-looking Aera, said. His long ears telegraphed his disgruntlement even in the crowd, they were so big. “You won’t be around to guide us while we’re actually doing the hiking.”

				“Why do we need a leader anyway?”

				“All groups need a leader, or else how do things get done? By committee?” The human sneered. His name tag read ‘Mike Beringwaite.’ 

				“Sometimes committees work,” an uncertain girl said.

				“You obviously haven’t sat on any committees,” the man said with rolled eyes. “Besides, that’s not how we do things in Fleet. Have you seen a ship with a team for a captain? No? Didn’t think so. Now, how many of you have mountain experience?”

			

			
				The group had grown to twelve members during the discussion, but no one raised their hands.

				“You see? You’ll need me if you want to know how to do this the fastest way possible.”

				“I see there are other goals we can receive commendations for other than ‘First Group Back,’” Alysha said into the uneasy quiet. “There are several based on bringing back certain specimens of plant; at least one for capturing footage of a rare bird. One for least use of Fleet resources. Given the inexperience of the group with moving quickly through this kind of terrain, wouldn’t it make better sense to try for one of these other goals?”

				Beringwaite folded his arms and guffawed. “Right. The inexperience part will apply to people tramping through woods trying not to scare birds away as well as not being able to hotfoot it through the hills.”

				“But they don’t involve the same level of time pressure,” Alysha said. “That gives us a greater chance at success.”

				“Plants! How much trailfood we eat! We’re Fleet, not some mewling group of civvies,” the human said with scorn. “Do we want to win this for the honor of the Fleet, or do we want to just grub around in the forest? We’re tougher than that. We’re better than that!”

				“Now would be a good time to give that speech about needing all sorts in Fleet,” Taylitha said sotto voce to Alysha. The woman flashed her a small smile, then shook her head and indicated the other members with the tip of her chin. The same people who’d seemed so uncertain before were now wearing prideful looks to match their would-be leader’s.

				“It’s settled then,” he said. “We’re getting up that mountain and down it first. And I’ll lead you there!”

				Amid the cheer that followed, Taylitha looked at Alysha with wilted ears.

				


				* * *

				


				“The guy’s an idiot,” Taylitha said, tail lashing as she rooted through the supply shed. “He’s going to get us all killed. Why didn’t you say something?”

				“You expected me to say something?” Alysha asked in a curious voice. She picked up a walking staff and examined it.

				“Well, yes!” Taylitha exclaimed. “You’d make a better leader any day than that overstuffed ego. ‘Fur-for-brains’ my backside!” She tossed a few packets of K-plus rations into the mound with their backpacks. The groups had been sent to the storage sheds to choose their equipment; the larger sheds were well-organized, but rumor intimated that the sheds no longer maintained by the storekeeper contained more interesting items for those willing to paw through them. “Seriously. Why didn’t you challenge him?”

			

			
				Alysha put the walking stick on their pile and pushed past a stack of hiking boots into the next aisle. “Because he’s my learning experience.”

				“How in the twenty midnight hells can that pompous bratling be your learning experience?”

				Alysha looked over the aisle at her, laughing. “Besides giving you an opportunity to increase my vocabulary?”

				Taylitha glowered at her, and Alysha chuckled. “Sorry. Look, Taylitha, we’re not always going to be able to work for people we agree with or like. That doesn’t change that we’ll be expected to carry out their orders to the best of our abilities... and that sometimes, doing so will require us to stretch what we already know, or require us to do things we don’t have the first clue how to accomplish. I’m not a speed-hiker, and I certainly don’t know how to canoe down a mountain. But I’d like to see if I can learn. Quickly.”

				“What about the rest of us?” Taylitha asked. “Don’t we have a right to a safe commander?”

				Alysha paused.

				Taylitha’s ears perked. “Ha! You don’t have a ready answer for that one, do you?”

				“No,” Alysha admitted. “I have feelings about it, but I haven’t spent enough time with them.”

				“So you should have been leader,” Taylitha said, investigating what appeared to be a bundle of tents of various types. She plucked one of the M-rate collapsibles from the mess and tossed it into their pile. “So you could have that time to think about what it means to have people under you.”

				“I’ve already thought about that part,” Alysha said, her voice growing quieter than usual. “It’s whether we’ve waived some of our rights by joining a military organization that I’m still considering.” When Taylitha opened her mouth, Alysha said, “And yes, I know all the arguments about Fleet not being a military organization, despite our trappings. But if something threatens the Alliance, we’re going to be the best thing, probably the only thing, between it and its enemies. Maybe we shouldn’t lose sight of that.”

				“I’m partnered with a philosopher,” Taylitha muttered.

				Alysha stepped around the corner and looked down at their tiny pile of supplies. “And I, apparently, with a logistics specialist. Did you choose all these things for a reason, or are you operating on instinct?”

				Taylitha joined her. “Oh, no. While I was in the Academe I worked Stores part-time. We deprecate a lot of supplies every year. Sometimes because they’re not as good as the things that are becoming available... but just as often because what’s available now is cheaper, or not as heavy, or not the right color, or not from a manufacturer we have a contract with at the time.” She pointed at the rations. “The vitamin-plus rations went out of fashion for logistical reasons... each species gets a different spread of vitamins, and keeping track of how many of every species was in a group was too much trouble. The M-rate tents get too hot in desert conditions, so they should keep us pretty warm on a mountain. The gel is good for Pelted with foot pads... we’ll probably do better hiking without boots in this terrain, but unless you’ve done a lot of walking we’ll need something to keep the pads from cracking. That kind of thing.”

			

			
				Alysha shook her head. “Amazing.”

				“It’s not really that special,” Taylitha said. “It’s just about keeping details in your head.”

				Alysha chuckled. “I see. Are you done?”

				Taylitha glanced over her shoulder. “Yeah. We should have enough time for our last shower for a week.”

				One of Alysha’s ears drooped, and Taylitha chuckled. “Me too.”

				


				


				



			









			

			
				


				


				Chapter Three


				


				


				“Remember,” Beringwaite said, “We all wait at the Chapel Grove checkpoint for everyone to arrive so I can lead us up the last leg. It should only take most of you two days to get there, so don’t stop just because you’re a little tired. We’re going to win this thing!”

				“It’s not a competition,” Taylitha muttered.

				Alysha shouldered her backpack. “It is to Mister Beringwaite,” she said as Beringwaite called out their trail assignments. “So it is to us.”

				“You two cats... you’re on trail A-33.”

				“That’s us,” Alysha said.

				With a sigh, Taylitha picked up her pack and followed Alysha through the slowly parting group. She’d rubbed cream into her paw pads earlier, but the moment she set foot on the dusty path she winced. Getting used to the pebbles and scratchy grass and broken nut shells would take some time. She’d also spent a few minutes in the shower stretching her back and arms, but even so it didn’t take long for the weight on her back to become burdensome. Nor, she thought as she followed Alysha, was she as in perfect shape as she had been in the Academe.

				But oh, the air was the perfect temperature, the crisp cool of spring. The breeze offered the perfume of new flowers. Fresh leaves on the trees rustled as their branches swayed. Taylitha forgot her tender feet and aching back.

				They wound up the path in companionable silence. It led them over a thin stream, its murmurs barely audible as it trickled over its leaf-choked channel. They stopped in a hall of intertwined trees.

				Taylitha wasn’t sure which of them paused first. “It’s beautiful,” she said after a moment.

				“It’s a pleasant change,” Alysha said, touching the flaking bark of one of the trees. “We’re used to the manicured walkways created by most landscapers. This is how it should be.”

				Taylitha looked up and down the hall. Several kinds of trees of varying ages were unevenly staggered along the path. The leaves that leaned on one another overhead were tri-peaked, or oveate, or serrated. The branches were gray and brown and pale green. She could smell the mingled sap of a dozen types, spicy and sweet and green and sharp.

			

			
				Alysha stepped up behind her and smiled. “What do you like best about it?”

				“Is this a test?” Taylitha asked with a laugh.

				“A question. Just a question.” Alysha’s eyes sparkled with a warmth that dispelled the effect of their light hue.

				“The variety,” Taylitha said finally. “The diversity of colors, of kinds. It’s invigorating.”

				Alysha’s brows rose. “Interesting,” she said, and headed back up the path.

				Taylitha blinked, then hurried after her. She drew abreast of the other woman, noted the quirk of her smile. “Well? What about you?”

				“I like that the path came after the trees, not the other way around.”

				Taylitha frowned. “Does that mean you prefer nature over the works of people? That you like us to respect nature and are glad we’re capable of it? Or that you’re proud that we’re resourceful in making our way around obstacles?”

				“You are reading a lot into this,” Alysha said with such a straight face Taylitha almost mistook the tiny smile.

				“And you’re not?” Taylitha asked. “So which is it? And no, don’t ask me which one I think you think is true.”

				Alysha stopped, both hands tightly gripping the straps of her pack. For a moment Taylitha thought she’d upset her until she noticed the tiny quivers running through Alysha’s shoulders.

				“Oh, go ahead and laugh,” Taylitha said, grinning. “That way you can catch your breath faster and we can concentrate on meeting that fool Beringwaite.”

				Alysha leaned against one of the trees and laughed until she couldn’t stop. Taylitha watched her, still wearing a broad grin. She liked putting people at ease, and making them laugh was even nicer, particularly when they laughed with such candor.

				“I’m done,” Alysha said after a moment, wiping her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m not used to people reacting to me the way you are.”

				“Which is how? Noticing that you’re doing what you’re doing, turning it back on you, both?”

				“Add ‘not being offended when you notice’ and I think you’ll have covered the list,” Alysha said. She resumed trekking up the path. “And for your honesty and good humor I tell you what my answers are, without prompting. But I won’t explain what they mean, any more than you do. What they say about me I’ll leave you to puzzle over.”

			

			
				“I guess that’s fair,” Taylitha said. “Though if this is the way you normally do things, I probably haven’t had the experience you have in interpreting people’s answers.”

				“You don’t study people?” Alysha asked.

				Taylitha resettled her pack. “I don’t think so. At least, not consciously. I don’t test them, anyway.”

				“I don’t test people either,” Alysha said. “I just want to know what they think. It was only an accident when I discovered that most people aren’t used to being asked for their opinions.”

				“And that most people like to talk about their opinions?” Taylitha said with a chuckle. “You must make a lot of friends.”

				“I learn a great deal, anyway,” Alysha said.

				Taylitha wrinkled her nose. “You make me feel young.”

				Alysha glanced at her, amused. “Do you always say what you feel?”

				“Only around you,” Taylitha said with a grin.

				Alysha laughed. “So you’ve tested me already, and decided you know everything you need to.”

				“I guess so,” Taylitha said, and though she’d never thought of it that way she liked the idea. She straightened. “So, how old are you, anyway?”

				 “I’ve been an ensign almost a year,” Alysha said. “If that answers the question.”

				“It doesn’t!” Taylitha exclaimed, then laughed. “But I guess it’s a rude question. At least I know which of us has seniority. I’ve only been star-and-pierced for three months.”

				“Does that matter?” Alysha asked.

				“It does to some people,” Taylitha answered.

				Alysha glanced at her. “But not to you.”

				Taylitha hooked her fingers beneath the straps of her pack and looked up at the interwoven boughs. “You’ll have to work harder than that.”

				Alysha laughed in delight.

				


				* * *

				


				They climbed together, sometimes talking, sometimes in a silence Taylitha could hardly believe, it was so comfortable. The soil beneath her feet cooled her toes, and the sun on her shoulders warmed her, and the taste of the water in the canteen was certainly fresher than anything she’d had since she’d left Burbage Township. They crossed broad meadows dotted with lavender and pearl-poppies; stands of pines redolent with the sharp resin scent of evergreens and strewn with sienna-brown cones; wind-ruffled glades encircled in brush and washed with sunlight. Mountains framed the bits of sky Taylitha could see through the eaves of the trees, and the pellucid blue seemed more breathtaking because of it.

			

			
				“This isn’t so bad after all,” Taylitha said, hushed.

				Alysha smiled at her.

				An hour before sunset, their path reached a plateau. The trees remained dense on their left, but to their right they petered out completely to a cliff. As Alysha began to set up their camp, Taylitha edged out to it and peeked over its edge, resting her hands on a boulder that formed a hump along part of its edge. Fifty feet down a beautiful meadow collected purple evening’s shadows, and she gasped at the sight of a family of deer grazing. “Oh, wow!”

				Alysha joined her. “Ah! That’s lovely.”

				“Real deer,” Taylitha said. “I’ve never seen any.” She watched, holding her breath, as they wandered back into the brush and out of sight. “This is wonderful. We’re stopping?”

				“It seems a good place,” Alysha said. “The checkpoint’s not too long a walk from here, but we should probably take it while we’re fresh. Some of these trails skirt long drops. Once we get there, we can rest while we wait.”

				“Wait?” Taylitha asked.

				Alysha nodded. “We’re one of the lucky ones to have company most of the way up.”

				Taylitha glanced at her. “Ah! And you’re not happy about that, are you?”

				Alysha smiled, brows lifting. “And what makes you say that?”

				“I don’t know,” Taylitha said. “Your word choice, I think. Am I right?” She followed the other woman back to the trail crossing, where she started to dig a pit for the fire.

				“When you see who our company is, you’ll know the answer,” Alysha said. “Should we have rations for dinner? Or be brave and attempt to forage?”

				Taylitha pulled out her data tablet. “No bravery required... just patience and attention to detail. Let’s go look!”

				“Okay,” Alysha said, taking out her own. “But let’s stay within earshot. The brief didn’t mention anything about wildlife, but I can’t imagine these mountains don’t have their share.”

				“Things more dangerous than deer,” Taylitha mused aloud.

				“Things more dangerous than deer,” Alysha agreed.

				


				* * *

				


			

			
				Taylitha found several handfuls of edible mushrooms, a stand of tan onion shoots, and a selection of old nuts that hadn’t already been scavenged by birds. She returned with her booty to find Alysha coaxing a fire from the kindling it was just beginning to crisp. Their tent had already been pitched.

				“I hope you had better luck than I did,” Alysha said.

				“Probably,” Taylitha said. She unrolled one of her blankets and spread the bounty. Alysha added a few shriveled clusters of greens and sweet-birch sticks, enough for tea and dessert. Grinding the nut meat with the roasted onions and mushrooms made for a generous meal. Taylitha was gnawing on the moist, fibrous center of one of the peeled sweet-birch branches when her companion spoke.

				“So what brought you to Fleet? You must have attended one of the satellite campuses... I don’t remember seeing you at Terracentrus.”

				Taylitha nodded. “I’m from the colonies. Terracentrus would been a very long ride.” She wiped birch-juice from her chin and said, “And I joined Fleet because I like to meet people.”

				“There are definitely easier ways to meet people,” Alysha said, brows lifting.

				“As many people? As varied?” Taylitha asked. Her ears drooped. “I don’t tell people this often because they make fun of it, but I’m hoping we’ll discover a major new alien species in my lifetime. Maybe even during my tour of duty.”

				“It could happen,” Alysha said, stirring her tea with a birch twig. “There were the Flitzbe, and the Chatcaava, and of course, humans.”

				“Humans don’t count,” Taylitha said. “That’s like saying one of your aunts is an alien just because she’s strange and you haven’t seen her in twenty years.”

				Alysha laughed. “Point taken. Still, I think wanting to explore the unknown is a good reason for joining. In fact, it may be the best reason.” Her eyes lost their focus. “I thought it was mine.”

				“It’s not?” Taylitha asked. “Then what is?”

				“I’m not sure,” Alysha said. “Not anymore. I used to feel very strongly about the stars for the sake of exploration. Now that desire seems to have waned. And yet, I still feel strongly about being here.”

				“Maybe that’s why you go around asking everyone’s opinions on the Fleet,” Taylitha joked. “You’re hoping you’ll turn up yours.”

				“Actually, you’re right,” Alysha said, and grinned at Taylitha’s start. “Or maybe I just like meeting people too.”

				“No fair stealing my reason,” Taylitha said, stretching her aching legs. “I worked hard on it!”

			

			
				Alysha held up her hands, smiling. And then continued, “So, command track?”

				“Yeah,” Taylitha said, warming her hands on the tin cup. “It seemed the best choice.” She grinned. “Not that I like telling other people what to do or anything. Just when it’s obvious they’re not paying attention to the little things.”

				“You’re good with that,” Alysha observed.

				“I try,” Taylitha said. “You’re command, of course. You already talk like an admiral.”

				“I had a good example,” Alysha murmured.

				“Really?” Taylitha asked, glancing at her. “I haven’t known any working captains. Well, I didn’t until I got to the Nightslip, but it’s not like I know her very well. I just had the teachers at the Academe, and I don’t think it’s the same. You don’t get to really see how they work. You have?”

				“A little, yes,” Alysha said.

				“And?” Taylitha asked, when her companion didn’t seem minded to go on. “What’s it like?”

				“It’s a lot of big-picture thinking,” Alysha said after a moment.

				“Like that bit with Kairell,” Taylitha said.

				“Exactly,” Alysha replied.

				“Great,” Taylitha said. “Just the opposite of what I’m good at, and here I am…!”

				They laughed, but the observation stuck with Taylitha. When the conversation began to suffer from the exertion of the day’s hike, she did not revive it. Settling in her sleeping bag for the night, Taylitha wondered. Here I am, she thought. But should I be?
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				Chapter Four


				


				


				The next morning they scaled a narrow path to reach the checkpoint, a glade bordered by cliffs and encircled in trees. One tall and ancient pine rose from the glade’s center, shading a tiny stream and a cabin the size of a closet. Its facilities included a rudimentary but very welcome shower head mounted on the outside wall. While Alysha washed, Taylitha explored the area around the glade. Several trees had tumbled down, their gnarled roots exposed and the topsoil beneath them ripped to reveal broken stone, ground almost to sand in places. The trees surrounding the glade cast a shade denser than seemed warranted by their numbers. Taylitha peered up through the heavy needles and found a cloud obscuring the sun.

				As she leaned back, her foot lit on gravel and skidded. She teetered between two pines, certain something behind her would stay her fall.

				Her back foot fell on scree and gave beneath her. She twisted, grabbing one of the pines, and discovered nothing between her and a ledge fifty feet down except a tree root she grabbed in utter desperation. That she screamed like a girl half her age embarrassed her, despite her larger worries. Hadn’t Johnnigan said something about Fleet not being in favor of dangerous training missions? What would he say when he found out she’d walked off a cliff while cloud-gazing? Probably “Curiosity killed the cat.” He loved using that chestnut on her.

				The tree root was slipping from between her sweating hands.

				“Taylitha!” Alysha grabbed her wrist, wet strands of hair flinging water into Tayl’s face.

				“Be careful!” Taylitha exclaimed. “The trees are barely rooted and the soil’s skin-deep!”

				Alysha glanced around herself with a growl. Taylitha could hear flying gravel, but couldn’t see what the other woman was doing. She concentrated on keeping her arms in their sockets.

				“Can you get your feet onto something?” Alysha asked.

				Taylitha made the attempt, but her pads slid off the rock. “Not reliably,” she said, wondering at her own calm.

				“I’m going to pull you up,” Alysha said. Her and what army? “Hold onto my arm.” As if she was planning to let go. “Ready?”

				“Ready,” Taylitha said, and took a breath.

			

			
				Alysha leaned down, let go of the tree and yanked backward. Taylitha grabbed a gray elbow in one hand and a gray wrist in the other and tried to wiggle upward, half-expecting the other woman to tumble off the edge with her.

				She didn’t. Taylitha stared at the quivering of the muscles in that arm, at the shadows that lined their ridges. Pebbles and soil bruised her breast and stomach as she slid back up between the trees, and she scrabbled the last of the way onto level ground. 

				Together the two sat, panting, shaking.

				“Let’s,” Alysha started, and took a long breath, “Let’s get further into the glade.”

				“Absolutely,” Taylitha said, standing despite her shaking knees.

				She did glance backward once, and so see a certain impossibility; the bare stone revealed by the clearing of the gravel simply could not have claw marks in it.

				They returned to the center of the glade to await the rest of the team. As Alysha sat on one of the fallen trees, Taylitha struggled with her embarrassment, uncertain how to break the silence. She’d known the checkpoint was perched on several sheer edges; the walk here had given her plenty of opportunities to peer over similar ones. Had she been any clumsier, she would have gone over the edge completely, without even grabbing the root. She would have been severely injured landing on that ledge... or worse, had she missed it.

				Taylitha was not so intent on self-flagellation that she missed the surreptitious stretch and flex Alysha was attempting with her left arm.

				“What happened?” Taylitha demanded, catching the hand. She turned it over and found a long line of scrapes and torn fur from the side of the hand all the way up above the elbow. “How did you do that?”

				“I got a little too close to the ground while pulling,” Alysha said. She didn’t flinch when Taylitha tried to brush some of the dirt out of the welts, but her tendons rose against her skin.

				Taylitha fetched her first aid kit and went to work. As her embarrassment faded she noticed Alysha’s stillness beneath the sting of the antiseptic.

				“You take this well,” she said.

				“I’d rather not distract you by shaking or twitching,” Alysha said with a wry smile.

				Taylitha swabbed the scratches near Alysha’s elbow, which she recognized belatedly as her own claw-marks. Her ears flattened, but she continued after a moment, “I don’t mean your arm. Most people don’t like being tended. They get flustered.”

			

			
				Alysha didn’t answer immediately. Presently, she said, “I decided a while ago I might as well get used to it. I can’t exactly administer my own medical care.”

				Taylitha glanced at her while unwinding the bandage from the roll, hearing something in the quiet of the alto. “Is that your real reason?”

				“Part of it,” Alysha said with a laugh. “The other parts have to do with being friends with healers, and being under their hands too often.”

				So much hidden in so little at the end of a jovial reply! Taylitha wrapped the bandage around Alysha’s arm, struggling not to ask what kinds of activities got someone who looked so healthy into a clinic “often.” Sports? Manual labor? Perhaps Alysha dueled, as she did... but no, there were none of the calluses Taylitha had on her own hands. She forced her curiosity down and said, “I’m no healer, but this should work until the quick-sealers have a chance to integrate with your skin.”

				Alysha flexed her fingers with caution, then smiled. “This is very well-done,” she said. “How many other useful skills are you hiding in there, Ensign Basil?”

				“Probably not enough to thank you for saving my hide,” Taylitha said, blushing in the ears. She didn’t look away despite it. “I’m sorry I was careless.”

				“It was an accident,” Alysha said, putting a hand on Taylitha’s shoulder. “It could have happened to either of us. Don’t let it weigh you down.”

				Taylitha took a deep breath, then nodded, letting the tension drain from her.

				“Ah, you’re here! Good! I was expecting to wait!”

				The fur along the back of her spine shot up. Taylitha twisted slowly, hoping Mike Beringwaite would vanish in the moments between hearing him and seeing him. But no, there he was, standing with arrogant confidence, a tired-looking Tam-illee man just coming to a halt beside him.

				“You’re ready to move on, I hope,” Beringwaite continued, striding toward them. An almost cartoonish scowl spread over his face at the sight of Alysha’s arm. “How did you do that? It’s only been a day and a half! I hope you’re not accident-prone, Forrest... I’m going to push us hard.”

				“Leave her be!” Taylitha exclaimed.

				“It’s okay, Taylitha,” Alysha said, eyes never moving from Beringwaite’s face.

				The human looked from one to the other. “What are you trying to hide?” he asked. “No one gets protective without someone having done something wrong. I don’t want any muck-ups during my mission.”

				“Your mission!” Taylitha burst out. “Just because you’re the unofficial leader doesn’t make you our commanding officer... and doesn’t make this your mission! It’s our mission, and we have as big a say in how we do it as you do!”

			

			
				“That’s what you think, fur-for-brains. But the group has spoken, and I’m it. What I say goes, or you’ll be the reason we fail.”

				Alysha caught Taylitha’s arm before Taylitha realized she was about to advance on the man. In her quiet alto, Alysha said, “We’ll follow you, Mister Beringwaite. But a good commander doesn’t use racial slurs on his subordinates.”

				Beringwaite stepped back, then guffawed. “Right. It’s just a joke.”

				“Not to us,” Alysha said. She smiled. “Though I suppose we could call you Skinny, or Devvy.”

				Beringwaite paled, and even Taylitha and the silent Tam-illee bridled. It had been years since anyone had trotted out the derogatory terms assigned to humans since their rediscovery of the Pelted. “Skinny” was bad. “Devvy,” from ‘Devolved,’ evoked all the Pelted’s most prejudicial beliefs that after creating the Pelted humanity had become less than their gengineered children.

				“Don’t call me that,” Beringwaite finally said. “I’m your leader.”

				“Don’t do to us what you wouldn’t have us do to you,” Alysha said.

				“Whatever,” Beringwaite said. “The day’s getting old.” He turned on them and started up the trail. The Tam-illee man followed him with drooping tail and bowed shoulders, awarding them only the most fleeting of glances on the way past.

				Alysha shouldered her pack and followed. Taylitha walked behind her, smoldering.

				


				* * *

				


				If Taylitha had thought Beringwaite the mission commander irritating, she found Beringwaite the trail guide insufferable. She couldn’t deny he did seem to know what he was doing, but he couldn’t deliver a single fact without making it clear who was God on this particular mission. Nor could he bear any person with him making mistakes, and his definition of a mistake was so broad he had no end of excuses for his diatribes. More than once he told the Tam-illee man, whose name was Jender Forthstars, that the foxine’s penchant for stopping to look at the scenery was stupid—what, had he never seen a tree before? Taking care of blistered feet made Jender a softie, ill-fit for Fleet. Even their choice of places to relieve themselves was subject to discussion and correction.

			

			
				Four hours after joining up with Beringwaite, Taylitha knew very well where Jender had acquired that beaten submissive look. One did not argue with Beringwaite... at least, not productively, as she discovered.

				“What are you looking at, Basil?”

				“There’s a fallen tree in those shadows. It might have mushrooms on it.”

				“Might,” Beringwaite said with a guffaw. “Keep walking, furry.”

				Taylitha bristled, but said, “The mission material says red oysters grow on trees in the shade in this area.”

				“We have rations.”

				“We could use them to supplement the rations. They’re nutritious.”

				“So are the rations.”

				Taylitha growled. “It’ll only take a minute to check!”

				“A minute we don’t have, furry. Keep walking.”

				She had not been in Fleet long enough to be in the habit of bowing her head to any authority figure... particularly someone her rank who had appointed himself as leader. Taylitha ducked away, into the brush.

				In moments, Beringwaite was behind her, grabbing her arm.

				“I said to stay on the trail!”

				“No you didn’t,” Taylitha said. “You said to ‘keep walking.’ I’m still walking. I’m walking to investigate this tree.”

				“Get back on the trail,” Beringwaite said. “This is a waste of time.”

				“How do you know?” Taylitha asked, flattening her ears.

				“Because that’s a mottled birch and red oysters don’t grow on them. Their bark is too acidic.”

				Taylitha allowed herself to be dragged back onto the path. She fell into step behind Jender and surreptitiously consulted her data tablet. Much to her irritation, Beringwaite was right.

				All the while, Taylitha could hear the soft scrape of Alysha’s foot-falls behind her, and she wondered over and over why the other woman wouldn’t put Beringwaite in his place and take charge.

				


				* * *

				


				The sun disappeared over the horizon, and somehow this visceral reminder of time’s passage aggravated her manifold aches and pains. Beringwaite had run them twice as fast as she and Alysha had gone the day before... nor did he show any signs of stopping. Taylitha was deciding how to express her frustration when Alysha’s quiet voice sounded behind her, carrying clearly to the head of the line.

				“Beringwaite? Are we stopping?”

			

			
				“Not yet,” the man said. “Or are you furries exaggerating when you say your night vision is better than ours?”

				“We can manage,” Alysha said. “But you’re not one of the Pelted.”

				“No, but I know mountains. We’ll keep going. There’s a place we can stop in a couple of hours.” He snorted. “We could have been there by now, but you people are a disgrace. I thought you would at least have tried to maintain some sort of physical condition on-ship.”

				Taylitha scowled, but said nothing. She couldn’t, given that she hadn’t been in the gym as much as she should have been.

				By the time they reached Beringwaite’s chosen campground, Taylitha was certain her legs weren’t going to work in the morning. The muscles in her thighs were twitching, and her knees made unappealing sounds when she stretched. She erected the tent with Alysha’s help and crawled into it, not seeing what was outside and not really caring. Her partially undone sleeping bag was unrolled enough for her to flop onto it and groan, and while her ears registered Alysha’s arrival, she didn’t open her eyes until she smelled flowers.

				Alysha was offering her a handful of fleshy red and orange petals. “You need to eat, arii. Don’t sleep yet.”

				“I’m about dead,” Taylitha said. “I couldn’t possibly.”

				“Sure you can,” Alysha said. “I have some mushrooms and some kendrage too.”

				Taylitha pulled herself upright and accepted a handful of the shiny green leaves and spindly mushrooms. “Where’d you find these?”

				“On the way up,” Alysha said. “I noticed Beringwaite doesn’t mind the back of the group as much as he does the front, especially if you don’t attract his attention.”

				“Yeah, I noticed,” Taylitha said sourly. “What exactly were you doing back there? Besides foraging?”

				“Watching him,” Alysha said. “Seeing if he was successful.”

				Taylitha flipped her ears back. “Oh, he’s plenty successful, if his intention is to so totally demoralize his people that they’re ready to mutiny at the first fork in the road.”

				Alysha nodded slowly. “He doesn’t know how to treat people,” she said. “A pity, because he does know the terrain better than any of us. He walks the paths with confidence.”

				“Arrogance, you mean,” Taylitha said. “He’s a snot. I hate him.”

				Alysha laughed softly.

				“I’m not kidding,” Taylitha said. “There’s no excuse for the way he treats us. When are you going to fix it?”

				“Fix it?” Alysha asked, ears flicking sideways in surprise.

			

			
				“Yes!” Taylitha exclaimed, exasperated. “He pushes us too hard. And he abuses us verbally.”

				Alysha’s expression stilled so quickly Taylitha hesitated, unnerved. She finished with more caution. “When are you going to stop him?”

				Her companion said nothing. Taylitha couldn’t pin down how Alysha’s face had changed, but she no longer looked friendly and detached. The hardness in her gaze frightened Taylitha enough that she squirmed and said, “Ah… Alysha?”

				“Sorry,” Alysha said, touching her own forehead. She straightened and her eyes cleared. “Why me, then?”

				“Why... you? Why should you fix it?” Taylitha asked. At the other’s nod, she said, “Because you can.”

				“And no one else can?”

				“Jender obviously won’t,” Taylitha said. “Beringwaite’s already got a foot on his neck. I can’t, because just talking to the man makes me want to throttle him. That leaves you.”

				“Of course,” Alysha said in a tone Taylitha couldn’t describe.

				


				


				



			









			

			
				


				


				Chapter Five


				


				


				The following morning, Alysha took Jender’s place behind Beringwaite, befuddling the poor Tam-illee and earning an askance look from the human.

				“Got something to say, Forrest?”

				“No,” Alysha said. “I just thought I’d learn more here, right behind you, than in the back.”

				Taylitha almost choked.

				“First smart thing anyone’s said on this trip,” Beringwaite said, mollified. “All right, then, furry, let’s go.”

				They set off again. Taylitha anticipated another day of gritting her teeth through Beringwaite’s attitude and behind her, Jender, cringing, no doubt expected the same.

				It didn’t happen.

				For the first hour, Alysha and Beringwaite seemed at odds; he didn’t know what to make of her attempts at conversation or her responses to him, and ignored her as often as he replied to her courtesies. But sometime into the second hour, Beringwaite no longer paid Taylitha or Jender any mind. Alysha absorbed all his abuse and somehow managed to keep him from running them quite as hard in the bargain. Taylitha had no idea how she was doing it, but watching the other woman carefully she realized that the tension and guarded care Alysha had exhibited earlier had been her way of drawing Beringwaite out, sounding him under pressure. Now she walked behind him, her body completely relaxed despite his constant harangues, as if she’d already done the hard work.

				Each time Beringwaite said something particularly outrageous, something so heinous Taylitha felt she had to offer a defense on Alysha’s behalf, Alysha caught her eye and somehow counseled patience just by canting her head or tilting an ear. Taylitha bit her tongue. She tried to do as Alysha must be doing, and watched them.

				“Perhaps we should stop for lunch.”

				“We’re not making good enough time to stop for lunch,” Beringwaite snarled.

				“It must be difficult to work with such inexperienced people,” Alysha said, with only sympathy in her voice.

			

			
				“Damn right it is,” Beringwaite said. “We should have been much farther by now! We might not even make the Grove on time.”

				“Still, I can’t imagine taking a short break for lunch will matter much.”

				“Are you dull in the head?” Beringwaite demanded. “Haven’t I been saying that every minute counts?”

				“You have,” Alysha agreed. “I’m certain it’s true of other groups, but not of ours.”

				“And how exactly do you figure that?”

				“Because they don’t have the benefit of your experience, Mister Beringwaite. Everyone knows an experienced trail guide can halve the time a group spends in transit. I have no doubt you’ll get us there with time to spare, even if we do stop for lunch. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if you used lunch as an excuse to scout ahead.”

				Beringwaite sighed. “And it would let you lazytails catch your breath.”

				Alysha nodded. “We’re not as good at this as you are. Luckily, we have you to help us.”

				“And you should be grateful. Fine. Let’s stop here, it’s as good a place as any. I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”

				“Thank you. We appreciate it.”

				Beringwaite vanished around the next bend. Taylitha turned to Alysha, stunned. “Did you actually mean all that flotsam?”

				“Every word of it,” Alysha said, sitting on a rock and massaging her toe pads with sorrow in her voice.

				“You must be jesting,” Taylitha said.

				“No,” Alysha said slowly. “No, I’m not. Beringwaite is an invaluable resource. He will get us where we’re going faster and more safely than I would, or you, or Mister Forthstars. You can’t alienate your best tools.”

				“Isn’t that what he’s doing to us?” Taylitha demanded.

				“That’s what he’s trying to do to me,” Alysha corrected. “And failing at, because I don’t alienate that easily.”

				“And while we’re on that topic,” Taylitha said, startling even herself with the immensity of her anger, “how can you let him say some of those things to you?”

				“I’ve heard worse,” Alysha said quietly.

				“But he’s Fleet,” Taylitha said.

				Alysha looked at her with unreadable, pale eyes. “That doesn’t always matter.”

				Taylitha folded her arms. “If it doesn’t, what does?”

				“That I can take the abuse, and you and Mister Forthstars can’t, and so I will.” Alysha threw a ration bar at her. “Now stop wasting the minutes I bought us, Miss Basil, and eat.”

			

			
				Taylitha ate, but the honey-glued granola bar did not sit well with her roiling stomach. When Beringwaite returned and they resumed their travels, Taylitha attempted to make sense of Alysha’s attitude. She hadn’t figured the other woman for a martyr, but nothing in Alysha’s attitude as she walked in Beringwaite’s shadow suggested any pain or suffering.

				Indeed, the longer Taylitha watched, the more she realized Alysha was managing Beringwaite. She used his impatience, his inflated sense of self-worth, and his ambitions to push him onto paths that better served the rest of the party. She ignored his baiting in order to play to his pride and manipulate him into doing the right thing... most of the time, anyway. She occasionally misjudged just what tone to take with him, but she rectified her mistakes as soon as he presented her the opportunity. Beringwaite was always eager to create opportunities for more abuse.

				Taylitha couldn’t believe it. It was more like Alysha was in charge than Beringwaite. A grin crept onto her face and stayed there.

				Behind her, in a near inaudible whisper, Jender said, “I can almost bear the thought of sharing a tent with him after not having to deal with him all day.”

				That night in their tent, Taylitha sat on her bedroll and watched Alysha preparing for sleep. It was hard to tell, but she thought the other woman looked more exhausted than she had the previous evening, when they’d been traveling faster.

				Once Alysha sat, Taylitha said, “Are you okay?”

				“I’m fine,” Alysha said. “Just tired.”

				“Are you sure?” Taylitha asked. “It’s hard to listen to people like Beringwaite for long.”

				“It’s not listening to him that’s hard,” Alysha said.

				Taylitha nodded. “It’s pointing him in the right direction and making him think it’s his idea that’s hard, right?”

				That surprised a laugh out of Alysha, and Taylitha beamed at how it seemed to erase the lines from the woman’s face. “So, you see what I’m doing now.”

				“Yes,” Taylitha said, then added, “It doesn’t make it any easier to listen to.” She folded her hands in her lap and looked at them, embarrassed. “I wish I could help.”

				“You are helping,” Alysha said.

				“I don’t see how!”

				“You help by making it worth doing,” Alysha said with a smile. She rolled herself into her blankets. “Good night, Taylitha.”

			

			
				Perplexed, Taylitha watched the other woman breathing, then curled herself into her own sleeping bag. She couldn’t imagine putting up with Beringwaite for any reason... but Alysha could, and did. Why?

				


				* * *

				


				The following day saw them to the Chapel Grove only a few hours into their hike; as Alysha had predicted, Beringwaite led them there with time to spare. Taylitha put it to use immediately by staring in awe. It was not that the trees were any taller than some of the ones she’d seen on the way up the mountain; it was their obvious age that impressed. It radiated through their gnarled and scaly bark and invested the grove with a green, damp timelessness. Her footfalls on the duff were muffled in a silence that had density and form, and the dusky air tickled her nostrils with the scent of conifers and the peppery sap of nearby spice maples.

				Beringwaite eyed the grove, then pointed at a collection of rocks just in front of it. “We’ll wait here.”

				“First thing he’s said that makes him sound like a person instead of a martinet,” Taylitha muttered to Jender, who even smiled.

				They enjoyed a pleasant brunch, but as the hours dragged Beringwaite graduated from fidgeting to pacing and finally to a frustrated rage.

				“Where are they?” he asked. “We’re going to lose!”

				“They’re on their way, I’m sure,” Alysha said. “We’ll have time.”

				But Beringwaite would not be comforted. Taylitha feared for the ears of the incoming groups and apparently so did Alysha, who managed to convince Beringwaite to scout the path ahead. When the other woman sat on one of the flatter rocks, Taylitha worried over the tension she saw in Alysha’s arms and shoulders, at the lines under her eyes.

				“Maybe you should let someone else do this for a while,” she said.

				Alysha only shook her head.

				The last group didn’t trail into the grove until long after sunset. Even Alysha couldn’t save them from the entirety of Beringwaite’s wrath, though she deflected a great deal of it. Taylitha watched the emotional carnage with a dry mouth and an occasional flinch. Still, the scene was not lost on her; Alysha had positioned herself between Beringwaite and the unhappy newcomers, though not obviously enough to make him feel like she was deliberately blocking his view of them. She interrupted his stream of vitriol often enough to turn his anger on her, sparing the listeners.

				It went on longer than Taylitha thought possible. She shivered as she watched. Was this what was in store for her as captain? She’d chosen her career path more by what she didn’t want to do on a ship than what she did: she was no engineer, she definitely wasn’t into medical, and she wasn’t interested in learning the weaponry or science angles. She’d assumed that being in charge of a ship meant... well, telling people what to do. Like every cadet in the Academe she’d memorized the list of shipboard duties, but most of the captain’s seemed to involve delegation and high-level decision-making. It had all sounded so clinical in the texts.

			

			
				What Alysha was doing was not clinical, not easy, and Taylitha wanted no part of it. And she knew why Alysha wanted to be in Fleet. What remained to be seen was why she wanted to stay in Fleet... or more accurately, what job she should take to serve her own purpose best. As a furious Beringwaite finally allowed Alysha to nudge him onto the trail through the grove, Taylitha shouldered her pack and mused on her life ambitions.

				


				* * *

				


				They didn’t get far before the darkness forced them to stop for the night. Taylitha pitched the tent with the other five pairs in their group, all the while keeping a surreptitious eye on Alysha, who was talking with Beringwaite in a lacuna created by the careful avoidance of everyone else. With Beringwaite distracted, one of their number dared to start a fire and set a stew simmering. Taylitha added the mushrooms and leaves she’d gathered in the quieter times on their hike, and by the time Alysha joined her in their tent Taylitha had food and tea ready.

				Alysha ate in silence, then cupped the tea in both hands and let out a long sigh. The smile that curved her lips was so unguarded it surprised a purr out of Taylitha.

				“Thank you,” Alysha said. “I needed that.”

				“I thought you would,” Taylitha said, studying her.

				Both Alysha’s brows rose. “Am I that disheveled, or are you looking at something else?”

				Taylitha laughed. “I have you figured out finally. I know why you’re in Fleet.”

				“Oh?” Alysha asked with calm interest.

				Taylitha nodded. “You’re here to guard people.”

				A tremor ran through Alysha’s arms. She set the tea cup down carefully. “To guard people.”

				“Yes. Most definitely,” Taylitha said. “You’re a protector. You can’t stand to watch people get hurt, so you get between them and whatever’s hurting them. Fleet’s an excellent way to get between millions of people and harm’s way... so here you are. Keeping people safe. Keeping them from being hurt.”

			

			
				Alysha folded her hands together in her lap, head bowed. Her hair slid over her shoulders, obscuring her face.

				“I’m right, aren’t I?” Taylitha asked.

				“Someone has to do it.” Alysha’s voice barely rose above a whisper.

				Taylitha snorted. “You say that as if you need to convince yourself to do it. Don’t think I haven’t been watching you all this time. You can’t stop yourself.”

				Alysha lifted her head with reluctance. Her eyes were gentled by the shadows cast by her lashes. “It’s just that I can and so many people can’t.”

				“You don’t have to justify it to me,” Taylitha said, touching the other woman’s knee. “I can’t think of a better reason to be in Fleet. Which is where my problem comes in.”

				“Problem?” Alysha asked. She wiped at one eye with the base of her palm, though Taylitha hadn’t noticed any hint of a tear.

				“Yeah,” Taylitha continued with a lopsided smile. “I don’t want to do what you do. I hate the idea. So now I have to figure out what to be instead of a captain.”

				“Not all captains are guardians,” Alysha said.

				“No, but I’m betting all the good ones are,” Taylitha replied. When Alysha didn’t answer, she chuckled. “See?”

				“There are more routes through command than to the captaincy,” Alysha said. “Many of them would allow you to meet people, as you would most like.”

				“True, but I want more of a plan than that.” Taylitha said. “I’ll figure it out. I just need some time to think, and you’re giving me plenty of that by keeping Beringwaite off our backs. Which reminds me, I’m still confused about why you’re leaving him in charge. You want to protect people, right? You’d have a better chance if you took his place. Why not do it?”

				Alysha traced the rim of her cup. “I could,” she said slowly. “But I won’t. I can’t. I need to learn what Beringwaite has to teach me.”

				Exasperated, Taylitha said, “In case you haven’t noticed, there’s nothing the man does that you can’t do better. You’re a better leader. You’re a kinder person.”

				Alysha’s ears flicked back, but she said nothing, her gaze still on the teacup.

				“You owe it to us, don’t you think?” Taylitha prodded. “We’d be much better off if you took charge.”

				“No,” Alysha said, and there was a hoarse finality to the word that seemed to come from nowhere. “There is something more important for me to learn here, more important even than the comfort and happiness of our group.”

			

			
				“For the gods’ sakes,” Taylitha said, exasperated, “what is this lesson?”

				When Alysha looked up, her eyes were shadowed. “How to protect the innocent and the powerless against people in power... even when I have no power myself. I have to know, Taylitha.”

				Startled into silence and held by the ghosts in the other woman’s eyes, Taylitha felt the world change. While it did she observed prosaically how cliché it was to characterize the moment as earth-shaking, as life-changing... but there it was. She could scoff at herself, and she was, but it didn’t make the sudden pain in her chest go away, nor the feeling that something in the back of her mind was exploding, expanding.

				She wanted nothing to do with being a person like Alysha. In fact, she hadn’t the slightest clue how to even want the same things Alysha seemed to want so badly. But she wanted everything to do with working for people like Alysha.

				Will I really remember the smell of honey ginger tea forever? she wondered. In my memories, will I really fuse the tension of revelation with the tension of humid skies waiting for rain? In forty years, will I look back on this moment and think fondly of how it changed the course of my life?

				Looking at Alysha, Taylitha thought she would.

				


				


				



			









			

			
				


				


				Chapter Six

				


				


				Taylitha woke to the drumming of water on the sides of the tent. When she peered blearily outside, the drizzle that greeted her made her groan. She did not predict a pleasant day on the trail, and not just because of the weather.

				Nor was she proven wrong. The dense gray cloud-cover had fooled almost all of the group into sleeping late, including Beringwaite who did not react well to being as culpable as everyone else for their tardiness. He pulled several people out of their tents by their arms before Alysha got in his way. While she distracted him, Taylitha snuck into the tents and woke the rest of the group, warning them of Beringwaite’s mood. One of the men in the group flipped his ears back as he wiggled out of his bedroll.

				“What’s with him, anyway?”

				Taylitha shrugged. “A slug crawled up his ear. I don’t know.”

				“Is She awake?”

				Taylitha heard the capital letter and turned back from the tent flap with interest. “She?”

				“Yeah, the gray ensign. I haven’t caught her name.”

				“Alysha Forrest. Yeah, she’s awake.”

				“Thank the Speaker-Singer,” the man said. “Then it’s safe to come out.”

				Taylitha grinned and crawled back out into the rain.

				The sodden group managed to pack its gear and resume its march behind Beringwaite, though not fast enough to please him. The rain improved no one’s mood and made the footing less certain.

				“You’re going too fast,” Alysha said to Beringwaite as Taylitha watched surreptitiously. It was hard to keep an eye on their expressions while choosing her path in the rain, but she managed a quick glance once in a while. “You’re going to get us into trouble.”

				“We’re already late, Forrest. How many times do I have to tell you we don’t have time for laggarts?”

				Alysha’s tail lashed. “Do you really want someone to sprain an ankle? Break a leg?”

				“The footing’s not that bad,” Beringwaite said. “Besides, every one of you’s a furry. Sink your claws into the dirt for traction.”

			

			
				“In case you hadn’t noticed, there’s rock under the dirt,” Alysha said. For the first time, Taylitha heard a note of anger cooling the words. “Or do you think we all have steel claws?”

				“And I’m supposed to know about what your claws can and can’t do?” Beringwaite said. “Look, furry, I’m damn tired of hearing all about how much better you people are than we are. In case you’ve forgotten, we made you.”

				Taylitha stumbled in horror. It was impolite enough to bring up the fact that most of the Pelted were the result of scientific experimentation on Earth centuries ago, but to actually try using that relationship as a rationale for one race’s superiority over the others... .

				She did not mistake Alysha’s anger, though she hadn’t seen it before. It took the form of a cold stillness, one Taylitha was very glad was not directed at her. It seemed lost on Beringwaite, and Taylitha wondered uneasily just what Alysha would do to him. Before she could find out, a yelp from behind distracted them both.

				Taylitha looked back; Alysha sprinted behind her, displaying a traction on slick stone no one else could have, should have had. Taylitha followed more carefully, leaving an exasperated Beringwaite standing by a rock on the trail.

				One of the foxine-like Tam-illee had fallen: not Jender, this one, but a silvery male whose name was Roben. In the drizzle it was hard to tell, but Taylitha thought once she reached him that the inside of his ears were pale. Shock? Pain?

				“Are you hurt?” Alysha asked, bracing him.

				“I don’t think so,” the foxine said, trembling. “Just a little shook up.”

				One of their team-mates, standing behind him, said, “He was lucky... he caught himself on the side.”

				Alysha looked up and found Taylitha’s eyes. Even knowing that cold wasn’t meant for her, Taylitha shivered.

				“Would you—”

				“—I’ll take care of it,” Taylitha said, sliding behind Roben on the other side.

				Alysha nodded and stood, pebbles scraping away from her feet as she headed back up the trail. Taylitha squinted into the rain, wondering just what Alysha was going to say to Beringwaite.

				“I wonder what she’s going to say to him?” the Tam-illee said.

				“Hopefully whatever it’ll take to get him to slow down,” the man standing behind them said.

				“Can you stand?” Taylitha asked Roben.

			

			
				He nodded, and with her help and his partner’s gained his wobbly feet. Once standing he smiled and his tail wagged once or twice in limp relief. “Nothing broken.”

				“Thank An and Bast,” Taylitha said. She stepped back and felt a strange pattern under one of her toes; lifting her foot for a quick glance, she saw claw marks in the stone. Again. The gray rain quickly filled them, but the image stayed with her, the impossibility begging questions.

				“Now what?” the man behind her said, pulling her from her reverie.

				“Now we keep going,” Taylitha replied, clapping him on the shoulder. “Slower, or one of us is going to fall off a cliff.”

				Weak smiles. None of them thought she was joking. Unsettled, Taylitha slipped back up until she was third in place, in time to catch the tail end of the argument between Alysha and Beringwaite. The former looked sleek, wet and calmly controlled, the latter contemptuous. Taylitha’s heart fell. Had Alysha appeased him or had she actually yelled at him this time?

				“I’m serious, Beringwaite. Don’t earn us a forfeiture by pushing us so hard someone gets seriously hurt. That won’t reflect well on any of us.”

				“I guess not,” Beringwaite said. “But if we don’t make it to the bottom first—”

				“—winning isn’t the only worthwhile goal.”

				“Winning is the only goal, furry. And don’t you forget it.”

				He turned and started back up the trail at his former pace. Alysha stared at him as he retreated through the rain.

				“Now what?” Taylitha asked, horrified at Beringwaite’s callous disregard for their lives. She glanced at the edge of the path and the cliffs that were only just obscured by the pines and the rain.

				“Now, watch,” Alysha said with determination. She strolled after Beringwaite and when he deigned to notice her pace, replied to his anger. Taylitha followed more slowly... and noticed that she could. Alysha’s words upset Beringwaite sufficiently that he didn’t notice their speed. Taylitha kept her silence and listened carefully: Alysha didn’t allow the conversation to falter no matter how difficult the climb or how oppressive the weather. The humidity that followed on the heels of the drizzle was even worse than the rain, particularly heated by the sun.

				“You people are too damned slow, furry.”

				“That happens when people are unfamiliar with the terrain and the weather conditions are unfavorable,” Alysha said. After a moment, her voice devoid of anger, she said, “You really shouldn’t call us ‘furry.’”

				“Why not? You are. Furry, that is.”

			

			
				“Because that’s not the name we’ve chosen for ourselves. We’re the Pelted.”

				“I don’t mean it in a derogatory way. Can’t you people take a joke?”

				Alysha said, “Maybe you don’t mean it in a derogatory way, but you should consider how we take it.”

				“I don’t know how you take it and I don’t really care. I haven’t been polling people on it. It’s not like I watch them to see how they react.”

				“Maybe you should,” Alysha said.

				Beringwaite growled so convincingly Taylitha could have believed the sound from a Pelted throat. “Am I supposed to think about how someone’s going to take what I say before I say it all the time?”

				“I don’t know. Can you think of any reason you would benefit from doing that?”

				“No,” Beringwaite said. “I have better things to do with my time than to worry about what some envious or weak person thinks of me.”

				Alysha said, “Maybe people would follow you with more grace if you paid attention to what they need.”

				“I’m not interested in what they need,” Beringwaite said. “Forrest, maybe you just don’t get this yet, but people are lazy irresponsible slobs. If their parents didn’t push them out of their nests, they’d never bother to earn their own meals. They don’t do good unless someone makes them. And the thing is, they’re grateful if you tell them what to do. People like it when you make them act like good people, because they like to think of themselves as good people.”

				“So people aren’t good unless forced to be,” Alysha said.

				“Exactly,” Beringwaite said.

				Taylitha couldn’t quite stop herself from interjecting. “So how do the people who force other people to be good get to be good themselves?”

				Alysha shot her an amused glance.

				“Their parents beat them into it,” Beringwaite said. “You need a strong hand to keep people in line.”

				“I see,” Taylitha said. She wanted to ask who taught a person’s parents to be good, but the look on Alysha’s face stopped her. Was that sorrow? Taylitha bit back her words. After a few moments, Alysha pointed the conversation somewhere else and resumed her distraction of Beringwaite.

				


				* * *

				


				“We need to stop,” Alysha said.

				“Have you been listening to a word I said, furry? We’re already running late.”

			

			
				“Still,” Alysha said. “Perhaps you haven’t considered that we might not be able to adapt to this situation quickly enough to suit you.”

				“Oh, I’ve considered it,” Beringwaite said with a sigh. “Just my luck to have a pack of losers on my first command. Well, whatever. If they’re going to whine, you figure out what’s wrong with them. I’m going to go see if there’s some faster way ahead.”

				As soon as Beringwaite vanished around the bend, Taylitha handed Alysha a water canteen. The woman drank before she even seemed to notice Taylitha, and when she handed the bottle back she looked surprised. A dry chuckle escaped her. “I didn’t even see you.”

				Taylitha handed her part of a fruit bar and watched with secret gratification as that went down as thoughtlessly as the water. She kept handing pieces over. “I can’t believe the things he’s saying.”

				“Believe them,” Alysha says. “They’re real to him. They’ve been made real to him.”

				“How can he possibly think any of that hash is real?” Taylitha asked incredulously.

				Alysha’s eyes remained on the trail and softened again with that sorrow Taylitha had thought she’d imagined earlier. “Didn’t you hear him? Someone beat it into him.”

				“You think his elders... “ Taylitha grimaced. “Are you sure?”

				Alysha shrugged one shoulder. “Completely? Of course not. But few people become as angry and unhappy and frightened and heavy-handed that young without reason.”

				Taylitha squirmed against the rock she’d chosen to lean on. “I hate to admit it, but I don’t like any theory that forces me to feel sympathy for that idiot.”

				Alysha chuckled softly. “Oh, but you should, Taylitha. More than for more obviously sympathetic people. Beringwaite is barely into his life and he’s already handicapped. He has seen bits of the truth, but what he’s built of those bits will never stand. The foundation is cracked.”

				“There were bits of truth in any of what he said?” Taylitha asked, brows lifted.

				Alysha nodded. “People sometimes don’t know what they’re capable of until under pressure to perform. People often resist change when change means hardship and toil, and yes, they’re usually proud of themselves when they overcome those things. But I don’t believe most people are as inherently irredeemable as Mister Beringwaite.” She sighed and passed a wrist over her forehead, dragging aside the damp hair plastered there. “I’m not succeeding in my attempts to impress on him the things he’s doing to alienate everyone, though.”

			

			
				“You’re being too gentle,” Taylitha said.

				“Maybe,” Alysha said. “But it’s best to try the softest touch before you apply a hammer.” She straightened, looked at her fingers and tapped them together. The fact that they stuck ever-so-slightly seemed to puzzle her. She said, “Did you just feed me?”

				Taylitha glanced at the fruit bar wrapper and mustered her most innocent look.

				Alysha laughed. “Thank you.”

				“You forget to eat,” Taylitha said, blushing.

				“Sometimes,” Alysha said. “Still, there’s work to do.”

				Taylitha followed her as she walked back down the line, talking to everyone. She listened as Alysha coaxed them back onto their feet, encouraged them in their effort, recognized their strengths and offered deft and often covert advice on solving their problems, whether they involved their unfamiliarity with hiking or their flagging spirits. She was still talking to the Seersan man at the end of the line when Taylitha spotted Beringwaite. Casually she handed her canteen to Alysha and said, “He’s back. I can share my experiences with cracked foot pads with Derin... maybe we’ll figure something out together.”

				“Thanks,” Alysha said. Taylitha watched with glee as the other woman drank again, thoughtlessly, before heading back up the line.

				She felt like crowing, ‘I know a secret! I know a secret!’ but couldn’t quite quantify what it was.

				


				* * *

				


				For the next leg, Taylitha drifted in her own thoughts, barely noting the constant back-and-forth between Alysha and Beringwaite. She found her own anger with Beringwaite too difficult to reconcile with Alysha’s suggestion that he’d been abused, and that discomfort discouraged her from listening. Though the rain had stopped, droplets of water still lined the new leaves, occasionally gathering to fall in plangent drops to the hard-packed ground. Following one of those droplets to the ground with her eyes, Taylitha spotted a gray-brown feather. She picked it up, intrigued, and ran a finger along its slim edge. A spot of iridescent green was its only decoration.

				She dropped down the line, showing it to the others. One of them carefully took it from her with bright, interested eyes: Cawdori, a short Karaka’An like Taylitha herself, but with stripes and spots on her golden fur. The other girl smiled and handed it back. “That’s a nice find. Looks like some of the local birds are molting their secondaries.”

			

			
				“Secondaries?” Taylitha asked.

				Cawdori nodded. “The flight feathers birds use to create and maintain lift. The primary feathers are longer and are responsible mainly for thrust, but the secondaries are often just as pretty, and very important to keeping the bird in the air. That’s probably a female’s, or an adolescent male’s.” The girl grinned. “Keep that one, arii—it’s in great condition.”

				“I think I will,” Taylitha murmured.

				The rest of the walk she spent watching for signs of birds. One surprised out of the nearby brush imprinted itself against the back of her eyelids, black body on bright gray sky, primaries spread and secondaries trailing.

				


				


				



			









			

			
				


				


				Chapter Seven


				


				


				They reached the canoe rental cabin early in the afternoon. The reception area in the cabin was an octagonal room paneled in golden wood; each wall had a separate framed photograph of happy people paddling down rivers, slicing through rapids, drifting in a placid lake. Taylitha wandered the circumference of the room until she found a brochure on canoe safety. She occupied herself with the sobering reading while Beringwaite presented himself to the single woman working behind the counter.

				“Are we the first group here?”

				The woman’s voice sounded amused to Taylitha’s one backward-canted ear. “Yes, indeed.”

				“I’m in charge. Tell me what I need to know.”

				Now she sounded curious. “Of course. If you’ll come back the hallway on the other side of the counter—”

				“—not you, Forrest. You stay and get these lazy cubs outfitted for the trip.”

				“Beringwaite—”

				“Someone has to do it, right? I’m going to go decide which way we’re going.”

				Taylitha turned from the pamphlet at this and surveyed the tableau at the counter. Alysha’s ears had flattened completely and all her muscles were tense; Beringwaite looked obstinate. She couldn’t quite catch the expression on his face, but she didn’t like the importance he placed on talking alone to the woman in charge of the canoes. Why didn’t that woman interrupt? But no, she was just watching, carefully impartial, letting the team work out its own solutions.

				“I would really appreciate having a part in this decision,” Alysha said.

				“Well, we don’t have the time, furry,” Beringwaite said. Taylitha didn’t miss the twitch of the woman—human—behind the counter. Nor did she miss Beringwaite’s clever sneer as he delivered his final line: “Do you really want me in charge of outfitting and lecturing the team on safety measures?”

				Had he figured out how to manipulate Alysha? Taylitha hadn’t figured him for that smart. And it was smart. She knew, as Alysha did, that there was no way Alysha would let him deal with the team’s safety directly. Gathering herself, Alysha backed away, watching as Beringwaite walked into the corridor and behind the counter with an unbearably smug expression. Taylitha scowled.

			

			
				Alysha joined her a few moments after the two had vanished, her ears still flat against her head.

				“So he’s getting the mission briefing alone?” Taylitha said, tail twitching. “I hope he doesn’t have to make any decisions that might, well, affect us.”

				“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Alysha said with a sigh. “Let’s see if we can get everyone their required equipment.”

				“I’ve got a list,” Taylitha said.

				“A list? Already?”

				Taylitha waved the brochure at her. “Let’s get going. At least if we’re in charge of outfitting we’ll be sure not to mess anything up.”

				Between the two of them they found the lockers outside and distributed thermal bodysuits, life-vests, helmets, whistles and other assorted items. Some of the canoes bobbed on the nearby lake, tied to a post near the cabin; others had to be taken down from their racks and brought to the lake-side. Fortunately for them all, a safety 3deo was playing outside on a loop, giving them an opportunity to learn the basics of paddling... at least as an abstract. Taylitha watched as a pair of people danced through a series of rapids, then the image paused so the reel could demonstrate a combat roll, used to right a canoe when it went under. “Gods,” she said hushed to Alysha, “I hope we’re on gentler waters than that!”

				“Just remember to roll with the direction of the dunking,” Alysha said with a chuckle.

				After the video, they dispatched the rest of the team to stow their equipment in their canoes. Taylitha began unpacking their bags.

				“What are you doing?” Alysha asked.

				“Spreading things around,” Taylitha said. “Just in case.” She frowned. “I wonder if I could get specialized rescue equipment.”

				When Alysha said nothing, Taylitha glanced at her and found her wearing one of those still expressions that meant she was thinking something she didn’t want to say aloud. It was strange how many of Alysha’s expressions were a lack of them... and how nevertheless, they could all be different.

				“Just in case,” Taylitha said. “You know. I don’t anticipate having to rescue anyone. Particularly since I can’t swim all that well... “

				“I’ll go check to see if there’s any,” Alysha said. “Just in case.” She walked back to the rental cabin, leaving Taylitha chewing her lower lip and trying not to fret. It was going to be an easy passage down the mountain... wasn’t it? Fleet wasn’t going to risk a boatload of untried ensigns on a whitewater, just like Johnnigan had said. She stowed a few bandages into one of her life-vest pockets and finished her distribution of the packs. Johnnigan was right. Had to be right.

			

			
				She found the feather in one of her pack pockets, carefully held flat with a travel book she thought she’d have time to update. Try as she might, she couldn’t think of a way to carry it on her without damaging it, so she left it in the pack. After stowing the gear, Taylitha moved on to a visual inspection of the canoe as recommended by the safety 3deo. She had no idea how to find some of the more subtle faults glossed over in the reel, but she could at least check for gross flaws, like huge cracks or gaping holes.

				Some time later, Taylitha paused in her examination of the oars to stretch, look up at the sky and breathe. The humidity remained unpleasant, but the size of the sky was still awe-inspiring with its ragged but beautiful clouds, pricked at the edges with the peaks of mountains. Beringwaite’s absence was refreshing, and when she looked down the curve of the lake and saw Alysha in earnest conversation with one of the other pairs, she felt sudden pride and contentment at being part of a team. A worthwhile team.

				Alysha rejoined her a few minutes later and handed her a small package. “Your rescue kit.”

				Taylitha opened it and examined its contents. A narrow spool of permasilk rope, just thick enough to do the job. An air gun with the rope already threaded through it. Patches for bodies and canoes, pills, a blanket folded thinner than a pancake. “Great! Did you get one for everyone?”

				Alysha nodded. “Though it didn’t comfort them as much as it comforts you, I think.”

				Taylitha grinned and slid the package into the front of her life-vest, sealing the pocket. “Being prepared will win half the battles.”

				Just as she was relaxing, Beringwaite strode out of the cabin. “All right, fuzzies, let’s get on the lake! Time is wasting!”

				“We’re the first ones here, aren’t we? What’s the rush?” Taylitha asked before she could censor herself.

				“The rush is that we need to be the first ones down. Now put in!”

				Taylitha eyed the wobbling canoe with a grimace, then stepped into it and strapped her thighs down. She took up her paddle and looked at Alysha’s back. “I already don’t like this.”

				Alysha’s tense silence was even more worrisome than any comment could have been.

				In a happier mood, Taylitha would have enjoyed the fresh experience. She would have found a way to be grateful for the clouds regrouping overhead instead of worrying that they would drop rain on their expedition. She would have welcomed the exercise instead of dreading how paddling would make all-new muscles in her arms sore. She would have looked forward to having Alysha to herself again instead of fearing that Beringwaite would find a totally new way to abuse them without her mitigating influence.

			

			
				It didn’t at all help that she wasn’t good at paddling. It took the two of them half the lake to find a good rhythm, though half the lake wasn’t quite long enough for Taylitha to stop feeling queasy. It wasn’t that she was seasick—lake-sick?—it was the feeling that she had no idea what she was doing. The canoe rocked under her in a disconcerting way, made her feel as if the world was no longer solid beneath her. Which it wasn’t.

				“Problems?” Alysha asked quietly.

				“Nothing I can’t handle,” Taylitha said, then added in a moment of utter candor, “Badly.”

				Alysha chuckled. “The water?”

				“I just hate the idea of not being able to swim well,” Taylitha said. “Everyone at home swam. All my friends swam. But most of them didn’t have a coat of fur this heavy. Every time I tried, I just got waterlogged and sank.”

				Alysha’s voice had a grimace in it. “I’m familiar with the experience. It takes a strong current to keep someone muscle-dense and furred from sinking.”

				The water splashed against the prow of their canoe. Taylitha hated the uncertain rocking of the water, but she liked the sound. “Well, we have life-vests.”

				“Yes,” Alysha said.

				“And a rescue kit.”

				“And a rescue kit.”

				“And we’re not going anywhere we’ll need either, because we’re going to stay upright in this canoe and we’re going to get to the bottom and everything will be all right.”

				“Yes,” Alysha said, and her voice held something different this time: a rock-hard certainty that Taylitha immediately believed. Then the other woman chuckled and added, “At least about the last part.”

				Beringwaite led them to the edge of the lake, where a river began its winding path around a boulder and out of sight. He let the unfortunate Jender struggle to keep their canoe in place while he addressed the group.

				“This is it, furries. We’ll go down one by one. This is the fastest route down, so we won’t be long. Once we get to the lake at the bottom, we’ll regroup and present to the lieutenant at trail’s end. Got it?”

				“Are we supposed to split up this way?” Taylitha whispered. Alysha only looked uneasy, ears pressed back against her hair.

				“I’ll go first—”

			

			
				“We’re going first.”

				That had come from her canoe. Taylitha stared in dismay at Alysha, who wore her most intractable expression.

				“You must be crazy,” Beringwaite said. “I’m going first! It’s my mission!”

				“You’ve been doing the hard work of scouting all this time,” Alysha said. “Let us scout now.”

				“No—”

				“Once we get closer to the bottom, we’ll hang back so you can take point again.”

				Beringwaite paused. Taylitha couldn’t believe he was going to fall for something so obvious. She prayed for him not to take the bait. She didn’t want to go first! She wanted someone else to figure out the dangerous parts!

				“Fine. Forrest’s team will go first. Then I’ll go. The rest of you, fall in. I don’t care what order as long as you give each other room to move.”

				“Are you crazy?” Taylitha hissed forward.

				“No,” Alysha murmured, “I just don’t trust Mister Beringwaite with our safety.” They pulled ahead and into the river. Taylitha held her breath as they turned around the bend, expecting to see a long series of horrifying drops and choppy rapids. The actual vista, curtailed by rocks and trees, bothered her more. She didn’t like not knowing what was around the next corner.

				When the next few corners did not bring disaster, Taylitha actually found herself relaxing. With the current pulling the canoe along she felt a little less unstable and her queasiness faded. She began to enjoy the scent of the spray, the low hushed hiss of the water, the physical effort of paddling. The collected clouds did no more than block the most glaring of the sun’s rays, and the breeze off the river dispersed most of the humidity. Once she figured out how to keep the canoe moving in a consistent direction, she surprised herself by finding delight in the weather, the sight of the banks sailing past.

				“You’ve been quiet,” she said after a while. “What are you thinking?”

				“That Beringwaite said we were taking the fastest route down,” Alysha said. “Which means there were other routes and they were slower. I’m no river expert, but I suspect they would have been easier for novices.”

				“You paddle like you’ve paddled all your life,” Taylitha said.

				Alysha laughed. “I’m as new at this as you are, trust me. I just like physical exertion.”

				“You do?” Taylitha asked. “Somehow that’s not something I imagine anyone enjoying.”

			

			
				“My body works,” Alysha said. “It works well. I’m glad of that. I tell it how to paddle and it paddles and doesn’t fail me. But I wasn’t thinking of myself when I mentioned the river course being harder than expected. I’m thinking more of the others. I’m thinking of you.”

				“I’m fine,” Taylitha said.

				“Says the woman who doesn’t swim well,” Alysha said.

				“I can’t dispute that,” Taylitha replied. “But I’m as prepared as I can be and I’ve got you in the front there.” She canted her head. “You worry about everyone else, I bet to the exclusion of yourself. You assume your body is going to serve you even though I bet I’m not the first person to notice you forget to take care of it. Don’t you ever assume something’s going to happen to you?”

				Taylitha was now accustomed to the longish silences Alysha fell into while considering her answers. She enjoyed the breeze while waiting, thinking that she could almost get to trust a canoe in a river as tractable as this one. Perhaps someone had tricked Beringwaite into thinking this route was faster and it was going to be this easy all the way down.

				“I know, intellectually, that I can get hurt,” Alysha said. “But I think that surviving being hurt has granted me the belief that I will always survive what happens to me. I can live through anything, but others can’t.”

				“Without your help,” Taylitha said.

				“My help can make a difference,” Alysha corrected. Her tone lightened to wry amusement. “I’m not so proud to think that I’m the only one who can carry the world.”

				“That’s good to know,” Taylitha said. “Given how many of them there are in the Alliance.”

				Alysha’s laugh was abruptly curtailed. Her voice grew cautious and tense. “There are a couple of drops coming.”

				“Drops?” Taylitha asked, trying to peer past Alysha and seeing only a couple of rocks. Then she squealed as their canoe flew down a waterfall as tall as her body. Somehow they landed well, and the canoe bounced up before the splash could dunk them.

				“Another fall,” Alysha warned. “Then some mild chop.”

				The second fall was so short Taylitha barely noticed going over it before the waves were reduced to froth and lace. Somehow she managed to keep her paddle in her hands, even when the water occasionally seemed to suck at it instead of letting go.

				In minutes, it was over and they were sailing again on smooth waters. Taylitha blinked and wiped spray-heavy bangs from her face. “That wasn’t so bad.”

				“No,” Alysha said. “Not so bad.”


				



			








			
				


				


				Chapter Eight


				


				


				As the minutes stretched into an hour, and then two, Alysha began to relax and Taylitha was able to surprise her into laughing several times. Still, they were both exhausted when they chose a likely place to guide the canoe toward the shore for the night.

				“Beringwaite’s going to be livid,” Taylitha said, examining the blisters on her hands. “He expected to be at the bottom by the end of the day today.”

				Alysha dropped her hands behind her head and stretched outward, curling her back. “He should have known better. Though I can’t imagine us getting all the way down the mountain in another day.”

				“Me neither, but I’m no good judge of distance in the mountains. I didn’t grow up near any, and things seem to twist back on each other and curve upward and become impassable too much,” Taylitha said. She squinted upstream. “You know, the brochure said there should be call-stations along the trail. I’d really like to find one before it gets too dark. I’d hate to wait until an emergency to find out that Beringwaite’s sent us down an unmarked trail.”

				Alysha’s ears flattened and she instantly stopped putting up the tent. “Let’s go look.”

				It took them ten minutes, but they did indeed find a call station, a short pedestal set back from the shore some hundred feet. A light at its base assured them both it was operational even if its display panel remained dark. The rumpled earth around it suggested recent upkeep, though neither of them could decide whether the grass had been ripped away for replanting or if it was intended to be left bare.

				Back at camp, Taylitha took care of the fire and food while Alysha hung the tent. When Alysha tried to take over, she shooed the woman away. “Rest.”

				“And you shouldn’t?” Alysha asked with a chuckle, though she did drape herself carefully across the ground near the fire. “You’ve been working as hard as I have.”

				“Once we got on the water,” Taylitha said. “But up until then you had all the hard parts, dealing with Beringwaite.”

				Alysha rolled onto her back, pillowing her head on her hands. “You just like taking care of people.”

			

			
				“No,” Taylitha said. “I like taking care of you.” She stopped mid-stir of their supper. “Hey, I didn’t know that.”

				Alysha glanced at her.

				“Well, I didn’t,” Taylitha said. “I pulled my weight at home, but it was a relief to get away from all my little sisters and brothers for a change and only take care of myself. I don’t like taking care of people. It’s exhausting.”

				“But this is somehow different?” Alysha asked.

				“This is very different,” Taylitha said, satisfied. She tapped the spoon clean and set it aside. “How are your hands?”

				“My hands?” Alysha withdrew one of them and studied it. She opened and closed a fist. “Sore.”

				Taylitha ducked into their tent and returned with her first aid kit. “Do you ignore every injury you get?”

				“Only if there’s something else that needs to be done,” Alysha said with a rueful smile. She gave her hands over to Taylitha with a hesitant grace, as if not quite able to believe Tayl was asking for them.

				“And let me guess, there’s always something that needs to be done,” Taylitha said.

				“Yes,” Alysha said with a laugh.

				Taylitha addressed each of the blisters in turn, working up her courage for the question on the tip of her tongue. She didn’t find it until the second hand, and even then it didn’t come out right. “Even when you’re seriously injured?”

				“I haven’t been seriously injured all that often,” Alysha replied with warmth in her voice. “But serious injuries have a habit of taking your choices away from you. I suppose that’s why they’re serious.” Her considering eyes fell on Taylitha’s face. “Your curiosity is showing.”

				“Does that mean you want to know what I’m wondering?” Taylitha asked, ears flopping sideways.

				“Go ahead and ask.”

				“Though you might not answer,” Taylitha guessed. “I was just wondering... well, the whole thing with your being so easy with healers. I can’t imagine you getting that hurt that often.”

				“It happens,” Alysha said with a smile. “I’m not invincible, as you yourself pointed out earlier.”

				Taylitha checked on the scratches she’d raked into Alysha’s elbow and found them healing well. “You’re dodging the question, I see.”

				“It’s a difficult question,” Alysha said after another of her pauses. She stretched her fingers after Taylitha’s ministrations and said, “though I think you’re right about why I’m in Fleet. Most of the injuries I’ve sustained have been in service to others.”
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				The gravity in the phrase sank through all the layers of thoughts dashing around in Taylitha’s head, stilling them completely. In service to others. There was no doubt in her mind how Alysha meant it. It wasn’t just something she did out of duty. It was something she sought.

				Service was a word Taylitha associated with priests and social workers. Or occasionally, with causes or charities. But it was not something she ever associated with normal people’s lives.

				“Taylitha?”

				Wryly, Taylitha noted the softness of the question. Did Alysha ever not notice someone’s mood accurately? “Service to others.”

				Alysha nodded.

				“Is that how you ended up with steel claws?” Taylitha asked.

				The other woman started, closing both hands into fists. “I don’t have steel claws.”

				“The Hells you don’t,” Taylitha said. “You’ve been gouging out marks in the rock. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. Besides, you said it back on the trail to Beringwaite. ‘We don’t all have steel claws.’ Am I right?”

				Alysha folded her arms over her breast and opened her mouth to speak, then froze. Her ears flicked to one side. With a frown, Taylitha glanced that way and saw the shrubs shiver.

				“Just an animal,” she said, hushed. “Smelled our food, maybe. It’ll go away—”

				Alysha rolled onto her knees and then up to a crouch. “Step away,” she whispered. “Slowly and quietly.”

				Taylitha responded to the command before she even fully registered it, backing away from the bush. Her arms and legs were trembling.

				The leaves parted for a snout the size of Taylitha’s forearm. Her first ridiculous thought was to wonder how she’d missed an animal that large creeping up on their campsite. Its brown head followed its snout, making Taylitha uncomfortably aware that it could probably bite off her arm without chipping a tooth. Now that she could see it she could also smell it: a musky, dense smell, full of oils and the smell of animal.

				Alysha backed up until she was in front of Taylitha, then slowly raised herself to her full height. The thing’s head lifted to follow.

				“Stop that!” Taylitha hissed.

				“Stop what?” Alysha asked almost inaudibly.

				“Stop protecting me,” Taylitha said. “You’ll get yourself killed!”

				“Sorry,” Alysha whispered back, but incredibly Taylitha could hear a grin in her voice. “It’s in my blood.”

				The beast’s round head lowered and it stared at them for a few minutes, minutes that seemed extraordinarily long. Taylitha counted the frantic beats of her racing heart and wondered if it was going to drop out of her chest; she was shaking, it was pounding so hard.

			

			
				When the creature failed to move, Taylitha said in exasperation, “I wish it would just steal our food and move on!”

				Alysha laughed a little, breathily.

				After a few more minutes of staring at them, whuffling around the campsite and nosing the bushes, it lumbered back into the brush. Neither woman moved for some time after the leaves on the shrub stopped waving, and then finally Taylitha started laughing. She flopped onto her back on the dirt and laughed and laughed until she thought her ribs would cave in. Alysha joined her, setting her back to a tree.

				When at last she decided she’d laughed herself out, Taylitha eyed her companion. “Look at you. Even when you’re supposed to be unwinding from stress, you’re doing it.”

				“I guess so,” Alysha said. She leaned forward and set a light hand on Taylitha’s ribs.

				Taylitha froze, startled at the touch. Then she stared at the claws Alysha gently inched from her fingers. They weren’t steel... they were something otherworldly, black with a hematite glitter. She could smell blood. “What are those?”

				“Breathnache,” Alysha said.

				“You can’t be serious,” Taylitha said. “They make starship structural members out of that stuff. You could cut diamonds with it.”

				Alysha said, “Scratch them, at least.”

				Taylitha stared at the claws for a while longer, realized the blood scent was coming from the fingers that sheathed them. A tiny crimson bead was forming on the corner of Alysha’s thumb where the metal inserted. “That can’t feel good,” she said softly, after a moment.

				“It doesn’t,” Alysha said. “As prosthetics go, it isn’t the best choice.”

				“You chose it for something else?”

				“I thought it was to protect myself,” Alysha said.

				Taylitha smiled a little. “But you were wrong.”

				Alysha dipped her head.

				Taylitha rested a hand on top of Alysha’s, pressing on the area just below the knuckles until the claws slipped back in. “In service to others, huh?” she murmured.

				“I guess so,” Alysha said, her voice quiet.

				Taylitha sighed and pushed herself upright. Her arms still felt weak from the adrenaline of the encounter, but the lightheadedness could be fixed with food. “And now, time for more antibiotics!”

			

			
				“For this?” Alysha asked, looking at her hand. “I cut myself up worse coming up the trail—”

				“—and will probably keep doing it, but I’m not going to let you bleed while I’m your second,” Taylitha said. “Now go sit by the fire and let me work so that we can eat.”

				Alysha went as bid, much to Taylitha’s pleasure. When she returned with the first aid kit—again—Alysha said, “My second, eh?”

				“Seems to work, doesn’t it?” Taylitha said. “I hope you’re hungry.”

				“You’re dodging the question,” Alysha said with a grin.

				“I didn’t hear any question,” Taylitha said mischievously, not looking at her. She whisked the blood from Alysha’s thumbs and hummed, content. 

				


				


				



			









			

			
				


				


				Chapter Nine


				


				


				The morning dawned fair and clear, and Taylitha woke with an expansive sense of well-being. She checked the thin book she’d brought and pulled the feather free, stroking its long edge.

				Lift to the primary’s thrust. One to provide direction and power and the other to give it the sky to fly in. She studied the feather for several long moments, losing herself in the image of a bird in flight, dark against a bright sky. Then she smiled, repacked the book and feather carefully, and slid out of the tent.

				Taylitha walked to the river bank and stretched, lifting her arms to the powder-blue sky, breathing in the fresh newness of the air. She felt easier today than she had any other day. Something had snapped into focus in the deeps of her heart, and though she couldn’t name it now she knew the answer was there and it would come soon.

				Alysha’s footfalls stopped just behind her and to one side. In silence there they watched the river, perfectly content. Taylitha noticed with fine humor that once again they’d fallen into a position where Alysha’s shadow laid soft and cool over one of Tayl’s shoulders.

				“Ready for the day?” Alysha asked her.

				“Ready,” Tayl said firmly.

				They put back into the river after a breakfast of dense honey-nut bars. A cool breeze tickled them on its way upstream, and the sun sparkling on the rippling water enchanted them both. For several hours, their conversation consisted of discussion of the trees with their new leaves, the birds and animals sighted on the banks and the lovely weather.

				“Strange,” Taylitha said after a while.

				“What?”

				“Well, the brochure said that the rivers have markers every few miles to tell you which river you’re on, warn you about water hazards, that sort of thing. I haven’t seen a single one.”

				“An oversight?” Alysha offered. “Or perhaps this way down is easier than we thought.”

				“It’s certainly seemed that way,” Taylitha said. “Well, maybe we’ll see a sign in a while. I wonder how the rest of the group is doing?”

				“I’d be surprised if they weren’t some distance behind us. We started down too late in the day.”

			

			
				“I wonder if Beringwaite kept going after nightfall,” Taylitha said.

				Alysha shook her head.

				“Whatever the case, we should be down the mountain today, if I remember right,” Taylitha said.

				“Small blessings,” Alysha said. “I’m almost looking forward to helping with refits when we get back.”

				Taylitha laughed. “Have you been through refits before?”

				“None this extensive.”

				Taylitha grinned. “You might change your mind once you—”

				“Taylitha.” A command for attention, a warning, tense and controlled, it set all of the fur on Taylitha’s neck on end. She glanced past Alysha’s body and stared in horror at the vista revealed by their last turn. A series of drops led to chaotic groups of rocks as sharp and treacherous as an alligator’s mouth. The waves churning around them smashed against one another and the stone teeth of the river, tangled and white with froth. Trains of waves extended between groups of rocks, and these rapids continued for as far as Taylitha could see, connected by vicious waterfalls that looked more like launch pads than spouts.

				“Oh gods,” Taylitha said, unable to suppress a whimper. “We’re going to die.”

				And then they were flying over the first of the falls, soaring like birds into treacherous waters. They plunged bow-first into the water, kicking up a tremendous splash, and skidded sideways over a rock and into a confusion of currents so severe they rotated in place. The waves swept them backwards into the stream.

				Paddle, Taylitha thought, just paddle, paddle, keep paddling, everything will be okay if I just keep paddling—

				Their canoe dove between two leaning rocks, jerked up and down over the rough water between them, and fell down another spout. Taylitha’s mouth filled with water, but she didn’t realize until she heaved a breath that she’d actually been underwater and rolled upright again. They crashed through a curtain of water and into deep waves, and after their second roll Taylitha thought they’d had the worst of it.

				The canoe stopped moving. Taylitha didn’t. The sharp edge of a rock splintered their canoe in half, and only luck catapulted Taylitha out of her restraints far enough to grab the rock and pull herself above the water’s sucking grasp. Both halves of the canoe tumbled into the spray and vanished.

				“ALYSHA!” Taylitha screamed. She scanned the waves, heart pounding so hard her hands shook. The detached voice that always seemed to pop up when she was falling apart wondered why Alysha had to be gray with dark hair, the same color as the rocks. “ALYSHA!”

			

			
				No response. No yell over the roar of the angry water. Taylitha pulled herself further up and squinted into the spume.

				There—against a stone, further downstream. A web of dark hair plastered to the surface, and the glint of an earring. But Taylitha couldn’t see anything else, including whether Alysha was moving, conscious... alive.

				Between her and that rock the water roiled and tumbled, hissing, snarling, splashing. Her swimming skills were adequate to the task of removing her from still pools, not to this sucking monster. She wasn’t even sure she could get herself to safety, much less tow a body. But she had no intention of leaving Alysha behind. Even had they been issued telegems with sufficient range to contact someone for help, she wouldn’t have been able to let Alysha hang there, possibly sliding into the grip of the currents.

				“Right,” Taylitha said. “We’ll drown together. Curse it all.”

				She studied the distance between herself and her goal. One rock was close enough for her to leap to, if she pushed herself to the very tip of her current perch. 

				She didn’t allow herself to think about it. I have to make it, and so I can. She pushed herself to the edge of her rock and jumped.

				The jagged edge of the stone ripped at her life-vest, but she landed without incident. Her heart raced, shaking her whole body, but she was closer now.

				Except there were no easy perches between here and there. Petrified, Taylitha scanned the currents. There: a pattern. They suggested something under the water, and when she followed the turbulence to its seeming source she was rewarded by the very tip of a gray rock poking above the water. If she could aim for that and cling to it, she might be able to catch her breath between efforts. Her biggest problem would be avoiding the currents trying to drag her under... and the larger line that seemed to lead into the middle of the river and a staggered line of toothy rocks that looked capable of tearing her body to shreds.

				Her life-vest. She had a rescue kit in her life-vest. Clinging to the stone with her thighs, she dug it from the inside pocket and scanned its contents. The gun with its line of thread... if she could just get the grabber end on that rock-tip, she could reel herself to it.

				Except that in addition to being a poor swimmer, she wasn’t a great shot either. She suddenly regretted making excuses to get out of target practice. Still, she was better at shooting than she was at swimming, so she seated the spool in the base of the gun, aimed with trembling hands, and fired.

			

			
				The grabber end zoomed into the current. She reeled it back in and tried again. And again.

				Taylitha glanced at Alysha, whose body seemed to have slipped a few inches. She whimpered, aimed again.

				This time she hit.

				“Okay,” Taylitha whispered. She took a deep, shuddery breath, wrapped the strand around her waist and focused on the tiny tip of the stone.

				She leaped off her perch.

				The waves snatched her, choked her with foam and then dragged her beneath the surface. She fought her way to the top with the help of her life-vest and struggled against currents so strong they seemed to bruise her with their force. There was no swimming against them. Taylitha concentrated on keeping her head above the water and pulling herself up the strand. Not much further—

				A wave smashed her body into something below the surface. With a howl, she clawed her way forward and discovered her legs had reached the rock tip before she did. Gasping, she hung onto the spire just below the surface and shook, unnerved by the roar of the waves and the speed of the flow.

				She could see Alysha’s face now, only just above the waterline. Perhaps her body’s shaking made her mistake the rise and fall of Alysha’s ribcage, but Taylitha hoped not. Alive, she prayed. Just let us both live through this.

				With the spool reeled back in, Taylitha took aim at the furthest edge of Alysha’s rock and hit it on the first try. She tied herself in, scrabbling at the rock beneath the water until she could stabilize herself on part of its bulk while crouching. With a deep breath, she flung herself back into the water, which grabbed her and threw her downstream. She clung to the strand with desperate fingers, but couldn’t find the strength to begin the climb again.

				I can’t do it. I can’t fight this.

				Alysha slid another inch further down her stone. Taylitha cried out, but the other woman didn’t move.

				Oh Gods. I don’t want to die like this. I don’t want her to die like this.

				The strand around her waist lurched and she screamed. Was it—it was coming undone! She quickly wrapped her wrists into the rope, just in time for it to fly out from around her body. The strands were digging cruelly. She wondered if she could chop her hands off this way.

				Incongruously, in a flash, she thought of Alysha’s hand resting on her stomach, that bead of blood on her thumb. In service to others, Alysha regularly ignored things that hurt far worse.

				In service to others.

			

			
				Taylitha grabbed the length of strand and pulled herself upstream. Another armlength. The river buffeted her, tried to pull her under, succeeded. She popped to the surface and dragged herself another length.

				One hand over the other. Over and over again. And again. And again. Her hands were bleeding. She kept going.

				The rock ground against her body and suddenly she was climbing onto it. Sobbing with relief, Taylitha pulled the other woman up, checking for a pulse, for injuries. Her bloody fingers complicated matters, but she didn’t see any signs of obvious injuries, and the pulse she located with trembling hands beat strong and hot under her fingers.

				Her own heart fluttered when she observed the shoreline. It was farther than she thought, and looked as treacherous as the river’s middle. She couldn’t conceive of being able to pull Alysha’s body through it to safety.

				Can’t panic, she thought. Can’t afford to panic. We could still die. Have to think of something. Is there enough rope to get us to shore? She scanned it looking for anything she could use to get to dry land. Was that a tree branch overhanging?

				“Taylitha... ?”

				“Alysha!” Startled, Taylitha looked at the other woman and found her eyes open. “Are you—do you—are you okay? Can you swim?”

				Alysha set a careful hand on the rock and pulled herself a little further from the water. She winced. “I can swim if I have to.”

				“You have to,” Taylitha said. “The shore... well, we’re going to have a hard time.”

				Alysha studied their exit points for several minutes, then said, “I’m not up to that kind of swimming. You’re going to have to go for help.”

				“Me?” Taylitha squeaked. “You’re a better swimmer than I am, even if you’re still wobbly from being plastered to a rock!”

				“Not with a broken rib I’m not,” Alysha said.

				“A broken rib!” Taylitha exclaimed.

				Alysha closed her eyes and let out a long, halting breath. “Or two. Unfortunately, I know what it feels like.”

				“Can... are you... can you die from that?” Taylitha asked, horrified.

				“No,” Alysha said. “At least, I don’t think so. I’m not a healer.”

				“Oh, gods,” Taylitha said, shaking. She pressed her forehead to the stone and realized she was crying. “I can’t do it. I just can’t.”

				“How’d you end up here, then?” Alysha asked.

				“The canoe broke.”

				“Yes, but you didn’t land here,” Alysha said. “You must have gotten to this rock somehow.”

			

			
				“Luck,” Taylitha said. “I was lucky. And I had the rescue kit.”

				“Taylitha,” and her voice again had that tone, the one that commanded attention, that instilled confidence with its calm. “Anyone else might have fallen apart, but you didn’t. You’ve done this once. You can do it again.”

				“I can’t,” Taylitha said, but her fear was drowning in the steadiness of Alysha’s gaze.

				“You can,” Alysha said. “I know you can. And you must... because I can’t.”

				Taylitha opened her mouth to say something, though she didn’t know what.

				“Taylitha,” Alysha said. “I have faith in you. You’re not going to die.”

				“Promise?” Taylitha said in a tiny voice.

				“I’ll come after you myself before I let you die,” Alysha said, and there was no questioning the conviction in her eyes.

				Taylitha surveyed the mess of the shore. The tree branch looked unsteady, but it was the best chance she had. She re-spooled her gun, now somewhat worse for the wear, aimed and fired.

				And missed. She glanced at Alysha, embarrassed, but the other woman only watched her steadily, with such confidence that she turned back to the task and this time made the mark. She wrapped the end around her body more securely this time and stowed the gun... but before she leaped, she thought of the blanket in the rescue kit and took the time to withdraw it and drape it over Alysha. The bright yellow fabric handily distinguished her companion from the rocks.

				Alysha’s eyes twinkled. Laughter? No, pride? Both? Taylitha blushed, turned back to the river and launched herself into the waves with a deep breath. Her mouth filled with water. The life-vest yanked at her arms as it popped her back to the surface. Her hips bashed into a submerged rock, saving her head from the same treatment.

				No time to whimper. No time to scream. Her head and heart wanted to explode from the fear as the current tried to draw her back into the middle of the river. Taylitha thrashed her way into an accidental eddy and floundered shorewards, clinging to the strand with all her strength. It was even harder on her hands this time than it was last time, and she thought to herself that someone should notify Supply. Why couldn’t they have shaped the rope like a ribbon, instead of this sharp cord?

				Wearily, Taylitha dragged herself foot by foot toward the shore. It became less about fear and more about exhaustion. Could she fight her body for another few feet? She could. How about another few feet? Success.

			

			
				For a moment, Taylitha hung in the current, feeling its drag against her body as she hung half in the water and half out of it. She wondered if she would be here forever, torn between water and land.

				The strand in her hand jerked. She glanced at her waist: still secure. She looked up and blanched from the tip of her nose to her ears. The branch had cracked. It leaned so far it was sinking toward the river’s grasping waves. Another few heart-beats and now the tip of the branch was skimming the water.

				Now the water had it. The strand jerked again as the river seized the branch and sucked on its end. Frantically, Taylitha began to pull herself along the rope, ignoring the slicing pain in her fingers, along her back. Her arms had never hurt so badly. Her head had never throbbed so hard... panic, or had she hit it too hard?

				The rope in her hand jerked her almost out of the water, then went slack. Taylitha leaped for the branch, missed it, and fell into the water. In horror, she struggled to swim, only to realize she wasn’t being carried back into the river’s middle. She was in an eddy, and there were rocks at her feet. Then her claws sank into mud. She was crawling. She was lying on the bank. She let out another sob. It was over, it was over.

				Almost.

				Taylitha pushed herself to her feet and scanned the river for Alysha, found her still clinging to the rock. She waved and received a wave in return. Then she ran into the brush to look for the nearest comm station. Desperation made her search feel too lingering, and once she finally found the pedestal she whacked it with a fist. “Wake up, wake up!”

				It lit and connected her automatically, and even its near instantaneous response seemed to take too long. “Canoe Station, Herville Candesse speaking.”

				“I need help now!” Taylitha said.

				“Got that, Station D19.” The voice paused, then hurried on, “D19! What are you doing there? Who’s this?”

				“I’m Ensign Taylitha Basil. Our group is on this river. We just hit a horrible spot—”

				“You’re not supposed to be on route D! We specifically told all groups to choose between routes A through C! We haven’t cleaned D or put the signs back up yet... it’s—”

				“—I know it’s dangerous, curse it!” Taylitha yelled, “My partner’s stuck on a rock mid-stream and I’m lucky I made it out at all! Send someone down here now, before all the rest of us end up dead!”

				“On our way. Stay where you are.”

			

			
				“Thank you,” Taylitha said, and slumped against the base station. Her eyes wouldn’t stop watering and her fingers wouldn’t stop bleeding, and wiping her nose only dirtied it further. After all she’d done, the fact that she couldn’t get the snot and blood off her face undid her completely. She gave in and sobbed until she shook, until the place her tears were coming from dried up and left her restless. She stood and paced, still trembling. Should she stay at the comm station or go to the river? Would they know to look for her there or would they come here first? How was Alysha? What to do? Just as she decided to stay, a Fleet-issue craft crested the line of evergreens and set down upstream of her. A few minutes later, a harried-looking man pushed through the brush, followed by several others, outfitted in life-vests and carrying medical and rescue kits.

				Taylitha said, “This way!” and led them to the river. The bright yellow blanket distinguished Alysha from the rocks, just as she’d hoped, and Taylitha stepped back to allow them to do their work. Their equipment was far more impressive than the tiny air gun in her little kit, and she couldn’t help her own fascination.

				One of them drew her aside. She belatedly identified his voice as the one she’d heard on the comm station. “You said the rest of your group is coming down this route?”

				Taylitha nodded. “We were the first ones down, but we weren’t that far ahead.” Her ears flattened. “Is there... can you stop them?”

				The man nodded. “We’ll handle it. Thank God you called us when you did, though.” He waved one of his fellows over and jogged up the trail. Taylitha watched them go, wondering if they would make it in time.

				The rescue team was depositing Alysha gently on a warmed stretcher, a narcotic patch already on her arm, when Taylitha returned to the river side.

				“Not too bad,” a woman wearing a DNA caduceus patch on her arm. “You are the proud owner of three fractured ribs, ensign, thankfully none of them piercing anything vital. Congratulations! You win a free ride to our station for an hour under a halo-arch.”

				“Perfect way to end the retreat,” Alysha said drowsily.

				Taylitha presented herself at the woman’s elbow. “I’m coming along.”

				“I wouldn’t imagine otherwise,” the healer said, then squinted at her. “What happened to you, anyway? You’re bleeding.”

				“Oozing more like it,” Taylitha said, blushing. “It’s nothing.”

				“Did you come through that river?” the woman asked sternly.

				“Well...”

				“Get a second stretcher!” the woman yelled.

				“I can walk!” Taylitha exclaimed, though her knees felt wobbly.

			

			
				“Be a hero later,” the healer said. “Trust me, you’ll thank me for it.”

				Meekly, Taylitha let herself be guided to the stretcher. She didn’t remember closing her eyes, nor did she remember the ride to the clinic.

				



			









			

			
				


				


				Chapter Ten


				


				


				Taylitha’s hands surprised her by being sliced too deeply for a common skin-sealer. The wand used on them took longer and hurt more than she expected; though she tried to hold as still as Alysha had for her ministrations seeming ages ago, she still twitched and jumped through the process. The healer didn’t seem to notice, though. She checked Tayl over, pronounced the other scrapes and bruises trivial and left them untreated so she could go check Alysha.

				“You’re good to walk around,” the woman said on her way out. “Just don’t do anything strenuous. Wash up, if you want, the shower’s down the hall. At least change. We have dry uniforms in the hall closet.”

				Taylitha ran her stiff hands over the bump on her side and winced. She’d gotten worse bruises at dueling practice, but only when someone whacked her hard with a wooden blank. How had she gotten so banged up without noticing? The only thing she really wanted to do was curl up and sleep.

				Well, and get clean. That was enough incentive to push her off the bed.

				Taylitha had never had a shower that felt as good as the shower she took at the canoe station in the staff space behind the reception area. She didn’t even peel out of her wetsuit before hopping into the steamy chamber, stripping it after the water had warmed her bones. Since no one yelled for her to come out, she sat on the shower floor and let the hot spray roll over her fur and hair until some of the tension dissipated and her hands no longer felt creaky when she opened and closed them.

				It took fifteen minutes for her to convince herself to get out of the shower. Once she dried off, Taylitha dressed and tiptoed to the clinic to see if the healer was done with Alysha. There were no medical personnel to be seen, so she slipped onto the stool next to Alysha’s bedside. It was strange, Taylitha reflected, how kinds of unconsciousness could rest so differently on people’s faces. Alysha sleeping had looked troubled, or thoughtful, as if her dreams didn’t allow her much rest. Alysha under sedation looked relaxed.

				Satisfied that the other woman was resting, Taylitha scrounged around the room until she uncovered some magazines. She flipped through them until she found The Eagle’s Flight, the Fleet news-zine she usually received electronically. She didn’t welcome the reminder that her own data tablet was now lying on the bottom of a river, but better her data tablet than pieces of her body. She’d just gotten to the part about the newest human officers to be inducted into the admiralty when Alysha opened her eyes.

			

			
				“Feeling better?” Taylitha asked.

				“Much. How’s the rest of the team?”

				Taylitha blinked. “I hadn’t thought to ask. I told the rescue personnel that they were coming down the river, and they left to stop them. I was less worried about them than about you.”

				Alysha said nothing, and only looked at her.

				“You want me to go find out,” Taylitha guessed.

				Alysha grinned.

				“Well, it’s better than you trying to haul your body around,” Taylitha said, sliding off the stool.

				“I feel fine,” Alysha said.

				“Right, Miss Invulnerable ‘My-Body-Always-Works and I-Never-Get-Hurt.’”

				Alysha laughed softly, didn’t disagree, and in fact closed her eyes again and drifted off.

				


				* * *

				


				The front of the cabin offered a sharp contrast to its peaceful rear: when Taylitha found her way to the reception room, it was packed with anxious team-mates, some being ushered past her on stretchers, others mobile but disheveled, dripping and upset, with still more being escorted in by the rescue team. She inserted herself into the crush in an attempt to get everyone to calm down and tell her what had happened. Cawdori was crying, so Taylitha wrapped her arm around her. The people still standing looked shaken.

				“Oh, gods,” Cawdori said through her tears, “I thought we were going to die!”

				“I know that one,” Taylitha said ruefully. “The rescuers?”

				“They pulled us out before we got too much further,” Cawdori said.

				“I thought Beringwaite and Jender were supposed to be behind us, not you two... what happened to them?” Taylitha asked.

				“Beringwaite decided to walk the canoe down the trail around the rapids,” Roben said, toweling off his head. “The rescue team just located them on the trail. They had no idea the rest of us were in trouble.”

				“Anyone else get seriously hurt? Who else was on the river?” Taylitha asked.

			

			
				“All the rest of us!” Roden said. “Though only Cawdori and Damien were in serious trouble. Kristil and I swamped out long before then, and the rescue team plucked us out of the water. The others were pretty far behind, so they didn’t get to the bad parts before they got directed to get out. Injuries... “ He looked at the others.

				“Dami’s with the healers,” Cawdori said of her partner, the long-eared Aera that Taylitha now noted was absent. “And I think Terry is too. They don’t think it’s bad.”

				“Where’s She?” interrupted the Seersa Taylitha remembered from the tent, Delin. “Where’s Forrest?”

				“In the clinic with three broken ribs,” Taylitha said. “We were lucky to get out in one piece.”

				“Speaker-Singer!” Delin said, ears and tail falling. His were not the only set. “She’ll be okay?”

				“Thank God and Her Partner, yes,” Taylitha said. “I am telling no lie when I say we were lucky. Very very lucky.”

				“No question of that,” said a voice behind them. Herville Candesse, the head of their rescue team and owner of the voice from the comm station, was standing behind them with a shocked-looking Beringwaite and exhausted Jender. “We’ve lost six people to that river in the fifteen years Quickwater’s been renting canoes. It only gets worse from the place we fished you people out, without a break to breathe.”

				“Six people dead?” Taylitha said with a squeak.

				“Six. Dead.” He eyed them all. “Sheryl told you not to take that route specifically, and for good reason. That you only had one serious injury... . “ He shook his head.

				“What do you mean one serious injury?” Beringwaite demanded, recovering himself and pushing into the circle around Taylitha. “Who got hurt?”

				“Alysha broke three ribs,” Taylitha said, watching him. Was he really upset on her behalf? Had he actually figured something out? But no, his face showed only anger.

				“You were supposed to be scouting!” Beringwaite shouted at her.

				“We were supposed to be on another river entirely!” Taylitha shouted back.

				“Enough!” Candesse said. “I’m going to take those of you who aren’t injured down the mountain. Form up outside.”

				“But what about the mission?” Beringwaite said.

				“Didn’t you listen to the lecture at the beginning?” Candesse said, irritated. “One of your team got hurt. The mission is forfeit.”

				“But we—”

			

			
				“No buts,” Candesse said. “Go outside.”

				“What about the rest of us?” Roben interrupted. “He made the choice.”

				“But you followed him blindly. That’s enough! You’ll be debriefed once you get to the bottom, as a group and individually. Move!”

				They moved, Taylitha included. She was surprised when Candesse touched her on the arm. “Not you, Basil. Stay and wait for your partner.”

				“Right, sir.”

				


				* * *

				


				The hours Alysha spent sleeping off the healing session seemed to stretch twice as long as warranted. Taylitha spent the time on her stomach in the bed next to Alysha’s, thumbing through The Eagle’s Flight and pretending to read it. She was too angry to concentrate. Beringwaite’s stupid choice had gotten their entire exercise thrown, and none of them had had the strength to stand up to him. She gave up on the newsletter and instead sought out all the literature the rental cabin had on their routes, particularly the information on Route D. She listened to the officers discuss the tally of broken canoes, lost equipment and injuries in the hallway.

				By the time Alysha woke, Taylitha could barely speak she was so upset. She helped the other woman to her feet and waited with a patience that surprised herself as Alysha changed into a clean uniform and made the slow walk out to the transport down.

				Once they were seated and belted in, Alysha said, “Tell me.”

				“The entire team effort was forfeited,” Taylitha said. The transport’s engine coughed to life and then settled into a smooth hum that vibrated through her backside and legs. “Everyone got out of the river safely, but a couple of groups lost their canoes. Some bumps and scrapes. A lot of scares. The river route Beringwaite chose was interdicted for the retreat. It is the fastest route down, but the last half of it is a long stretch of very difficult rapids, like the ones that did us in but worse. It’s usually reserved for only the most experienced of riders.”

				“Forfeited,” Alysha murmured. “That’s a shame. Hopefully Beringwaite learned something from this.”

				“Beringwaite! He’s thick as a concrete block. I’m sure he didn’t learn a thing,” Taylitha said. “He didn’t care that anyone had gotten hurt. All he cared about was that you and I weren’t scouting the way we said we would, and that the mission’s been scrapped.”

				Alysha looked out the window, and Taylitha didn’t need to see her expression to know she was sad. That, if anything, infuriated her the most. “But enough about Beringwaite,” Tayl said. “What I want to know is if you learned anything.”

			

			
				“Plenty,” Alysha said. Her hand lightly traced her ribcage, though Taylitha was pretty certain she wasn’t actually thinking about the injury.

				“The right things,” Taylitha pressed.

				“Which would be?” Alysha now looked guarded, an expression Taylitha hadn’t yet surprised her into.

				“It didn’t work,” Taylitha said. “Your plan to manipulate people into doing the right thing. You can’t protect people from everything that way.” She waved a hand. “You can’t protect people from everything, anyway, but you didn’t succeed this time. If we hadn’t gotten the rescue team out there... Lieutenant Candesse says that six people have died on that river, two of them rescuers. The injury list for route D is terrifying. Comas, broken bones, soft tissue injuries, people getting pulled apart like taffy... that could have been us. That was almost us!”

				The guarded expresion had fled, leaving something darker, more morose. Taylitha’s ears flattened. “No, don’t do that. I’m not trying to make you feel powerless.”

				“What is your intention, then?” Alysha asked quietly.

				“To see you not do this again. To make you see this was too important to sit out on,” Taylitha said, struggling to put her feelings into words. “It’s true that there will be a time you can’t take the place of someone who’s not capable of safe leadership, but this wasn’t one of those times. You shouldn’t have let everyone suffer Beringwaite just so you could learn something!”

				Alysha stared at her. Her ears flipped backward. “This wasn’t supposed to be a dangerous outing.”

				“Anything can be dangerous, if someone’s in charge who doesn’t understand how to be in charge,” Taylitha said.

				“Beringwaite had the local expertise,” Alysha said. “It should have been enough.”

				“But it wasn’t, and you should have known it because it was his ambition and his pride that were his downfall, and you saw those immediately.”

				Alysha pressed a hand to her forehead. “Taylitha—”

				“You gave Beringwaite a chance,” Taylitha said. “Maybe you shouldn’t have.”

				“Everyone deserves a chance,” Alysha said.

				“Do they? Alysha, Beringwaite would have gotten us killed. You know that, right? We survived by accident! More experienced people have died on that route. You think a group of green ensigns with no paddling experience would have made it through miles of whitewater like that?”

				“I make mistakes,” Alysha whispered.

			

			
				“I know,” Taylitha said, suddenly feeling horrible for her outburst. “I didn’t mean to yell at you. In fact, I feel pretty awful because I’m holding you to a standard I’m clearly not holding myself to. Someone should have stood up to Beringwaite, but no one did. I’m not even sure if anyone could have... except you.” She looked down. “I guess that makes all the rest of us even worse.”

				Alysha shook her head. “There’s nothing wrong with being willing to follow someone.”

				“But this wasn’t about that,” Taylitha said. “It wasn’t that we were willing to follow someone... well, maybe it was that in the beginning. It was that we were all afraid to say ‘no’ to him.”

				“There’s nothing wrong with being afraid either,” Alysha said, her voice softening.

				“There is if your fear is leading you into danger and you can’t bring yourself to stop it.” Taylitha’s ears drooped. “You’re not the only one who makes mistakes.”

				“You’re allowed,” Alysha said. “Striving for perfection is all to the good, as long as you don’t hate yourself for not reaching it.”

				Taylitha glanced at her. “I’m allowed, but you’re not?”

				A crooked smile tilted Alysha’s mouth. “I don’t have time to make mistakes. There’s too much I need to do.” She looked out the window again. “You’re right, though. I did make a mistake. I won’t make this one again.”

				Somehow the hard determination, touched with the faintest of sorrows, wasn’t what Taylitha had been aiming for when she’d begun her tirade. Her ears wilted, and she followed Alysha’s gaze out the window. “Looks like we’re about to land. I guess we’ll show up for our discipline and that will be the end of this.”

				“Not the way I’d planned to spend this retreat,” Alysha said.

				“Me neither,” Taylitha said with feeling. She turned back to Alysha. “I’m sorry.”

				“You spoke your mind,” Alysha said. “And you weren’t out of line. It’s okay.” She looked past Taylitha at the trees that were drawing closer. “I’m still trying to learn. I have too much to learn, and sometimes I feel like I’ll never have enough time.”

				Taylitha patted her arm, tentatively. “You already know more than most people I’ve met.” When that got no reply, she added, “And I bet you think that’s not enough.”

				That won her a chuckle.

				


				



			









			

			
				


				


				Chapter Eleven

				


				


				They disembarked on a landing pad not far from the Quickwater compound and proceeded to the mess hall in search of their harried lieutenants. Their superiors were nowhere to be found... but the rest of their team was in the mess hall, drooping over hot chocolate, kerinne, coffee or tea. The strong words bouncing off the walls warned Taylitha about their welcome well before they actually entered the room.

				“So here you are! Finally decide to join us after getting us thrown out?” Beringwaite stood in the middle of the room, glaring past the tables at them. Taylitha bristled, expecting Alysha to make some genteel excuse. Bad enough that she’d accidentally scraped Alysha raw on the ride down... but to add Beringwaite’s abuse? She stepped toward the man.

				Alysha touched her on the shoulder, stopping her instantly. The other woman lifted her chin, and the anger in her voice shocked Taylitha into swallowing her protests.

				“We did not get our team’s efforts thrown out, Beringwaite. You did, by choosing a route the station staff told you was interdicted.”

				“If we’d made it down, they would have rewarded us for our initiative—”

				“You broke the rules,” Alysha said, advancing. Her voice rose. “You risked our lives for nothing more significant than your ambitions. You put your pride before our safety. You failed, Beringwaite, and this time you can’t blame anyone else for it. Are you going to take it like an adult, or are you going to somehow try to convince yourself that one of us is to blame?”

				“How is it my failure when you can’t handle a canoe?” Beringwaite asked.

				“Because the trial you failed wasn’t climbing a mountain, or paddling downstream. It wasn’t knowing how to pick the best trails or how to rough it without help. The trial was leadership. The trial was taking care of your people!”

				“Leaders don’t take care of people,” Beringwaite said. “Leaders make decisions. People follow or they fail in their duty.”

				“You’re wrong,” Alysha said.

				“Fleet is not a nursery!” Beringwaite yelled. “Fleet is winning! Fleet is for the strong!”

			

			
				“FLEET IS NOT A CONTEST!” Alysha’s voice rang through the entire hall. Her body nearly vibrated with the intensity of her anger. “Fleet is about protecting its charges! Fleet is about preserving the ideals of the Alliance! Fleet is not about tyrannical officers who ignore the strengths and weaknesses of their units and then sacrifice them on the altar of their own vanity! You are a failure, Beringwaite... and so am I, for letting you abuse everyone in this room.”

				Beringwaite stepped toward her, hand lifted.

				“Hit me, Mister Beringwaite, and you’ll regret it,” Alysha said. “Stronger men than you have tried me.”

				The cold that radiated off her was so intense even Taylitha backed up a step. Beringwaite trembled for a few seconds, then turned away.

				“You’re all washed up, Forrest. No one will ever make you a captain.”

				From the table, a voice said unexpectedly, “They’d better. Because I’d follow her before I followed you any day.”

				Taylitha blinked as the Seersa man she’d shared foot-pad woes with stood and bared his teeth at Beringwaite. “You’re a Speaker-damned fool, is what you are,” Delin said.

				“Brave man,” Beringwaite said with a sneer. “Took you long enough to say anything.”

				“Shut up,” said Jender. The Tam-illee shot Beringwaite a venomous look. “You’ve done nothing but yell at us, insult us, use us and condemn us since you put yourself in charge. The only useful thing I’ve gotten out of this entire exercise is a healthy skepticism about people who try to stir up our enthusiasm for something we’re not ready for.”

				Beringwaite began to back away from the tables. “Whatever. You think I was such a bad leader? Fine. You take over.”

				“Nice try,” Alysha said. “But you started this expedition and you’re ending it. You’ve earned the reprimand you’re going to get from the officers... we’re not taking it for you.”

				He stared at her. “You bitch—”

				“Get out, Beringwaite,” Alysha said softly. “Get out before I escort you out.”

				And amazingly, after a last poisonous look, he did. There was a moment’s tense silence, and then the mess hall burst into applause. Alysha shook herself, shedding her anger like water, and smiled at the people at the tables. “Don’t thank me,” she said. “I should have done more.”

				“Maybe,” Jender said. “But you helped. It would have been a hundred times worse without you running interference.”

				“Hear hear!” one of the others agreed.

				Seeing the pearl pink flush in Alysha’s ears gave Tayl great glee.

			

			
				Over their lunches, Taylitha asked Alysha in a soft voice, “So do you feel better, or are you going to keep blaming yourself for letting Beringwaite run us over the coals?”

				“I thought you were the one who thought I should blame myself for letting Beringwaite run us over the coals,” Alysha said.

				Taylitha shrugged, discomfited. “I wanted you to save us from ourselves... but we have a responsibility to save ourselves, too.”

				“If you can, you must,” Alysha said quietly. “And many people don’t understand just how much they’re capable of if they try.”

				“Or are pushed?” Taylitha asked with a chagrined smile.

				“Or are pushed,” Alysha agreed. She rubbed her thumb over the fork in her hand. “You’re right. I can’t protect everyone from everything, not all the time—”

				“Thank the gods!” Taylitha exclaimed with a laugh, “she can learn!”

				“No, to do that, I need help,” Alysha finished, grinning. “Which means more people need to learn how to be like you.”

				Covering her blush, Taylitha said, “And not like Beringwaite.”

				Alysha sighed. “And not like Mister Beringwaite.”

				Taylitha grinned fiercely. “Seeing you take him down... “ She shook her head. “Bast and An above! I don’t think anything his lieutenants say will have that kind of power.”

				“People like Beringwaite will always respond better to authority than to truth,” Alysha said quietly. After a while, she continued, “You kept your head in trouble.”

				Taylitha didn’t succeed in hiding her blush this time. “Must be all the experience with my little sisters and brothers. You can’t exactly fall apart when all these kids are expecting you to stay together.”

				“You’re confident enough to question me,” Alysha said.

				“I know you’d never hurt me,” Taylitha said without thinking, “so why shouldn’t I?”

				A softness flew across Alysha’s face, and she laughed. “Have you decided what to do with yourself in Fleet?”

				“Not yet,” Taylitha said. “But I have some ideas.”

				“Well, when you figure it out, tell me,” Alysha said. “It’ll save me the trouble of finding you.”

				Taylitha blushed harder, fought with a foolish grin, lost. She speared a piece of white broccoli. “I’ll keep you informed, sir.”

				


				* * *

				


			

			
				The Ciracaana commander who’d given them their introductory lecture showed up after lunch wearing an expression Taylitha never wanted to see again. He paced, flowing from one side of the room to the next, then stopped near the door, as if to block it with his bulk.

				He began speaking without preamble. “Fleet rarely deals with win-or-lose situations. Because of this, we don’t often emphasize a winning condition in our exercises. While our original charter involved preparation for combat, the reality of our situation as the one of the only powers in space has forced us to evolve. The live-or-die, succeed-or-fail mentality of the military outlook simply doesn’t work for us. There are many kinds of success, and recognizing each is important to keeping our organization running. This exercise was built to allow you the opportunity to accomplish different goals so we could begin the process of understanding what style of work you as individuals will be best suited for.

				“But we do send our people into dangerous areas. We do deal with life-or-death situations. And the safety of your people, those in your command, those on your team, those we still have a charter to protect as the Alliance’s sole military establishment, is so paramount that it does comprise a win-or-lose condition.”

				The Ciracanna paused, lashing his very long tail. “One which you failed.”

				Taylitha clenched her hands in her lap.

				“We expect you to believe you’re invincible... you’re young. But we also expect you to learn how to assess risks and decide honestly whether you can deal with them with the skills you have now. You made many bad choices. Going down a river you’d been told expressly not to choose was the worst of them. But you could still have made it down had you worked as a team to study the risks. Had you stayed together and scouted on land, treating the river as an unknown—which it was—you would have seen the rapids and been able to carry your canoes downstream instead of risking your lives. You would have been reprimanded for taking the wrong route... but you would have arrived, and the mission would have been counted a completion. There are risky situations that a team can take on that an individual or a pair of people can’t. If you want to learn one thing from this mess, learn that. Count on your people, whether they’re your partner, your team-mate, people under your command or people above you.”

				“What if you can’t count on them?” Beringwaite interrupted.

				The Ciracaana stared at him. “Did I give you leave to speak?”

				“No, sir,” Beringwaite said.

			

			
				Taylitha waited for the commander to give Beringwaite his due scolding, but after a few moments of uncomfortable silence, the Ciracaana said, “It’s a good question. But don’t interrupt me again.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				The Ciracaana moved gracefully to the center of the room and surveyed them all. When his gaze passed over Taylitha, she flinched. She didn’t need to hear his voice to know he was angry.

				“There is not a single one of you in this room who isn’t competent in one or several areas of study. There is not a single one of you who didn’t make it through the Academe—which is no playground—and come out on top. You are all Fleet, no matter how inexperienced, and if you think you can’t count on one another it’s because you’ve decided you won’t work with one another, not because of any genuine incompetence. Fleet is a team. A family. The people in your room are your brothers and sisters. Get that through your heads now, or leave and don’t come back.”

				Complete silence. Taylitha hid a tiny crow of triumph at this slap at Beringwaite’s idiocy.

				The Ciracaana continued. “Unless you transfer onto another ship due for refits, this will be the only retreat you attend as ensigns. I hope by the time you attend your next one as lieutenants or lieutenant commanders, you’ll have learned something from this experience. The forfeiture you’ve earned will be on your records, but it may be ameliorated by whatever you tell us in your one-on-one debriefings. And don’t lie. We’ll be comparing notes from all your sessions to check your stories. Be honest, and you’ll be rewarded, even if you made mistakes. Now, stand up!”

				They stood with the sound of a dozen feet scraping against the floor, benches pushing back.

				“Before we send you to those one-on-one sessions, it’s time for some credit due in this debacle. Ensign Basil, join me please.”

				Taylitha froze, the fur along her spine lifting. Alysha nudged her with a grin, her lips forming the word, “Go!” Numbly, Taylitha made her way to the front, where the Ciracaana rested his hand on her shoulder and turned her to face the others.

				“Ensign Basil made the rescue of your team possible. According to the canoe station personnel, she made sure her partner was stable, got herself out of the river and called the rescue team. She kept her head in a crisis. She remembered to look out for the rest of the team as well as herself and her partner. For this significant act of courage, Basil’s earned a commendation. I hope she’s also earned your thanks.” He turned to her and offered his palm. Taylitha covered it out of habit, her mouth dry with shock. “Ensign, congratulations.”

			

			
				“Thank you, sir,” Taylitha whispered.

				He twined fingers with her, squeezed and released. Turning, he said, “Your lieutenants will return shortly to begin your one-on-one sessions. Remember my advice.”

				The door had no sooner closed on him when the carefully ordered ranks of the ensigns inside broke, converging on her, cheering and congratulating. Taylitha received more hugs in those few seconds than she’d had since leaving Burbage Township, where her siblings would use any excuse to pile on her. Still, she looked past the people thanking and cheering her for the one person whose opinion mattered the most.

				The others made way for Alysha, though Taylitha didn’t think they realized they were doing it. Something about the other woman’s thoughtful scrutiny reminded Taylitha of the Ciracaana’s... the same measuring, the same assessment... the same feeling that Alysha was taking notes for some future reference. Taylitha straightened under that pale blue gaze, ears perking and shoulders squaring.

				Alysha laughed, caught her upper arms and pulled her into a hard embrace. Taylitha squeaked.

				“Good job, Taylitha,” Alysha said into her ear. “I knew you could do it.”

				Taylitha flushed bright pink.

				“Hey, Beringwaite!” Delin called. “Aren’t you going to congratulate Taylitha?”

				Tense silence descended. Alysha stepped back to look past the shoulders of the other ensigns at the lone figure still seated on the bench.

				Taylitha flattened her ears. “I don’t need his congratulations.”

				“He could at least thank you,” Roben said.

				“She didn’t save my life,” Beringwaite said. “We were porting around the rapids, just like the lieutenant commander said we should have.” He stood and stalked outside.

				“Hey!” Roben exclaimed. “Can’t he even admit it when he’s wrong?”

				Jender said sourly, “No. Especially not when he’s wrong.”

				Alysha quietly followed Beringwaite, and Taylitha, after a moment, followed Alysha. She wondered with a sigh whether she was going to have to watch Alysha try to reform everyone for the rest of her life... somehow the idea was both cheering and irritating.

				Outside, Beringwaite had crouched by the wall, fingering a twig in his hands.

				“Beringwaite—Mike,” Alysha said in her just-so-soft voice. Taylitha stood a little behind her, wondering if it would work.

				“Don’t call me that,” Beringwaite said. “I don’t want your kindness.”

				Guess not, Tayl thought.

			

			
				“We don’t hate you, you know,” Alysha said.

				“You shouldn’t,” Beringwaite said. “You have no right to.”

				Taylitha stepped closer to Alysha, one ear canted. “And why’s that?”

				“Because you’re not all that much better than we are.”

				Taylitha’s ears flipped back. “Are you still fixated on this whole Pelted versus human thing?”

				“Pelted versus human thing?” Beringwaite laughed, a bark of a sound. Then he spit at their feet. “All these years since humans have joined back up with you, and you patronize us, and you think we’re so backwards, so warlike, so uncivilized. You’ve made second-class citizens of us, though we’re the ones who made you, and you ask me if I’m still fixated on this Pelted versus human thing? How many human admirals do you think there are? How many human captains?”

				“There are fewer humans than Pelted,” Alysha said quietly.

				“Yeah, and? Doesn’t change the fact that there seems to be less room for us to be successful,” Beringwaite said. “Let me tell you something, furry. My dad didn’t raise me to be a failure, and I’m not coming home as second fiddle to some animal we raised onto two legs in a science lab five centuries ago.”

				Alysha’s voice remained quiet. “We don’t have to be your enemies, Mister Beringwaite.”

				“Right. So Miss Perfection over there and her partner get to walk away with a commendation and I’m the one who ruined the mission even though you’re the one who got hurt. That doesn’t seem fair to me.”

				“You’re a fine one to talk about fair,” Taylitha said, stepping in front of Alysha. “You took control of everything and wouldn’t let a single one of us gainsay you. Do you really think you were born knowing everything?”

				“Knowing everything?” Beringwaite asked. “Nope. More than you? Absolutely.”

				The wave of frustration that rose in Taylitha threatened to overwhelm her. “Haven’t you learned anything? Didn’t you just listen to the same lecture I heard? We’re a family! We failed because we didn’t work together!”

				“We failed because you were the weakest link, and I didn’t figure that out in time to keep you from messing up,” Beringwaite said. “I’ll have to keep that in mind for the next time.” He tossed the twig aside, stood, and said, “See you, furry. Try not to let your accidental commendation get you all excited.”

				Taylitha lunged after him, only to find Alysha in her way, holding onto her wrist.

				“No, arii,” Alysha said, quiet, intent. “It’s not worth it.”

				“But he won’t listen! He won’t learn!” Taylitha hissed.

			

			
				“Slapping him won’t make him listen,” Alysha said.

				Taylitha began to deflate. “It would make me feel better, though,” she muttered.

				“For a few seconds,” Alysha said. “But it would only guarantee that he wouldn’t listen to you in the future. Not only that, but it would get you a reputation for solving your problems in the coarsest way possible. Who will listen to you if you stop talking and start fighting?”

				Taylitha sighed. “But how do we get through to people like him?”

				“We don’t,” Alysha said. “But someone else might, in the future. Someone else might make the difference.” She looked after Beringwaite, into the auditorium where their lieutenants were just then organizing them into lines. “I thought we might be the ones for Beringwaite, but we aren’t. All we can do is try, and if we fail, hope that someone else will try and succeed some day.”

				“You give people too many chances,” Taylitha said, glancing at Alysha now. “It’s going to get someone hurt.”

				“Only if I allow it,” Alysha murmured. Then, louder. “Come on. Time to face the briefing.”

				“Alysha... “

				The other woman glanced over her shoulder at her.

				“If we don’t get a chance to see one another again... “ Taylitha began.

				“We will,” Alysha said. “Maybe not this retreat, but we will.”

				Taylitha heard the same quality in the words that she’d heard when Alysha had promised to come after her if she couldn’t make it to shore. She grinned. “I’ll write you.”

				“Alysha Forrest, UAV Diamondwing,” Alysha said. “I’ll be expecting it.”

				


				


				



			









			

			
				


				


				Chapter Twelve


				


				


				Taylitha was lucky enough to get Lieutenant Cane for her one-on-one, the only lieutenant that had stayed from the Nightslip. She gave her full report, leaving out nothing... not her inability to say ‘no’ to Beringwaite without wanting to hit him, not her own mistakes, and especially not Alysha saving her life at the cliff, and again from the animal in the woods. She was chagrined to learn that the creature was a fruit bear, eating only carrion and vegetable matter, but Cane took into account that neither of them had known that when they’d reacted.

				“You will put that on her record, right?” Taylitha asked. “That she saved me. That she was good to me. To all of us.”

				“Definitely,” Cane said, and Taylitha was satisfied.

				After her report, Cane delivered a significantly longer lecture than the Ciracaana’s: on the virtues of proper mission planning and preparation, the importance of accruing honor and good word for her vessel instead of ignominy, no matter how accidental, and the reminder that as an Academe-trained ensign the Fleet had already spent valuable time and money on her as a resource, and that she should take better care of her body. He also spent time praising her for her commendation, which made her feel much better about the entire affair, but emphasized that the success of the team was more important, in general, than any personal success she could earn.

				At the end of the session, Cane stood and grinned at her. “I admit, this could have come out much worse. The mission was a near disaster, but you did good work. I’m proud of you, Red.”

				Taylitha beamed.

				


				* * *

				


				The memory of Alysha’s company, of her approval and friendship, lit the days that followed after a shuttle picked up the tired, sore ensigns and delivered them back to work on the Nightslip’s refits. Stuffed into tiny compartments to run through checklists until her muscles cramped, Taylitha imagined Alysha doing the same and grinned... she couldn’t imagine Alysha complaining about such work, so she tried not to herself. Keeping quiet on those long shifts seemed to inspire everyone around her to new heights of garrulousness; it made her realize how much a body could learn from other people by listening to their complaints.

			

			
				One evening she collected her uninspiring food from the galley and glanced around the tiny mess. The only person in it was Kairell, so there were plenty of tables available for some quiet contemplation, studying or reading. She thought about using one of those tables to eat in peace, but had a sudden flash of memory: wanting to punch Beringwaite in the stomach just to get him to listen to her. Strange how quickly powerlessness can turn you to violence, she thought. But there are other ways to deal with powerlessness. Ways that might work better.

				Taylitha made her way across the mess and plunked her tray down across from the Hinichi’s. “Afternoon!”

				Kairell blinked at her tray, then at her face. “Umm... why are you sitting here?”

				“Why not?” Taylitha said.

				“Because you don’t like me,” Kairell said.

				“That’s not true,” Taylitha said, and realized she meant it. “I just don’t agree with you about... well, your views on Fleet. I was going to say ‘just about everything,’ but I really don’t know anything about what you think that isn’t about Fleet. Maybe we could change that?”

				“Why?” Kairell said suspiciously.

				“Because I’ve been unfair, and you’ve been hard to approach, and neither of those are good reasons not to give someone a chance,” Taylitha said. “There are good reasons but... well, those aren’t any of them.”

				“Well, we agree on that at least,” Kairell said, and surprised her with a grin. With her muzzle gaping a little and her eyes alight with mischief she looked a wholly different person. “So how’d you spend the retreat?

				“On my back, half-drowned, sore-footed and head spinning,” Taylitha said.

				“Sounds awful,” Kairell said.

				Taylitha closed her eyes, then chuckled. “Yeah. But I’d do it again in a heartbeat.” Kairell’s incredulous look was lost on her as she dug into her food, still grinning. 

				


				


				


				The End


				



			









			

			
				Festival of Vampires

				by Brock Hoagland


				


				Brock Hoagland’s Perissa, a blonde leopardess swordswoman, was introduced full-fledged in Tales of Perissa, a collection of five adventures written by Hoagland and illustrated by Vicky Wyman, published by United Publications of London in July 2001.  A Book 2 with stories six through eleven, also illustrated by Wyman, followed in December 2004. 

				


				Perissa’s adventures are anthropomorphic pastiches of Robert E. Howard’s tales of his Conan the Barbarian when he was a young street thief, set “before recorded history” in the forgotten Hyborean Age of wizardry and primitive warfare, when a strong warrior could rise to command armies and carve himself an empire.  Hoagland has credited Steve Corbett for the idea of an anthropomorphic pastiche of the Conan stories.

				


				Perissa is introduced as a nineteen-year-old beginning member of the Assassins Guild of the anthropomorphic brawling independent seaport city-state of Goedus, “City of Ten Thousand Sails”, full of nobles, rich merchants, sorcerers, thieves, and penniless beggars.  The self-assured Perissa has finished several years of training, and is starting out in the Guild’s general pool of bravos, anxious to make a reputation so she will be requested by name for the higher-priced assassinations.  Perissa is a “lone wolf” during her first four adventures.  The fourth, “Beneath the Crystal Sea”, won the 2001 Ursa Major Award in the Short Fiction category, and has been reprinted twice.  In her fifth, “In the Temple of the Spider God”, Perissa saves the life of the young chipmunk slave girl Maelith, who becomes her inseparable companion from then on.  By the end of her eleventh adventure, “Spice of Death”, Perissa is in her early twenties and Maelith is in her late teens.

				


				Here, after a publication gap of nine years but immediately after “Spice of Death” in story time, is the twelfth Tale of Perissa:  “Festival of Vampires”, illustrated as are the previous tales by Vicky Wyman.

				



			









			

			
				


				


				Festival of Vampires

				by Brock Hoagland

				


				Carnival time in Goedus, City of Ten Thousand Sails and the busiest port on the Tirabaedo Sea. With the harvest in, all wished to celebrate its bounty before the arrival of winter with its cold and blustery winds that penetrated clothes and fur alike. For five days the riotous nightlife normally found within the Rogues Quarter spread throughout the city and into the day. Masks and festival finery were donned to provide anonymity as social distinctions disappeared, the employee, the servant and the slave becoming equal to the employer and the master.

				Among the revelers were Perissa, a pretty leopardess in her early twenties and Maelith, a gorgeous chipmunk in her late teens. The pair were dressed alike in sandals and ankle-length silk skirts in tiers of bright, clashing colors, the openings in back for their tails larger than necessary, providing flashing glimpses of their shapely rumps. Above their skirts they wore short-sleeved jackets embroidered with flowers, worn open to reveal their breasts. Most of the admiring glances their way focused upon the well-endowed chipmunk slave girl rather than upon her mistress’s lissome figure. Nor were they unique in their choice of dress. Most females past the age of puberty wore outfits that showed off their breasts and flashed their rears and some wore outfits that barely concealed anything. Likewise, a number of the more muscular males wore little more than brief loincloths the better to show off their physiques. For the rest of their costume the twain wore masks crafted to resemble bird wings and covered with feathers, gold for the leopardess and black for the chipmunk to match their hair. Gold and gems flashed from their ears and from around their throats. Clothing and jewelry together cost a small fortune. Only in two items could an onlooker distinguish between their costumes—the magnificent, slender rapier hanging from her belt at the leopardess’s right hip and the dagger that counterbalanced it on her left. A third, hidden item also distinguished them, the scarlet silk strangling cord concealed in a pocket inside her jacket. It was the emblem of the Assassins Guild in which Perissa was a journeyfur in good standing.

			

			
				The pair stopped at a dice table set up outside a tavern to try their luck. The rules were quite simple. The table was divided into a grid of squares, each with a number painted in it. Bettors wagered upon which number the shooter would roll by placing their money on the square they favored. The more unlikely the number was to come up the greater the winnings. However, even with the most likely numbers the odds favored the house.

				“We have some new players joining us,” the banded linsang running the table announced. “And such a lovely pair they are.”

				“I’d say ‘tis more a lovely quartet,” responded a zebra staring at their chests.

				“Niume, fetch the ladies wine,” the gambler directed his birch mouse slave girl.

				Drinks were free to bettors; the practice tended to make the wagers larger and more reckless than they otherwise would be. When the girl turned to go the brief loincloth that was all she wore revealed that the black stripe down her back ran all the way down to the base of her tail just above her round little rump. Most male bettors, and a few of the female ones, were not as attentive to their bets as they should be in the presence of a nearly naked, comely girl.

				“Would you care to do the honors?” the linsang asked, holding the dice out to the leopardess. Even the drunkest of bettors were not so foolish as to allow a professional gambler to toss the dice—dice tended to do strange and unnatural things in such cases. The bettors themselves would throw the dice, three throws each before passing them to the next lest a bettor be in league with the gambler. The odds favored the house enough already.

				Perissa accepted the trio of ivory cubes and recklessly placed a quarter-thael on one of the most unlikely numbers of all to turn up. Maelith played more conservatively, placing silver rather than gold upon a number that was only slightly daring. The bravo girl shook the dice in her cupped hands, then tossed them onto the table. Three straight tosses resulted in three straight losses. Of the bettors gathered around the table only Maelith won and that just once. When she did win she clapped her hands and jumped in glee. The bettors found some consolation for their losses in the jiggling of her shapely mounds.

				“These accursed dice must be carved from the tusks of the Demon Elephant!” Perissa swore, throwing them onto the table in disgust to take up her wine cup and drain it.

				“Let the other wench throw,” the zebra said. “Mayhaps her luck will carry over to the rest of us.”

			

			
				The others agreeing, Maelith took up the dice. Out of her three throws she won twice and the others all won at least once. Except for Perissa. Unable to resist playing the high-odds number she had chosen, it was three more losses for her.

				“Come, Maelith, mayhaps my luck will be better at a different table.”

				“A moment of your time if you please, lady,” the linsang spoke up. He had noted both the attention the bettors had paid to the chipmunk’s figure and the steel band locked about one wrist. A younger, bustier girl would bring more customers to his table. “I’d like to buy your slave girl. I’ll give you Niume and a good price to boot for her.”

				“She’s not for sale.”

				“You haven’t heard what I’m willing to pay.”

				“It matters not what you’re willing to pay; I’m not willing to sell. Ready, Maelith?”

				“Aye.” The chipmunk had been collecting the customary tips from those bettors who had won when she had tossed the dice. She had made out well here.

				The new table they tried was different. Here the gambler was a female bongo, her slave a sleekly handsome mink youth who wore practically nothing and the customers mostly female. But here again the story was much the same. Perissa lost all her wagers while Maelith broke even.

				As they were leaving Maelith asked, “Why do you persist in throwing dice when you know you’re destined to lose? You should at least play numbers more likely to turn up.”

				“ ‘Tis an old assassin belief. If you can use up your bad luck at dice you’ll have good luck in your commissions. The day a bravo wins consistently at dice is the day Fortune truly turns away from him. ‘Tis just like the Lady-Bitch to kiss you in one endeavor only to spit upon you in a far more important one.”

				“Do you suppose his mistress finds his services fully satisfying?” Maelith wondered concerning the mink.

				“They do have a certain reputation,” Perissa replied judiciously. “I’d warrant there’s some justification for it!”

				They decided to forego any more gambling tables for the nonce. Instead they wandered the city streets and squares, taking in the acrobats, jugglers, troubadours, fire-eaters and prestidigitators entertaining the crowds, gifting the more skilled ones with a coin or two. Stopping at a booth they purchased ale to slake their thirsts. Next to the booth a plump cane rat sat behind her table, eyeing the pair as they drank.

				“Care to discover what the future holds in store for you?” she asked. “Four coppers will get you a quick reading and a silver bit a detailed one.”

			

			
				Maelith went over and laid the coins upon the table. The fortuneteller spread cards much tattered from years of use out upon the table and directed the girl to pick three. Turning them over, the cane rat studied the painted rectangles of pasteboard briefly.

				“Ah, you are a lucky girl! I see love in your future. A handsome young chipmunk will come into your life soon. He is the son of a wealthy merchant who will be so smitten with your beauty that he will buy you from your mistress. You will have a maid of your own to wait upon you.”

				Perissa listened sardonically. Love and a rich, handsome young male was the usual claptrap told a girl.

				“Will he make me his concubine or marry me?”

				“That I cannot see with so few cards. Another pair of coppers will buy you another pair of cards. Mayhaps they will answer your question.”

				“Nay, I’ve heard enough.”

				“And what of you?” the fortuneteller asked the bravo girl. “Care to hear your future?”

				“Tell me it and I’ll kill you,” Perissa stated flatly. The last thing a bravo wanted was his or her future read. It would be even worse if the fortuneteller were genuine rather than a fraud.

				The cane rat hastily looked away and the pair continued on.

				“Did you believe her?” Perissa inquired.

				“Nay. ‘Twas for entertainment purposes only. You’d have to be a lackwit to believe such as her. One who can truly read the future can only do so with powerful magics which only the rich can afford.”

				“Mayhaps your handsome young chipmunk will pay for a genuine fortune telling for you!”

				“Mmmph! I’m not sure I’ll like him if he’ll take me away from you, Mistress.”

				Night was falling now, although the only effect darkness would have upon the celebrations would be to remove what little inhibitions restrained them ever so slightly now. They sought out a tavern catering to the well to do and ordered up supper and a bottle of fine wine. During the course of their meal they turned down several offers of companionship; the night was still young and it was too early to forgo public pleasures for private ones.

				Not long after they left Maelith said, “It seems I should have availed myself of all the tavern’s services afore we left.”

				“Eh? Oh, aye. I should have done the like. No matter, there’s an alley ahead we can use.”

				Normally only a madfur would enter a Goedusian alley at night. Even the city watch wouldn’t enter one in less than squad strength. However, there’d be little reason for them to fear. As an assassin Perissa was one of the reasons the alleys were so dangerous. Her fellow bravos used them often in the course of their commissions and did not take kindly to being interrupted when about their business. She drew her rapier before they entered. Naked steel would deter any other peril lurking within the alley. They would not have to go into it far to be in the shadows they sought for their business.

			

			
				They had just reached those shadows when Perissa put out her hand, stopping Maelith and signaling silence. A short distance ahead two figures could just be made out in the dim light from the stars above and reflected in from the lights out on the street. They stood entwined, one against a wall and the other pressing into the first. A dangerous place to consummate a tryst when any inn would rent a room for an hour or the night. Then she realized it was not a tryst they were witnessing, but a murder. The second figure stepped back and the first slowly slid down the wall onto its knees before toppling over to lie motionless upon the ground. Without so much as a glance down at its victim, the second figure turned and strode deeper into the alley. Judging by its tall ears and the few details of dress visible, it was a male rabbit of some species.

				Perissa had a professional’s admiration for the neatness of the murder. There had been neither sound nor struggle from the victim. Yet there was something odd about this particular murder. The figures had been as closely entwined as if making love; even murder by knife or strangulation did not require such intimate contact.

				“Come, Maelith, this bears closer examination.”

				The chipmunk followed without demurral. This was hardly the first murder or the first corpse she had witnessed since the leopardess had rescued her from a cruel master who had planned to sacrifice her to his dark spider god when he tired of her in his bed. Usually, though, the bodies were those of her mistress’s victims. During the course of the rescue Perissa had slain several. And she had seen her kill others since.

				The body this time was that of a young zebra woman, dressed much as they were although her clothes and jewelry were less costly. They knelt beside the corpse and with eyes adapted for the dark immediately spotted the cause of death—a pair of close placed puncture marks over the carotid artery.

				“Vampire!” Perissa hissed. “Maelith, return home at once! I have work to do!”

				She stood. Maelith, however, made no move to. “Did you not hear me? Go home!”

			

			
				“I shall, Mistress, so soon as I’ve finished here. No sense in letting an opportunity pass.”

				She was quickly stripping jewelry from the corpse. After her parents had sold her to feed the rest of the family when their crops had failed, her first owner had used her as a window-pirate until a developing figure made it harder and harder to wiggle through windows to snatch up what she could. It was upon her return to the block that she had been purchased by the priest. Old habits of thievery died hard. Not that she would be unique in such regard. In Goedus nearly anyone coming across a corpse robbed it.

				“Good thinking. I’ll see you at home.”

				Perissa set off at a run after the lapine vampire. She did not want to lose him in the crowd that would be in the street at the alley’s other end.

				Maelith regarded the zebra’s clothing speculatively. She had no need of it and it would fetch a tidy sum. Nay, best not. The jewelry she could wear and thus conceal in plain sight. Emerging from the alley with a bundle of clothing would be too conspicuous and one of Goedus’s rare busybodies might investigate and set the city guard upon her. One look at the corpse would inform them that she hadn’t committed the murder. However, they’d confiscate the jewelry as “evidence.” Best not to be too greedy and lose all the pelf gained here.

				


				Emerging from the alley, Perissa quickly glanced up and down the street. There! Tall, black rabbit ears stuck above the crowd, the only such in view. Passersby looked askance at the figure emerged from the ally, sword in hand. She was drawing too much attention. Sheathing her rapier, she set off after the ears at a rapid walk. She pushed her way through the crowd and soon had the figure in sight and not just his ears. It was the same figure as in the alley. While she had only seen it briefly, during her long years of apprenticeship the Guild had taught her to note and remember details, however briefly viewed. Knowing her life could someday depend upon such, she had learned that and all her lessons well.

				She slowed her pace to match his, close enough to keep him in sight, far enough back to escape discovery should he turn and look behind him. As she followed she reviewed what she had been taught concerning vampires. Having gorged, he would not need to feed again this night nor the next. He would return to his lair and remain there until hunger drove him forth again; vampires had little interest in aught save blood and stayed in their lairs unless hunting. Which made slaying one straightforward once its lair was located. Straightforward, but not safe. A vampire always had a mortal servant/protector to do for it the things it could not do in daylight and to protect it while it slept. Such ones were always fanatically loyal.

			

			
				The vampire ignored the revelries around it, setting a pace that forced her to hurry in order to keep up. She had to fend off advances from several males who wanted to know what her hurry was and invited her to slow down and join them. She ignored them and they shrugged and sought someone amiable to companionship. Except for one who stayed at her side, offering to share his wineskin, and other things. He persisted in his unwelcome attentions until she hissed at him viciously, ears flat and showing her teeth, her hand resting upon the hilt of her rapier. Drunk as he was, he got the message.

				Perissa followed her quarry until he boldly entered a house in a neighborhood of moderate prosperity. Never once had he looked back to see if he were being followed. And she was certain that this house contained his lair. Vampires were arrogant monsters, so sure and secure in their belief in their power. That arrogance was often their undoing. His sole display of discretion had been to hunt well away from his lair.

				There was nothing more to do for the present. While vampires regularly changed their lairs to avoid discovery, chances were it would not move this night. She would need to make special preparations before she entered that house. Which would not be until day. Only fools entered a vampire’s lair during the night when it was at full strength.

				Maelith greeted her with relief and joy upon her return home. “Mistress, I was so worried for you!”

				“Little need for that; the leech never so much as glanced behind him. I’ve located his lair with him none the wiser that he has been discovered.”

				“What will you do now? Lead the guard to him?”

				“And have them claim most the reward, giving me only a pittance?” Prince Kalinides, Goedus’s ruler, had a standing reward posted for the slaying of any monster that found its way into his city. That for a vampire was substantial. She was determined to keep it all for herself. Born into extreme poverty in the Blight, the worst dockside slum in the city, Perissa had found her way out by joining the Assassins Guild at thirteen. She was determined never to be poor again and thus was as greedy for gold as any miser. “Nay, I shall deal with it myself come morn. I will need you to help if you’ve the courage for it.”

				“I’ve as much as you need me have.” No cringing wench her.

				“Good girl! I’ve a few preparations to make, then we’d best get some sleep.”

				“I had not thought we’d sleep alone this night,” Maelith sighed.

				Perissa laughed, “Sleep was not what you had in mind! We’ll find ourselves a lusty pair of males to amuse us when our task is finished tomorrow.”

			

			
				


				It was midmorning when Perissa approached the vampire’s house, Maelith behind her carrying a large bundle. The streets were not nearly so crowded at this hour. The revels had lasted long into the night and most of the few to be seen were those who had yet to seek beds from the night before. Leopardess and chipmunk drew curious looks as they passed. During the Fall Festival it was rare to see those not dressed for the festivities. Perissa was dressed in her working clothes of crimson boots, black trousers, dark shirt and dark cloak. Maelith wore the short-sleeved, brief tunic that was a slave girl’s normal dress when she wasn’t naked.

				Reaching the house, Perissa pounded on the door. After a moment it opened a crack. A sliver of a face and an eye stared out at her.

				“Go away! Whatever your business, we’re not interested!”

				Subtlety and persuasion were hardly called for here. A powerful kick flung open the door and threw back the young pangolin who had been behind it. Before he could recover his balance Perissa charged inside, simultaneously drawing her rapier and drove its needle-like point into his chest. She jerked it out and he sat down heavily. His attempt to scream was drowned in blood from his pierced lung. He coughed, spraying bright, bloody froth and toppled over. She glanced around quickly. They were in a large chamber that served as a reception hall, a table and chairs at one end the sole furnishings. Well, a vampire would have little need for furniture. The door slammed shut behind Maelith.

				“Did anyone see?”

				“I think not, Mistress.” She regarded the dying pangolin without emotion. Anyone in league with a vampire deserved death. The penalty by law was to be pinned inside a coffin with spikes through the shoulders and legs, then buried while yet alive. “That was easy.”

				“Aye. I would have thought the vampire would have a more effective guard.”

				“He wasn’t the guard—I am.” In the doorway leading further into the house stood a figure in mail coat, greaves and open-faced helm, a steel buckler on its left arm and a sword in its right hand. “You won’t find me so easy, murderous bitch.”

				“Better an honest assassin than a blood-drinker’s guard! Why serve him? What could he offer you that is so dear?”

				As they spoke they sized one another up. Perissa found she was facing a female brown hyena in late middle age, tall and strongly built. As she herself was only average in height, the guard would have reach of arm. However, there were also weapons to consider. Her sword was longer, offsetting the reach advantage. The guard’s military sword was broader and heavier in blade. While it was light enough to be swung quickly it could not match hers in speed. The problem lay in the hyena’s armor. A rapier was not meant to deal with an armored foe. There was little exposed flesh her point could pierce. She was in for a hard fight.

			

			
				“Life. He has promised to make me one like him should I serve him well.”

				“Life? Nay, a shadowy mockery of life!”

				“Wait until you feel old age nibbling at your flesh, then see how you feel about it!”

				Perissa read the hyena’s intent in her eyes. “Keep away from her, Maelith!”

				The hyena charged, raising her shield as she ran until she could just see over the rim, attempting to bowl her opponent over with a shield rush. Perissa leaped aside at the last moment, jumping to her foe’s shield side where she would be beyond reach of a sword cut. She thrust for a leg as the guard charged past, her greaves only protecting their fronts. Her swordplay was superb, the best her teachers in the Guild had seen, yet she missed the supremely difficult target of the back of the knee and hit home in the calf instead. The guard’s rush carried her several more yards before she could stop and turn around.

				“ ‘Twill take more than that pinprick to win this fight!” she snarled, ignoring the blood trickling down her leg.

				She was right about that. If Perissa had been able to strike her knee joint there was a good chance the blow would have cut tendons and arteries, crippling her. All that would remain then would be to finish her off. A calf wound was nothing but an annoyance.

				Her initial onslaught having failed the hyena was more careful and deliberate now, advancing with a measured pace. Perissa thrust for the only target presented, the unprotected face. Her rapier struck the shield raised to block it. Intended for the clash of battle, the buckler was fortunately fronted with steel the better to block slashing cuts. Her point slid across the metal disk. Had it been wood her point might have stuck in it, giving her a serious problem. The guard tried a cut at the rapier, hoping to break her foe’s slimmer blade or knock it from the hand holding it.

				Perissa’s rapier had been crafted by the finest swordsmith in Goedus and tested in battle previously, thus she had no fear that it would break. But she did not forcefully oppose the other blade, letting it push hers aside before with a rotation of her forearm she circled her rapier up and over, freeing it and bringing it back into position for another attack. Again her point struck the shield and she immediately retreated, avoiding a backhand cut aimed at her as the guard recovered her sword.

			

			
				Perissa knew she could win this fight in only one way—by wearing down her foe to the point where she could strike faster than the shield could be raised. The hyena was years older and weighted down with armor, both of which would sap her strength. However, there were two problems with this plan. Cats were built for fierce onslaughts, not drawn out battles, and rapier fighting demanded great activity of footwork and swordplay. Both of which would sap her strength. It would be a contest to see who could outlast the other.

				“Mistress, what can I do to help?”

				“Not a thing, Maelith. Keep clear of us!”

				The hyena had her own strategy for winning the fight. Relying upon the protection afforded by her armor she pressed forward, trying to use her mass to force the leopardess into a corner or against the table where she could overwhelm her. The bravo girl nimbly skipped aside from each attempt.

				Perissa advanced and retreated and circled around, anything to keep her opponent on the move. The slow stalking aroused instincts that soon had her tail tip twitching and a low growl rumbling in her throat. The leopardess fought down her instincts. Rapier fighting required a cool head and a calculating mind, not a headlong rushing attack. All the while she kept jabbing, jabbing, jabbing for the guard’s face. Each thrust required the hyena to quickly raise her shield to protect her face, then just as quickly lower it so she could keep an eye on the leopardess. The slower of the twain, she could not close the distance and strike for her foe with her shorter sword. So she struck for the rapier, hoping to break it or knock it from the hand grasping it. The battle went on for some minutes thus, a long time for a single combat. The clashing of steel against steel and the loud breathing of the contestants filled the chamber along with Maelith’s cries of encouragement.

				“Run her through, Mistress! Spit her on your point like a bird for roasting!”

				Perissa stepped back, breaking contact. “You can’t win. Even should you slay me, my maid will run out into the street and raise the alarm afore you could stop her. Walk away and I’ll not inform anyone of whom you guarded here.”

				“I’ll take the chance that I can best you and catch your maid. The stakes I stand to win are worth the gamble for me.” The hyena relaxed her guard, lowering her shield slightly. She was tiring and the rest was welcome. The leopardess could not strike from that distance.

				The trick worked. Perissa lunged, right leg driving her forward explosively, left arm and rapier a single, rigid line. The lunge was a closely guarded secret of the Assassins Guild, giving its members a longer reach and quicker attack than their foes imagined. Her point struck the hyena just below the right eye, piercing bone and angling up into the brain as it bit deeply. The guard went limp all at once like a marionette with its strings cut and collapsed to the floor in a crash of metal, the leopardess jerking her blade free as she went down.

			

			
				“And that is my final word upon the matter.” Perissa had named her sword Final Word for when it spoke it won the argument.

				“I knew you would prevail, Mistress.” Maelith’s confidence in her owner was boundless.

				“Aye? I was not so certain myself. The bitch was good. I’ll enjoy seeing her body impaled on a stake outside a city gate for the crows to feast upon.” A vampire’s living helper did not deserve proper burial. She spat on her late foe’s face. A flick shook most of the gore from her sword and a scarf finished cleaning it before she sheathed it. “Now let’s find the leech and end this. Hand me your bundle.”

				Perissa unwrapped the object inside and assembled it; its shape was too distinctive to carry through the streets in one piece. They might be mostly drunk, but there were still guards patrolling the streets. If they had had the bad luck to encounter a patrol it would have taken an interest in Maelith’s burden. An automatic crossbow was not a weapon carried for self-defense. Heavy, unwieldy and capable of firing three shots as fast as the trigger could be pulled, it was a weapon intended for attack and murder. After a final check of cables and pulleys, she wound up its springs and winched back its steel cord. Lastly, she loaded three quarrels that had had their heads removed and the ends of their wooden shafts sharpened.

				“Do you have the lantern lit?”

				“Aye.”

				“Good. Let’s find the way to the cellar; that’s where we’ll find the leech. Keep behind me and keep the lantern raised when we start down. Even cats cannot see in total darkness.”

				They had no trouble finding the entrance to the cellar, there having been no attempt to conceal it. The steps led down into a stone chamber bereft of coffin or aught else. A hasty examination revealed that one wall was new, although an attempt had been made to conceal its newness with dirt rubbed onto the stones and mortar. A more careful examination discovered a hidden door and a loose stone. A painstaking examination by each turned up no traps.

				“Do you wish to leave, Maelith? Whatever lies beyond is certain to be such as to shake the stoutest heart! I can proceed without you.”
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				The chipmunk looked her mistress steadily in the eye. “Nay. I have the nerve for it and I’ll not abandon you! You may need me yet.”

				“Good girl! Open the door.” Perissa stood before the door, crossbow leveled.

				Maelith pushed on the loose stone and a section of the wall swung back. The odor within struck them immediately. It was the smell of heavy perfume and underlying it a whiff of decay it could not conceal. She raised the lantern to shine its light within. The crypt beyond held a large bed, spread with silk sheets. The hyena and perhaps the pangolin would have spent some time in the bed with their master. However, carnal delights were a lure a vampire held out to entice and entrap potential victims. Blood was always its goal. Aside from the bed three coffins lay within.

				“By Bubast’s iron member, three of the blood-drinkers!” Perissa swore. Then she grinned. “The more leeches, the more gold!”

				Maelith screamed and Perissa cursed as the coffins’ lids were thrown back and their occupants sat up. Along with the male rabbit there were a female wolf and a female wolverine. Chances were they had preceded the hyena as the rabbit’s guards. He was dressed in a velvet doublet a century out-of-date, the tight material showing his muscular physic. His paramours were dressed in diaphanous gowns that covered without concealing their voluptuous figures.

				“You did not think we would continue sleeping whilst our sanctuary was invaded, did you?” the rabbit inquired. Indicating the crossbow, he added, “Nor will that benefit you.”

				“It will loaded with sharpened stakes!”

				The chief vampire went still for a second, then held out his hand towards them. He was preternaturally handsome and his magnetic eyes bored into them. An onlooker could almost ignore his incisors, longer and sharper than the leopardess’s canines as he smilingly urged them, “But come. Come join us for delights you cannot imagine! I will make you immortal and you shall have a life of unending pleasure!”

				“Aye, come! Come join us!” wolf and wolverine of unearthly beauty echoed. “Join us and be our sisters!”

				The promise they held out of pleasure and life unending was seductive in its allure even though Time had had its way with their clothing. Holes and a light coating of dust did much to spoil the illusion of unending carnal delights they offered. Such a promise still might have worked on others. However, Perissa and Maelith had encountered a similar lure not many months previously from a lamia and were steeled against the lie of it.

				“I have siblings enough already,” Perissa responded, “And most are as worthless as my parents!”

			

			
				The rabbit must have been a very old vampire, one cunning in the ways of survival. He moved with unnatural speed, springing from his coffin. Perissa fired. The quarrel struck him in the shoulder, hardly slowing him down as he leaped across the bed and disappeared, abandoning his paramours to whatever fate awaited them. Scarcely a moment passed before they took their cue from him, but it was a moment too long for the wolf. A second quarrel drove into her back, the sharp stake piercing her heart. She shrieked horribly as she pitched onto the floor and lay still. The third quarrel missed completely, shattering against a stone wall as the wolverine cleared the bed and disappeared as well.

				Perissa ran around the bed, Maelith right behind her, to discover a hole in the floor. From the odor wafting up from the darkness below the hole gave onto Goedus’s extensive system of sewers.

				“Curse me for a lackwit!” the leopardess swore. “I should have known he’d have an escape route from his lair!”

				“Will you go to the guard now, Mistress?”

				Common sense and greed warred within Perissa. Greed, and confidence in her abilities, won out.

				“Nay. I’ll not surrender any of the reward to soldiers who most like will leave the hard part to me! Besides, the longer afore pursuit sets off after them, the more likely they are to go to ground in another lair where they won’t be found.”

				Before setting out after the monsters, Perissa reloaded the crossbow. The Guild had taught her never to skimp on preparations before undertaking a commission and Maelith had a number of sharpened stakes in her bag. Ready once more, the chipmunk held the lantern over the hole while her mistress dropped through.

				Perissa landed lightly on her feet, crossbow ready, eyes and ears probing her surroundings. The stench she ignored. She was in one of the side channels of the sewers, a vaulted brick passage just wider than her outstretched arms and about half again as high, ankle deep in the stream oozing through it. Just what composed that stream she put out of her mind. Before the festival began Goedus’s river had been diverted through the sewers to give them a good flush, so it shouldn’t be too bad just now.

				“The way is clear, Maelith, and ‘tisn’t much of a drop if you hang down by your arms. Toss down the lantern first.”

				Having rejoined her mistress, Maelith took back the lantern and asked, “Which way?”

				Perissa pointed. “That way. One of the main channels should lie not too far in that direction.”

			

			
				Assassins often had call to use the sewers as private passageways in their profession, thus the Guild required that its members memorize a map of the main ways. Sure enough, they had not gone far when their channel debouched into a larger one. This one was wide enough that on its far side lay a brick walkway above its stream while its ceiling arched overhead, ending just a few feet beneath the street above. From the walkway stairs led up to that street.

				“We’ll use those to get out. The stream will not be more than waist deep, so we’ll not have to swim it.”

				“No more than waist deep on you, mayhaps!” the shorter chipmunk retorted.

				“Fear not, we’ll head for a bathhouse as soon as our task is done! They say vampires can’t cross running water and this should do as well as any other stream. Our quarry must lie in the other direction.”

				“Do you really think we’ll find them?”

				“Nay, most likely not,” Perissa sighed. “Still, the gold for them is worth further effort.”

				They turned and headed back the way they had come. Neither had noticed the dark figure clinging to the ceiling of the main channel above the entrance to their side passage where it would be out of sight. The rabbit was no longer the handsome, alluring male he had been in the crypt. Now he was a lean and skeletal figure, sharp claws on his fingers and toes digging into the space between the bricks, lips drawn back on a snarling face, eyes red as blood blazing evilly, the personification of unholy hunger. He scuttled headfirst down the wall and entered the side tunnel. Still clinging to the ceiling he stalked the pair, slowly, quietly gaining on them.

				Leopardess and chipmunk passed the point where they had entered the sewers and pressed on, unaware of the danger overtaking them from behind, silent and remorseless as night without end falling. Something stirred in the shadows ahead, riveting their attention. They stopped and Perissa took aim.

				With a banshee scream the wolverine charged. She was a nightmare figure as horrifying as her scream, a hag with wild hair that seemed to writhe like serpents, her loose gown fastened only at the throat flapping behind her like bat wings, claw-like fingers reaching for them. It was a sight well calculated to paralyze anyone viewing it as the rabbit scuttled forward the last few feet preparatory to dropping onto his victims.

				It would have worked with anyone other than the leopardess. Perissa had faced monsters before and Death in many guises. She fired and the quarrel buried itself deep between the wolverine’s breasts.

				“The rabbit! Where’s—”

			

			
				“Above us!” Maelith screamed.

				Perissa flung herself to the side, knocking Maelith away as she did so. She twisted as she fell, bringing the crossbow to bear on the form that dropped from the ceiling. It landed on its feet and hurled itself towards her, mouth gaping and gleaming fangs ready to sink into her throat. Lying in the foul stream she pulled the trigger as fast as she could. She could hear the meaty thunk! thunk! of the quarrels striking home, but had either pierced the vampire’s heart? It landed atop her.

				The question was answered as strong hands seized her and an awful face, all hunger and teeth, grinned down at her. She was able to get a hand under the vampire’s chin before it could lower its fangs down to her throat. Maelith immediately flung herself on top of it, beating at it with fists that might provide a needed distraction for her mistress. The rabbit ignored the distraction as it lowered its face bit by bit. Perissa fought with all her considerable leopard strength, but it was not enough against his greater strength. An inch at a time the monster overcame the arm pushing up against its chin and forced its face nearer and nearer to hers. Six inches, five inches, then four inches separated her throat from those teeth. Screaming, cursing and sobbing, Maelith pounded a small fist into the lapine’s back as her other hand pulled at its hair, trying to keep its head from her mistress’s throat. He ignored her and forced his fangs within three inches of the waiting throat pulsing with warm blood and life.

				Perissa’s free hand, searching frantically through the sewer water, found what it so desperately sought. The chipmunk had dropped her bundle as she threw herself upon the vampire and the leopardess’s sharp ears had heard its contents spill out. Seizing a wooden stake, she got it between her breasts and the monster’s chest. She could see the fear in its red eyes for an instant before she drove the stake up into its heart. It shrieked horribly and the stench of a hundred corpses washed over her face. Then it went limp and collapsed down onto her.

				“Cease, Maelith! ‘Tis dead in truth now and the weight of both you is entirely too much!”

				Maelith stood and Perissa rolled the corpse off herself. “I thank you for your efforts, but you would have done more good taking a moment to pull another stake from your bag.”

				“I didn’t think of that!” her maid replied abash.

				“No matter; ‘twasn’t necessary as it happened. All I need do now is cut off their heads and find a sober city official from whom to collect the reward. We’ve missed out on enough of the festival upon this business!”

				The trio of heads with their vampire fangs would be evidence enough for the authorities. Perissa drew her dagger and made to cut off the rabbit’s head. However, at her touch his corpse crumbled away as if decay so long denied now set in with a vengeance. Within seconds it had turned to dust that drifted away on the sewer’s stream as if the vampire had never been.

			

			
				“Nay!” Perissa screamed. “Has all we’ve been through count for naught?”

				Frantic, she rushed for the wolverine’s corpse. The story here was the same. One touch and she saw the ashes of her dream of golden reward drifting away.

				“I warrant the same thing will happen with the last of the leeches! Fortune, you bitch! I lost at dice, did I not? What more tribute do you want from me?” she raged.

				Maelith wisely refrained from pointing out that if her mistress had gone to the authorities with her information rather than dealing with the vampires herself, she would have gotten at least some gold from the adventure.

			

			
				



			









			

			
				False Doctrine

				by Kevin Frane


				


				Kevin “Rikoshi Kisaragi” Frane’s stories are set in a complex unnamed anthropomorphic world that first appeared in his novel Thousand Leaves (Sofawolf Press, June 2008), then in its prequel The Seventh Chakra (Sofawolf Press, January 2010), and third in the short story “Shadows of Novoprypiatsk” in the anthology ROAR volume 3 (Bad Dog Press, February 2011).  It is convenient to call these the Iolite League series because that shadowy religious-militant organization is present in all three.

				


				To quote from The Seventh Chakra:  

				


				“The Iolite League was an international entity, with membership in the millions.  For most of those people, the League represented a spiritual and philosophical ideal: that all people were God’s creatures, and that God had made people as different as they were as a means to ensure that they had to embrace what things made them so similar.  Life was a sort of test, and it was only in being able to see past the superficial that true peace and harmony could be achieved for the world.  The Iolite League strove to help guide people toward that lofty goal, on the individual level and on the group level.  It was an uphill battle, but matters of spirituality were not meant to be simple ones. 

				


				“Within the Iolite League, though, unbeknownst to the masses, were groups like the one Arkady’s team belonged to—groups of people whose job it was to help that process along, by helping to defuse tension where tension shouldn’t exist, by helping to solve some of the mysteries presented by the world’s fractured history, by helping to foster understanding between people who might otherwise be too stubborn without a stern paw to guide them. “  

				


				In “False Doctrine”, written for What Happens Next, we learn a little more about previously-introduced Iolite League agents Montserrat Léonide and Arkady Ryswife.  But Frane is still being mysterious about the exact nature of the League.


				



			








			
				


				


				False Doctrine

				by Kevin Frane

				


				Even on a morning this foggy, Montserrat could see the towering, three-tiered skyline of Thousand Leaves across the bay from Riverspoint. Part of the reason the arctic fox had picked her waterfront apartment was because of the view it offered of Ridgecrescent’s capital; not because she had any great love for it, but because she liked the reminder it served that the world was a big, scary place, always right there, something she could never truly escape.

				She also liked the fact that, here in Ridgecrescent, it was illegal for people to be members of the Iolite League. That had been a consideration for her, too.

				 The view of Thousand Leaves also served as a reminder that the world could also be wonderful. Besides, Montserrat had tried escaping a few years ago, and had discovered that, as awful as the world could be, it was worse off when people like herself did nothing to try to fix it, even in small ways.

				This, Montserrat reminded herself, was the reason she’d agreed to this morning’s meeting in the first place. That didn’t stop her from second- and triple-guessing herself as she strolled casually along the waterfront toward the docks, but it was the one thing that was keeping her from turning around and going home. Her thick fur kept her face and ears safe from the early morning chill coming in from off the bay, but she didn’t let that dull her awareness.

				The fox didn’t know what she feared more: that this was a trap, or that this was a mistake. She’d come armed, just in case, but it had been years since she’d last truly braced herself for a life-or-death situation. There had been a time, not all that long ago, where her lifetime of conditioning would have taken care of that for her, but after just a few years of trying to be normal, she found that it took some effort (not a lot, but some) to get back into the do-or-die mindset that had once been second nature.

				She knew better than to slip a reassuring paw back to check her weapon when spies could easily be watching, even in the early-morning fog. It was no accident that her contact had picked a place and time where naked-eye visibility was limited; any edge you could get when meeting with an unfamiliar party was an edge that you went out of your way to take, if you were playing things smart. So maybe this was all an elaborate setup after all, or maybe the people running this job just didn’t want to look like rank amateurs when setting up a meeting with an experienced operative.

			

			
				Passing cars became more and more frequent as the early dawn drew closer to a more civilized hour for the common folk of Ridgecrescent, but none of them paid Montserrat any heed. The fox eyed the lights of a nearby ship only long enough to confirm that it was a cargo vessel and not a military craft before she continued on her way closer to the docks, keeping alert as she got further from the nearby street, out of easy view of the buildings across the way, and from the notice of whatever might pass for witnesses at this hour.

				At last, the arctic fox came to the small boathouse where she’d been told to meet. It would be a foolish place to dump her body if the plan was simply to kill her, the location far too public and this section of the waterfront too well-used—but just because they didn’t plan on dumping her here didn’t mean she wasn’t in any danger. Still, for now, she did her best to suppress the bulk of her paranoia, thinking on what had gotten her to agree to the meet in the first place.

				Montserrat checked over her shoulder one last time, and then knocked on the sturdy boathouse door, keeping her ears perked on the slim hope that she might hear anything through the walls. She heard nothing but the shuffle of footsteps approaching the door, though, and when it opened, the fox still nearly flinched backwards in shock all the same.

				She’d read that the wolf was seven feet tall, but she was quite unprepared for how big seven feet tall really was. His fur was a solid white, not unlike hers currently was, but that was where their similarities ended. He was somewhere in his forties, but he didn’t look at all like age had dulled his edge or his strength. Just one of his paws appeared large enough to wrap wholly around Montserrat’s head, and if it came to a shootout, the fox didn’t know if she could put enough bullets into the wolf’s massive bulk in time to stop him from ending her.

				“Sarah Larson,” he said his voice as deep as one would expect. “I was afraid you might not come.”

				Montserrat acknowledged her false name with a simple nod, and then leaned her head past the wolf’s frame to take a peek inside the boathouse to confirm the two of them were alone. “You certainly knew how to get my attention, I’ll give you that much, Sergeant,” she replied, closely watching his face.

			

			
				He had discipline, but he was a military wolf, not trained in deception and subterfuge, and so hints of surprise showed in his eyes and on his muzzle as Montserrat used his rank. He must have known he’d reacted, though, because he simply grunted, “That’s ex-Sergeant,” then stepped back to allow the fox inside. “And you’ve done your homework. That’s good.”

				“I’m guessing I’d be of little use to you otherwise.” Montserrat gave the boathouse interior another scan, checking for any signs she might have missed initially, but aside from some cans of fuel stacked in one corner (there was no telling whether they were full or not), there was little that stuck out as being of even partial use for a last-ditch ambush attempt. “Though I’m curious as to why you’re after my talents at all.”

				“Not much one for small talk, are you, Ms. Larson?”

				“I save small talk for my friends, Sergeant Berzeviczy. Tell me what it is you want me for.”

				Berzeviczy sat down on a nearby crate, but even so, he still towered over Montserrat. “You’re focused. That’s good. We need that.” He eyed the fox, and as if sensing her impatience, let out a heavy sigh. “And look, I know you want to get down to business, but I was told to ask you one thing, first, before I let you know anything else.”

				Montserrat could leave, she knew—or even just threaten to do so, in the hopes that it might make the wolf cave, but her curiosity had already gotten her this far, and besides, she might want to save her only real threat for something else. “All right, ask.”

				The wolf stared off into the rippling water, and on instinct Montserrat automatically assessed her surroundings to see if she’d be able to take him down while he was off his guard. She kept still, though, intrigued by this turn. A moment later, the huge wolf looked back at her. “Why did you agree to this meeting at all?”

				It was the question Montserrat had been asking herself all last night and part of this morning, and it only had one answer. “You mentioned over the comm that this involved the Iolite League.”

				At that, Berzeviczy raised a curious eyebrow and stared back at Montserrat for a few seconds. “That’s what earned your trust?”

				“I didn’t say anything about trust. I said it got me to come here.”

				The wolf let out a low chuckle. “Guess that technically counts as an answer,” he said. “So yeah, fair’s fair, I suppose.” He cracked his knuckles, stretched his arms out above his head, and then looked Montserrat in the eye again. “We have an infiltration job. We need someone trained in intelligence gathering, espionage—and who also happens to be a female arctic fox.”

			

			
				Now it was Montserrat’s turn to raise her eyebrow. “That sounds conveniently specific, under the circumstances.” Out of the corner of one eye, she examined the surface of the water, looking for any telltale sign of an approaching craft or perhaps backup lying in wait just below the tiny waves.

				“That’s not all, Ms. Larson,” Berzeviczy added. “We also need someone well-versed in the Iolite Doctrine.” He took a deep breath, as if steeling himself, but his expression remained impassive. “We need Montserrat Léonide.”

				The arctic fox allowed the curl in her lip to show. At least she wouldn’t be working with complete idiots.

				


				* * *

				


				At night, Montserrat heard their voices for the first time in years. Not in her sleep—just while she lay there in bed, awake in the darkness, thinking and thinking. All thirty-four of them had come out in force to chastise her for calling them back.

				They asked her, wasn’t this the part of her life she’d moved on from? Hadn’t it taken her the better part of a decade and of her good nature to put things right? She’d done it, they assured her, had put things right, and she’d promised herself that she’d move on, not look back.

				 Wasn’t that why she’d settled back in Ridgecrescent, after all—to forget the Iolite League, forget Novoprypiatsk, forget the squandered years of her life? What was she trying to prove, actually considering this job? That she’d learned nothing from everything she’d been through?

				Lars was thankfully silent on the matter, though. That, at least, was some small relief.

				


				* * *

				


				The chemical smell of dye still tickled Montserrat’s sensitive nose. To fully sell the part of a devout Iolite League member, she’d colored the shock of fur between her ears purple, and she’d wanted it done a few days early so that the scent wouldn’t linger. If the smell bothered Berzeviczy or the ferret, though, neither of them showed it. Really, for the first several minutes of Montserrat being in his presence, the only thing the ferret had done was size her up in silence, letting the wolf do the initial introductions while showing her around the tiny safe house apartment here in Chochi-Sankeng.

			

			
				The place seemed secure enough, the fox noted, with half-height walls to provide cover for setting up ambushes, and multiple quick routes of escape that, if one were careful, could be used without breaking or spraining anything. If it came to that, however, then it would mean this job had gone downhill in a way that Montserrat—and probably this team she was now working with—was hard-pressed to foresee. That didn’t mean it wasn’t necessary to prepare for the eventuality, however.

				Besides, Montserrat was going to need to sleep soon, and she wanted to know she was as safe as possible. Sergeant Berzeviczy had offered her a spot on a charter flight, which she’d accepted as a show of good faith, but she had refused to let herself sleep during the nearly ten hours it took to get from Ridgecrescent to Kyunjiu. They’d landed several hours ago, and after the subsequent trip from Song Kang to Chochi-Sankeng by train, Montserrat had now been up for over thirty hours. She could push herself further, if necessary, but this was hardly an ideal time to do so.

				“You look perfect, by the way,” the ferret said, speaking in Montserrat’s presence for the first time. “If you’re anything like your files suggest we shouldn’t run into any difficulties.”

				“The Sergeant intimated that I’m mostly going to be flying solo on this. Though he refused to elaborate on what sort of job I’d be flying solo on.” The fox kept any reproach out of her voice. She understood the need for security. Even if it sometimes bordered on paranoia.

				The ferret strolled over to the refrigerator in the kitchenette and pulled out a bottle of water. He silently held it out to offer to Montserrat, but she declined with a nod back toward him. “I needed to meet you in person before deciding whether I really wanted you on this or not,” the ferret said as he twisted the cap off of the water bottle. He paused, took a sip, and then leaned back against the counter. Berzeviczy loomed on the other side. “And I do, by the way,” he finally added.

				“Glad to hear I didn’t make the trip for nothing. Now could someone finally tell me what I did make the trip for?”

				“Are you sure you don’t want to rest first? This may be a lot to take in, and I—”

				“If I’m the kind of operative you want for this, I wouldn’t be bothered by a little jet lag,” Montserrat pointed out, finding it hard to mask her growing impatience. “Tell me what I need to know, first.”

				Berzeviczy and the ferret exchanged a look, and the wolf’s snout broke into a huge-toothed grin a moment later. “If she were a ferret, I’d think you guys were brother and sister,” he said.

				Montserrat bristled at that, but then saw that the too-professional attitude in the room had thawed, if only somewhat, as the pair’s camaraderie entered the picture. The two had clearly known each other and worked together for some time, and that was a vibe that was hard to fake. Montserrat was now daring to hope that they weren’t faking the rest of this.
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				“All right, all right,” the ferret said, waving the wolf off with his free paw. He turned back to Montserrat, took another sip of water, and then went on. “We’ve come across someone who’s put together some kind of—I guess you could call it a cult, based on some unusual interpretation of the Iolite Doctrine by Rowan Gilruth. He’s an arctic fox, and in recent months, he’s taken on several ‘wives,’ all arctic foxes as well.”

				Montserrat listened closely to the ferret as he spoke, not just to what he was saying, but to the way he said it. His accent had been polished into neutral nonexistence, but in those few words he’d spoken directly to Berzeviczy, she’d caught signs of a Deepwater twang he’d clearly worked very hard to eliminate. Given the League’s prominence in that country, that wasn’t something to dismiss as coincidence. Still, the fox merely filed that bit of information away for future reference, and said, “All right, so some guy wants to twist religion to get himself women and power. How is that new?”

				“Two ways, in this case,” the ferret said. “Gilruth’s a fertility specialist, which makes the multiple same-species wives raise a few red flags all on its own. Enough to look into some more, certainly, which is where we found the second thing.” From his shirt pocket, the ferret pulled out a small photograph and slid it across the counter top toward Montserrat. “Do you recognize the kangaroo in this picture?”

				Before picking the photo up, Montserrat leaned forward to get a closer look at it. It appeared to have been taken at some kind of symposium or conference. Montserrat picked it up and stared at it more closely. The male arctic fox, presumably Gilruth, was unfamiliar to her. So, at first, was the middle-aged female kangaroo he was engaged with, but Montserrat’s memories turned the years back on the kangaroo’s face, and recognition dawned. “That’s Jillian Mayflower.” It had to have been nearly twenty years since the fox had seen her, but she hadn’t exactly known a lot of kangaroos, and this was definitely her. “I knew her from my time living at the Iolite orphanage back in Novoprypiatsk. Not well, though; she was a lot older than me. What’s she got to do with anything?”

				“Dr. Jillian Mayflower,” the ferret said, stressing the title, “used to be a scientist for Ajna.”

				Ajna, one of the seven secret sects that did the Iolite League’s dirty work—the one that had taken a much younger Montserrat Léonide and her fellow orphans and turned them into trained killers. But everyone from Ajna was dead now, had been dead for years, and Montserrat had spent eight of them saying the names of the thirty-three victims and one traitor to herself every day until all those responsible for that senseless massacre were dead along with them.

			

			
				Jillian Mayflower’s name hadn’t been on that list of thirty-three. But in the years since the massacre, had the Iolite League reformed the group, put a new Ajna into action? Montserrat wouldn’t put it past them. The League had an excellent track record when it came to making terrible decisions.

				As if sensing the arctic fox’s question, the ferret said, “She was transferred, before your time, to Sahasrara.” One of the other seven groups, the only one with higher authority—and secrecy—than Ajna itself.

				And suddenly, Montserrat knew who she was talking to. It didn’t seem possible—the ferret didn’t look any older than his early twenties, which would make him barely older than how far back the stories about him went—but there was no one else he could possibly be.

				“You’re Arkady Ryswife,” she said. “Some of us used to have bets on whether or not we’d be ordered to hunt you down after we’d finally taken out Il-Hyeong Quinn. Not that we ever managed that.”

				Berzeviczy broke his silence with a snort. “I put two rounds the size of a soda can through that fox’s gut a few years back, and that didn’t kill him. So don’t feel too bad.”

				Arkady was visibly uncomfortable with the change in topic. “Quinn’s neither here nor there.” Montserrat thought she heard the faintest tinge of doubt in that assertion, though; something to keep in mind, perhaps. “Dr. Mayflower worked on something called Project Semiramis, the goal of which was to create a—a vessel, a biological construct, some sort of clone augmented with biotechnology, possessing phenomenal reflexes, stamina, intellect, perceptive abilities—”

				“The perfect soldier,” Montserrat injected. “Sounds like something the crazier people in the League would cook up. And you’re worried that this fertility-specialist-turned-cult-leader is helping with this?”

				“It’s been over a decade since the last major project breakthrough.” The ferret nodded toward the photograph in Montserrat’s paw. “Still, the fact that Gilruth and Mayflower have done work together is too much of a coincidence to ignore.”

				Montserrat handed the picture back to Arkady, then leaned back against the wall, arms crossed against her chest as she took stock of both the ferret and Berzeviczy once more. “So I take it the reason you need me is that you want me to present myself a potential wife for this guy. Do I have that right?”

			

			
				“We just need you to get close,” Berzeviczy said, cutting Arkady off before the ferret could speak. “Into his good graces, so you can see what his whole deal is.”

				“All right. Then what do I do? Take him out? Bring him to you two for interrogation?”

				Arkady held up a paw to silence the wolf before he could butt back in. “First, we just want to know what he’s up to. Maybe it really is just some simple cult thing, in which case we can leave it alone and that’ll be that.”

				The arctic fox hummed to herself, and nodded in understanding, even as she thought that, as a former member himself, Arkady Ryswife should know as well as she did what sort of damage a “simple cult” could do.

				


				* * *

				


				The main thing the Iolite League purported to stand for was the elusive “better world” they strove to help create. And on perhaps the most basic level, Montserrat agreed that the world could stand to be a better place than it was.

				But as she lay in her small bed in the small apartment in Chochi-Sankeng, the voices of the thirty-four members of Ajna, the men and women and children who had been slaughtered in the pursuit of that goal came back to her and asked her, was it really worth it if this was the price?

				Montserrat had found vengeance for the fallen, but that didn’t change the fact that they’d been killed in the first place, nor did it change the reason for it, senseless as it was. She could blame the Octavians for being the ones to actually kill them. She could blame the Iolite League for going about their quest for world peace in a way that apparently pissed people off so much that they felt it necessary to murder innocents in order to stop them. Hell, she could blame the world for being messed up enough that such a thing were even conceivable.

				The voices of the men and women and children of Ajna urged her not to blame herself, and the one thing Montserrat could assure them was that she didn’t. She wasn’t that far gone, and hopefully never would be.

				


				* * *

				


				White candles flickered atop tables draped with purple cloths. The dancing flames reflected in the dark surfaces of real wood furniture, the backs of chairs and benches appearing to shimmer with that multitude of lights. Diaphanous violet curtains bathed the room in lavender-tinged light, only the faintest of drafts causing those gossamer draperies to ripple not unlike the candles’ flames.

			

			
				At the pulpit at the front of the chamber stood self-styled Father Gilruth, preaching to his assembled parishioners, all of them arctic foxes like himself. Here in the dead of winter, the room was a sea of white-furred heads, some bearing caps, others shocks of fur dyed black or purple. Among them, toward the back (but careful not to sit in the very back) was Montserrat Léonide, in the guise of Naomi O’Meara.

				This was the third time she’d come to one of Rowan Gilruth’s weekly sermons, and she had to concede that, for a shyster, he was certainly charismatic. But then, in order to turn the faithful away from their core beliefs and towards his twisted heresy, she supposed he’d have to be.

				“As we’ve all been told, time and again, God created the world as a puzzle.” Gilruth paced only mildly as he spoke to his flock. “And we’ve been told that we need to look past our differences if we’re to see the truth of matters.” He slapped one of his paws into the other. “But it’s on this point that so many of us have been misled.”

				Stubby ears all around the room perked up at the sound of that soft smack of the Father’s paws. Montserrat ensured that hers were among them, feigning captivation over her professional interest in how this cult operated. “True harmony, true peace does rest in cooperation and understanding, of course. Of course.” Gilruth’s voice softened with that repetition. “But with understanding being one of those keys, we need to accept that, in order to understand others, we must first understand ourselves.”

				The congregation murmured in assent, and those white-furred heads nodded in not-quite-unison. Gilruth smiled the smile of a father who was proud of his children. He spread his paws wide and indicated the rows of seated parishioners. “First, understand yourself as an individual; then, work on understanding each other, each of your fellow believers, as arctic foxes—what it means to be us, what we need to do to be the best that we can be.”

				It was all very calculated, Montserrat could see. Raised as a lifelong adherent to the Iolite Doctrine herself, she recognized Gilruth’s attempts at keeping the spirit of the core values intact: understanding, cooperation, open-mindedness, trust. It was just one move in what had to be an ongoing shell game, an attempt to keep the parish’s eyes where he wanted them while he switched everything around under their nose. It was where that game ultimately ended that concerned Montserrat. 

				The sermon continued in that vein, similar to the previous two, hitting the key notes of how, once the arctic foxes had come to terms with whatever core, inviolate “arctic fox-ness” they were purported to have under all this hokum and hoodoo, they could work on other foxes, then other canids and then other species and then everything would be wonderful and happy and God would give them the big grand prize they’d earned for winning this game show called “the world” that He’d made. With the main conceits of Gilruth’s spiel already firmly in mind, Montserrat was careful to avoid listening too closely to the arguments surrounding them, having already spent the greater part of her life as an unquestioning slave to religious doctrine, and being none too eager to have her freedom taken away again by a silver-tongued charlatan.

			

			
				Throughout the whole thing, though, she was careful to make sure she wore the adoring stare of an eager convert, one who was allowing her understanding of the metaphysical world to be reshaped to each one of Rowan Gilruth’s powerful, life-altering thoughts. As Naomi, it was her job to be desperate to get to know this God that Montserrat no longer believed in.

				When the service finally came to an end, Montserrat stood with the others, and she tucked her still-new missal under one arm as she went to fetch her winter coat. She was moments away from slipping out of the makeshift chapel, already beginning to organize mental notes to bring back to Ryswife and Berzeviczy, when a paw settled on her shoulder from behind.

				In the hazy moment when she was between personalities, Montserrat nearly defaulted to years of Ajna special training, her first instinct one to reach back, break the attacker’s wrist or forearm, then attempt to throw whomever it was over her shoulder before darting down for a subdual strike. Before she was done flinching, however, she remembered where she was, who she was supposed to be, and she turned with a faint, shy smile toward her guest.

				“Miss O’Meara.” It was Father Gilruth himself, his grin and demeanor as winning as they were while at the pulpit. “I wanted to say how happy I am that you’re still coming.”

				Montserrat thought back to her first appearance two weeks before, converting her own apprehension into Naomi’s, radiating reluctance at being part of a religious experience just different enough from what one was used to. “Well, you’ve given me a lot to think about,” she said, allowing herself to break Gilruth’s gaze. “I still feel strange coming here instead of—”

				“Hey, no, don’t feel strange,” Gilruth said, his fingers giving Montserrat’s shoulders a reassuring squeeze. “You’re among your own kind, here. This is a place where I want you to feel at home.”

			

			
				“No, I—I mean, yes, of course.” Montserrat widened her smile, finding that her hesitation required little in the way of acting. “What you say makes a lot of sense. I’m glad I heard about you.”

				Gilruth smiled again, and Montserrat thought that, if he’d been a less-composed individual, he’d have let his tail show a brief wag. “I’m happy that my flock isn’t afraid or ashamed to spread my message,” he said. “After all, only by learning how to reach others can we eventually fulfill God’s plan of true understanding.”

				How more people in the congregation didn’t see the hypocrisy in statements like this was almost beyond Montserrat’s understanding; if she hadn’t spent so long on the inside, she might well be completely baffled by it. “That’s why I’m here, I suppose,” she said. “Because I want someone to help me understand.”

				The paw on Montserrat’s shoulder lifted off, and a pair of fingertips brushed, for the barest instant, against her whiskers and the fur of her snout as it withdrew. “And that’s why I’m here,” Gilruth replied, his softened voice wholly guileless in its assuring tone.

				Some selfish part of Montserrat was already hoping that Arkady Ryswife would eventually ask her to kill him.

				


				* * *

				


				“Initial reconnaissance of the suspected Octavian cell working out of Song Kang has come in,” Arkady told Montserrat as he sorted through a file folder with one paw while eating takeout food straight from the carton with the other. “Thankfully, it’s looking like the initial reports were mistaken, or else we ran into some false positives, because I don’t think this is them.” He flipped a page while pausing long enough to chew an oversized mouthful of noodles dripping with a pungent brown sauce. “Either way, once Boots gets back from his stint down in Lo Hu, I’ll have him take a closer look himself, just to make sure, but for the time being I don’t think it’s a terribly high priority.”

				In her initial checkup on ex-Sergeant Berzeviczy’s record, Montserrat had come across the wolf’s old nickname he’d picked up back in basic training, but she’d been surprised that, not only had the moniker survived past the end of the Butterfly Islands War, but he actually still went by it. Or, if nothing else, he allowed Ryswife to call him by it, which probably spoke volumes for how much authority the ferret had over him. Not that Montserrat hadn’t deduced, after nearly a month of living and working with the pair, which one really called the shots. That didn’t make the reality any less amusing, a fresh-faced young ferret bossing around a wolf who had to outweigh him at least three times.

			

			
				It almost came off like an example the Iolite League might hold up as an example of cross-species cooperation: a large, dominant species acquiescing to a younger mustelid. Montserrat figured the truth lay elsewhere, though; for one, she doubted that Arkady Ryswife really was the younger of the pair, regardless of his apparent age, and Berzeviczy’s deference probably had more to do with his military programming than any inclination towards harmony.

				“So the Octavians shouldn’t be an issue,” Montserrat said. She leaned back in her chair, stretching out her legs and reaching down to rub at her toes. The high-heeled shoes she wore as Naomi O’Meara were still just as uncomfortable after several weeks, and they left her quite sore on days like today, when she’d simply spent time in public, outside of Gilruth’s cult, in order to sell the illusion that she was an honest and true member of the community.

				When Montserrat sat back up, Ryswife was still poring over the file he’d set on the table in front of him, turning pages and taking bites as if locked in a loop. “You don’t seem happier about that news,” the fox pointed out. “Fewer variables mean less to worry about in this case.” And, she thought to herself, she’d killed enough Octavians for one lifetime. They could rage against the Iolite League all they wanted. Better to have them out of the picture here.

				The ferret didn’t look up. “No, of course,” he said, turning the page once more before he finally let go of his fork, leaving it sticking out from the carton as snapped out of his trance. “Sorry, I was just trying to commit some of this to memory, in case it does somehow become relevant after Boots gets back in.”

				There was no fault in being prepared, Montserrat thought, but she’d come to wonder if Ryswife didn’t go a little overboard sometimes. After the first week in the apartment, she’d realized that she’d never seen the ferret sleep, and after paying attention for a few more days, couldn’t discern when he managed to get any rest in. “Well, you’ve got the file right there,” the arctic fox said with a nod. “Finish your food and relax for five minutes.”

				A smile crossed the ferret’s narrow muzzle. “Montserrat Léonide is telling someone else to let their guard down?” He let out a soft chuckle. “That’s a new one.”

				“Hey, I’m just looking after myself, here. If you’re supposed to be my backup and support in the event that things go to shit with this, I sure as hell don’t want you caught up in analysis paralysis.”

			

			
				“That won’t be a problem. I promise.” Ryswife twirled some more noodles around his plastic fork. “I just want this operation to go as smoothly and as safely as possible.”

				Montserrat cracked her toes, wiggled them until they were limber again, and pulled her boots over. “Well, good luck with making sure the Octavians aren’t around,” she said, slipping the first of those boots on. “I’m going to get myself something to eat that doesn’t come out of a box.”

				“Hey, wait, come on. Don’t go.” Ryswife closed the file folder and slid it away from him. “Let’s talk a bit. Get caught up.”

				The arctic fox withheld a sigh. “I told you that Gilruth made contact with me the other day. He definitely knows who I am, and—”

				“Not about the mission, just about how you’re doing.”

				Montserrat looked back at the ferret across the table. His interest appeared sincere enough, though his sudden flip in demeanor raised a few flags. “I’m not sure there’s anything to how I’m doing that doesn’t involve the mission,” she said. “This is kind of my life right now.”

				Ryswife’s eyed her carefully. “Well, so, in general, then,” he suggested. “What do you like to do when you’re not running jobs like this?”

				“Forget, mostly. That this is my lot in life.” Montserrat looked down at her feet, one bare, the other stuffed into an unlaced boot. “I try to see how long I can pretend that I’m normal before remembering that I’m not.” This job, at least, was giving her plenty of practice at pretending. She’d have to make a point not to squander that.

				The ferret’s expression took on shades of concern and even sadness. “There has to be more to your life than that,” he said.

				Montserrat looked back up at him. “Is there more to yours?”

				In the next moment, Montserrat saw what she was sure was the first and only time Arkady Ryswife had let his careful mask falter in front of her, his eyes briefly revealing the decades of experience that didn’t show on his face. She’d surprised him, which she might otherwise have guessed impossible, but he soon recovered, chuckling again and curling his muzzle into a lopsided smile. “No,” he replied. “No, I guess there isn’t.”

				


				* * *

				


				It wasn’t often that Montserrat let herself lose herself in anything, at least not completely. Still, about the closest she’d come, in recent memory, was sitting there in the coffee shop, letting the paper cup warm her paws as she took the time to rest and relax away from the northern Kyunjiu winter. She hadn’t even noticed Rowan Gilruth enter the shop, but she did see him standing in line.

			

			
				He saw her, too, of course. Here, outside of his little chapel, he looked much the same, minus the clerical collar he wore during services. Today he’d opted for a pale lavender shirt with a darker purple tie, held neatly in place with an iolite tie tack. He waved to Montserrat from his spot in line, and made brief eye contact before his attention was taken away by the cashier.

				In the minute or so she’d have before Gilruth no doubt came over to her, Montserrat went about putting the layers of Naomi’s more delicate personality on. She was still in-character while about town today, and if she wasn’t as well-dressed as when Gilruth typically saw her during service, that wasn’t too unusual. If anything, it would sell the image of her not being completely uptight, which would help in the long run.

				Standing in front of a coffee counter, waiting for a barista to make him a drink, made Rowan Gilruth look remarkably normal, Montserrat thought. When he was out on his normal daily business, was he just a regular arctic fox, too? Did he have to pretend to be Father Gilruth the same way she had to pretend to be Naomi O’Meara? Or was the face he wore now here in this coffee shop the mask?

				No. Montserrat was certain that whoever Rowan Gilruth was, the arctic fox who preached about the need for world peace and greater understanding was a fabrication, an elaborate fiction assembled for the goal of—well, that was the part she hadn’t figured out, yet. The part Arkady Ryswife needed her to find out.

				She had a warm, welcome smile ready on her muzzle when Gilruth pulled up a chair to sit at her table. “Hello, Father,” she said barely making eye contact. “Good to see you this afternoon.”

				“It’s a pleasure to see you, too, Ms. O’Meara,” Gilruth said. Montserrat couldn’t quite smell his drink over his cologne. “I hope I’m not intruding?”

				“I always have time for you, Father. And please, you can call me Naomi, if you like.”

				A warm and reassuring smile appeared on Gilruth’s muzzle. “Naomi, then. I’m happy that you’re fitting in with the congregation. As I always say, it’s important for our kind to look to each other for support.”

				This was where years of Iolite League upbringing was a huge help in letting Montserrat sell poor, deluded Naomi’s plight. “Scripture tells us that we should look to God first, though, does it not?” she asked, letting her tone waver with hints of insecurity.

				“God is there to guide us, of course,” Gilruth assured her, and for a moment, Montserrat thought he was going to reach across the table and take one of her paws in his. He didn’t, though, and he instead paused to take a sip of his coffee. “But it’s people who are supposed to be there for each other and members of a species should be there for each other first and foremost.”

			

			
				Montserrat knew several passages from Scripture that could be used to contradict this, but instead of finding something incisive, she went with something obvious that a lay churchgoer—not a religious expert—would know. “But doesn’t it say in the Book of Alexandretta that we’re not as different as we appear on the outside?”

				Gilruth appeared pleased to be engaged on this point, a fresh smile crossing his lips as he set his paper cup down. “I covered this very point in an early sermon, before you came to my flock,” he said. “If looking past our differences to find how we’re all the same, deep down, was the main tenet that God wants to hold us to, why bother creating distinct species at all?” He let the question hang for just a moment, clearly ready to posit his own answer. “He could have made us all completely different, with no obvious commonalities—no arctic foxes, no red foxes, no wolves or coyotes, just a world of millions of unique souls taking unique forms.”

				He took another sip of coffee, and then leaned in further across the table. “But He didn’t. He gave us others like ourselves. God doesn’t want us to be alone, Naomi. He wants us to be together—first with each other, then with Him.”

				It was clever wordplay that allowed Father Gilruth his willful misinterpretation of that chief tenet of the Iolite Doctrine, taken from the opening verse of the Book of Alexandretta. Disguising heresy as logic had to be a key part of his strategy in convincing his flock to listen to him in the first place. Montserrat decided that an unsure, fresh convert like Naomi would still try to cling to the familiar in a case like this. “I’m sorry. I mean, what you’re saying makes some amount of sense, yes,” she said, clutching her hot drink closer to her chest. “It’s just so different from what I was brought up with.” Fear. Let him see her fear.

				“Don’t be afraid, Naomi,” Gilruth said, and while he didn’t take her paw, he did set one of his own against her forearm. “You’ve already shown such bravery by coming in the first place. In being willing to open up your mind, because on some level, you know it’s the thing you need to do.”

				This, then, here and now, was where Montserrat could drop the bait, could leave the door to her soul just slightly ajar for Gilruth to peek into. “I’m sorry,” she murmured more softly. “It’s just, ever since Lars, I—he was my husband—passed on, I’ve been so...” She allowed her words to trail off as she shook her head.

				Gilruth pulled his paw away. “Oh, no, forgive me. I had no idea, Ms. O’Meara.”

			

			
				Montserrat sniffled and shook her head again. “It’s all right. I haven’t wanted to talk about it.” She took a deep sip of her drink, making sure to have her paws shake as she did so. “It’s just, after losing him, I’ve felt so lost and alone, and I didn’t know what to do. For a few years, I stopped going to services altogether, because the priests didn’t have the answers I needed. But I couldn’t find those answers on my own, either.”

				“And you don’t have to find them on your own,” Father Gilruth said. He scooted the chair slightly closer, so that he could speak in a more hushed tone. “We’re here for you. This is all I’m trying to preach. That it’s our duty to be here for each other.”

				A few tears, only partly forced, showed in Montserrat’s eyes, but that would be enough. “Thank you, Father. I’m glad I found you and what you’re doing.”

				Gilruth patted Montserrat on the shoulder, and he was kind enough to not grin ear-to-ear as he said, “Don’t thank me. Thank God. He’s the one who doesn’t want us to be alone.”

				


				* * *

				


				The thirty-four voices of Ajna derided her in the night. How dare she channel the suffering and lost she felt for them into the pain of someone who didn’t even exist? What gave her the right to twist their memory into something else, something fake, all in the name of deceiving someone else?

				And while Lars himself remained silent, the others scorned her for turning her brother into her husband. She tried telling them that she needed an anchor, needed a basis for a loss that hurt as much as the false priest would need to see, but they came back at her and asked why she hadn’t just claimed she’d lost a brother, instead? Where was the harm in that?

				Because Gilruth needed to see that she was broken, Montserrat asserted. Because whatever he was doing, it was something wrong, something that twisted everything the thirty-four members of Ajna had believed in, even if Montserrat herself didn’t anymore. Wasn’t that honoring their memory, rather than twisting it?

				And anyway, wasn’t it Arkady Ryswife’s fault for putting her in that situation in the first place? For forcing her to be the vixen she pretended to be around Gilruth? If the others wanted to be mad at someone, they could be mad at him. She hadn’t chosen this for herself.

				Arkady Ryswife wanted to save the world. Montserrat Léonide didn’t think that was possible, but she did think it was in her power to make it a better place, even if only in the smallest of ways.

			

			
				The voices were silent for a little while, but just before Montserrat drifted off in a listless sleep, they at least assured her that it wouldn’t take much acting on her part to show Gilruth how broken she was.

				


				* * *

				


				“He asked me if my husband and I had had any children before he passed away. Which may have been a simple polite inquiry out of concern for my well-being, but given the circumstances, I figure it’s relevant enough to not overlook.”

				Ryswife was looking out the window and across the almost unending cityscape of Chochi-Sankeng, muted by the dull gray winter sky. His ears flicked when Montserrat spoke, but he didn’t reply right away. “It’s at least in line with his suspected methodology.” He didn’t look away from the window. “Do you think he’s apt to start opening up to you at all?”

				“Maybe,” Montserrat snorted. “I doubt he’s on the cusp of trying to take me as his fawning vixen bride anytime soon, though. He doesn’t seem to be that kind of a creep. Not on the surface.”

				“Don’t put it past him,” Berzeviczy said. “Remember, this is someone who’s married multiple times already.”

				Berzeviczy had gotten back from his job down in Lo Hu a day or two after he was supposed to. If anything had gone wrong with it, neither he nor Ryswife were acting like it had. But then, the ferret was secretive and the wolf was taciturn, so that didn’t mean much. Montserrat did have to wonder what, exactly, Berzeviczy had been up to. Whether it was some noble, sake-of-the-world cause that Ryswife had found for him or whether it had been simple mercenary or contract work that paid the bills. Either way, near as Montserrat could tell, this really was how the pair lived their lives together.

				After this Rowan Gilruth matter had been put to bed, they’d almost certainly move on from Chochi-Sankeng, perhaps from Kyunjiu altogether, and Montserrat would be left to go...well, wherever she felt, she supposed. Back to Riverspoint? Probably. She’d be safe from the Iolite League there, if nothing else. Provided Arkady Ryswife didn’t send anyone to knock on her door again or anything.

				“I don’t put anything past him,” Montserrat assured the wolf. “I don’t trust him one bit, and every moment I spend in his presence is a moment I feel at risk. Is there any way we can speed this up?”

				Berzeviczy looked over at Ryswife, who was still looking out the window. “Look, from everything I know about the guy, I don’t like him any more than you do,” he said, once it was clear the ferret wasn’t going to chime in. “But we need to know for sure if he’s up to no good, first, before we can take any of our next steps.”

			

			
				“He could just really, really need female companionship,” Montserrat suggested. “In which case, yes, he’s breaking the Iolite Doctrine in its baseline form, but it doesn’t necessarily make him evil.”

				“People of this sort rarely see themselves as evil, anyway,” Ryswife said, coming away from the window at long last. “That’s part of the problem, really. Well-intentioned idealism can make people go a long way in doing bad things.”

				Like becoming a killer in the name of God, for the better world, for the people you couldn’t save anyway. “Like I said, I’m not willing to overlook anything,” Montserrat replied. “I know what my job is, here, and I plan on doing it. I just wish you’d let me do it faster.”

				Ryswife set a paw on Montserrat’s shoulder, and while it was only there for a moment, it gave the fox a quick flash of Gilruth’s forwardness, and she flinched. “You’re doing terrific so far,” he assured her. “Getting him to approach you openly is a huge step, and the more you’re able to observe him, the better we’ll be able to predict how he might react as the operation continues. But if you try to rush earning his trust, he’ll sense that it’s a ploy, and we can’t risk that.”

				Montserrat imagined Ryswife taking the notes from his debriefings of her interactions with Gilruth to build some kind of psych profile, and from there turn this whole job into some nonsensical social engineering game. His methods were unorthodox, to be sure, but Montserrat didn’t think he’d take things to quite that level. At least, not yet. “And what have you two found in the meantime?” she asked. “Any more evidence as to whether or not he’s got some secret underground laboratory anywhere?”

				As Berzeviczy’s snout curled up in a distinct lack of amusement, Ryswife sighed and wandered over toward the kitchenette. “The financial records we pulled on him a few months ago appear to still reflect what he’s up to lately,” the ferret said. “And the surveillance we’ve put on him doesn’t show him heading anyplace unusual with the sort of regularity that suggests any kind of undocumented side-project.”

				“Well then, why don’t you just take the next step and break into his regular lab?” Montserrat asked. “Dig through his files, look through his work, figure out what he’s up to that way?”

				Ryswife stopped in his tracks and braced one of his paws against a nearby wall, and didn’t turn around. It was tough to tell from behind, but it looked to Montserrat like he’d sighed. When the ferret didn’t speak up after a few seconds, Berzeviczy chimed in for him. “That’s a last resort. There’s no guarantee we’d get in and out clean, and without the intel you’re providing us about his other ambitions, what we find there might not paint the whole picture. Like I said, we can’t risk spooking him and making him go to ground unless we’re sure we’ve got a chance to wrap this up.”

			

			
				“My job had better not just be to stall and distract this...this possible madman while you two take your sweet time chasing down municipal records and following a money trail that may or may not even exist,” Montserrat snapped. “Because I’m not going to play this game long enough to get indoctrinated by the deeper mysteries of this arctic fox fun club he’s put together.”

				The ferret turned back around. “Your job isn’t to stall, Montserrat. We—”

				“Well, it sure as hell seems that way from where I’m standing.”

				“I know this job has its risks,” Ryswife said. “And I know Gilruth makes you uncomfortable. That’s a good sign, even. Try to follow your instincts. I believe in you. You can get to the bottom of this.”

				Back when she’d been working for Ajna, “close enough” had often been the order of the day. If someone was suspected of being an agent for the Octavians, or dabbling in the slave trade, or had likely-but-not-definitely committed some atrocity or another, Ajna took a “better safe than sorry” approach much of the time. Maybe Sahasrara had played it a little differently, or maybe Arkady Ryswife just had better moral compunctions than the shadowy masters he’d once worked for.

				“Just so you know, I’m going to hold you to what you said a few weeks back,” the arctic fox said. “That if this goes sour and I feel I’m in danger, I’m not going to hesitate to neutralize anyone I see as a threat.”

				“And if you think Rowan Gilruth is going to be an imminent threat to you, then you have that right,” Ryswife said, finally breaking his silence and resuming his trip to the tidy kitchenette. He opened up the refrigerator, looked inside, and then shut it without taking anything from it. “In the meantime, though, can the three of us at least try to stay more optimistic?”

				Berzeviczy turned around to look at the ferret. “Hey, don’t blame me,” the wolf said. “She’s the one who started it.”

				


				* * *

				


				“I actually did grow up around here, yes,” Gilruth said, pausing to take a long sip from his tall glass of water. “Though I’m told I don’t have much of an accent.”

				Montserrat flashed him one of her Naomi smiles, the kind that showed she was having a good time but was too afraid to be casual about it. “You have a bit of one,” she told him, though truthfully, she didn’t hear much of it in his voice, either. “Not when you’re preaching, though.”

			

			
				Gilruth chuckled, and he spilled a tiny bit of water from his glass as he set it back down. “I’d like to say that’s because I’ve had years of formal speech training, but I suppose it’s really just a happy accident.” He dabbed up the small spill with his cloth napkin. “Though I suppose most of the congregation is local, anyway.”

				Lunch with Rowan Gilruth both was and wasn’t what Montserrat had been expecting. It had ostensibly been a chance for them to meet up and learn more about each other, pastor to parishioner, but whether that made it a date to him (or to Naomi) was still unclear. And yes, they’d been talking, and yes, it had been casual, but Montserrat was no closer to finding a satisfactory answer to that question.

				“I think your congregation would hear you out even if you didn’t have a natural knack for speaking,” Montserrat replied, stabbing her fork into her salad a few times. She’d have to get a real lunch after this one, once the act was over with. “Your real strength is in your arguments.”

				“Well, the strength is in the arguments themselves; I just need the strength to tell others about them.” Gilruth’s face radiated hints of vulnerability that Montserrat didn’t quite believe. “It’s hard, really, getting up in front of the faithful and trying to get them to reexamine things they’ve always assumed are truths.”

				The conversation before now hadn’t touched directly upon matters of faith. Mostly it had been small talk, the “getting to know you” stuff that made it harder to tell whether or not there was (or should be) any romantic tension between them. Gilruth had notably not mentioned any wife, let alone wives, but that could have been for any number of reasons, and Montserrat tried to abide by Ryswife’s request to be optimistic about things.

				“If truths were that simple to see,” Montserrat ventured, “then we wouldn’t need people like you, Father, to help us see them.” The tines of her fork drew furrows in the shallow pool of dressing to one side of her plate. “Which, I mean, I don’t mean for it to sound like we’re all simple and deluded.”

				“Ms. O’Meara—Naomi, sorry—of course I don’t think that about my followers. I have nothing but the utmost respect for our kind. That’s why I want us all to know and see what we’re capable of.”

				Montserrat flattered her short ears in contrition, and then nodded. “If I may ask, what do you think our strengths are? Arctic foxes, I mean. I’m sure you’ve covered that in other sermons before I started coming, but...”

			

			
				Gilruth scooted his chair back a small ways away from the table. “The first thing we need to do is look past the physical,” he said. “Obviously, at some point before the society we’ve formed now, it was important for us to survive in the cold, to blend into snow-covered surroundings, and the like, and while the hand of God is obvious in that regard, we’ve clearly moved on from that, into a world we’ve built with our own paws.” He cleared his throat. “Historically, we tend to be highly intellectual, which probably has roots in our comparatively small size. Studies show that, in terms of familial solidarity, our species is—”

				It was only when Gilruth stopped short that Montserrat noticed she’d looked away and shrunk in on herself. “Oh, Naomi, I am so sorry.” To his credit, he didn’t reach out for her. “I was just speaking too—it slipped my mind. Please, forgive me.”

				Montserrat forced a smile to her face, and didn’t care that it looked forced. “No, it’s all right. Please, go on. This is actually really interesting to hear about.”

				“Some other time,” Gilruth insisted, apology sparkling in his eyes. “Let’s talk about something else for now. How are you finding yourself settling in to Chochi-Sankeng? I know the sprawl can be intimidating for people who aren’t used to it.”

				“After spending some of my youth in Thousand Leaves, I’m not sure there are any cities that can scare me off.” The people in the sprawl have far more to fear from you and me than we have to fear from it. “Actually, Lars and I had discussed a possible move to Song Kang at some point, so I’m sure I’d have become familiar with Chochi-Sankeng eventually, anyway.”

				Gilruth set his ears back and held up a paw. “Ms. O’Meara, honestly, we don’t need to talk about your family if it makes you uncomfortable.”

				“My family is gone, Father. I need to accept that. I can’t move on until I do.”

				“That’s an admirable thing to be able to admit,” Gilruth said, sliding his chair back closer to the table. “But no one is expecting you to do it overnight.”

				Montserrat nodded, as if she were allowing this to be news to her. “I’m just glad I found the church again. I mean, what you’re doing with us arctic foxes, that is pretty much building a family, right?”

				Across the table, Gilruth smiled one of the more honest smiles Montserrat had seen on him. “Of a sort, yes. I suppose I am.”

				“Then, for the time being, I’ll let myself be happy that I’ve found another family.”

			

			
				Gilruth reached across the table and clasped one of Montserrat’s paws in his own. His fur was warm and soft, as was the look in his eyes. “We’re here for you. I’m here for you.”

				If this was a date, Naomi should lean in to kiss him, Montserrat thought. Hell, even if Naomi just assumed it was a date, she could get away with it; Gilruth hadn’t mentioned a wife yet, after all.

				But Montserrat would make no such assumptions, and she would not kiss Rowan Gilruth. She didn’t care if it was exactly what Ryswife would have wanted her to do.

				


				* * *

				


				If a young Montserrat Léonide had grown up under the auspices and guidance of Father Rowan Gilruth instead of the priests at the Cathedral in snowbound Novoprypiatsk, would she have still grown up into the assured, driven, well-intentioned fox who joined Ajna?

				Instead of being taught how to fire a gun and scale the outside of buildings, would she have learned about public speaking and the history of intellectual arctic foxes? Maybe, instead of being raised with orphans who were taught the same things in order to get them to think the same way, she’d have grown up with others of her own kind, people she had things in common with because of who they were and not what they were trained to believe.

				Maybe she and Lars—not her brother Lars, but Naomi’s Lars, a handsome arctic fox named Lars—would have married, moved to beautiful city of Song Kang, into a high-rise apartment that looked out over the bay where they could watch the sun set every day.

				But that Lars didn’t exist, wouldn’t exist, because there was no Naomi O’Meara. There was only Montserrat Léonide and a weasel named Lars who was her adopted brother, and instead of an ocean-view apartment, all they had was a lifetime of being ordered to investigate and infiltrate and assassinate and blood on their hands and a basement full of ghosts in Novoprypiatsk and a dead family and a shattered faith and thirty-four voices that a not-so-young arctic fox would never actually hear again, no matter how hard she tried to imagine them telling her to do the right thing as she lay awake at night, desperate for the darkness to hurry up and take her.

				


				* * *

				


			

			
				It had been years since the last time Montserrat had been in a sports bar. Despite his large size and masculine demeanor, the arctic fox guessed it had been at least that long since Vasilis Berzeviczy had last been in one, too. Oh, sure, the wolf exuded the right sort of alpha male territorial aura, and the fact that he was seven feet tall and made of muscle helped to keep people away, but Montserrat could see the effort the wolf had to put into fitting in.

				He kept focus on the game, and reacted with excitement at the big plays, but didn’t obviously favor one team over the other; he drank beer, but much more slowly than a wolf his size would need to in order to stay sober; he kept to himself, but was a bit too removed from the small talk around him. Granted, Montserrat was a trained operative, and more prone to noticing the smaller, seemingly insignificant details than a half-tipsy sports fan who just wanted to have a few drinks and watch the game, but she made note of those details nonetheless.

				None of the men in the bar spared Montserrat and her freshly recolored hair more than a casual glance when she first came in, Berzeviczy included. But then, she wasn’t Naomi O’Meara today, and wasn’t the most feminine of vixens even when she was dressing the part. It didn’t matter. This was one of the last places anyone was apt to look for either of them, clearly, and so they’d at least get an uninterrupted conversation in.

				“I know you’re frustrated,” the big wolf said as Montserrat took a seat next to him at the bar. “But you’re doing a good job. I know our friend said that already, but it’s true.”

				Montserrat held up a paw to signal the bartender over. “I never doubted that I was doing a good job,” she noted. “But thank you. And I know that’s not why you asked me out here.”

				The lemur bartender showed up with a fresh beer for Berzeviczy, then looked to Montserrat for an order. After he slipped off to fetch her tonic water and lime, the wolf turned to the fox and cracked a grin, which stayed in his muzzle even as he took a large gulp from his glass of beer. “We knew you were observant before we hired you, Ms. Larson,” he said, wiping his muzzle with the back of his paw after. He let his eyes fix on one of the screens, feigning interest in the game’s recent progress. “But now I understand your frustration at a few things.”

				A cheer went up through the bar, but Montserrat hadn’t seen what had transpired in the game to cause it. The bartender set her drink down and disappeared again without another word. “Do you share those frustrations, or is this just a sympathy play?”

				“I’ve been working together with our ferret friend long enough now that I accept when his quirks make some jobs different than others.” Berzeviczy slapped a paw on the bar as he joined in with a subsequent cheer as an instant replay showed what Montserrat had initially missed. “But you’re new, and while I know he doesn’t want you to know this, I think you deserve to.”

			

			
				This was the first sign that Montserrat had seen that Berzeviczy wasn’t a slavishly loyal drone to Ryswife’s shadowy command. “Don’t compromise the job if you don’t have to,” she said. “I know what I’m doing, and what’s at stake.”

				“That’s just the thing,” Berzeviczy said, and now his voice was quieter. “You’re losing patience with the way this is all unfolding, and you’re right to. It’s only because of our friend that we haven’t moved faster.”

				The fur on the back of Montserrat’s neck stood on end. “He fucking promised me that I wasn’t just stalling on this.”

				The big wolf sucked down a gulp of beer worthy of an individual of his size. “You’re not. It’s not like that,” he explained. “He’s just on eggshells with this job, and it has nothing to do with wanting to make you tap dance as a happy little church girl while he does other things.”

				Montserrat pretended to watch the game for a few moments. She neither said anything to Berzeviczy, nor looked at him directly, but one of her ears flicked, urging him to go on.

				“The project,” the wolf continued. “The one Mayflower and possibly Gilruth are involved with. It’s progressed further than Ryswife wants you to believe.”

				Now Montserrat’s hackles rose. She took a sip of her tonic water to avoid physically biting her tongue, and when the moment had passed, she said, “Does he have evidence on Gilruth that he’s holding back?”

				“Nothing on Gilruth, no,” Berzeviczy said. “But the whole thing with this ‘perfect soldier,’ there’s already a prototype.” The wolf’s eyes fixed forward into the bubbling amber liquid in his glass, “He thinks of it as his daughter.”

				Turning to look Berzeviczy in the eye, now, Montserrat made sure to keep her voice lower to compensate for the obvious attention. “He’s got a daughter?”

				“No. It—She—it’s just a construct. Not operational. Not yet.” Berzeviczy turned to face her, adopting a posture that suggested he was settling into a casual conversation with one of the few eligible females at the bar. “The project was missing something, whatever it was that, I dunno, turned her on or brought her to life or whatever you want to call it.”

				“Is that what he’s after with this thing with Gilruth?”

			

			
				“Directly? No.” The wolf snorted and then inhaled some more of his beer. “Or, well, maybe. It has to do with Semiramis, so part of him is hoping. Part of him is thinking, ‘just maybe.’ That’s why you’re here.”

				Montserrat didn’t quite understand, but didn’t want to let Berzeviczy know that. Not yet. “He needs fresh eyes on the operation,” she said, making it a statement instead of a question.

				“More that he doesn’t trust his own judgment,” the wolf replied. “He’s too close to this. He’s forcing himself to keep his distance, to put up a buffer between himself and the job. That’s why you’re taking the long way around, so to speak.”

				“That’s why he hasn’t pulled the trigger on this thing yet?” Montserrat hissed; thankfully, the other bar patrons seemed fully absorbed in the game and less interested in the white wolf and white fox over to one side. “That’s why I’m playing at being a vulnerable widow for a potential psychopath while he stares out the goddamn window and waits for me to bring him updates?”

				Berzeviczy shook his head. “No, it’s—look, this doesn’t change anything with you and Gilruth,” he insisted. “Ark—the ferret’s just worried that, if he makes the call to rush this, and we don’t find what he’s hoping to, he’ll always wonder if it was his personal stake in the matter that made him too impulsive, that messed things up. If someone else—someone like you—does it legit, does it slow, and we still come up empty handed, then hey, at least he knows there was nothing to find.”

				Montserrat had her free paw inside one of her coat pockets, which meant that nobody had to see it balling up into a tight fist. “You know, if he needed someone else to be his little pawn, he could have just used you,” she said.

				“That’s not—look, I just wanted you to know why he seems reticent to open up on this,” the wolf said. “I thought you should know, so you didn’t think he was keeping anything important from you because he didn’t trust you to do your job.”

				“No,” the arctic fox agreed. “But it doesn’t look like he can trust me to do his job, either.”

				


				* * *

				


				The security alarm didn’t go off as Montserrat pushed open the doors to Rowan Gilruth’s offices, because she’d made sure to disarm it before making her way into the building. There’d been one lone red fox lingering in the lobby on her way inside, and Montserrat didn’t know whether she was coming or going, but it hardly mattered at this point.

			

			
				The door to the research lab proper was unlocked, and Montserrat put a gloved paw on the handle as she turned it, noting the security camera out of the corner of her eye. The camera, like the alarm, had also been rendered useless, and was currently showing nothing but an empty hallway. Even so, Montserrat didn’t linger, didn’t waste any time.

				Gilruth looked up from his cluttered bench as the door opened. He looked so different in his lab coat instead of his purple shirt and tie. His eyes went wide, first with shock, then with recognition. “Naomi? What are you doing here? I didn’t know you knew where—”

				He cut himself off with a clipped bark and then whimpered into silence as Montserrat pulled the small pistol out of her coat pocket and continued to stride directly up to him. “I’m done playing this game, Dr. Gilruth,” she growled. “You’ve got one chance to give me what I want, or I swear on my life that only one arctic fox is leaving this room today.”

				One of Gilruth’s arms knocked a test tube onto the floor as he clutched both paws together in front of his chest, eyes fixed intently on Montserrat’s gun. “Oh, God, Naomi, please,” he stammered. “Is this about my wife? Because I swear, those dates—I mean, l-lunches with you, I didn’t—”

				Montserrat grabbed Gilruth by the scruff of the neck, yanked him to his feet, and pressed the barrel of her gun against his temple. “Your love life is the least of my concerns, Doctor,” she hissed into his ear. No matter what noise Arkady had made about Gilruth’s wives, she was sure that didn’t figure into this. “I want to know about what you’re researching.”

				Gilruth scrunched his eyes shut, and he blubbered like a frightened child. “I’m a fertility doctor! Ms. O’Meara, please, if you wanted to know about my work, you could have just—”

				“I know you’re a fertility doctor,” Montserrat snapped, pressing the gun harder against the other fox’s skull. “Tell me about Project Semiramis.”

				“What?” Gilruth’s eyes snapped back open. “I don’t know what you’re talking—”

				Montserrat hooked her thumb against the hammer of her gun and pulled it back. “Project Semiramis, Doctor. One chance.”

				Tears welled up in Gilruth’s eyes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, I swear!” he shrieked. “I’ve never heard that word before in my life! Naomi, please, put—”

				“I’m not Naomi!” Montserrat spat, and her fingers tightened harder around the grip of her pistol. “Jillian Mayflower, then. Tell me about her.”

				“Dr. Mayflower?” Gilruth was close to hyperventilating now, but his words were still intelligible. “I met with her a year or so ago, at a conference. She’s a geneticist and a biotechnology expert. Brilliant, brilliant scientist. We swapped notes, discussed theories—but I swear I don’t know this Semiramis thing.”

			

			
				This wasn’t a dead-end. Arkady Ryswife hadn’t put her in danger for nothing. She hadn’t pretended to be Naomi O’Meara and opened up her soul for nothing. “What are you working on that you needed her help with?”

				Gilruth looked her in the eye, and when he did, Montserrat had to make herself not pull the trigger. “Actually, I—it’s something I think you can apprec—that you might be interested in,” he said, trying but failing to keep his voice steady. “Please, just—why don’t you put the gun down and we can talk about it some, yeah?”

				Montserrat pushed the hammer back into position before slapping her gun down on the bench behind her; she could kill Gilruth easily enough without it, she knew, and if putting it down gave her an edge in shaking the truth out of him, she’d take that risk. “Gun’s down, Doctor,” she said. “Let’s hear your story.”

				After taking several deep breaths, Gilruth found his voice again. “It’s like I’ve been preaching, you know?” he began. “About finding what we’re good at, we arctic foxes. I’m trying to work with that, trying to put the pieces together in a way that’ll—”

				“That’ll result in the perfect soldier?” Montserrat suggested.

				Gilruth balked. “What? No! Just the perfect arctic fox,” he replied. “The best of what we can be. Something God would be proud of.”

				Montserrat laughed, the sound so unfamiliar to her that she couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard it. “And would God be proud of you twisting the word of the Iolite Doctrine? Of seducing vulnerable women and—and what, getting them to join your harem so you can experiment on them?”

				“I’m not—there isn’t—I haven’t tricked anyone!” Gilruth stammered. “And I’m not experimenting on anyone. Just with them—all volunteers, I swear!”

				“And so what? You were going to encourage me to volunteer for this project, too?”

				Again, surprise showed in Gilruth’s eyes. “The project? No oh, God no.” He licked his dry lips and then swallowed. “Naomi, I just—you were obviously hurting so, so badly, and I wanted to help you.”

				“You can help me by giving me what I want.” Montserrat nodded toward the computer in the far corner of the lab. “If I go check out what’s on your computer, will it corroborate what you’ve told me just now?”

			

			
				“All that and more,” Gilruth said. “Please, check for yourself, look through it all you want. The password is ‘Amaranthine.’ Just don’t—please, you don’t need to hurt me, right?”

				Montserrat looked over at the computer again, then back at Gilruth. “That depends on what I find on there, Doctor.”

				Still panting, tears in his quavering eyes, Gilruth shook his head. “Naomi—or whoever you are, I swear,” he panted. “Whatever’s going on let me help you. I won’t even tell the authorities you were here. Just let me help you.”

				Montserrat stared into those reddened, bleary, fear-filled eyes, and found nothing but a scared man’s earnest desire to live.

				Maybe Dr. Gilruth was some deranged scientist, running unethical experiments in some ungodly quest for physical perfection. Maybe he wormed his way into the vixens’ hearts and pants, enjoying the benefits of his charm while furthering his twisted research.

				Maybe Father Gilruth was an earnest believer in the word of God, in the Iolite Doctrine. Maybe he honestly believed the Iolite League had it wrong. Maybe his desire for his species to come together first, before accepting others, was nothing more than good intentions taken to a logical extreme.

				Maybe this was all some horrible trick. Maybe Gilruth would try to attack Montserrat while she looked for the research data on his computer, whether what she was looking for was to satisfy her own curiosity or to finish her job or to get whatever Arkady Ryswife was after or just to find out what this arctic fox named Gilruth was really doing.

				Maybe this whole thing was a test. Or maybe Berzeviczy had goaded her on purpose, knowing she’d do this. Or maybe, maybe, maybe…

				Or maybe Dr. Gilruth, Father Gilruth, Rowan Gilruth was just someone who really wanted to help her. Maybe he really was capable of giving her the solace, the redemption, the deliverance she was looking for. Because he believed in God, and believed every word he said when he told her God didn’t want her to be alone.

				But Montserrat Léonide had been brought up by Ajna, and Ajna had taught her not to take chances. Ajna had taught her, “better safe than sorry.”

				Rowan Gilruth could tell God that he should have tried harder.

				Montserrat brought one paw to the back of Gilruth’s head and grabbed the end of his muzzle with the other. He squeaked out through his nose, and he tried to struggle, but before he could so much as bring an arm up, Montserrat gave his head a sharp jerk. There was a dull crack, and when she let go, Rowan Gilruth crumpled to the floor, and didn’t move anymore.

			

			
				She strode over to the computer, cleared away the screen saver, and typed in the password Gilruth had given her. As she began to sift through the files on the hard drive, she felt tears welling up behind her eyes, but she forced them back. She had a job to finish, and couldn’t afford any further distractions right now.

				


				* * *

				


				Thirty-three of the voices were silent, but Lars, at least, told her that she’d done what she had to. Because she’d always done what she had to. He’d always respected that about her.

				


				* * *

				


				Ryswife looked up from his silent post at the windowsill as Montserrat came in through the front door of the apartment. He opened his mouth to say something, but went silent as he held up his paws to catch the small optical disk the fox tossed to him.

				“That’s all of Gilruth’s relevant research,” she said. “Hopefully what you’re looking for is in there.”

				The ferret looked at the disk, turned it over in his paws, then stared back up at Montserrat. “Wait, what happened? What did you do?”

				“Gilruth’s dead. But I found out what he’s up to. You’re holding it all right there.”

				“Wait, no, hold on.” Ryswife paced around the living room, not looking at the fox right now. “What happened? Why did you—?”

				“You told me if I thought Gilruth was dangerous, I had permission to take him out. So I—”

				“I said if you thought your life was threatened,” Ryswife clarified. Hints of his Deepwater accept slipped through. He was angry, but Montserrat didn’t care.

				She shrugged. “I felt it was close enough, in this case,” she said. “Anyhow, I didn’t find anything about this Project Semiramis or Dr. Mayflower, but there’s some stuff in there about a ‘Scheherazade.’ Maybe that’ll be of some help.”

				The brief look of surprise on Ryswife’s face twisted momentarily into more obvious fury, an expression Montserrat had never seen him show before. The snarl on his muzzle looked so very much like the one she’d seen on Lars so many times, usually before punching someone in the face or gunning them down. Then, oddly enough, the look of anger was replaced by one of disappointment. “Look, Ms. Léonide, I—”

			

			
				“The job’s done,” Montserrat said. “I’m sure you’ll be able to find me, wherever it is I wind up. You can forward whatever payment you were planning on giving me then.” She turned back toward the door.

				The furor played back across Ryswife’s face as he made his way across the room toward her, balling his free paw into a fist. “No,” he snapped. “No, you don’t get to just walk away like that. We had a plan, and you—”

				“I went ahead and got you exactly what you wanted!” Montserrat snapped right back. “Don’t for one second pretend that you gave a shit about Gilruth’s life or my safety or anything other than that, right there.” She jabbed accusingly toward the optical disk the ferret was clutching.

				Ryswife was silent. He looked down at the disk, relaxed his fist, and sighed, staring the fox in the eye in silence for several long seconds. As the rage again melted away from his face, he muttered, “I cared about your safety.”

				“For what it’s worth, if you ever need someone dead, by all means, look me up. I’m happy to help out. But if you ever try to play me like this again, then I can’t promise I’ll continue to play along nicely.”

				She opened the door and started to step out into the hallway, but stopped when Ryswife called after her. “Montserrat, wait!” She looked back at him over her shoulder. “Why still go through with this, even after—after everything?”

				“Because I can’t help myself,” she replied. “But if it’s for this better world that you believe in, then maybe I can at least help you.”

			

			
				



			









			

			
				Reflections of Things to Come

				by Kristin Fontaine

				


				The Tales of the Tai-Pan Universe have been appearing in the fanzine of the same name for the past twenty years.  The Seattle-based Tai-Pan Literary & Arts Project, a registered not-for-profit corporation, dates back to March 1988, when seven Seattle Furry fans had dinner at a Denny’s during the Norwescon X s-f convention. They decided to publish a shared world Furry space-opera  fanzine, set in the 36th century against an interstellar background, with a group of writers and artists featuring the same Furry characters, in stories edited to be mutually consistent.  The first issue of what was then titled The Tai-Pan, named after the merchant cargo spaceship that was the original focus of the stories, appeared in March 1991.  The fanzine has averaged two issues a year since then, currently up to #50, edited at monthly social/editorial dinner meetings among the Project’s editorial staff, which has been headed by Gene Breshears since 1994.  The slow pace is largely due to making sure that each new story is consistent in the increasingly-detailed 36th-century saga of the Furry crews of the Tai-Pan and the other gradually-added spaceships with which she intersects -- the Quantum Lady (a luxurious cruise ship), the Iktomé (a pirate vessel masquerading as a heavy freighter), and the Ramanujan (a scientific research ship) -- plus the planets of the Gold Road region of the galaxy in which they all roam.

				


				Kristin Fontaine is the current Recording Secretary and Associate Editor of the Tai-Pan Project, as well as a frequent author of its stories since #4.  The story-arc featured here began with Gene Breshears’ two-part “Dancing on My Grave” in Tales of the Tai-Pan Universe #24 (July 2000) and #26 (March 2001), which dealt with an unsuccessful but bloody pirate attack on the Tai-Pan aided by the sabotage of one of her own crew.  In the sequel, Kristin Fontaine’s “In His Own Country” in #39 (July 2005), Aubrey Took, the Tai-Pan’s young skunk assistant security officer, is suddenly thrust from what had been a nominal and fairly solitary position into the aftermath of a life-threatening situation. He has been forced to kill for the first time, and he suddenly is promoted after the death of the security chief.  He now has the safety of all his crewmates resting on his ability to do his job well.  This is the story, winner of the Ursa Major Award for Best Anthropomorphic Short Fiction for 2005, that makes Aubrey really feel like one of the Tai-Pan’s crew.

			

			
				


				“Reflections of Things to Come”, written especially for What Happens Next, is a quieter, gentler story that shows that not everything that happens aboard the Tai-Pan is high drama.
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				Reflections of Things to Come

				by Kristin Fontaine

				


				 “Aubrey,” Corky said. “Do you have a moment to talk? I’ve just gotten some-- well, I guess ‘news’ is the best way to put it.”

				“Come in. You look a bit white around the nose,” the skunk said. 

				Corky was a middle-aged ocelot with a deep scar across his muzzle. Aubrey had been nervous about taking on someone older as his assistant, but Corky had proved himself with an odd mix of fierce attention to detail and a relaxed and easy manner. Corky settled into his chair opposite the skunk, their shared desk between them. “I got a message from my mother in the latest mail dump. Apparently I’m a father, again.”

				“And this came as a complete surprise?” Aubrey closed the photo of Jerusha he had been looking at and gave Corky his complete attention.

				“A shocking surprise. The girl’s mother was killed in an accident about a year ago. It has taken them this long to track me down, in part because the mother never contacted me after the child was born.”

				“How old is she?” Aubrey asked.

				Corky called up a document on his clipboard. “It says here she was two at the time her mother died, so she would be three by now. Her name is Amanda. I only knew her mother, Ana, briefly.” Corky shrugged. “We met before I joined the Tai-Pan. It was one of those things, you know. We parted on good terms— at least I thought we did. I had no idea she had gotten pregnant.”

				“How did your mom find out?”

				“The social service people on Sierra pulled my spacer guild records and contacted her when they couldn’t find me. Her message just caught up to us.”

				“That’s a surprise and no doubt.”

				Corky nodded.

			

			
				“Where is Amanda now?” Aubrey asked.

				“Still on Sierra. My mother is threatening to make arrangements to take her. Though what she would do with a three-year-old I have no idea. My former wife certainly won’t be helping her out.”

				“At least Amanda would be with family,” Aubrey said. “I know what it’s like to be on your own as a kid. I don’t know much about Sierra but I wouldn’t leave a kid at the mercy of social services for any longer than necessary. Doesn’t she have family on her mother’s side?”

				“There’s been no contact with them,” Corky said. “I honestly don’t know if Ana has—” he stumbled over the word. “I mean had any people, at least on Sierra. We didn’t do a lot of talking about our families.” A tinge of bitterness crept into the normally-calm ocelot’s tone. “If we had, I might not be in this mess.”

				“What do you want to do?”

				“I don’t want Amanda going to my mother,” Corky said hotly. “I guess I’ll have to make arrangements for someone to take care of her.”

				“And what’s to stop your mother from changing your arrangements after you return to work?”

				“I can’t very well bring her aboard the Tai-Pan, now can I?” Corky said anxiously.

				“Well now, that would be up to the captain, wouldn’t it? In the meantime, I need to get below and help Neko with the cargo swap. We are cleared to start unloading in 30 minutes.”

				“What assignments do you have for me?” the ocelot asked, moving the conversation firmly back to professional ground.

				“We have passengers this run,” Aubrey said. “One of my best friends is taking passage to Ark, and she will be staying with us until we meet back up with her ship at Beltine in a few months.”

				“Do I know this friend?” Corky asked.

				“Her name is Jerusha. She joined the crew of the Tai-Pan around the same time I did, but ended up leaving around five years ago. She has a little boy, Zachary.” 

				Aubrey pulled up the photo he had been looking at earlier. “This is them about a year ago.” The photo showed a female bobcat with a wriggling cub in her lap.

				Corky glanced at the photo. “Where will they being staying?”

				“I thought we would put them in berth three,” Aubrey said. “I want you to get it ready while I help Neko supervise the load-out.”

				“Okay, boss. I’ll get started setting up the Tai-Pan Bed and Breakfast,” Corky said with a smile. He paused before adding, “Thanks for listening.” “I just wish there was more I could do to help,” the young skunk said sincerely.

			

			
				


				* * *

				


				Jerusha hugged Aubrey hard and long, making his ribs creak. The lithe bobcat’s fur shone with health. Aubrey’s ribs could attest to her strength. The two friends stood outside the Tai-Pan’s cargo dock as crew from the ship worked with freight handlers from Bifrost Station to get the cargo loaded and secured while Neko, the ship’s feline cargo master, supervised the work and checked the manifests against her records. 

				“It is so good to see you!” Aubrey said, muzzle wrinkling in delight.

				“I’m so glad I could book this passage on the Tai-Pan,” Jerusha said. “I’ve missed all of you terribly.”

				“I know some of the others are looking forward to catching up with you,” Aubrey said. “Where is your son?”

				“Zachary’s with a sitter while I get the travel arrangements sorted and luggage aboard,” Jerusha said, looking around at the controlled chaos of Bifrost Station. “He’s a bit of a handful on the docks.”

				“I guess that is the downside to booking passage on a cargo ship instead of a passenger liner— the passenger waiting area is more of a freight dodging area,” Aubrey said.

				“Yes, but it does make it much easier to get the luggage aboard.” Jerusha pointed to the large cargo ramp. “Permission to come aboard?”

				“Granted,” the skunk said with a mock bow. “I’ll have my assistant show you to your quarters and help you with your cargo-pallet.” He typed a short message on his clipboard, summoning Corky.

				The ocelot emerged from the ship quickly.

				“Corky, this is the friend I was telling you about. Jerusha, this is Corky, my assistant. Corky joined us about two years ago, is that right?”

				“Closer to three,” Corky said, speaking up to make his light voice carry over the noise of the docks.

				“Pleased to meet you, Corky,” Jerusha said.

				“Please help Jerusha stow her luggage and confirm that she has everything she needs at her berth,” Aubrey said.

				“Yes, sir,” Corky said, taking the handle of Jerusha’s grav sled. “I’ll see you settled in no time, ma’am.”

				“Thank you, Corky,” Jerusha said. She followed the ocelot into the ship as Aubrey returned to helping Neko supervise the cargo being loaded aboard the Tai-Pan.

				Hours later, the ship was buttoned up tight and every able body was tired and ready for their beer or beer-equivalent. Jerusha and Zachary were in the commons when Aubrey arrived in search of a place to put his sore feet up. Jerusha waved for him to join them.

			

			
				“Zachary, this is my friend Aubrey.” 

				Zachary stopped flying his shuttle over the table at low altitude and looked shyly up at Aubrey. He was a miniature copy of his mother, but with eyes that were green instead of violet. His tufted ears were too large for his face. Aubrey watched as Zachary snuggled closer to Jerusha, burying his face in her fur.

				“He’s nervous with all the changes,” Jerusha said matter-of-factly, putting her arm around Zachary.

				“I would be too,” Aubrey said. “I’m sorry we don’t have anyone his age on board this trip. The closest we have is Sky, who turns fifteen in a month.”

				“Is Sky a boy or a girl?” Zachary said through his mother’s fur.

				“A boy. He’s usually pretty friendly, but he’s gearing up to take an engineering exam so he’s a bit on edge.”

				Zachary decided this was enough adult conversation and went back to flying his shuttle.

				“Do you want a beer?” Aubrey asked Jerusha. “Rufus has been trying his hand at home brew lately.”

				“Thanks, I’ll try it— and could you get some water for Zachary?”

				“Sure.”

				As Aubrey got up from the table, a large form loomed over them. “Jerusha, as I live and breathe!,” Rufus said. The grizzly-bear engineer beamed at Zachary. “And is this your boy?”

				“Yes, and this is his first time traveling on a ship other than the Chinook,” Jerusha said.

				“So what brings you back to us? Or, is it none of my business?”

				“It’s not a secret,” Jerusha said, shaking her head. “I’m going home to Ark to visit my family and possibly let them meet Zachary. I haven’t been in touch with most of them since before I served on the Tai-Pan.”

				“So it’s a peace-making mission, then?”

				“More of a reconnaissance mission,” Jerusha said with a shrug. “Two of my cousins got in contact with me through the spacer’s guild and I thought I would make the effort. Zachary is still young enough for them to become his family if they’ll have us.”

				“Ah, but on whose terms?”

				This brought a full smile to the bobcat’s face. “Mine, of course.”

				Aubrey returned with a cup of water for Zachary and beers for himself and Jerusha.

			

			
				“I see you’re trying my home brew,” Rufus said. “I’ll leave you to it then. There’s nothing so off-putting as having the brewer hang around waiting on a review.”

				He stood and walked over to a corner booth where J.T. was playing cards with Satin and Gaitz. Jerusha watched as he ever so casually sat and put his arm on the back of the booth around the polar bear. J.T. shifted slightly, her full attention on the cards in her hand.

				“When did that happen?” she asked Aubrey, nudging the skunk with her elbow.

				“Hm, what?” Aubrey had been trying to get Zachary interested in the water, to no avail. The boy hid his face behind his mother.

				“Rufus and J.T.”

				“Not sure, but they’ve been together for years now. I’m not sure how serious it is. I get the feeling Rufus is pretty serious about it but J.T.’s never mentioned it being serious on her side.” He nodded toward the two bears. “That’s about as expressive as they get in public.”

				“It’s nice that they have each other,” Jerusha said a bit enviously.

				A voice Jerusha had not heard in years came over the comm. “All those on departure duty report to stations.”

				“Chester,” Jerusha whispered.

				“Yes, he’s still with us,” Aubrey said. “He’s had a couple of close calls since you left. Tina just shakes her head each time he drags himself back and says that ‘danger is his middle name.’” Aubrey quoted the senior officer as he smiled. “He missed you, after you left.”

				“That’s saying a lot,” Jerusha said, blushing. “I figured he was more of a, ‘love-the-one-you’re-with’ type.”

				“You know we both think you’re special,” Aubrey said, squeezing her hand briefly in his. “I’m so glad you’re back.”

				“It’s just for a few months,” Jerusha said. “I confirmed with Neko that she has cargo lined up through Beltine after we go to Ark. She’s not sure if we will go through Sierra or one of the other systems on that route to get back to Beltine, but either way, I’ll be able to stay with the Tai-Pan until we meet back up with the Chinook.”

				Aubrey raised his beer in toast. “To making the best of the time we have.”

				Jerusha clinked her bottle against his. “Absolutely.” 

				


				* * *

				


			

			
				Jerusha dozed, curled around her son in the sunken bowl-bed that took up half of the small cabin. It was cozy and warm even if it did not quite smell of home.

				The door-chime sounded, launching her into full-fledged wakefulness and on a hunt to silence it before it woke Zachary. 

				Chester stood on the other side of the door, blithely sounding the chime and fluffing his large, ringed tail.

				He smiled at her in the way that used to make her melt. Now, sleep-deprived and cranky, she was impervious to his charms.

				Chester made a moue with his lips upon seeing that his reception was not all that he had hoped. Then he smiled again and hugged Jerusha to him. This time she did melt. Chester and Aubrey were two people she trusted and loved, and that combination was fearfully rare in her universe.

				“It’s good to see you,” Jerusha said, the huskiness in her voice half tears, half whisper. 

				“I’ve missed you,” Chester said. “Why are we whispering?”

				“Zachary is asleep, finally.” 

				“Ah, bad timing, I see,” Chester said, releasing her from the hug and taking her hand in both of his. He looked her over carefully. Then, irrepressible as always, he said, “Motherhood is a good look for you.”

				“It is when I’m able to get more than four hours of sleep a night,” Jerusha said dryly.

				“I just got off shift,” Chester said by way of apology. “I wanted to see you earlier but work interfered.” He mock-pouted again, then smiled.

				“I missed you too,” Jerusha said. “Though nowadays I can’t really do spur-of-the-moment.” 

				“C’est la vie,” Chester said, swishing his tail cheerfully. “Maybe when we get to Ark I’ll arrange something special.”

				“I would like that,” Jerusha said. “And Chester, thanks for coming by. I really did miss you.”

				


				* * *

				


				“Jerusha, can I talk to you?” Corky asked. 

				Jerusha was sitting at the table she and Zachary had staked out early in the voyage. Three weeks had passed and they were en route to the main space station at Ark. “Of course, Corky.” She gestured for the ocelot to take a seat. “Pull up a chair.”

				Corky squirmed a bit as he sat. “Where is Zachary?”

				“Down for a nap,” Jerusha tapped her comm. “Aubrey is with him.”

				“Um, good. It’s really a personal matter that I need help with.”

			

			
				“How can I help?”

				“I don’t know if you have heard, but I recently found out that I’m the father of a little girl.”

				“I didn’t know,” Jerusha said. “Are congratulations in order?”

				“It’s complicated. I barely knew her mother,” Corky said. “She’s already three and I just learned about her.”

				“I’m sorry. How can I help?”

				“I want to know if you think it would be possible to raise her here, on the Tai-Pan,” Corky said. “I’ve had children before, but I didn’t get to help raise them. Heck, I rarely got to see them.”

				Jerusha leaned back in her chair. “I’ve only been back aboard for a short time and I’m not trying to pull shifts. For me the Tai-Pan and this trip have been a vacation.”

				“But you know what it is like to try to raise a child on a starship.” Corky persisted, strain entering his voice. “Aubrey said you were from a ship-family, like him.”

				“That’s true, but I was barely more than a child myself when Har— when my brother and I were kicked out. I’ve really only experienced how they do things on the Chinook.”

				“Can you tell me about that?” Corky asked.

				“Sure,” Jerusha said. “While Zachary and I were on board, there was a child his age and two older children who were just starting their apprenticeships. Part of their job was to help look after the younger children,” she paused. “Is there anyone on board that would be willing to co-parent with you? It really helps to have a parenting partner.”

				“I don’t know,” Corky said and sighed in frustration. “I seem to be saying that a lot lately.”

				Jerusha laid a hand over his red-furred paw. “It’s normal— all new parents are at sea to start with.”

				“I’m not a new parent,” Corky said. “I have, I mean, had a family before all this.” He indicated the ship around them. “I fell in with bad company, as they say, and went to jail. My wife left me and refused to let me see my children. They are nearly grown now and I’ve seen them no more than once a year. I’m old enough to be this girl’s grandfather.”

				“I can’t tell you what to do,” Jerusha said. “Zachary came to me through difficult circumstances and I chose to keep him. It’s been hard at times, but if you have people around you who care about you, that will extend to your child as well.”

				“My child,” Corky echoed. “She is that. Indeed she is.” The scarred ocelot was nearly talking to himself. 

			

			
				Jerusha let him. Her comm vibrated on her arm with a message from Aubrey. “Zachary’s awake,” Jerusha said quietly, excusing herself. “I’m around, if you have more questions.” She left him muttering to himself and went to relieve Aubrey.

				


				* * * 

				


				“You needed to speak with me in person?” Captain Rasputin asked.

				“Yes, sir,” Corky said. “I have a situation that is not covered by the personnel manual and need a ruling from you before I proceed.” 

				“How curiously formal,” the panda said, furrowing his white-furred brow. “I think this calls for a pot of tea before we begin what might be a difficult conversation.”

				“Whatever you think best, sir.” The ocelot composed himself in his chair while the panda bustled around his office making a small pot of green tea from the stash he kept in a cupboard behind his desk. Corky used the time to recite a particularly perplexing koan to himself.

				Rasputin returned to the desk with the teapot and two small cups without handles. He poured the tea and took a sip. Corky followed with his own cup, the slightly astringent taste of the tea clearing his palate.

				“I recently found out that I have a young child who is in need of care,” Corky began. “As I see it, I have two options: leave the ship and find another job near her, or bring her aboard the Tai-Pan.”

				“I see,” said Rasputin. “Have you talked to any of the crew about this?”

				“Just Aubrey,” Corky said. “Oh, and Jerusha, but she’s not quite crew, is she?”

				“What did they have to say?”

				“Aubrey said to talk to you about it and Jerusha said that raising a kid on a ship is possible if you have people who will support you.”

				“That sounds about right,” Rasputin said. He sipped his tea and thought.

				Corky sat quietly, without expectation. 

				“What do you want to do?” the captain asked after a few moments of silence had passed between them.

				“I want to be with my daughter,” Corky said. “I already messed up one family and I can’t make that right. I can do something about Amanda’s situation, however.” He nodded to himself. “And I will. I would like to stay on the Tai-Pan. She’s a good ship, and I think it would make a good home for both of us.”

				The panda thought about what Corky had said. 

			

			
				“Very well,” Rasputin said. “You have my permission to bring your daughter aboard and to work with the other crew to make arrangements for her care. However, her mass allowance will come out of your budget and you will pay for her food and lodging until such time as she is of age to help out around the ship. Can you abide by these conditions?”

				“I can, sir,” Corky said. 

				“Go make your arrangements then,” the captain smiled. “It will be good to have another child aboard, now that Sky is growing up.”

				


				* * *

				


				“Oh, Sky,” Jerusha called, seeing the young otter scampering down the hall, headed for the ship’s gym.

				“Yes, ma’am?”

				“Aubrey mentioned that you might be available to watch Zachary for me while I go on station to visit my cousins.”

				“I don’t know,” Sky said. “I’m awfully busy studying.”

				“I would ask Aubrey, but he has duties during the time I’ll be away. I’d pay you.”

				Rufus met the two at the entrance to the gym. “I was just coming to get you, Sky— did you forget our training session?”

				“No,” the otter said. “I was busy studying the plans for our main reactor for my test and I lost track of time.”

				Rufus smiled. “No rest for the wicked— or for engineers.” He turned his smile onto Jerusha. “Now what were you trying to bribe our young scholar to do for you?”

				“I was looking for a babysitter,” she said frankly. “I really don’t want to take Zachary to this first meeting with the family. It’s been years since I’ve seen them, and I’m not sure what the reception is going to be.”

				“I can understand that,” Rufus said. “There’s a reason I left home and settled here. When do you need a sitter?”

				“Today starting at 1800 ship time. I’m meeting my cousins at Neutral Territory— it’s a restaurant on station.”

				Rufus pulled up his calendar. “I could watch him, if you’d trust me with him.”

				“Of course I would trust you,” Jerusha said, startled. “It wouldn’t be too much of an imposition?”

				“I wouldn’t offer if it was. Besides, this one,” he paused to ruffle Sky’s head fur, “is pretty much all grown up.”

			

			
				Sky ducked away from the grizzly and rolled his eyes. “I can do it. I’m just tired of being the automatic freaking youth ambassador for the ship, that’s all.”

				“We’ll both watch him,” Rufus said, winking at Jerusha. “And I get half the money.”

				


				* * *

				


				The commons was a nice place to hang out with Zachary. It was open enough that he could run around, was near the galley and the tray of snacks that Cory provided for the crew, and Jerusha could usually manage to read a few paragraphs of the novel she had snagged from Cory early in the trip before Zachary would demand her attention.

				“Mama, mama, come see!” he said, climbing up into her lap.

				“Oof, you are getting big!” Jerusha said teasingly. “I can’t go see when you are sitting on me.”

				He snuggled into her. “You can see from here, really.” He pointed to a tall stool. “When I stand on that I am as tall as you!”

				“Don’t be in such a rush to be big, Zachary,” Rufus said. “Soon enough you’ll be too big to sit on your mama’s lap.”

				Sky rolled his eyes.

				“We’re here for the handoff, as promised,” Rufus said. “Zachary, Rufus and Sky are going to play with you while I go to a meeting,” Jerusha said to her son. “You do what they say.” She managed to stand up with Zachary in her arms. “I’ve sent you a copy of his usual bedtime routine,” she said to Rufus. “I’m not sure how late I will be—”

				“We’ll be fine, but you need to get going if you’re not going to be late,” Rufus said.

				“Be good, Zachary,” Jerusha said as she handed her son to the grizzly.

				“We’ll have a good time,” Sky said suddenly, his attention on the younger boy. “I grew up on this ship. I know all the fun things to do.”

				Knowing better than to prolong the goodbye, Jerusha left her son in their care.

				Sky and Rufus watched her go. Zachary squirmed in the grizzly’s arms until the bear put him down. Zachary made a beeline for Sky. “We had a Sky on our ship,” he said earnestly to the otter. “But she was a girl.” 

				Sky shrugged and looked from Zachary to Rufus. “What should we do first?”

				“I like shuttles,” Zachary said. “I have a whole fleet in my room.”

				“Would you like to see a full-sized shuttle?” Rufus asked.

				Zachary nodded and grabbed Sky’s hand. “Let’s go!”

			

			
				


				* * *

				


				Rufus left Sky with a sleeping Zachary and headed to the commons for coffee. He and Sky had shown the boy the Tai-Pan’s shuttle, the Xian, and then Sky had played tag with the young bobcat in the shuttle bay until bedtime. Teeth brushing had brought on a fit of temper until Sky had offered to let Zachary ‘help’ him with a repair simulation the otter had in his comp. Now Sky was studying for real while a very tired bobcat dreamed of his mother’s return.

				Rufus had his comm tuned so he wouldn’t miss a call from Sky. The commons held the usual mix of off-duty crew who were either having breakfast before starting their first shift of the day, or dinner on their way to some well-deserved sack time.

				Rufus found his mug, filled it with coffee, and sealed it before joining J.T. and Aubrey at one of the tables.

				“How was babysitting duty?” J.T. asked.

				“Tiring,” Rufus said, smiling. “But fun.”

				“How’d you get that job?” Aubrey asked.

				“I volunteered,” Rufus said.

				Aubrey and Rufus were not as close as some aboard the ship, but Rufus respected the younger man. J.T. had briefly been Aubrey’s supervisor in security and the two had continued to be good friends since. 

				Rufus and J.T. had fit together well over the past four years. He reached across the table and took her hand in his. There was no reason they couldn’t make a family of their own here, on the Tai-Pan. Corky had told him about the captain’s support for bringing his daughter on board. 

				Children on the ship. The thought made him smile. Even though it was not yet common knowledge, everyone knew and was just pretending not to until the formal announcement was made. 

				“Why are you looking at me like that?” J.T. asked, bluntly.

				Rufus stood and just as swiftly knelt before his lover. “Jennifer Tiberius Thalarctos, I, Harold Rufus Fitzwalter pledge my love to you and ask you, before these witnesses, to be my wife.”

				“What the hell!” J.T. said, springing to her feet and yanking her hand from Rufus’s grasp. “What are you playing at?”

				Stunned and puzzled, Rufus looked up at the towering polar bear, “N-nothing, I mean it. I want to marry you, have children with you, and build a life here on the Tai-Pan.”

				“Well, I don’t know who you think I am, but that is not what I want,” J.T. said. “Aubrey, if you will excuse me.”

			

			
				The skunk closed his mouth with a snap and looked back and forth between his two friends. 

				Rufus got unsteadily to his feet. “What did I do?” he said plaintively.

				“Do you want an answer?” Aubrey asked, dryly. “Or should I just swap out your coffee for beer?”

				“I think I might need something stronger,” Rufus said, “and I know where Mac keeps the key to the good stuff.”

				


				* * *

				


				Jerusha poked her head into the dimly lit cabin. A screen had been left on as a night-light. Zachary was curled up in a tight ball in the middle of the bowl-bed. She could see that someone had secured the netting over it that would keep him from being flung about should the grav plates fail. That someone was asleep and lightly snoring in the task chair at the small desk built into the room.

				Jerusha debated leaving Sky where he was but decided he would be more comfortable in his own bed. She put her hand on his shoulder and he blinked himself to wakefulness. She put her finger to her lips and led him out of the room, leaving the door open.

				“How did it go?” 

				“Good, I think,” Sky said. “He missed you at bedtime but we’d worn him out pretty well showing him the Xian, so he was out like a light once I got him to actually lay down.”

				“Thank you so much for doing this,” Jerusha whispered, trying to keep her voice low.

				“No problem. I even got some studying done,” the otter said, yawning.

				“How is that going?” Jerusha asked, genuinely curious. “What are you studying for?”

				“I’ve been sort of an apprentice to the engineering department ever since I was old enough to be helpful,” Sky said. “In the past year, my uncle and the Chief have been working getting me certified so that I can be a real engineer like them. They were worried that there might be gaps in what I know since I’ve been learning on the job and only on this one ship.”

				“What have you learned?” Jerusha asked.

				“Mostly that the Tai-Pan has some of the best engines around.” Sky smiled. 

				Suddenly Jerusha could see both the child he had been and the man he soon would be. It was a dizzying sensation that passed in a moment. Someday, she thought, that will be Zachary, poised fearlessly on the edge of adulthood.

			

			
				She smiled back at the otter. “The Tai-Pan has more than just the best engines. Its crew is top-notch as well. You’ll do them proud.”

				Sky ducked his head, embarrassed at the compliment, and scampered off with a mumbled, “G’night.”

				Jerusha wished for the fearlessness of youth. She had forfeited that time with bad choices and bad company. No amount of wishing would bring it back. She sighed and slipped into her room. She took off her shoes and started getting ready for bed, muffling a curse when she stepped on one of Zachary’s pointy shuttles in the dark.

				


				* * *

				


				Rufus awoke to a pounding on his door matched only by the pounding in his head.

				“Rufus, I know you’re in there. Mac told me he put you to bed last night.” J.T.’s low voice thrummed through the metal door. 

				Rufus stuck his head under his pillow. The underside of the pillow was so cool and soothing.

				“Come on, open up or I’ll be shoutin’ our private business for all to hear.”

				Rufus stirred from his bed and shuffled to the door. Anything to stop the shouting and the pounding.

				The door opened to show a concerned looking J.T. holding a pair of painkiller tabs and a glass of clear liquid that Rufus hoped wasn’t vodka.

				Mutely he took the medicine and drank what was, thankfully, water before shuffling back into his room. J.T. followed and waited a bit for the medication to hit bottom.

				As his mind cleared, Rufus asked, “Why didn’t you just let yourself in? You have my passcode.”

				“After last night I didn’t really feel it was mine to use anymore,” the polar bear said, settling to the floor with her back against a wall, while Rufus sat in the nest of blankets in the hollow of his bowl-bed.

				“I’m sorry, J.T.,” Rufus groaned. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you. I don’t know what got into me last night.”

				“I have a hunch it has something to do with being reminded that you want to get married someday and have the full wife-and-kids experience,” J.T. said bluntly. “And then spending an evening with a cub making you realize that you’re not getting any younger.”

				Rufus nodded, miserably.

				“I’m not getting any younger myself,” J.T. continued. “I did a lot of thinking last night and not a lot of sleeping. I’ve known for a while that we’re not compatible long-term. We’ve had a good run, but I want to captain my own ship someday, just like you want a family some day.”

			

			
				“J.T., I didn’t mean...” 

				“Yes you did, Rufus Fitzwalter. That was one of the most heartfelt and romantic things you have ever done. I’m here talking to you right now because I want you to know that this next part has nothing to do with you. It’s not your fault and you’re not driving me away.” She paused, thoughtfully. “If anything, you’ve inspired me to get off my ass and go after what I want.” The polar bear reached over and patted Rufus on the hand before standing up. “I’m going to give Mac and the captain my resignation and go find myself a ship and a star to sail her by. That’s my dream.”

				The door slid open to let her leave. As it closed behind her, Rufus whispered, “Don’t go.”

				


				* * *

				


				Jerusha settled Zachary at their accustomed table for breakfast. Cory had made the boy a special treat of French toast and Jerusha was resigned to making this a bath day after the syrup had been dispensed.

				Aubrey came over with his tray and joined them.

				“How did things go yesterday?” he asked. “Did Sky work out as a babysitter?”

				“He and Rufus did a great job,” Jerusha said. She reached over to ruffle her son’s headfur. Zachary dodged her affectionate gesture and continued eating as if someone might steal his treat.

				“I talked to Rufus last night before everything got weird,” Aubrey said. “It sounded like he had a good time.”

				“What got weird?” Jerusha asked, between bites of sausage.

				“Um, well, Rufus proposed to J.T. last night right in front of everyone,” Aubrey said.

				“From your tone I take it that there are no wedding bells are in their future?”

				“J.T. refused him and stormed out like someone had set her fur on fire,” Aubrey said. “Last I saw Rufus, he was heading for McQuarrie’s private whiskey stash.”

				“Oh, how terrible for both of them,” Jerusha said sadly. “They looked like such a sweet couple.”

				“I guess it was more serious on Rufus’s side than J.T.’s,” Aubrey said. “At least they aren’t Satin and Kelson, who have spent just about as much time broken up as they have together.” 

			

			
				They ate in silence for a few minutes. Aubrey helped Zachary cut his French toast into manageable bites and allowed Jerusha to make headway on her own breakfast. Jerusha had been surprised at how quickly Zachary had adapted to life on the Tai-Pan, and particularly how quickly he and Aubrey had become buddies. It helped that Aubrey had spent as much of his off-duty time with them as possible.

				“How did things go with your family yesterday?” Aubrey asked.

				“Not as well as I hoped, but about what I’d expected.” Jerusha sighed. “They did offer to let me rejoin the family but the more time I spent with them the more it felt like they would be doing it out of a sense of obligation, or worse, like I might turn into someone’s ‘project.’”

				Aubrey frowned. “I’m sorry. So you won’t be staying with them?”

				“No,” Jerusha said. “With Harvard dead, and my having been gone for so long, I don’t really feel any connection to them.”

				“That’s too bad,” Aubrey said. “I used to think I’d give anything to have my family back.”

				“Me too. I felt so betrayed when they cut us loose. Though now, looking at it from the other side, I can see that Harvard and I didn’t give them a lot of options— we were pretty bent on self-destruction.”

				“I’m glad you made it through,” Aubrey said.

				“Me too,” Jerusha said and smiled at the skunk. “I had help— you, Chester, the captain, really most of the crew.”

				“So what will you do now?” Aubrey asked.

				“Stick with my original plan to return to the Chinook,” Jerusha said. “It is the closest thing Zachary has to a home and it’s a good ship to work for. I’m lucky they’re holding a spot for me.”

				“I wish you could stay with us,” Aubrey said.

				


				* * *

				


				“Are you sure you want to leave us, lassie?”McQuarrie asked J.T. She was meeting with both the chief engineer and the captain in the captain’s office to explain her plans for the future.

				“I’ve never been more sure,” J.T. said. “I feel like I woke up and am ready to take on the universe. Besides, I’ve been with you coming up on nine years now. If I’m ever going to be more than an engineer, now is the time to strike out.”

				“I don’t want to pry,” the gorilla said. “But do you have enough to live on?”

			

			
				J.T. laughed. “You are just about the only person, outside of my father, who could ask me that question. Between my military pension and my savings, I’m set.”

				Rasputin leaned over his desk. “You also have your shares in the Tai-Pan. I’m willing to buy you out, or you can use the shares as collateral when you find your own ship,” the panda said. He paused briefly and took a sip of tea. “Though given how you wound up with those shares, I’d prefer to buy you out.”

				J.T. nodded. “Buying me out would give you more control over where the shares wind up.”

				“Why don’t I give you a letter of reference to Rho Financial,” the captain said. “They’ve seen you in action and might be a good resource.”

				“Thanks,” J.T. said. “I’ve talked to Neko and she said she’d give me some sort of letter of introduction to her Aunties there. And if all else fails, I can fall back on being an engineer’s mate. I’ve got the skills and the experience.”

				“That you do, lass,” Mac said. “It won’t be the same ship without you. Let me add my own letter of recommendation to the pile— though I doubt you’ll need it.”

				“I’d be honored,” J.T. said. “The only thing I’m really sorry about is leaving with things the way they are between Rufus and me. I tried to explain to him that my leaving wasn’t his fault, but I don’t think it sunk in.” 

				“Give him time,” the captain said, leaning on his desk with his elbows.

				“I can do that, for a little longer at least,” J.T. said. “I won’t be leaving until you can hire a qualified replacement. It also wouldn’t hurt if I was able to get a little closer to home before I jumped ship. My family will want to see me, and I could make some good contacts through them.”

				“We’ll have to have a proper send off for ye,” McQuarrie said. “Maybe Rufus will have recovered from his hangover by then.”

				“Let’s hope so,” the captain said.

				


				* * *

				


				“How’d you do it?” Sky asked Aubrey as they joined the small mob clustered around the fresh pastries Cory had set out for the crew. The ship was in-bound to Sierra and Cory liked to put out special treats after jump.

				“Do what?” the skunk asked.

				“Get the grown-ups to take you seriously,” the young otter said, reaching in to snag a still-warm turnover from the tray of rapidly disappearing treats.

				Aubrey thought about it. Sky snagged another turnover and put it on the skunk’s empty plate.

			

			
				“The big turning point for me was when J.T. encouraged me to apply for the job of security chief after Shirogiin was killed in the pirate attack,” Aubrey said, taking a bite of his turnover as Sky led the way to an empty table.

				 “I doubt any convenient pirates are going to show up and let me prove my worth. I just have this stupid all-or-nothing test.”

				Aubrey blanched. “Please don’t even suggest that, Sky. Not even in jest— you and I know we’ve both been lucky more than once.”

				Sky frowned. “I didn’t mean to— ah, what’s the use? I can never get anything right.”

				Aubrey put his hand on the otter’s arm to keep him from storming off. “I can tell you right now, that a reaction like that will not earn you any points with the adults.”

				Sky blew out his breath and sat back down. “I know. I just get so mad sometimes.” He paused. “I’m worried about this test that the Chief is giving me. If I pass I’ll qualify as a junior engineer. They want me to take it tomorrow after we’re docked and dark at Sierra. I’ve been studying like crazy and I want to impress them, you know?”

				“I know,” the skunk said. “But I suspect they are putty in your hands compared to Shirogiin. I miss him, but he was very intimidating as a boss.”

				“I always thought he was mean. He scared me,” Sky said.

				“Not mean,” Aubrey said. “Just very disciplined, very private, and very difficult to please.”

				Sky moped. “So is my uncle.”

				“But your uncle loves you. We can all see it in the way he watches out for you.”

				“I want him to respect me and not treat me like I’m still eight years old.”

				“That only comes with time,” Aubrey said. “Time and practice at being responsible and worthy of respect.” The skunk eyed his own suddenly empty plate. “Now are you going to eat your turnover or not?”

				


				* * *

				


				Jerusha had gotten Zachary down for his nap and had started to read her book before unexpectedly making real headway in a nap of her own. Her comm buzzed, waking her. Wiping nap-drool from the corner of her mouth, she keyed the comm on.

				Chester’s ever-cheerful visage shone from the screen. Jerusha slipped quietly into the hall to take the call.

				“Is now a good time?” Chester asked.

			

			
				“A good time for what?” Jerusha said.

				“Setting up a date. I’m on the early shore leave rotation for once and will be going off duty in about five hours. I desperately need to go shopping.”

				Jerusha smiled at the tiny image projected from her comm. “I’d love to go with you, but I’d need to find someone to watch Zachary.”

				“Bring him along,” Chester said breezily. “I’ve hardly gotten to see him since you came aboard.” “I don’t know if he’s up for your level of shopping,” Jerusha said.

				“I’m good with that,” Chester said. “We can always bring him back to the ship if he gets tired.”

				“I’m willing to give it a try if you are. Goodness knows, Zachary could use a break from the ship.”

				


				* * *

				


				Jerusha and Chester returned to the ship hours later, Chester taking a turn carrying a sleepy and sticky Zachary and Jerusha carrying the surprising number of bags that Chester had managed to fill in his limited shopping time.

				The Tai-Pan was quiet. Crew were out on shore leave, or catching up on work that was easier to do while the ship was in dock. A reduced bridge crew watched over the ship, adding to the ship’s sense of being at rest.

				Tomorrow, station-time, would be busy with cargo coming and going. Captain Marko Rasputin and Cargo Master Neko Myata would be meeting and greeting contacts, trying to get the best loads for the Tai-Pan.

				It felt odd to Jerusha to be outside of that cycle. The weeks of steady work keeping the ship running and on course that flowed into the controlled chaos that was arrival at a station. Then a flurry of inspections of the ship and cargos as freight was off-loaded and loaded. If the crew were lucky, some shore leave would be wedged in between the business of the ship. Finally, the checklists and countdown to departure before settling into several weeks of ship-board routine again.

				She watched as Chester gently lay her son in the bed and thought about the few good friends she had back on the Chinook. That crew had taken her on when Zachary was a newborn and she was haunted by her brother’s bizarre suicide. Even though the crew of the Chinook was made up primarily of humans, they had treated her well and given Zachary a place to grow while giving her time to let her ghosts fade into sad memories.

				Even so, she had never felt as fully at home as she did with Chester and Aubrey and the rest of the Tai-Pan’s crew.

				* * *

			

			
				


				Corky bounced around the gym like an anxious ping-pong ball in free-fall. Jerusha watched the ocelot obviously trying to work out some nervous tension on the various gym equipment, as if finding the right exercise would calm his nerves.

				Over by the climbing wall, Aubrey was helping Zachary with the harness that would let him climb safely as high as he wanted. Jerusha was enjoying the time with Aubrey. They had always had an easy connection even when they were both scraggly waifs. Maybe because they had both been scraggly waifs. The Tai-Pan had been a refuge back then; now, in Aubrey’s company it felt comfortable and homey. She was pleased that years of separation had melted away in that first hug back on Bifrost. 

				Jerusha was going to miss him when she returned to the Chinook, but she couldn’t take an indefinite vacation from her life. And even if she had wanted to apply, there were no computer tech slots open on the Tai-Pan. 

				It had taken her three years to save the money to afford a leave of absence long enough to get across known space to visit her family on Ark. Given how things had turned out, she might as well not have bothered.

				“I couldn’t have known that,” she muttered.

				“What?” Aubrey said. 

				“Just talking to myself,” Jerusha said. “Zachary, you be careful.”

				“Mo-oooom,” her five-year-old groaned. “You always say that.”

				“That’s because it’s code for ‘I love you,’” Jerusha said, smiling up at him.

				Zachary’s answer to that was to climb higher. Jerusha trusted in Aubrey and the climbing harness, but couldn’t quite bring herself to watch.

				Corky was still unable to settle into a workout. He moved from weights to machines and back again, as if nothing was quite right.

				Jerusha decided to try out her maternal advice on a potentially more willing target than her son.

				“How are you doing?” she asked the ocelot as he dried the handles of a weight machine.

				“Stressed,” Corky said. “The social service people are coming later today to confirm my identity and check out the ship. They accepted my application for custody and the next step is for them to confirm my genetic relationship and check out her new ‘living situation.’”

				“Every jurisdiction is different,” Jerusha said.

				“I just want it to be over with,” Corky said. “I haven’t been this nervous since before I got out of prison.”

				“Do they know about that?” Jerusha asked.

			

			
				“I was up front with them about my background,” Corky said. “The captain provided a letter of reference and I still have my discharge documents from the prison showing that I completed all of my requirements.”

				“I hope it all goes well,” Jerusha said.

				“I’m just glad the captain has offered to come to the meeting.” He thought for a bit. “If Amanda comes home with me, could I introduce her to Zachary? It might make it easier on her if she has someone her own age who is familiar with the ship. I’d ask Sky, but he’s taking his test today plus he’s getting a little prickly about being grouped with the kids.”

				“I understand that,” Jerusha said. “Of course Zachary and Amanda can play together. Though we are scheduled to meet back up with the Chinook at Beltine— our next jump.”

				“Any little bit will help, I’m sure,” Corky said. “I’d better go take a shower and make sure I have everything ready for the visit.”

				“Good luck,” Jerusha said as the ocelot left the gym. She returned to the climbing wall where Aubrey was coaxing Zachary down one hand hold at a time. She still couldn’t quite bear to watch.

				


				* * *

				


				Jerusha and Aubrey made their way down the hall to the commons with Zachary using their arms as an impromptu swing set. They were in search of a snack for Zachary and found Cory hard at work in the ship’s small galley.

				“It’s a little early for the main meal, isn’t it?” Aubrey asked the wolf.

				“I just heard from McQuarrie that Sky passed his exams and the engineers want to throw him a party,” Cory said. “So I’m putting together some treats. I’m so glad I already did the grocery order this stop. We were low on everything.”

				“Can we help?” Jerusha asked.

				“I think the guys are on their way to do a bit of decorating,” the wolf answered. “But if you want to get a head start you could wipe down all of the tables for me. No matter how often we clean in here, something winds up being sticky.”

				“Zachary and I can work on that,” Jerusha said. “We are experts in sticky.”

				“Hungry,” Zachary said.

				“I have just the thing for that,” Cory said, pausing in her preparations. A few minutes later Zachary was happily eating a sandwich with the crusts cut off while his mother wiped down the variously-sized tables that accommodated the mixed-species crew.

			

			
				Soon a ship-wide announcement went out over the comms, and off-duty crew came trickling in to see what the fuss was about. The engineers (minus J.T. who had been deputized to keep Sky from showing up in the middle of the preparations) bustled about. Rufus put music on the comm system, McQuarrie set up a drinks table, and Citron coaxed the rest of them to decorate the room in a style that was heavy on flashing lights. Two of the security bots held up a hastily programmed board with “Congratulations, Sky” scrolling across it in multi-colored letters.

				Jerusha sat with Zachary and watched as the room filled with crew members ready to enjoy the party and eat Cory’s treats.

				Finally, J.T. arrived with Sky in tow. Jerusha was close enough to the door to hear Sky complaining to J.T. that he should have answered a particular question differently on the test before they entered the room and the young otter was surrounded by well-wishers. Sky looked a little startled but J.T. patted him on the back reassuringly. Sky’s uncle sidled up to him to hug him tight and shake his hand. Everyone cheered and the party was on.

				


				* * *

				


				“If it were my ship,” J.T. said expansively, “I would hire Sky to fill the open engineering position and I would hire Jerusha on as a child-care consultant and back-up computer tech.” She put her large arms around the two people she had named. “That would solve all of our problems.”

				“Not quite,” Rasputin said from behind them. “I’d still lose one of the best and most reliable engineers I’ve ever had.” He smiled at J.T. “Sorry I’m late joining the party, but I had some credentials to file with the spacer guild.” The panda reached out to shake Sky’s hand. “Congratulations, Sky.”

				“Thank you, Captain.”

				“Citron, you’ve raised a fine young man,” the panda said to the older otter.

				“I had some help,” Citron said, a grin lighting his furry muzzle.

				“Indeed you did. My entire engineering department, for a start,” Rasputin said. “So, Sky, what do you think? Could you stand to work for me as a full time engineer? Or are you planning to strike out on your own like J.T.?”

				Sky stared at the captain open-mouthed. 

				His uncle nudged him. “About the only difference would be the pay, kiddo. You’ve already been doing the job in everything but name.”

				“You wouldn’t mind me being your co-worker?” Sky asked his uncle. 

			

			
				“Heck no! What do you think I’ve been training you for all these years? Besides, I expect you to support me in my old age, so best get started now, I’m thinking.” Citron could not stop smiling at his nephew.

				The smile was contagious. Sky beamed at his uncle and then tried to put on a more adult face as he turned to the captain. “I accept, sir.”

				“Welcome then, Sky Morgan, one of the youngest engineers in the history of the Tai-Pan!” Captain Rasputin said. “Now someone bring me a beer so I can talk terms with Jerusha here.”

				Citron nudged Sky again. 

				Sky startled and caught the hint. “Aye, Captain!” the newly minted junior-most engineer scampered away full speed.

				“Enjoy it while it lasts,” Citron said.

				“I intend to,” Rasputin said. “Jerusha, what J.T. said has a lot of merit. Frith has been hinting at wanting to take another sabbatical and since his last one was ten years ago I can’t blame him. That, combined with Corky bringing his daughter on board, means we could certainly use someone on board with recent child-rearing experience.”

				“You all did fine by Sky,” Jerusha said, surprised.

				“Yes, but he was older when he and his uncle joined the ship, so it was easier. Amanda will need near constant care— as does your boy. I know you have a good situation on the Chinook, but I’d be willing to make it worth your while.”

				Jerusha looked across the room where Chester and Aubrey were filling their plates with Cory’s wonderful food, Zachary standing between them getting goodies from both the skunk and the ringtail. “I think I have all the incentive I need here in this room, sir,” she said quietly.

				“I wondered if that might not be the case,” the panda said contently. “So, do we have a deal?”

				“I would love to re-join the Tai-Pan,” Jerusha said. “I hadn’t realized how much I missed you all.”

				“Very well, I’ll leave you to contact the captain of the Chinook. Hopefully she won’t be too angry at my stealing you away. I’ll put your contract together in the morning.”

				“Thank you, sir,” Jerusha said. “If you don’t mind, I’ll go tell Zachary that we are staying.”

				“Of course,” the panda said, waving a paw generously. “This is a party and the more we have to celebrate, the better.” 

				Jerusha hurried over to her son and his minders. She knelt down to be at Zachary’s level. “The captain asked us to stay on the Tai-Pan,” she said excitedly.

			

			
				The boy smiled and kept hold of Aubrey’s hand. “I like it here,” he said. Tears filled Jerusha’s eyes. She looked up at Aubrey and Chester. Aubrey’s eyes were similarly flooded.

				“We are going to have such fun!” the ringtail said, blinking his large eyes rapidly, trying to maintain a light tone over the roughness that suddenly deepened his voice.

				There was a stir at the door to the commons.

				Corky walked in carrying a young ocelot. Jerusha waved him over to join the four of them. 

				“So do you get to keep her?” Aubrey asked his assistant. 

				“Yes, I passed with flying colors according to the lady at the agency,” the ocelot said proudly. “This is Amanda, my daughter.”

				The girl looked at Jerusha with tear-stained eyes and started softly sobbing.

				“Oh, honey,” Chester said, distressed by the girl’s sobs. “It will be all right, really. We’re nice people.”

				“You can stay with me if you’re scared,” Zachary volunteered, surprising his mother. Jerusha picked him up so he would be at the same level as Amanda.

				The girl slowly stopped crying and hiccuped.

				“Let’s get you some water and put you to bed,” Corky said. “Tomorrow we can show you around your new home.”

				“Our new home,” Zachary added firmly.

				Aubrey smiled at that, as he and Chester helped Jerusha and Corky ease their children out of the press of the party and into the quiet corridors that made up the heart of the Tai-Pan.

				


				


				The End
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				Immolation

				by Michael H. Payne

				


				Michael H. Payne’s stories of Cluny, the sorceress squirrel and Crocker, her human familiar at the Huxley College of Wizardry began with “Familiars” in the annual anthology of heroic fantasy Sword and Sorceress XIX, edited by Marion Zimmer Bradley (DAW Books, January 2002).  MZB died (in 1999, actually; she worked considerably ahead), and the anthology series has been rechristened Marion Zimmer Bradley’s Sword and Sorceress and continued under the editorship of Elisabeth Waters.  “Familiars” won the 2002 Ursa Major Award in the Short Fiction category, but Cluny’s and Crocker’s adventures then skipped several years before continuing in “Squirrel Errant” in S&S XXIII (2008); “Three on a Match” in S&S XXIV (2009); “Matriculation” in S&S XXV (2010), “The Raw and the Cooked” in S&S XXVI (2011); “Airs Above the Ground” in S&S XXVII (2012), and “Where There’s Smoke” in S&S XXVIII (2013).

				


				Cluny’s and Crocker’s relationship is best summed up at the conclusion of their first story:  

				


				  “Shut up, Crocker.”  Cluny covered his mouth with a paw and looked across at Master Gollantz.  “So, in effect, sir, I’ll be taking the wizard classes while Crocker here learns to be a familiar.”

				“Nonsense.”  Master Gollantz scowled.  “The record will show that this is Novice Crocker’s punishment.  And if I hear even a whisper on this campus about animal wizards and human familiars, you two’ll be cleaning bathrooms till graduation:  I’ll be your advisor from now on, by the way.”  He stroked his beard.  “I find myself becoming interested in you.”

				


				Up to now, Cluny’s and Crocker’s adventures have been chronologically straightforward, from their entry into Huxley College to learn wizardry (and how to become a familiar), through college a quarter at a time.  “Immolation”, written for What Happens Next, is a flashback sequel to that first story.  “Familiars” left Cluny and Crocker facing a royally furious Ranee (Queen) of the Ifriti (fire demons), demanding that they perform a task of her choosing.  “Immolation”, set in the ifrits’ Realm of Fire, shows what that task is.  It also introduces the firedrake Shtasith, who reappears in “Squirrel Errant” and subsequent stories.                       .                       


				



			








			
				


				


				Immolation

				by Michael H. Payne

				


				Her Majesty’s voice, normally a glorious blast of sound and fury, barely crackled now, softer than the last lick of a wildfire through a forest’s final tree. “My traitorous cousin still lives, firedrake.”

				Shtasith couldn’t bring himself to look up from the blue flames guttering between the obsidian flagstones of the Ifriti Ranee’s private audience chamber, and the thought that he should be the cause of her Majesty’s distress made all four of his knees fold, his wings clamping tight to his slender body. “I beg you, my Queen.” He stretched his snaky neck along the floor toward her. “Kill me now, for I no longer deserve to be called your servant.”

				“Oh, my Immolator.” Shadows shifted around him, her arm reaching down in a perfect flex of yellow, red, and orange flame. One onyx fingernail nearly as large as his whole head crooked under Shtasith’s chin and raised his gaze to meet the ravishing inferno of her face. “Had I but the time, I would destroy you in a conflagration the Fire Realms would ever recall as legendary.”

				Watching her settle into her seat made Shtasith’s inner ember flare. Her beauty dwarfing that of an erupting volcano, her lounging robe a shinier black than even the rest of the room’s decor, her hair flowing over her broad shoulders like the finest of basaltic lavas, she inspired the same awe in him that he’d felt almost two decades ago when he’d crawled from his eggshell into her waiting palm. That she would consider him worthy to die in the exquisite embrace of her power--

				“But no.” She blew out a sirocco of a breath, one hand curled below her chin and her half-lidded eyes burning their unquenchable fire at the side wall of her sanctum. “This current disruption must take precedence. Once I have dealt with that and the Realms are safe, I can then kill you and give Cousin Hypabyssal my undivided attention.”

				“You cannot, my Queen!” Spreading his wings, Shtasith leaped straight up the eight feet necessary to hover before her. “His Lordship has so enflamed the people, they are as the driest tinder! He but awaits your first overt move against him to strike the spark and begin his attempt to usurp your throne!”

			

			
				With fluid grace, her Majesty gently stroked a finger down Shtasith’s back. The shock of her touch froze him like pumice, but she caught him before he could fall and drew him close. “Which is why,” she whispered, her molten lips mere inches from his face, “I will kill you first, dearest one. I would spare you the sight of my flame being stamped out in the cold stone streets of my own city by those filthy and ungrateful cretins to whom I have devoted my every waking hour the past six centuries.”

				Those perfect lips curled downward, and she surged upward, her magma blazing, its blinding radiance whirling him into the overheated air. “Ours is but a temporary stay of execution, my Immolator!” she announced. “For upon my return, we shall both be engulfed by our violent and destructive destinies!” Wings flailing, Shtasith managed to stop his tumbling flight, but by then the room had fallen dark and silent, her Majesty gone.

				“No!” he shrieked, unable to stop himself from fluttering back and forth like some deranged moon moth. There had to be a way he could save her Majesty and defeat Lord Hypabyssal! Just because his every stratagem so far had met with colossal and resounding failure didn’t mean he should give up! Yes, his Lordship was incredibly paranoid, canny, and experienced in the cutthroat world of the Fire Realms’ politics, but Shtasith was her Majesty’s private Immolator! All he needed was another option, a new way to approach the problem that he could use to his advantage, something like--

				Like whatever crisis was occupying her Majesty’s attention at the moment. A bubble of hope began puffing up inside him, and he dove for the third pool of magma to the left of her Majesty’s seat, his private entrance into her chambers. This called for a bit of investigation...

				


				* * *

				


				“Are you crazy??” Crocker yelled.

				Perched on his shoulder, Cluny wanted to agree, but still, she slapped a paw across Crocker’s lips before he could blurt out anything else.

				The early morning sunlight streamed through the windows above the bookcases lining the walls of Master Gollantz’s study, and the Magister Magistrorum of Huxley College himself, seated in the elaborately carved chair on the other side of his desk, arched a brambly eyebrow, his fingers steepled in front of him. “Do I look crazy, novices? Or was I somehow not explicit enough last night when I informed you of the actual punishment you would incur for yesterday’s misdeeds?”

			

			
				“It’s not that, sir.” Fur prickled on the back of Cluny’s neck. “I think what Crocker meant to say is that this seems a little...” She searched for the word. “Unorthodox.”

				The way Master Gollantz’s beard twitched, Cluny almost thought he was trying not to smile. “An interesting adjective, coming as it does from a familiar-in-training who has already demonstrated an ability to manipulate mana at what can only be called a sorcerous level. Couple that with a novice wizard who seems perfectly attuned to act as your familiar? ‘Unorthodox’ does not even begin to describe the situation.”

				The magister spoke calmly enough, but the intensity behind his words as he leaned forward made Cluny swallow. “Should the truth ever get out that an animal can control numenistic forces in ways that few humans can achieve--and not just an animal but a squirrel whose maternal grandmother was by any and all measures utterly non-sapient--it would rend the very fabric of our society to an extent that I myself can only begin to imagine. The two of you present me, therefore, with quite an intriguing dilemma.”

				Crocker gave a little gasp, his eyes wide and staring at Master Gollantz, his pudgy face even paler than usual. “You’re going to kill us, aren’t you?” Cluny moved to cover his mouth with her paw again, but he put up a hand to block her. “That’s why you’re sending us back to that place with all the lava.” His voice shook, his scent sour with fear against Cluny’s whiskers. “’Cause if the Queen Ifrit eats us both, it’ll save you a whole lotta trouble!”

				And as much as Cluny wanted to leap in and reassure Crocker, she couldn’t quite get the words to squeeze out through the clench in her throat, a clench that got even tighter as Master Gollantz’s eyes narrowed. “Firstly,” the magister said, “’that place with all the lava’ is formally known as the Realms of Fire. And secondly, one must never refer to the leader of the ifriti as a queen in her hearing; the proper term is ‘Ranee.’ These are important matters of protocol, and I will have you learn them.”

				“Learn?” A little bubble of hope tickled Cluny’s chest. “Then...you still consider us to be students here?”

				“Very much so,” his face looked as hard as a rock. “You are a puzzle, the two of you, and I have arrived at my current position in life by solving puzzles, not by ignoring them or destroying them.” His hand moved with a flash, his index finger stabbing the desk’s blotter pad. “You will not mention these matters outside this room unless the two of you are unmistakably alone, and we will journey toward understanding together. Am I clear?”

			

			
				Cluny nodded, and the spiky flow of magic between her and Crocker smoothed a little. “Then we don’t hafta go back to the Realms of Fire?” he asked.

				“Of course you do.” The smile that moved through Master Gollantz’s beard this time was wide enough to be plainly visible. “For now that the Ranee has accepted my offer, you will perform one task of her choosing. And I shall be there as well should you find you require assistance.”

				


				* * *

				


				“Water!” The salamander across from Shtasith swigged down his drink and belched a blue alcohol flame. “Magical water!”

				The little gas jet of an imp hovering above the granite tabletop extruded a fiery finger and shook it. “It’s global moistening, I tell you. Check the science! The big fusion conglomerates have bought off her Majesty so they can pump all the hydrogen and oxygen into the atmosphere that they want! And you know what that stuff turns into, right?”

				More flames shimmered from the salamander’s eyes, glaring at the imp. “You’re an idiot! Her Majesty’s sold us out to the damned axolotls of the Aqueous Realms; that’s what’s happening! Lord Hypabyssal says he’s gonna bring formal charges to the Judiciary, like, any day now!”

				Shtasith stirred his cup of coal tar. He’d heard both these theories already while poking around the streets and alleyways of Darbijwe. The most common rumor, though-- “My understanding was that her Majesty was attempting to punish a mortal sorcerer for summoning her to the Material Realm.” The story went on to say that she’d left the sorcerer unattended at her estate outside the city, and that he’d then escaped, leaving behind a lake of unstoppable water expanding across the whole of the Phlogistal Plain, fires going out everywhere and the lava seizing up into dead, gray stone.

				“Whatever.” The salamander belched again. “She screwed up is the thing, and she’ll keep screwing up till we all get our act together and put Lord Hypabyssal on the--” He shifted his gaze around, his thick neck flexing. “But hey, y’know, thanks for the drink, buddy.” He slashed a claw through the imp’s shimmering body. “We better get back to work.”

				The imp rose from the ashes of the cedar wood it had consumed and drifted after the salamander toward the door of the cheap bar Shtasith had settled into for lunch. “I’m telling you, drake,” the imp’s wavery voice called back. “Hydrogen and oxygen! Look it up!”

				Watching them go, Shtasith shivered in the dry heat. Stone had its place, of course--cities like Darbijwe couldn’t exist without it. But the fertile lava beds of the Phlogistal Plane supported the fireapple orchards and bombardier beetle ranches that kept the Realm’s various peoples fed. Should this magical water keep spreading, Shtasith could only foresee chaos of the sort that her Majesty had put an end to when she’d clawed her way to power and forced the ifriti and the dragons to stop killing and eating each other all those centuries ago.

			

			
				Magical water. The words started the tiniest twinge of an idea tickling along Shtasith’s neck ridges, but it was an idea so stupid and desperate and risky, he tried to dismiss it, tried to come up with something else--anything else.

				Which was the problem, of course. There simply wasn’t anything else.

				Resigning himself, then, he lay sprawled on the bench beside the little table and nursed both his cup of coal tar and the idea all afternoon, but neither got any better. If he failed in one way, whatever remained of her Majesty’s forces would swarm after him to seek his death, and if he failed in another way, all those loyal to Lord Hypabyssal would join the Royal Guard in howling for his blood. If, however, by some miraculous chance he actually succeeded, well, the best scenario he could construct for that would involve him never being able to leave the safety of her Majesty’s palace again. In the worst success scenario--

				Not that it mattered in the slightest. He had no alternative if he was to save her Majesty. Swigging down the tar, sludgy and grotesque by this time but possibly destined to be his final meal, he stretched his wings and sailed from the bar into the muggy streets of Darbijwe. Zigzagging between the lumpy apartment buildings of the city’s east side brought him at last to the Ignicular Gate, the hard stone giving way immediately to the gently rolling magma flows of the Phlogistal. Orchards of fireapple trees shone in the distance, but the haze floating beyond them over the heart of the Plain, he was sure, was steam rather than the usual smoke.

				Traffic below and around him seemed quite heavy, drakes and dragons winging in the same direction Shtasith was headed, ifriti guiding carts drawn by giant beetles between the farms that covered the undulating plain. Soon, he spotted a dark mass gathered in a glowing field ahead, figures whirling through the sky above it, and as he got closer, he could hear hundreds--perhaps even thousands--of muttering voices, a massive crowd of local residents milling around. Why they’d stopped here he couldn’t tell at first, but glints of reflected light told him that about a quarter of those assembled below were wearing diamond armor, something only allowed to soldiers in her Majesty’s Guard.

				“Citizens!” came a shout from above the rustling rumble, and Shtasith recognized the phoenix swooping back and forth at the far end of the mob as Captain Coronal, her vest catching the glow of the magma field and shining it back almost too brightly to look at. “I ask you to disperse! This is now a restricted area, and for your own safety, you must--”

			

			
				“Why?” someone asked in a tone so pompous, Shtasith would’ve recognized it even if it hadn’t come from a gaudy, canopy-covered platform held aloft by the most shapeless and primitive fire elementals he’d ever seen. “Pray, tell me it isn’t that my dear cousin has somehow lost control of a situation?”

				Wheeling to his right, Shtasith settled onto the spongy lava among the other folk packing the space before the giant palanquin. And there, reclining beneath the awning atop stacks of finely woven asbestos cushions, lay Lord Hypabyssal, his black swallow-tailed coat made from obsidian every bit as fine as her Majesty’s wardrobe though his Lordship was taller and more slender than her Majesty, his gaze decidedly shiftier and more rapacious.

				“The very glimmer of the thought,” he was going on, “that Cousin may have done something even more exceptionally bone-headed than usual gives me quite a case of the vapors!” His Lordship puffed his glowing orange cheeks out, and then wafted a large smoke ring from his mouth, the crowd around Shtasith going wild.

				“Please, your Lordship.” Captain Coronal waved a wing at the magma, and it flowed up into a fluted perch for her to land on. “Politics aside, this is too near the source of the disturbance for any sort of gathering. I would ask you to aim your influence toward guiding this assembly toward higher ground where you may then harangue them to your inner ember’s content.”

				“Ah, Captain.” His Lordship shook his head. “Were you the leader of my guard, I would spare no expense to outfit you as befits a creature of your beauty, grace, and talent.”

				She bowed. “Should you somehow survive long enough to succeed her Majesty, sir, I will then have no choice but to serve you. Until that time, however,--”

				“Yes, yes.” He waved a hand, spots of liquid fire spattering across his cushions, and raised his voice. “Let us away, then, my constituents! As the good captain implies, I have a great deal more I wish to say on this subject!” Deep purple magic bristled from his Lordship’s eyes, and the blobby elementals shivered, raised the palanquin, and began shambling back toward Darbijwe. “And you would all do well to pay me heed! For when I become rajah, my every word reaching back to the very day of my birth shall become law, any infraction of which will be punishable in whatever way I see fit!”

				For some reason, cheers rose up at this statement, and looking around, Shtasith saw a few dozen of his Lordship’s Cyclopean guards scattered through the crowd, their swords or bludgeons encouraging the response. Watching the entire mass of citizens trailing after his Lordship’s platform, Shtasith sat while the field emptied, sick to his stomach at the thought of trying to follow through on his plan. How could he possibly have so much as a snowball’s chance in--?

			

			
				“Well, well, well.” Hot air wafted down around him, and Shtasith looked up to see Captain Coronal hovering overhead, her perch melting back into the lava from which she’d summoned it. “I certainly didn’t expect to see you in one piece, Immolator.”

				He blew out a gust of steam. “Neither, in truth, did I, but this current threat to home and hearth apparently takes precedence over me becoming multiple grease spots.” He nodded toward the center of the Plain. “Is Herself out at the scene?”

				“She is.” The captain cocked her head. “I’d be happy to disembowel you here and now if you’d like. I’ll tell her Majesty you were threatening her cousin and had to be stopped before you did him harm.”

				Shtasith couldn’t help laughing at that. “As much as I appreciate the offer, captain, her Majesty has her own such plans for me.” Giving her a bow, he leaped upward and set off after his Lordship.

				


				* * *

				


				The way Cluny’s nose itched as the power built silently in the air of Master Gollantz’s study. She wanted to sneeze, but she refused to. A sneeze would make her close her eyes, and she didn’t want to miss a single bit of what Master Gollantz was doing to construct the spell that would bear the three of them to the Fire Realms. Of course, she was missing most of it, she knew, but she could almost feel the subtle waves he was sending through the aethersphere, could nearly sense the exquisite aromas wafting on the breezes that flowed between the levels of reality.

				It was all she could do to keep from jumping up and down. That she, a mere first semester frosh, should be allowed to stand so close and experience the beauty of a true master at work took her breath away, and leaning forward from Crocker’s shoulder to spread her whiskers into the glorious vibrations, she didn’t notice that she’d lost her balance till she was slipping from her perch. She barely had time to squeak, though, before Crocker’s hands were catching her in their steady warmth and lifting her back into place with a whispered, “Careful.” Nodding, she dug a paw into the curly dark hair above his ear and let the flow of Master Gollantz’s mana wash over her again. It made her shiver, and she swore the same oath that she’d made while watching the stars from the treetops of her parents’ nut farm: nothing would stop her from learning to do this sort of magic herself. Nothing.
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				The spell froze suddenly mere inches from completion, and Cluny gasped, the deep rhythm of so much power so casually suspended shaking her like an elm buffeted by storm winds. A chuckle reached her ears. “Am I mistaken, Novice Crocker, or does your familiar have a question?”

				Crocker’s shoulder shifted. “You’d hafta ask her, sir.”

				She could almost hear Master Gollantz’s frown. “I see. Cluny, you seem very intent on something.”

				It took her a few heartbeats to filter what she was observing through the terms she’d learned after reading all of Crocker’s textbooks the first week of school. “At...at the top of the, uhh...” She raised her arm, wanting to crook a claw at the structure Master Gollantz had been building, but of course the spell wasn’t visible, not the way the desk or the chairs were. She shook her head and lowered her paw. “The third nodal juncture, sir. You’ve got what I perceive as a hook embedded in the cross-planar conjunction. Is that the trigger for the whole spell?”

				There was silence, then the magister’s quiet voice, “Very good.”

				“But...at the top?” She moved her gaze from the invisible flex of power to Master Gollantz, his brow wrinkled in an expression Cluny couldn’t quite figure out: not confusion or anger, but it was sharp and strange enough to make her swallow before going on. “How can that possibly--?”

				“Observe.” The old human reached a hand up like he was plucking an apple from a branch, and a shimmer of magic curled from his fingertips, its tendrils wrapping around the little hook. He then brought his hand down, and the hook descended through the structure of the spell and split the air itself--or no, more than the air. The entire fabric of the Material Realm peeled away as neatly as a banana skin, Master Gollantz’s office folding back to reveal a black marble chamber beyond. The hook hit the floor of the chamber with a thunk that Cluny felt rather than heard, and it stayed there, the only bit of the Material Realm left anywhere around her. “You see?” Master Gollantz asked. “This way, when we need to return,--”

				“Yes!” This time, Cluny couldn’t stop herself from clapping her paws and jumping in place on Crocker’s shoulder. “You just...just zip it back up, and--!”

				“Uhh, guys?” Crocker’s voice wasn’t shaking, and that grabbed Cluny’s attention like nothing else. “I really think we oughtta be bowing right about now.”

				She turned to look at him, but he was facing away from her off to the left, his attention apparently focused on--

			

			
				On the massive pillar of fire that had sprung up from the floor in front of the big black stone chair Cluny now saw at the far end of the room. As she watched, though, the midsection of the pillar narrowed and cinched into a waist. Shoulders broadened and arms separated from the pillar, a fireball of a head spinning into place above them, eyes of a whiter sort of flame opening about where eyes ought to be. Hips rounded into legs, and the lava covering the now quite humanoid figure suddenly crackled into a gray gown, spun with curlicues finer than the finest lace.

				Master Gollantz cleared his throat behind her. “Novice Crocker is quite right.” Stepping forward, he bowed. “Your Majesty, thank you for agreeing to see us on such short notice.”

				“Agreeing??” The Ifriti Ranee’s voice was maybe a little less explosive than Cluny remembered from all the shouting the day before, but it still made her ears fold. “These so-called students of yours, Gollantz, have violated every possible compact between the Material Realm and the Elemental Planes! Were I to take my grievances before any court from one end of reality to the next, I would be universally granted the right to skin them, eat them, excrete them, then reconstitute them and perform the same actions again!”

				Crocker was shaking beneath her now, and Cluny was sure that, if she’d been alone, she would’ve been running for any hiding place that presented itself. Master Gollantz, however, merely nodded, his hands clasped just below the point of his beard. “And yet, your Majesty, I’m fairly certain that you have a better use for these two than that.”

				The Ranee raised an arm and pointed a finger so fiery Cluny could feel the concentrated heat of it striking her from all the way across the room. “This foul water you mortals summoned! It is even now destroying valuable cropland and threatening the lives and livelihoods of my people! You will therefore remove it without delay! Am I understood??”

				“Yes’m,” Crocker muttered, but it came out of him so quietly, Cluny was sure she was the only one who’d heard it.

				So she cleared her throat and forced herself to sit up straighter in Crocker’s shoulder. “We apologize, your Majesty, and will do everything we can to fix the damage we’ve caused.”

				The ifrit just glared, but Master Gollantz clapped his hands, the sound echoing. “Well spoken, young Cluny! What then, will you and Novice Crocker’s first step be?”

				Blinking, Cluny looked at Crocker. He was looking at her. And somehow she knew that she had every bit as clueless an expression on her face as she saw on his.

				


			

			
				* * *

				


				Even beaten to near unconsciousness, Shtasith still felt bones crack when Lord Hypabyssal’s guards slammed him to the flagstones. “Well now, Immolator.” His Lordship’s oily voice trickled over Shtasith like gasoline over an open flame, pain flaring up all through him. “This is a new wrinkle on your little game.”

				Shtasith struggled to his claws, bowed to the ifrit, then collapsed again. “I have found it nearly impossible to get an appointment with your Lordship.”

				“A display of wit?” Lord Hypabyssal’s sigh wafted cold across Shtasith’s back. “My lad must be losing his touch. Best I send you back for another several rounds with him, I think.”

				“As your Lordship pleases,” Shtasith wanted to shrug, but he couldn’t quite get his shoulders to move. “In another few hours, however, the current window will close, and the finest opportunity in centuries to end her Majesty’s vile reign quickly and easily will have slipped beyond reach.”

				For several seconds, no sound came to Shtasith’s throbbing ears except for the bubbling of his Lordship’s personal tar pit. Then-- “Did I hear you correctly, Immolator? Did the only creature I believe my noxious cousin has ever truly trusted just refer to her as ‘vile’?”

				And for all that Shtasith had spent the last seemingly endless hour being tortured by an expert, he knew these next few minutes would be the hardest and most painful of his life. “I will say it again at your Lordship’s command and will further add ‘duplicitous’ and ‘inept’ to the adjectives with which I would now describe her Majesty.”

				Fingers snapped, and Shtasith felt a rough hand wrap around him, haul him from the floor, and thrust him toward something thin and glowing; he blinked, and the fiery face of Lord Hypabyssal swam into focus before him. “You really expect me to believe this, don’t you?” his Lordship asked, every trace of his usual insouciance gone.

				Consoling himself that he was telling the literal truth, Shtasith let himself flop in the grip of whatever minion had hold of him. “I’m dead already, your Lordship, by her Majesty’s decree due to my utter failure to kill you, and she has promised to carry out my sentence once she has dealt with the current emergency. My only hope of survival, therefore, lies in eliminating her before she eliminates this water problem.” With difficulty, he got his eyes to focus once more on his Lordship. “I cannot do this without your assistance, and--” Again, he almost abandoned his plan and his life rather than say the words, but... “And I pledge you my allegiance, my Lord, if such a pledge has any value to you at all.”

			

			
				Silence stretched around him again, and Shtasith concentrated on getting his bones to knit more quickly. Such niceties wouldn’t matter if his Lordship decided to kill him, of course, but on the outside chance that he might not...

				“Interesting,” and in that one word, soft and scuttling as a scarab from his Lordship’s mouth, Shtasith felt his destiny sealed. “Tell me what you know of this water problem, my Immolator.”

				Another swish of motion, but this time Shtasith ended up settled gently on a soft but firm surface, something into which he could partially sink to prop up his healing body. Taking a breath, he began: “The water has its source in the Material Realms where her Majesty has many contacts. I surmise that she will call upon those contacts to bring a mortal sorcerer here. No mortal sorcerer, however, will be able to remove so much magical water without--”

				“What??” Lord Hypabyssal’s voice struck him sharper than he’d ever heard it before. “Why, the simplest child could remove water from the Fire Realms! The two elements are antithetical! They want to get away from each other!”

				Shtasith felt steady enough to raise a claw. “Were this mere water, my Lord would be entirely correct. But it is magical water, and on top of that, it has been summoned here. This mortal sorcerer will first need to untangle its roots from our soil, as it were, by gathering it into one spot that is in our Realm but not of it, a spot that is very near where the water first appeared. Once there, its magic can be properly drained, and only then can the water be removed.”

				Daring a quick glance up at his Lordship, Shtasith watched the ifrit rub his fiery beard. “’In our Realm but not of it’ sounds as if you mean suspending the water in the air above the magma. And near the spot of summoning...” His white-hot eyes blazed hotter. “You’re talking about a huge ball of magical water hovering just above my unfortunate cousin’s estate!”

				“I am.” Shtasith winced as his broken ribs slithered back into place and began repairing themselves. “And once this ball of water has been denuded of magic, if it were to, say, become unstable and drop from the sky--”

				“Directly onto Cousin!” Lord Hypabyssal sat forward in his seat. “A base element so recently emptied of magic would be even more catalytic than usual! Were this water to strike Cousin, it would absorb her magic, her fire, her essence, her...her everything! There’d be nothing left of her but a pillar of basalt, and no kindling in the Realms could reignite her! It... Oh, Immolator! It’s magnificent!” The joy melted from his Lordship’s face like wax from a wick, though, and he aimed a glare at Shtasith. “Why, however, would you need me for this plan? Or more to the point: why would I need you?”

			

			
				Shtasith nodded, again keeping things simple and largely true. “You are, I believe, still very much persona non grata on her Majesty’s estate, so you could not approach near enough the site without my aid. And I, I am nowhere near strong enough to affect such a massive amount of water in any appreciable way.”

				Lord Hypabyssal settled back, his fingertips tapping together and the orange fire of his jaw wavering as if he were actually considering such an insane proposal. It would have been quite heartening to see how desperate the ifrit was to replace her Majesty and how poor he thought his current chances were had Shtasith not already joined his Lordship in committing the most horrendous sort of treason....

				The silence continued while Shtasith focused once more on healing, then his Lordship asked, “What is your exact plan?”

				“We would enter her Majesty’s estate along its western border. A valley there is slowly collapsing, and the shifting magnetic fields of the magma make the area almost impossible to monitor. The path will not be easy, but it will take us to a vantage point overlooking the only possible location where this water can be held while it is drained of its magic: a valley just north of her Majesty’s chalet.”

				His Lordship was nodding. “We remain there concealed until the water is bare and thirsting for magic, then...what? I hurl you at it with sufficient force that you can upset whatever spell is holding it in place? Do you pierce its skin, toppling it or bursting it or the like?”

				“All these things, my Lord.” The holes in Shtasith’s punctured lungs itched as they closed, allowing him to take his first deep breath in some time. “I ask merely for a boost of pure physical power since any expenditure of magical energy on your part would then draw the water to you as iron is drawn to lodestone. This method will allow you a personal hand in her Majesty’s demise while also keeping your role secret, ensuring a smooth transition of power when you step into the gap.”

				Speaking the plan out loud made it sound even more ill-considered than it had when he’d first conceived it, but once again, his Lordship seemed to be thinking it over. Another stretch of silence ensued, at any rate, before Lord Hypabyssal said, “I don’t trust you, you know, Immolator.”

				“Nor should you, my Lord.” Shtasith had decided to be very specific on this next point. “I feel that perhaps I could manage to bring yourself and one other secretly onto her Majesty’s estate, so might I suggest your excellent torturer? That you entrusted my well-being to his care leads me to believe your Lordship holds his skills in some esteem.”

			

			
				The laugh that burbled from Lord Hypabyssal’s thin lips had very little mirth in it. “Twist? Yes, he is strong, obtuse, and follows orders in quite the thoroughly methodical fashion. I find him invaluable, in other words.” Clapping his hands with a spray of fire, Lord Hypabyssal sat forward. “I agree! You and he may indeed assist me in this endeavor, Immolator.”

				Shtasith bowed his head and felt the figurative noose pull tight around his neck. “I am my Lord’s servant.”

				


				* * *

				


				Squatting on Crocker’s shoulder and panting, Cluny tried not to smell his sweat. But even the stink of the steam rising into the yellowish-brown sky from the bubbling lake below the balcony of the Ifriti Ranee’s palace couldn’t mask the sour, nervous odor as Crocker shook his head and muttered, “There wasn’t this much water yesterday...”

				Cluny couldn’t keep her whiskers from bristling. “And whose fault is that?”

				“Hey!” He craned his head around to glare at her. “A big, flaming monster throws me into a lava pit, I panic a little! And that watery healing spell you cast on me for fireball practice just kicked right in! What was I s’pposed to do??”

				“Maybe think a little?” Her power shivered, the lake expanding a bit more beneath them. “That’s the only good thing about you messing up the doubling magic you tried to cast on it! ‘Cause if you’d done it right, this whole place’d be under water by now!”

				A clearing of throat made her ears fold; she’d forgotten that Master Gollantz was standing by the balcony’s doorway. “Fewer recriminations, please, novice and familiar, and more problem solving.”

				“But sir!” Cluny spun, not even trying to stop her claws from digging into the rough weave of Crocker’s robe. “I can’t fix this! I mean, literally can’t! If he’d cast the actual doubling spell, I could unravel it, sure, but whatever he did, it’s not...it doesn’t--!” She stopped, took a breath of the hot, sulfurous air, and tried to stop herself from rambling. But to have failed her first test in front of Master Gollantz himself... “I’m sorry, sir. I’ve tried everything, but I can’t even begin to discern the spell’s parameters.”

				“I see.” Master Gollantz stroked his beard. “What a pity the caster isn’t standing right here with us.”

				Cluny glared at the side of Crocker’s head. “A pity he’s got no more idea than a rock about what he actually did!”

				Crocker coughed something that could’ve been a laugh. “I guess that’s why us familiars aren’t s’pposed to do magic, huh?”

			

			
				Bunching a paw into a fist, Cluny summoned her levitation spell and let it rustle around his boots. “Maybe we should see if dropping you into the lava again might jog your memory!”

				“Hey!”

				Another clearing of Master Gollantz’s throat made Cluny turn her glare to him. But his glare was so much deeper, she felt hers puff away like sand in a windstorm. “There are three points,” he said quietly, “that I feel you should keep in mind, students. First, the Ifriti Ranee is seated in the next room, and anything other than a successful outcome in this matter will displease her in ways that may prove fatal to several of us. Second, in looking over Crocker’s spell myself, I find that I am also stumped as to its structure, so I must hereby admit that I will be completely unable to accomplish this task should the two of you fail. And third--”

				“What??” Crocker yelled, and Cluny had to dig her claws in again to keep from falling off his shoulder when he whirled frantically. “But...but you’re the Magister Magistrorum! How can you say that you can’t--??”

				“My third point.” Master Gollantz leveled a finger at Cluny. “I am not your wizard, familiar, so I cannot compel you in any way.”

				“Compel?” Cluny’s brain sparked at the word, her memory dredging up sections of Crocker’s textbooks that she’d read with extreme distaste back when she’d still thought herself a familiar. “The...the standfast spell, sir?”

				He gave a sharp nod. “I see no alternative, and it’s not as if it’s terribly unusual for familiars to create situations that their wizards must then remedy. That’s why the standfast spell exists: so you can crack open your familiar’s essence like a valise and rummage through it for whatever you need.” Taking a breath, he blew it out. “It’s not pleasant for either party, but the exterior of the spell is very quick no matter how long it may seem when you’re inside it. So, perhaps before the Ranee comes storming out to check on our progress...?”

				Crocker had gone very still, and when Cluny turned her head, he was looking back at her with wide eyes. “What--?” He swallowed so hard, Cluny could hear it. “What’re you gonna do?”

				“Just--” She swallowed as well, reached up, and grabbed his chin. “Just relax a minute.” And concentrating on the magic she always felt eddying between the two of them, she closed her eyes, cast the standfast spell, and let it pull her into the flow.

				The magic whirled and surged around her like a storm-swollen river, and she fought against it, flared her power into a glowing bubble of stability, and heard Crocker cry out like he’d been stabbed. Popping the bubble with a claw plunged her back into the turmoil, but this time she remembered swimming in the creeks that flowed through her parents’ nut farm; rather than fighting it, she darted through it, dove and paddled her way toward a faint light she saw ahead. Bursting quickly from the battering confusion, she dropped crouching onto the bare stone floor of a small unfurnished room, what looked like late afternoon sunlight streaming in from the clear blue sky outside an arched glass doorway to her right.

			

			
				Catching her breath, she heard someone else panting, and looking up she saw Crocker pressed against the wall opposite the door. He was staring with even wider eyes than before, and when Cluny pushed herself into a sitting position, a chill shot through her tail. She could look straight across into his eyes.

				“How--?” His voice shook. “How did you get so...so...so big?”

				“It’s ok.” Which was pretty much a lie, of course. “We’re inside the spell, see? So this--” She scampered the few yards that separated them, sat up once more to meet his gaze, and realized she was actually a couple inches taller than him here. “This represents our relationship on an ethereal level rather than a physical one.”

				The sour metallic tang of fear had drifted into the stink of his sweat. “What...what’re you gonna do to me?”

				She swallowed, the standfast spell showing her exactly what she should do to him more clearly than if he’d had a diagram floating in the air around him. In this virtual world that the spell had constructed, if she plunged her claws into his chest, she would be able to read in his blood everything that he’d seen and done since they’d first met at the beginning of the term. And tearing off the top of his head would let her literally pick his brain, would let her know his every thought and feeling exactly as he’d experienced them.

				And the horrible pain of her doing these things to him: she would feel that when he felt it, too.

				“No!” She jumped away, her stomach turning.

				“What??” Crocker flinched, squeezed himself even flatter against the wall behind him.

				“I...” Cluny thought wildly. There had to be another way, a way to utilize the bond she and Crocker already shared, the power they were always exchanging on one level or other. It was following that flow that had brought her here, after all, and even in this imaginary world, the haphazard combination of their magic sloshed and squished plainly in the space between them. Refining that and focusing it was really what she needed to do: this whole magically tearing him to pieces thing was just part of the awful master/slave paradigm that Crocker’s textbooks slipped into whenever they talked about familiars.

			

			
				And looking at him, standing there all squirrel-sized, an idea struck her. “Crocker! You were telling me yesterday about the pre-frosh mixer where we met! You felt a connection to me or something, you said?”

				“Well, yeah.” He blinked. “I knew the minute I saw you that you were my familiar. Except, I mean, it turns out that I’m your familiar. But the principle’s the same.”

				“You’re right.” Not letting herself think too hard about just how weird this idea was, she shuffled another scurrying step toward him. “I looked up, and something just--” Reaching out a paw, she touched the side of his face. “Instant attraction. Like...like love at first sight.”

				She could feel him warm and trembling. “Cluny?”

				With her other paw, she gently stroked the curly hair above his ear. “’Cause we did make a connection that night. Except you were s’pposed to be the big, commanding wizard and I was s’pposed to be the little, cowering familiar.” She couldn’t stop a grin. “Turns out we got it a little backwards, huh?” And bending down, she slid her forelegs around his head and pulled him into the first kiss she’d ever given anyone.

				It wasn’t at all like the kisses she’d read about in the human romance novels her mom would sometimes haul home from the library and lounge around on top of reading for a whole weekend, and she was already pushing away, her paws on his chest, by the time he unfroze and moved his hands to clutch her shoulders. They stared at each other for another second, then Crocker sputtered, “What did you do that for??”

				Her insides as smooth and cool as a lazy autumn afternoon, Cluny could only shrug. “Might be I wanted to see if I’d like it.” She slipped out from under his hands and settled onto her haunches so they were more-or-less at eye level with each other.

				Crocker’s mouth snapped shut. Folding his arms, he leaned against the wall. “And?”

				Cluny tapped her snout, pretended to think it over, “Might be better if I actually had lips.”

				Silence for an instant, then Crocker snorted and doubled over laughing. Cluny broke, too, unable to hold it in any longer, her giggles turning to guffaws so big, they actually flopped her onto her back. By the time she was able to sit up and suck in a breath without laughing it out again, Crocker was doing the same, propping himself against the wall on the other side of the room and wiping his sleeve across his eyes.

				In that breath, though, Cluny realized something had changed between them, the flow of their magic becoming--

				“Hey!” Crocker said, his head cocking like he’d heard an odd sound in the distance. “I can feel--” He rubbed several fingers over his forehead. “I’ve got this spot glowing right here! And--” He looked up, his gaze meeting Cluny’s. “And it’s you. Or, I mean, it’s, like, the point where your power meets mine. Or...or something.”

			

			
				Cluny nodded. “And I’ve got you all around me now like a blanket.” She reached out a paw and could almost feel the warmth of his magic surrounding her. “I think maybe we’ve found our balance.” She sprang to all fours. “You ready to give this thing a try?”

				“Sure, why not?” Bracing one hand against the wall, he clambered to his feet. “Unless you mean you’re gonna try kissing me again.” He made a show of brushing off the lower half of his face. “A little bristly, if you know what I mean.”

				She puffed her cheeks at him and waggled her ears; he crossed his eyes and stuck out his tongue. And as quickly as that, the world of the spell whooshed away, Cluny blinking from Crocker’s shoulder into his puffy pink face, once again bigger than her whole body.

				Taking a breath, she let go of his chin and turned to Master Gollantz, the magister’s brow wrinkled. “You both seem surprisingly chipper,” he said. “All went well?”

				Crocker gave a little laugh. “I guess. Except the wedding’s off.”

				Cluny had to grab his ear to keep her giggles from knocking her over again, but then she reached out and cut the raggedy strands of power connecting her and Crocker to his botched doubling spell with a single flick of her claws. The lake below them stopped its fitful expanding, and Cluny could feel its parameters perfectly, could see exactly what she’d need to do in order to remove it from the Realms of Fire. “There,” she said. “Now we can let her Majesty know we’re ready.”

				Master Gollantz’s eyes widened just enough for Cluny to notice. “So it would seem.”

				


				* * *

				


				The trek across the western border of her Majesty’s estate wasn’t nearly as arduous as Shtasith had expected, and that bothered him a bit. In the back of his mind, he’d been hoping that Lord Hypabyssal’s very presence would somehow alert her Majesty’s forces and that Captain Coronal and a squadron or two of dragons would come swooping out of the mist-heavy sky to arrest them all for trespassing. That would certainly get this whole matter taken care of more quickly than all the nonsense Shtasith had been spouting as his great master plan.

				But alas, his Lordship and Twist, the whip-thin, blank-faced flex of walking fire that had been Shtasith’s torturer earlier, followed Shtasith quite steadily over and around the shifting masses of magma that made up the collapsing canyon. In less time than he would’ve liked, he was leading them into more stable sections of lava, the flows towering into buttes around them. And from there, a few flaps of his wings took him up the rift that opened onto the little promontory above the wide semi-circular valley just north of her Majesty’s chateau where in happier days he’d often basked away his afternoons.

			

			
				Several semi-permanent bulges in the landscape served to hide this spot from any eyes on the other side of the gorge, he’d discovered long ago, and a good thing, too: from the hubbub of voices now echoing along the lumpy cliff faces around them, he guessed that quite a number of eyes were over there at the moment.

				A shuffling made him turn, and Lord Hypabyssal pulled himself over the lip of the crevice at the base of the outcropping, Twist plodding along behind him. “Quite the invigorating workout, Immolator,” his Lordship announced. “When I am rajah, I shall claim a much larger section of this land as my own and turn it into my private hiking reserve!”

				Shtasith forced himself to crook a claw to his snout in his continuing role as his Lordship’s co-conspirator. “Please, my Lord!” he hissed. “It sounds as if her Majesty and her forces are already gathered opposite us!”

				“Sounds as if?” His Lordship arched a fiery eyebrow. “I require more precision from my operatives than that.”

				Somehow managing not to roll his eyes, Shtasith bowed, dug his claws into the bulging magma, and clambered up till he could arch his neck over the top. And there, floating in the heat rising from the valley floor far below, a massive globe of water pulsed and shimmered, quite easily four times the size he’d expected it to be.

				“Incredible!” His Lordship had climbed into a position to Shtasith’s left, his voice quiet at least. “I’ve never even imagined seeing that much water in one place!” Purple light glimmered from his eyes, Twist flopping down on his Lordship’s other side. “They’ve nearly disenchanted it as well! I’m detecting scarcely a speck of magic!”

				Shtasith nodded, unwilling to believe everything was falling so horribly and neatly into place. “I hope, therefore, that my Lord will find this a suitable angle from which to throw me at it?”

				Lord Hypabyssal gave a nod, his gaze still focused on the water. “I should skim you along the top, I suppose?” He gestured to the crowd gathered across the canyon from them, and Shtasith’s inner ember shuddered to see her Majesty standing tall and beautiful among her guards, Captain Coronal perched beside her, two small, squishy-looking figures at the very edge of the cliff that had to be the mortal sorcerers. “With the force of my arm to guide you, my Immolator, you’ll split the surface of that globe like an eggshell, and all its hungry water will leap in a positive cascade to rain down over Cousin.”

			

			
				“Exactly, my Lord,” and confronted with the sudden reality of going through with this, Shtasith began thinking furiously about vectors and trajectories and--

				“Very well!” Strong, hot fingers gripped him around his middle and ripped him from the magma. “When I become rajah, we will of course have to hold a show trial for this foul crime you’re committing, but I’m likely just to tear your wings off in punishment.” Shtasith felt the air whoosh around him at the cocking of his Lordship’s arm, and then he was hurtling away with exactly as much force as he’d anticipated.

				Flaring his wings, he whirled the instant he left his Lordship’s hand and belched his most gelatinous fire over Twist, the sticky, flaming goo binding to the elemental’s substance. The blast rocketed him backwards across the canyon to the top of the levitating water; cutting off his flame, then, he slashed his claws into the globe’s liquid surface.

				The water exploded, but not in every direction the way it would have in another thirty seconds once its susceptibility to nearby magical influence had faded. Nor did it explode toward the various sources of power present in her Majesty’s party on the opposite side of the canyon. No, in its current state, the water did precisely what Shtasith’s understanding of the laws of thaumaturgy had said it would: latching onto the spike of magical fire lancing into its side, the water swarmed down it like a living creature, every last drop wanting to reabsorb the elemental power of the Fire Realms that the mortal sorcerer had just leached from it. 

				Flipping up and out of the way of any stray splashes, Shtasith caught one last wide-eyed, slack-jawed look from Lord Hypabyssal as the water thundered into Twist and inundated the entire promontory: the blast of steam that caught Shtasith like a caldera’s eruption hurled him away from the scene before he could see anything else.

				


				* * *

				


				Standing on Crocker’s shoulder with the Ifriti Ranee again glaring at them from her throne, Cluny swallowed. “I’m so, so sorry, your Majesty! I don’t know what could’ve made the globe collapse that way!”

				“I do,” the Ranee said quietly, and that made Cluny blink. The ifrit slid her glare toward the phoenix in the diamond vest perched beside the throne. “I want him found, Captain,” she went on just as quietly. “And I want him found now.”

			

			
				The bird’s fiery plumage seemed to flicker, and she bowed before leaping upward and dashing from the room. “Therefore,” the Ranee said, those white-hot eyes flowing back around to the front of her head. “I will announce here before your Magister Magistrorum that I hold neither you, sorceress, nor your familiar in any way responsible for the death of my unfortunate cousin. You performed your task of removing the water from my realm in exemplary fashion despite the... oh, let us call it the collateral damage from the operation.”

				Crocker blew out a breath, and Cluny bowed to the Ranee. “Thank you, your Majesty.”

				“Yes.” She rose, and the glow of her magma was such a dark red it almost looked black. “We’re finished here.” And she sank into the dark stone like someone slipping into a lake.

				Silence followed, then a sigh from behind her. “Twenty-four hours,” Master Gollantz said. “Or closer to eighteen, I suppose it is, since the two of you came to my attention. And in that brief time, you’ve managed to solve a problem that’s vexed the Realms of Fire for nearly five hundred years.” Shaking his head, he stepped over to the invisible hook still sitting on the floor, a hook that Cluny found she could now see more clearly than before. “Once again, I’m driven to revise upward my prognosis for how much trouble you’re going to be causing me.” He glanced back, and this time Cluny couldn’t miss the smile tugging at his beard. “Fortunately, your sort of trouble is my business.”

				He waved his hand over the hook, and it started to shimmer, the structure of its underlying spell humming at Cluny’s whiskers in a way she could almost decode. Shivering with pleasure, she leaned against Crocker’s head. “You ok?” she asked.

				His shoulder moved beneath her as he shrugged. “You think they’ll ever tell us what we really did?”

				She shrugged as well, and then remembered he couldn’t see her. “We’ll figure it out if we have to.” She watched Master Gollantz raise the hook, the interior of his office zipping into place to replace the Ranee’s throne room around them. “Just like everything else.”

				


				* * *

				


				Lying prostrate on the obsidian flagstones, Shtasith once again didn’t dare look up. “I beg you, my Queen--”

				“No!” Fiery fingers clenched around him and wrenched him up to dangle before her. “You’ve lost all right to call me that, foul traitor!”

				Drooping from her fist, Shtasith said nothing.

			

			
				“You betray me by declaring allegiance to my wretched cousin!” Embers sprayed painfully over him from her lips, though none burned as deeply as her words. “Then betray him in return! How could I ever trust you again??”

				“You cannot,” he forced himself to say, and for an instant, as her grip tightening around him he dared to hope she would still somehow deign to consider him worthy of death at her hands.

				But instead, she made a noise like a geyser going off and flicked him from her fingers like so much refuse; Shtasith didn’t even try to arrest his tumbling flight, and when he smacked into the floor, he let himself splay across it in a sideways jumble. “There is nothing between us any longer, firedrake,” her Majesty announced. “Nothing either positive or negative.”

				That last surprised him enough to raise his head, her Majesty looking down at him with a pity he’d never dreamed he would see from her. “That you have saved my life, my realm, and my sovereignty, I cannot deny any more than I can ignore the crimes you committed against me personally to do so. I cannot kill you in either reward or punishment, and that leaves me but one alternative.” 

				Blinking, he watched her raise an arm, two fingers crackling with purple fire. “I shall mark you, firedrake.” The spell blasted out and wrapped around him, the shock of it making his teeth grind. “The next mortal wizard who casts into our realm seeking a familiar or a mystical guardian of any sort, the grip of that wizard’s magic will fall upon you. It will drag you from this place, sever your connections to it, and make of you in truth what you have already become in my inner ember: a subject of mine no more.”

				The spell sizzled away and left him panting. “Now go,” she said. “Flee to the northern wastes, keep yourself hidden till your destiny in the Material Realm overtakes you, and--” The break in her voice was so small, he wasn’t sure if he’d heard it or imagined it. “And pray to all the gods of thaumaturgy that we do not meet again.”

				Without looking up, without bowing, without letting loose the tears he felt boiling in his chest, Shtasith dove into the magma pool and took himself away.

			

			
				



			









			

			
				Pick-up at Hanging Drop

				by Jenner


				


				Jenner began his Australian medical career and his anthro literary/artistic career roughly simultaneously in the early 1980s.  After a short-lived comic-book fanzine, a magazine short-story series, and DownUnderGround, a mining-town newspaper’s comic-strip, while serving in medical outposts around Western Australia, Jenner settled into a steady G.P. practice in Melbourne and began Doc Rat as a Monday-Friday online comic strip on June 26, 2006.  Seven years and eleven semi-annual collections later, published through Jenner’s Platinum Rat Productions, Doc Rat has built up a sizeable number of serious and humorous story-arcs.  In 2013 he has become an editorial cartoonist in a major Australian national medical magazine, Australian Doctor.

				


				The description of Doc Rat from his own website, but before his marriage to Dani, is:  “Dr Benjamin Rat, M.B., B.S. D.R.A.N.Z.C.O.G. F.R.A.C.G.P., a rat.  

				Ben is a thirty-something, Australian general practitioner, battling the odds to run a solo practice in the suburb of Templeton, in the city of Fornor, state of Flora. He set up shop seven years ago, prepared to do what it took to succeed against the long hours, on-call work, endless red tape and high overheads that came with the territory.  Recently, local competition from the nearby medical centre has been becoming tighter and tighter. He is becoming increasingly frazzled. For the moment, though, Ben remains good-natured and conscientious, carrying out a professional job to the best of his ability. He tries to make people better. He also gives money to street buskers and is kind to pets. Ben lives alone.”  

				


				For descriptions of his friends and associates – Gizelle Thompson, his Thompson’s gazelle secretary; Mary Scamper, his elderly rabbit nurse; Phil Krubnuckle, his local gorilla pharmacist; Daniella Hood, rat tae kwon do instructor and longstanding romantic interest (before and after their marriage); the Dryandra numbat family and their addictions (grandmother Lily’s near-fatal smoking; mother Shirl’s getting-that-way smoking; teen Jackson’s video games; young Jarrad’s amateur pirate comic books); Fangripp “Flopsy” Jaegermond, the wolf who chose to stop killing and join the rabbits, and his wife Jasmine; Pat (dog) and Pat (tiger), the “Florists of the Night” duo; Lorna Lappin, the elderly rabbit, and others  – see the online comic strip at: http://www.docrat.com.au/


				



			








			
				


				Doc Rat and company now appear in their first short story, “Pick-Up at Hanging Drop”, a sequel to the comic-strip sequence (in vol. 10 of the comic strip) in which Ben, Phil, and Flopsy go to Hanging Drop Lake for some all-male jazz and fishing.  This time it’s Ben, Phil, and Flopsy’s wolf troubled twelve-year-old nephew Simon (“Snarl”), whom the adults hope can be influenced by some all-male bonding.

				


				For the Aussie-impaired:  a ute is a utility (small) truck.  The Australian $20 bill is red and made of a nontearable plastic instead of paper.  (“They [the government] announced that the new currency notes would be much better than paper; a polymer that you couldn’t tear.  So of course everybody had to try to tear it when they came out.  And you know what?  Yes, you can tear it if you try hard enough.  And a torn currency note becomes worthless.”)  Jenner may be making an in joke here because the red $20 banknote features the Reverend John Flynn (1880-1951), who founded the Royal Flying Doctor Service of Australia.


				



			








			
				


				


				Pick-up at Hanging Drop

				by Jenner

				


				“Twenty dollars.” That got his interest. The Playset went onto pause. No pinging, whizzing noise effects or electronic music. Ben shot a look across to Phil, who extended to the dash and killed the CD. Teeming trills of Fuzzy Gillespie went silent mid-note; suddenly there was no other sound than the droning of the engine and the window-buffet tremor in the open driver’s side, where Phil rested an enormous, hairy right forearm on the sill. 

				Ben’s hearing was more acute. The kid’s was most of all. Traces of sound over the background – chirruping of crickets and kadoodle-warble-song of early morning magpies. Relatively silent, then.

				The kid turned to look up at Ben, his eyes expressions of the challenge: “Aw, bulldust!” 

				“Twenty dollars,” Ben said again, with steadfast positivity to trump a sceptic twelve-year-old. He eased some slack in his seatbelt, lifted his bum off the seat to wedge a hand into the pocket of his jeans and pull out his wallet. Book-shelved the bum back in place, slid his tail out of harm’s way and checked he wasn’t sitting on the wolf cub’s brush.

				“Okay, young sport. The bet’s on.” Ben was showing the colour of his money, and the colour was red. He held up the bill – a bit of corny showmanship, but then he was a doctor. The springy redback note was nearly new, enough to feel the grain and smell the plastic, and not a crease or ripple to be seen.

				“Twenty dollars, Simon, for you… If you can talk with me for three minutes without using the word ‘LIKE’.”

				“D’you mean, like, to keep?”

				Ben put the money away.

				“No, wait!” Simon worked his mouth for a moment, as if an excuse could roll out of it. “That’s not fair, I wasn’t ready.”

				“Okay, try again,” said Ben, and money went back up for grabs. Phil glanced over with a smirk and then concentrated on the road ahead, listening and smiling. “Your three minutes start now. So tell me, Simon, what games do you like to play?”

			

			
				“I like…”

				“You lose.”

				“GRRR!” Simon’s razor fangs leapt out in sudden steely nakedness, the snout a concertina threat of rage. Ben pulled back sharply. Lump in throat time. (Mental note for Doctor Rat: The world is death and danger just a step away in any one direction.)

				Simon’s uncle, Flopsy (a wolf, yes) had a maw that could’ve bitten out his throat. A snarl was a warning, a first and only warning. His pack and all their kind could’ve killed and eaten him, him and Daniella, and two months earlier the pack almost did. 

				It’s an interesting dance, the balance of the healing, the predatory killing and the cure. But back in the consulting room, once, Flopsy had been a figure of distress, fresh from having tragically lost two of his children (Supplemental note: all children lost are tragedies) and nearly lost his sanity, to boot. As his doctor, GP to the family, in fact – Flopsy, his pregnant rabbit wife and their four… three… two baby bunnies – Ben had to know. Had Flopsy fallen back from his adopted rabbit ways into his basic wolfish nature? And ate the little scamps, as meat-eaters do? He’d put it to Flopsy, felt his wrath and with grim resolve had faced him down. And the answer had been no, thank goodness.

				So here we are, the present day, three males crammed into the cab of a clunky, tray-backed ute, winding through the hilly Australian farmland. Slanting golden rays, long blue shadows. Gorilla, wolf, and rat. Reminiscent of the trip two months ago, the wolf in the seat not a sullen, bolshie little cub, but instead a massive, bristle-hulk of manly lupine pride. The air in the car then, Ben recalled, was so thick you could have taken out a bite and chewed on it. Ben had said something wrong to his wife (Diagnosis: Women. Who knows? Prescription: Fishing trip with the boys) and Flopsy had money worries (He’d gone to the fox who’s eating your children, warn him off, break his legs, and then apologize to the tune of ten grand that wasn’t yours to give.).

				They were visually alike, Flopsy and Simon. A family resemblance in young… 

				“Snarl!”

				“What?”

				“Snarl. Don’t call me… that name. From now on, you’ve got to call me, like, Snarl.”

				Three seconds. “Simon Albert… Sn… Al… Clever.” He nodded appreciatively. “But shouldn’t it be Snail?”

			

			
				“SNARL! Say it properly or I, like, won’t talk to you.”

				Phil glanced over again from the driving. “Snarl, eh?” Chuckle. “Okay, young cobber, I can live with that.”

				“And that twenty dollar note is in my territory. This middle seat is, like, my territory.”

				“Like your territory, or it actually is your territory?”

				“It is my territory. It’s, like, fully my wolf territory.”

				“Well you can have the money, if you can stop saying ‘LIKE’ all the time.”

				“I don’t say it all the time.”

				“You do.”

				“Only, like, when I’m thinking.”

				Ben gave a wry smile – okay, out-manoeuvred and beaten by logic. ”Yeah, take the money, li’l mate Snarl. I’ll think of it as salary for thinking.” Snarl’s already thinking how to spend it. Ben is thinking how many thoughts you get for twenty dollars. “The day you learn that thinking has a payoff and a price, ‘s the day the little boy becomes a man.”

				See Snarl’s face. It says: Grown-ups are fully retarded.


				There was a smaller turn-off from the main road and a cluster of signs at the junction, including the green indicator to Hanging Drop Lake. Phil slowed and swung the ute into the smaller road, between a corridor of grassy banks. It didn’t have a centre line, the driver had to stay alert and be prepared to pull over to the left. 

				Life’s a bit of a gamble, thought Ben. Grab the money when it comes your time, and know the right reaction to a snarl. Stare it down or run away, or maybe say your prayers. He’d done all three in his time. From experience, Option Three was the least enjoyable. A wolf pack had been about to slaughter Ben and his wife, and Flopsy and his rabbit wife. It was a near-run thing, but in a thousand-to-one chance, one martial arts kick from Ben took out the leader and consequently halted the whole advancing wolf pack. A bit of genius thinking, as it happened – nice for the ego, but as the great affair was duly covered up, the rescue stayed a secret from the world.

				And Flopsy had been badly beaten up. Two painful months, and he was nearly better now. Ben was a good doctor. Granted, though, he’d done some of the beating and the biting in the first place. It happened at the fishing with the boys – a thunderstorm of tension. Fraternity a little out of hand. There’d been the heavy atmosphere in the car on the way there (Yes, we’re back to that again, aren’t we, Ben? We’re picking at it like a rotten sore.) The money worries, his making Daniella feel bad about some hidden sorrow of her past (of course he knew), and needling and needling – idiot. 

			

			
				And doing it to Flopsy, too, just needling and needling. That’s the doctor in him, sticking in a scalpel when you want to make a difference. Remember, scalpels and needles usually make people better in the long run. (You’ve got a secret, Flopsy, and it’s eating you inside. I’ll force you to let it out. I’m your doctor. Even off duty, I never stop being a doctor.)

				Yeah, right. The doctor forced the secret out, and having freed it, Flopsy tried to jump from Hanging Drop. He nearly died, but Ben grabbed and tackled him, prevented him from jumping. Saved his life. Then they fought. Ha – they all fought. Punches, kicks, black eyes, and six Aussie blokes in a full-on blue. It was awful. A buffalo walloping a gorilla over the head with a sax.

				“Phil, did you bring your saxophone?”

				“Yeah, mate. Bring your doctor’s bag?”

				“Yes.” Sigh.

				“Why’s he, like, bring a saxophone for?” said Snarl. 

				“To scare away the little fishies,”Ben explained sweetly. Gorillas don’t eat fish, so when they go fishing they have to give them statutory warning. That way, they can have a day of relaxation without the annoyance of catching anything.”

				“But what if you like fish? I want to catch some and eat ‘em.”

				“You’ll get your chance.”

				“Can I eat ‘em live?”

				Ben blanched slightly.

				“I’m a good hunter. When I grow up, I wanna be a butcher, like my dad. He takes me hunting. That’s, like, fully sick. I’ve only hunted animals so far, but when I turn thirteen, he’s going to let me hunt Wild Meat.”

				The rat exhaled in silence, and with heavy-lidded gaze, he focussed out the window at the world. Silent Phil was even more silent at the wheel. 

				“You should go hunting… oh, you can’t, can you? You don’t eat proper meat. Well, my dad can eat what he wants. Anything and anyone he wants. He could eat you! He could eat the Prime Minister! When I grow up, I’m going to eat anyone I want, and you can’t stop me. I’m a meat eater!”

				The gorilla pulled over to the side of the road, stopped the car, killed the ignition, turned to the wolf cub, opened a massive jaw and bellowed out a hard, tremendous roar. When the reverberations had died away, the little boy was sitting there with twitching fur and saucer eyes.

				“I’m a vegetarian.”

				Ben looked down and up again.

				“Phil,” he said, “I think you’ll find he’s marked his territory.” 

				


				***

			

			
				


				The saxophone can be a lovely voice – lovely, lively, lonely and forlorn. The muse who haunts the alleyway, reverberating underpass, or city pub or jumpin’ dive is married to a yellow-metal thing of pipes and valves, the street machine of instruments, gleaming in its arrogance and mirror-shaded candour. Phil Krubnuckle was stretched back upon a grassy tussock. Before him was the azure lake, five hundred hectares, flat as glass. Around him, in a chorus of a million cicadas, was the high-pitched tremolo thrum of a bush late-summer noon. Sometimes with his hands, and (holding his fishing rod) sometimes with his feet, Phil played the battered, golden beast in fits and starts with fingers, toes and lips and lungs and passion of an artisan. Pharmacist by day, saxophonist by night. And unexpected, pensive episodes of dreamy silence. He dallied ‘round in licks and snatches, sometimes old favourites, whole songs, classic standards, then scales and arpeggios. One moment hot, flitting now to blue. A histrionic bray, stentorian lament, a requiem of quiet resolution. 

				As day wore on to early afternoon, the music coalesced into a theme. Sadness, the blues. A piece of liquid sorrow, again and over once again a time. In tandem with the sun across the sky, the musician’s craft had shaped and honed a piece that made anyone (those few a shore away) who heard it contemplate their sorrow.

				This was the stage and the atmosphere where Ben and Snarl spent the day sitting side by side, man and boy, large rat and small wolf, dressed to cover from the sun, and hiding in the shade at full midday. They talked a little, only just a little, communicating more in nods and spirit than in words. And all the words they used were fragment patches. The mood of the shaping blues lulled them into blueness.

				“What’s it like being a doctor?”

				“It’s like… well, I guess, think of wearing a magic cloak, that’s really, really heavy and hard to take off. It lets you into people’s lives… closer than their family, so it’s sacred territory. Power that’s given to you, but only on loan. Always on loan…”

				“You do stuff? You know, put fingers in people and stuff?”

				“Mmm, yeah. Fingers, needles.”

				“EEUW!”

				“Needles can save a life. Right needle at the right time. Wrong treatment can kill ‘em.”

				Silence.

				“But Ben, what about the Balance of Life? They didn’t teach you ‘bout that, did they, huh? We do the herd a favor.”

				“We?”
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				“Not you, I mean us. Us. Wolves, meat eaters. We make the herd stronger by weeding out the weak and the sick. So we both make things better. My dad’s right.”

				Ben was going to smack him one. Instead, he looked guardedly at his companion. He’d promised Luella he’d give the boy a rich and safe weekend. He’s hardly going to walk into a clan of wolves and hand them an indoctrinated cub. 

				Snarl continued: “Hey? Y’know that means we’re basically the same. Just we only do it in different ways.”

				“You make people more safety-conscious.”

				“I guess. Sure.”

				“Faster runners, more nervous, quicker off the mark.”

				“Yeah, like that. My dad says we’re all part of the Balance. And that’s me, too. I’m going to be part of the Balance.”

				“Your Uncle Flopsy…”

				“He’s a dork.”

				“Actually, personally bro’, I think he’s fully über and beyond.” Ben was being looked at. (Trying to sound pathetically young and hip. One syllable, Ben: NO.) “Or… umm… in any case, he’s treading a path he believes is right for him.”

				“He married a rabbit.”

				“Clear-sighted and strong. Loyal…”

				“Loyalty’s what wolves have. But he kisses a rabbit… And he does… daddy things – YUCK!”

				Snarl picked up a red plastic water bottle and drank, gulped a bit, washed out his mouth. The day was hot, and it was an unassuming need. 

				They fished again in silence, other than the wafting strains of blues, from a couple of hundred metres down the shore. Ben lost his gaze in the distance. The sparkle on the water was like staring at the centre of an incandescent lamp. The lake was in a bowl of native forest, daubed in swathes of olive green and smoky blue, and on one side, to their far left, the ground sloped upward in shock and stumble to a bare and rugged cliff, its broken face perhaps an open wound. Hanging Drop it was called, by the immigrants, at least. He didn’t know its original name, and maybe he should have. Everything of moment has a name. 

				There, two months ago, by the light of the full midsummer full moon, he and Snarl’s uncle had sat and dangled their feet over the edge. Adults playing the adult game of toying with death, the way they do (in many subtle ways) on each occasion life is on the line. Flopsy bared his soul about his final supper. His last Wild Meat ever. The needling had paid off. The sore laid open by the scalpel, the suicide attempt, the rugby tackle, the tumble down the hillside, the punch-up with the boys. Remorse and sorry words. And then a campfire, a hearty meal and drink. A walk in the dark, up the hill, up the hill, ever on and ever up the hill.

			

			
				Flopsy sat with Ben that night, perched upon the brink. Describing how he’d hunted with the pack, how afterwards revulsion tipped the scales. Rabbit was his final meal, and then, in due course, his first love. Moaning sorrow, sobs and application of a therapeutic slap. (Stop feeling sorry for yourself! Pull yourself together and make a difference, you big lummox!)

				And so he had. Flopsy got his bunny wife and children recognised as kin by the Boss Alpha wolf, so no-one in the group could do them harm. In return, he offered up his wolven loyalty, putting his body on the line to save Boss Alpha from a violent overthrow. In that sense, Flopsy Jaegermond was a more important hero than Simon Albert Jaegermond could ever imagine. Shame he’d never get to know the truth.

				“I don’t think I could ever give a needle. How do you do it? I mean… how can you…?”

				“It’s easy. Stay behind the blunt end.”

				“Imagine if… yuck… you had to give a needle to yourself!”

				“Did you know eating rats gives you diabetes?”

				“No…” Snarl looked at him tentatively.

				“Only kidding. They give you gout.”

				“Oh.”

				Silence. Behind them, in a bucket, two fish stared up with lifeless, black eyes.

				“By the way,” said Ben, “we’re going up the road for dinner tonight. Half an hour’s drive. Phil’s meeting some friends from his old band. One of the players passed away, and they’re going to remember him. That’s really the point of this weekend. Chick Charlton. Played the vibes. They even cut a record, once. And now he’s gone. Understandably, they’re very sad.”

				“What’s gout?”

				


				***

				


				They drove to the town of Riviera that afternoon, and it wasn’t thirty minutes, it was forty. At six o’clock, the sun was still well above the horizon, but as they drove down the main street – a shop, a store, a pub, a service station at the centre of a nebula of disregarded shacks and pallid grass – the rays were losing their bite, the azure dome subsiding into teal.

				Cars were parked at the pub. Phil recognised some of them. He found a spot for the ute, and with saxophone case in hand, he led Ben and Snarl through the sturdy wooden door. It was like stepping into a cool room of sweet yeast. Impressions – darkness, jarrah beams, the central servery with condensation-beaded stainless steel pipes and taps in battlement array, beer logos like lollipops, a scattering of patrons in untidy, beaten chairs below detritus memorabilia on the walls. 

			

			
				“Phil! Maaaate!”

				“Maaates… Horn, Hat, Scruffy, Nigel, ‘ow ya goin”?” There was a disturbance of standing and hugging as a gorilla can do best and an echidna worst. A polite shaking of hands from Ben, introductions and a brief apology for the twelve-year-old’s manners.

				They sat around the table for an hour, drinking beers. Ben provided pub lemon squash for Snarl and, after his first beer, followed on himself to stick to squash. He’d be the designated driver, after all, and leave Phil and the band to drown a night of grief.

				There were a few others there, of course – family, friends, admirers, accumulating piecemeal to the flock. One of them, a heron, was obviously related.

				“I’m Martin. Martin Charlton.”

				“Ben Rat.”

				“Chick was my uncle.” (Mid-twenties, yeah.)

				“I’m sorry – my condolences. Still…”

				A chorus of guffaws trumpeted the raising of a half-dozen whisky glasses from the huddle’s central core.

				“To liver cancer.”

				“To liver cancer!”

				A gulp, a pause, and then a gasping choke of appreciation.

				“He never shied away from life, my Uncle Chick. That was his problem.”

				“And his strength. He made good music.”

				“Did you ever hear his music?” said the heron.

				“No.”

				“He made… okay music. But his band made a lot of people happy.”

				“Yeah…” mused Ben. ”Like life. Maybe the best thing we can ever hope for is to make okay music.” He kept half an eye on Snarl, sometimes in the corner with his Playset Portable, and sometimes absent. The order came ‘round for food. Ben’s was steak and chips and salad. Snarl said he wasn’t hungry, but Ben got him a pack of salt and vinegar chips, just the same. And then the music started, and that was distraction enough.

				The blues as he had heard all afternoon. The blues for Chick. He let himself get lost in the groove, permission to be comfortably sad. The arrangement was in the classical style – ensemble for the first verses to establish the melody and chord progression, then the solos in turns – a wallaby on a muted trumpet, a tree kangaroo on a trombone, Martin filling the space for his late uncle on vibes, a koala on a clarinet, then electric keyboard, sub-audible double bass and lastly an echidna brushing drums. And Phil on his saxophone. Each musician in his own way managed to weep through the voice of his machine. And then they had united for the final chorus, a recap to reassert their sorrow, a deep breath, a dewy-eyed resolution and a final cadenza reminding all the onus on the living.

			

			
				The next song was one of Chick’s own numbers. It was wistful and smooth. That was about the point Ben realised with a jolt that Snarl had been away an awfully long time.

				He excused himself and went outside. Nothing at the front of the pub, nor the side, nor the car park. But at the back, by some outbuildings, he could see the shadows of some people in the dark, and points of ruby light from cigarettes. Heart thumping, he strode up to them. It was three mangy-looking dogs in their late teens, and Snarl was with them.

				“Snarl, I think it’s about time for you to come inside,” said Ben, prodding with an added “Simon.”

				The name was echoed, mocking mutters, all the while that Doctor Rat shepherded the wolf cub back toward the true flock.

				“Come on, they’re not really nice boys to play with.”

				“It’s boring in there.”

				“I hope you weren’t smoking. Smoking’s bad for your nose.”

				They sat down in a corner forcefully.

				“The grown-ups are singing stupid songs,” the kid complained, “and I can’t even understand the words.”

				“It’s scat.”

				“It totally is.”

				Now he could hear a soft, rhythmic grating that he worked out to be a thimble on an old glass washboard. Ben started to piece together a truth.

				“You didn’t want to eat your dinner…” (The kid takes wary note…) “because you wanted to stay hungry. You were saving a space…” (Yes. The eyes in the spotlight.) “because you were going to run with those boys tonight.”

				Snarl defiantly didn’t lie. “Well, I’m nearly thirteen.”

				“Oh, S… Simon!” Ben didn’t know why, but his eyes filled up with tears, which was bad timing and really embarrassing. “I’m disappointed in you. I’m so bloody disappointed!”

				And suddenly the room was split by noise. A clarion trumpet blasted forth the opening of a New Orleans jubilee, the lights went on, the music burst, the party started, and all was happy, happy celebration.

			

			
				That was how the night wore on. Nothing more was said or could be said. Ben called time by half past ten, with after all a kid in tow. They helped Phil out to the car. He wasn’t as drunk as he might have been. (Mental reminder: Gorilla. Duh.)

				And so, it was pushing midnight that the two men and a boy settled down inside the tent to sleep. Ben’s final words to Snarl were: “I’m going to have to think about whether I’m going to tell your mum and dad. I’m still disappointed,” and settled to sleep. “Particularly as a doctor. Especially as a doctor.”

				There were occasional visits to the bushes through the night. It was about six when Ben awoke for good. Phil was snoring, Snarl was gone. He found him sitting on the shore. The sun was coming up, warming his back, and the glassy lake was ochre spilling purple.

				“Well, Snarl, how’s it this morning?”

				Silence. Repeated silence. Silence with a determination. Ben observed: His eyes were dry. He could never tell whether that meant an adolescent was crying.

				“Hungry? I’ll bet you are.” Of course he was. (Diagnosis: Starving.)

				“I see Phil’s just got up. He’s going to start the barbecue. We’ve got a fish each.”

				Silence. “And if you don’t want yours, I’ll have it.” (Needling. Needling. Now back off a bit. Take it gently.)

				“Snarl… I’ve seen too much of people getting killed to feel okay about it. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you, just wolfish lore and predatory values…” (Wrong approach.) “I fix things. I make everyone right. That’s what I do, I’m a doctor.” The boy abruptly turns from him, for various childish reasons. Ben at least guesses them to be so.

				“Right. I will eat your fish. Go hungry.” And he walks away.

				


				***

				


				Phil hadn’t been in much of a talkative mood, either. Ben filled him in briefly, but didn’t get chatter. They cleared away their breakfast things and thought about starting to fish. Ben’s phone rang. It was Martin. Martin asked if he could drop over. Sure, that was fine. So he did, in ten minutes.

				“Look, I know you’re not on call, but there’s a woman who lives up the top there, and her son’s pretty crook. She doesn’t want to leave the house, and she doesn’t want anyone else to take him either… umm…” Martin coughed. “Bad experience with her husband. But he really could use a doctor.”

				“Sure. Right up the top of Hanging Drop?”

			

			
				“Yes.”

				“The actual very top?”

				“Unfortunately, yes.”

				“Can you fly me up there?”

				Martin grimaced. “No… Not quite. I can fly you down when you’re finished, if it’s any help.”

				“Yeah. Right. Tell her I’ll be half an hour. I’ll just get my kit, and then I’ll be on my way.” Ben looked up at the climb. “Are you alright, by the way? Bad memories of your uncle?”

				Martin didn’t answer. Red rims around the eyes. Beak twitched a little. “Some dogs got in last night, and we lost a coupla chicks.” Ben’s face fell. “’s alright, Ben, it happens. It’s life.”

				Ben went over to the tent and the car, and then the lake shore. Snarl was staring into space.

				“Your friends went running last night. They got something,” he snapped. “I hope you’re not happy. Now, where’s my doctor’s bag? Oh, for… I always put it somewhere where I can’t find it!” He returned to the car.

				“Are you sure you brought it?” asked Phil.

				“Sort of. I thought I did, but maybe I didn’t.” He kept looking for five more minutes, but time was a-wasting. Phil had a first aid kit which, as a pharmacist, he’d crammed full of pills. It’d have to do. Ben marched off and set to mount the rugged slope. His last view of Snarl, before he went into the trees, was of a wolf cub sitting at the water, hanging his head.

				The morning wasn’t hot yet, thank goodness. The progress was steady, the distance daunting. Halfway, he telephoned Phil, who failed to answer for any number of reasons. Martin fluttered by. The rat was easy to spot in the clearing. Blue shirt and green hat, first aid kit slung on the shoulder. 

				


				***

				


				The patient was a ring-tailed possum, Hooper McKew. A little ball of grey fur in pyjama shorts, crouched over his Playset Portable with desultory interest – like any little kiddie ever born, only sicker. His mother was Dianne. She was worried, clearly.

				They were on a low platform in a tree in a thicket on the mountain top. Ben couldn’t admire the view, as all around was sky. 

				“Okay, little fella, you’ve got…” (Fever, sore throat, truncal rash… coated tonsils, strawberry tongue and circumoral pallor.) “Mrs McKew, he’s got a streptococcal throat infection. Scarlet fever. I should have here…” Rat rummages around, finds and opens a small cardboard box “... some penicillin capsules. Now, is he allergic to anything?”

			

			
				“Not that I know of.”

				(You only know of the ones you know of, logically. Sorry.) “If you can get a tiny cup of water…” Ben pulls apart the adult-sized capsule, tips the concentrated powder in the drink and mixes it with a spoon. “Now, give him this. He’ll get better pretty soon.”

				They did. And pretty soon, the boy began to die. His throat began to tickle, and he started to experience a wheeze, shortness of breath, faintness. Ben’s heart gave a sickening jump and he applied the stethoscope (The cheap one that doctors never use) to the little, heaving chest.

				“He’s having a reaction to the penicillin,” he explained to the mother, with urgency and taut control. “An allergic reaction. We need (Bugger, we need what I didn’t bloody bring!) adrenaline!”

				Something distant registered in the back of his head, and it sounded like a car horn.

				“Where’s Martin? Where’s the bird? We’ve got to get your son to hospital!”

				“Not alone! I never want to let him from my sight!”

				The car horn was beeping a note in succession.

				“Martin can’t carry both of you! Dianne…”

				Car alarm. Alarm.

				“There’s Martin! Hey, Martin! Emergency!”

				Saxophone. Saxophone alarm.

				Ben hopped down from the platform and got to place where he could see the lake below. And Phil was on the shore, saxophone in hands, blasting S.O.S. Ben looked up at the tree house, then down in the distance. Ripples on the surface, splashes. Gorilla looking at the lake and blasting S.O.S.

				“Martin!” screamed Ben as he climbed back onto the platform. “I think Simon’s drowning! And this little fella here’s about…” He looked at Dianne. “PLEASE let Martin fly him into town!”

				“NO! NO!” she cried.

				“It wouldn’t be Rivera,” said Martin. “The Base Hospital is at Newtown. Fifteen minutes.” 

				“Who’s drowning?” cried mum, with rising panic.

				“I can’t be everywhere!” Ben shouted. (But even worse again is to be nowhere.) “We’re going to lose him! PLEASE, Dianne…”

				“If you can swim, then save the boy down there.” The possum looked at him. Her eyes were glassy sad. She nodded very slightly. “Save him. Call it my gift.”

				Ben looked on for as many seconds as he could spare. “Pinch him, prod him, wake him up… stir up his adrenaline.”

				“Will that help?” the heron asked Ben as they launched off the cliff.

			

			
				“I have no idea,” and with a flurry of flapping, feathered wings, coupled together, the two executed an ungainly, barely-controlled plummet.

				Martin, beating as best as he could, managed to direct them over the site. The lake’s surface came a little nearer, and the scene was more perceptibly defined. Gorilla in the water to his knees and pointing in the region of the lake. A figure was splashing, Snarl was in the water, going down. And then he was gone.

				“Drop me, Martin! Drop me now!”

				Martin dropped him, and Ben reconsidered his shout. (Actually, can I take that back? Dropping from this height was not such a good idea. I’m going to die, aren’t I? I really wish I could take that back. I really, REALLY…)

				Hit smash air knocked out, can’t see, bubbles everywhere, cold shock, shock cold, close your mouth you fool, Daniella’s going to kill me, I can’t breathe and it still matters to me, and then it doesn’t matter anymore… He was dreaming, floating in space…

				Parallel lines of light, must be sunbeams. Glasses going past, reach and grab them. That way must be up. Then that dark shape must be Snarl, down there on the bottom. With the last amount of breath, Ben swam deeper, grabbed the cub by shirt and fur and hauled him back again up to the surface. Life burst back into being with a chest of blessed air. 

				“Snarl! Are you, are…”

				“I’m okay!”

				“We’ve gotta…”

				“Really, I’m okay, Ben! Really!”

				Ben swam him rapidly and willingly to standing depth, where Phil yanked them both by their collars and, ploughing a fantastic wake, dragged them back to land. (Fantastic wake? We must have missed an awesome funeral. Shut up, Ben.)

				“Snarl…” Soaking wet, and he can hardly talk. “What… you were going to drown yourself…?”

				“No, I was getting this,” said the cub. He held up Ben’s medical kit. “Umm… I threw it away last night. My bad.” Smile. “Will it help?” Almost hear sound of rat and gorilla jaws hitting floor. 

				Ben feverishly opened up the satchel, located and grabbed the wet cylinder that contained the adrenaline injector pen. His glasses were in his left hand, he distractedly put them on.

				“Martin!” He waved the bird down and explained with compelling emphasis. “Take this and fly back to the possums. Administer the dose to the patient, the kid Hooper. He needs it, and he needs it urgently.” The long-beaked heron looked and waited. Ben got the cue. “Take off the cap. Sharp end, blunt end. Important – this is the sharp end, okay? Press it on him, count to ten. That’s all.”

			

			
				“Hold it how?” The heron couldn’t take it in his beak, and feet weren’t much better.

				“Fly it up to mum, then,” said Ben. “Tell her how to do it. Just get it there!”

				“How many shots does it have?”

				“Only one.”

				“Only one to get it right first time?”

				“Yes.”

				“She’ll never make it. Trust me. I know her.”

				“Someone…” Ben said, controlled as this was the final throw of dice “… has got to take this injection to the little boy and give it, or he’ll die! And since you can’t carry me…”

				“I can carry him.”

				Pause.

				“N… No way. Fully no way!”

				“Snarl, you can do it. Cap off, sharp end, blunt end, count to ten.”

				“I’m not… I won’t…” The squall and flap of feathers, of white and thrashing wings, and the boy lifted off the ground, first feet then soggy tail. “I won’t, I can’t…”

				“SHARP END, BLUNT END, EASY AS PIE!” yelled the doctor.

				A moment. Heartbeat. All is quieter, suddenly, than evermore before. It’s taking altogether too long. The dot is simply hanging in the air. “I hope he doesn’t arrive to find a small, dead possum.” (Redundant, ineffective statement. Demonstration of illogic. Unbefitting of a scientific doctor. Shut up, brain.)

				“Ben, mate.”

				“Yes?”

				“Kid.”

				“Yes?”

				“Didn’t have breakfast, did ‘e?”

				“No.”

				“Didn’t have dinner the night before.”

				“No.”

				“What did you say to him about pie?”

				“Shut up, Phil.”

				


				***

				


			

			
				The only phone they had was in Ben’s pocket. And of course it didn’t work now. Bugger. Whichever way, he was going to have to climb the mountain one more time. He’d walked it in thirty minutes. He could run it in twenty. And if he set out now… but he really wanted first to know… what was going on up there?

				A few more birds traversed the crystal sky, converging on the mountain top. Paramedics. And then a speck appeared – a tiny speck that grew as it descended. Closer and closer, a heron with a little wolf in tow. Swooping in, low across the water. Snarl let his feet ski upon the perfect surface; whooping and yipping, a hop and a trot onto shore and mighty, adolescent, wolfy howl. 

				“I saved him, Ben, I saved the boy! I gave him the needle and counted to ten, just like you said.”

				“And he woke up?”

				“I had to… like, y’know, remind him to come alive again.”

				“And…?”

				“Stuff like that.”

				“And…?”

				“He came alive.”

				“OH, THANK…” Ben hugged him to his chest, ever so hard.

				Martin said the kid was stable, and the paramedics would carry mum and kid to hospital. Everybody looked up, and there they went, in a flock. (Flashing light’s a bit melodramatic, but this is the country.)

				The bird left the three males to walk back up to the camp. He watched the mammals for a final moment, a flicker at the corners of his mouth, before his tired eyes left them to their privacy, and off he flew.

				“Ben?”

				“Yes, Snarl?”

				“I’ve been, like, a dork, haven’t I?”

				“Yes. Yes, you have.”

				“And Snarl’s a dorky name, isn’t it?”

				“Yes.”

				“And Uncle Flopsy’s not dorky at all, is he?”

				Ben smiled. “You should talk with him more often. You’d be surprised.”

				“And…” (We’re at the tent. But hold the line, Ben. When the hand’s on the door handle, the biggest question’s always saved ‘til last.)

				“How do I become a doctor?”

				“You have to start to do a lot of thinking.” He reached into a soggy pocket. “I may have another twenty…”

				“No, that’s okay, don’t. It’s not about the money, is it?”

				Ben patted him on the shoulder. “Smart man.”

			

			
				



			









			

			
				Blackest Before the Dawn

				by Elizabeth McCoy

				


				Elizabeth McCoy’s felinoid centauroids of the extrasolar planet Kintara first appeared in her short story “Leaping Lizards” in Conrad Wong’s & T. Jordan “Graywolf” Peacock’s PawPrints Fanzine #1, Winter 1994.   Further stories were “Uniqueness Counts” in PawPrints Fanzine #2, Summer 1995; “The Best Revenge” in #4, Fall 1996; “Shadow of a Memory” in #5, Spring 1997; “Wahnt (“Leaders”)” in #6, Fall 1997; “What Really Matters” in #7, Spring 1998; “Recruiting” in Fantastic Furry Stories #2, October 2001; Spoonsful of Sugar, self-published in Kindle, June 2011; and the related Snips and Snails, self-published in Kindle, May 2012.  

				


				These nine stories (well, the first eight; the last features McCoy’s same-universe Mmsar) are the adventures of the Kintaran clanship Choosaraf – First Star, the first Kintaran-built starship -- and its six-limbed crew, who are determined to prove that they can be as successful spacefarers as the four-limbed humans.  The stories, which skip around chronologically (the first published, “Leaping Lizards”, is set late in the series; 2011’s “Spoonsful of Sugar” is the prequel to 2001’s “Recruiting”) tell of the Choosaraf’s progress from a merchant starship to an unsuccessful pirate hunter, her purchase by crewmember sisters Klarin-yal (the new captain) and Coli-nfaran (ship’s doctor) who turn her back to a merchanter, Coli’s recruiting of a new Negotiator; and the later cubs Kinahran and her friends’ own adventures.  The stories, originally in PawPrints Fanzine (and one in Fantastic Furry Stories), were republished during 2011 and 2012 by McCoy in individual Kindle editions.

				


				Here is “Blackest Before the Dawn”.  This new Kintaran story is chronologically the earliest of all, and not a Choosaraf story.  It tells how the planet-bound Kintarans first meet the star-traveling Mmsar, leading to quickly becoming star-travelers themselves.  Like the earlier stories in PawPrints Fanzine, “Blackest Before the Dawn” is illustrated by Conrad “Lynx” Wong.

				


				The word Kintara and the general description of the planet are inspired by an entry in GURPS Space Atlas 3, other flora, fauna, tech, and psionics are inspired by GURPS Space Bestiary, GURPS Ultra-Tech, and GURPS Psionics (all 3rd edition), and all references are used with permission of Steve Jackson Games. No dice were rolled in the creation of this work, nor game-masters harmed.


			

			
				



			









			

			
				


				


				


				Blackest Before the Dawn

				by Elizabeth McCoy

				


				


				Chiss Psat’s-Seventh checked her long-range scans again. The inner system looked as if it would have a habitable planet — K-star, proper distance, proper reflectivity for water. She hoped it was a habitable planet, suitable for colonization by one of the starfaring races of the sector — her own Mmsar, the scaleless blue Hallo, or newcomer Human colonists — then she could take the sale-profits and choose some apprentices. Sastis’ School had hatched out a clutch of promising children, fast and already running the 3-D mazes, and she coveted one of the pale blue-green pre-sapients.

				Still, before she found out if her ambitions would be realized this time, she had to carefully scan the outer system planets and work her way inwards. Psat had not raised his apprentices to be sloppy.

				


				* * *

				


				Wahn Blackest screamed her answer to her challenger, standing on her hindlegs with arms and forepaws stretched out to claw. Her sister, black and white Icepatch, leapt and knocked her down. The pair rolled in the dirt, snapping at each other’s face and throat, gouging for eyes, and kicking to feel entrails around their toes while the rest of the clan cheered and hissed and scrambled out of the way.

				Blackest broke away momentarily, leaping and coming down hard on Icepatch’s upper chest. Icepatch wheezed as four-hundred and fifty pounds of cat-centaur drove the air from her lungs, threatening to crack her upper ribs, and Blackest put a forepaw over her throat. “Yield, patch-furred excuse for bloodkin!”

				“The clan... is yours, sister,” Icepatch choked, ears flat and tail lashing.

				“And pretty Singer?”

			

			
				Icepatch snarled again, starting up until Blackest’s claws drew blood at her throat. “Yours, rag-eared daughter of bloodfangs! Take the cloud-brained shaman and have your fun!”

				“Never fear that.” Blackest removed her forepaw and backed off. “Now get out of my clan’s territory, sister. You’ve tried to kill me for the last time. If you’re still here by sundown, I’ll treat you as the usurping invader you are!”

				Icepatch rolled to her feet and spat. “It’s long past time I moved on. I’ll bring my own clan back here sometime, Blackest, and maybe I’ll rescue some of yours from the starvation your leadership will bring.”

				Others of the clan snickered; Blackest had been wahn for three cold-climes already, and was certainly no worse than any other wahn the clan elders could recall. A few of Icepatch’s supporters snarled, while a couple winced, knowing the boast was unlikely.

				Blackest herself laughed, putting all her lungpower into it from amusement. Then she turned and headed to the place where the children and child-minded Singer had been herded for the fight. The cream-and-orange tabby whimpered as the crèche-keeper got off him, then he bolted into Blackest’s arms, nearly bowling her over. She crooned to him, grooming his ears and head while he washed frantically at the scratches and cuts she’d picked up in the fight.

				“My dear one, my lovely bard-shaman, khih, khih. I’m fine, don’t exhaust yourself, my joy. Ahhh...” Blackest sighed, watching wounds cease bleeding and seal themselves with pale new skin. Singer panted against her. She looked up at the hunters who grouped around her. “Tauh-krinli, make sure Icepatch and her followers take only their property as they leave. Choose three to go with you while you watch. Snowfeather, offer to stitch Icepatch up so she doesn’t have scars to remember me by. I’ll be in my tent with Singer.”

				The named pair nodded and went about their tasks as Blackest coaxed her healer-bardling into walking with her. The dimmer interior would soothe him and her both, and maybe she could get him to sing a little, which might calm him enough that he wouldn’t be following her everywhere for the next hands of days.

				


				* * *

				


				Chiss let her mouth-corners tighten, and even salivated a little. The planet was habitable, if on the high-grav side, and looked to have mineral and organic resources. It was mostly plains, some mountains, with single patch of forest and an inland sea on the huge center landmass, a couple of oceans at the poles, and polar caps. Furthermore, it teemed with life, from what she could see — even on the polar caps, she could pick up animals, winged and unwinged. Herds of giant, six-legged, grazing beasts roamed on the plains, and more winged creatures soared in the few mountain zones.

			

			
				She wished her scoutship were equipped to land and gather samples, but she supposed it would keep her from picking up native stowaways — pre-sapient Mmsar were vermin enough, and they wound up on more ships than wanted them already. Something alien might be able to breed as well as chew on ship cabling.

				She stayed in orbit for a few more planetary rotations, long enough to note (and grumble about) the indigenous tool-using natives, then set off for Mmsarsan. Even if the planet were contaminated by a native sapient species, the medical possibilities would still get enough for one apprentice, surely.

				


				* * *

				


				“Sunlight, sunlight, warm like fire,

				Warm, warm, it scents the fur.”

				{Dirafa, dirafa, fara k’faraf,

				Fara, fara, kura’eh ran.}

				


				Tauh-krinli sighed, watching Singer croon for the children. “If he can sing,” he muttered to wahn Blackest, “he should be able to say what happened to him.”

				Blackest laid her ears back. “There were scars on his head when we found him, and I’m not sure but what there are dents in his skull. Snowfeather thinks that damage to the brain-parts can do strange things to a person, even a shaman. Don’t pressure him — he’s useful for singing, and for healing...”

				“The hard part is keeping him from mending every little scratch!” Tauh-krinli said, with a whuff of amused exasperation. Blackest swatted his mid-shoulder good-naturedly.

				Singer raised his orange-striped face then, looking around and finally going up on his hind legs, forepaws tucked against his lower body and arms half-raised. “Person-people, person-people,” he warbled like a plains-bird.

				Blackest stood up and stretched her lower back out. “That’s either our hunt-party, or the clan of Chases-Grass. I wish I could figure out if he does that by shaman-ways or if his senses are just sharper.”
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				“Shaman, I think,” Tauh-krinli said. “Crèche-keeper Coli-nura says she’s seen him wake up from a sound sleep, just before you get back from a hunt.”

				Blackest whuffed and paced away, calling for the hunters who should be with her if this turned out to be Chases-Grass and his clan.

				


				* * *

				


				Sohsy Seits’-First, planetologist and scout, was the first to place her booted feet onto the surface of the new planet and wave a hand-scanner around. It was hardly a historic event for Mmsar, so her first comment was: “I hate heavy-worlds.”

				Sahsy Seits’-Third was the pilot who’d landed the research vessel Seits’ Eighth Ship. “How’s the air, First?” she asked her apprentice-sister.

				“It’ll do. Nice place, if it weren’t for the grav — very spacious. Bit bright, though. Send out my apprentices and we can start gathering samples. Got Second on the comm?”

				Sahsy added her next-eldest apprentice-sister to the comm-link. “First wants to talk to you, Haats.”

				“Found any natives yet?” the xenologist asked.

				“Not quite — there’s this funny ground-cover that’s running away from me, though. Scans as mostly plant...”

				The response from Haats Seits’-Second was onomatopoeic, indicating delighted interest. Sahsy turned down the comm volume to avoid having her eardrums ring for the next week. “While you two and your apprentices chase the grass,” the pilot informed them, “I’ll be deploying the air-car. Me and my First can abduct some of the tool-users for Haats to interrogate.”

				“Don’t scare them!” Haats protested. “I can’t get any useful data out of terrified primitives.”

				“We’ll do our best,” Sahsy promised, less than sincerely. She left the bridge and headed for the cargo bay to help her First apprentice unload the vehicle.

				


				* * *

				


				Shaman Whitethroat opened his yellow eyes and sighed. Singer purred up at the sable male. Blackest demanded, “You found?”

				“His mind is that of a child’s,” the elder shaman replied.

				“We knew that,” Blackest muttered. “Can you fix it?”

				Whitethroat sighed again and averted his eyes. “I would like to tell you, ‘Khih, I can do this,’ but I fear I cannot. The damage is not that he cannot remember what it is to be adult, but that he has lost much of his time-sense. For the most part, he lives in the present, and has little desire to either remember or think ahead.”

			

			
				Blackest growled a little, until Singer’s alarmed expression made her force her ears back up and purr at him.

				“There is some compensation, perhaps,” Whitethroat continued. “He uses his shaman-skills almost as easily as you or I walk across a room. I have never heard of a Foreseer doing so with such ease. Furthermore, I believe he holds the potential to be a shaman of thoughts and light, as well as foresight and healing.” The dark-furred shaman stroked Singer’s ears.

				“All that potential, and he chases his tail like a baby.” Blackest gazed mournfully at her shaman-bardling. “At least he’s happy, most of the time.”

				Singer blinked, suddenly alert, and scrambled out of Whitethroat’s tent.

				“Ur?” Blackest and Whitethroat exchanged a look, then the other shaman departed with haste, Blackest close behind.

				Singer was loping through the M’Chases-Grass camp, narrowly avoiding knocking over people’s tents and pavilions. Blackest bounded after him. “Singer! Come back!”

				When he reached the edge of the camp, and there were no more tents in his way, the child-minded shaman lowered his upper shoulders a little and sprinted away. Blackest muttered something less than tolerant and followed, also breaking into a sprint as soon as she could. From what crèche-keeper Coli-nura said, Singer had a child’s energy to go with his mindset, and Blackest wanted to make sure she caught him quickly. She glanced behind her and noted that her ears had not lied to her — shaman Whitethroat was, indeed, following. That was good. Maybe the M’Chases-Grass shaman would be able to calm Singer down when they caught up with him.

				


				* * *

				


				Thoshi Sahsy’s-First pointed out the window of the topless air-car. “There, Matriarch! There’s a group of them!”

				Sahsy banked the car around the group of five natives. Most of them had some variant of spear or club, and they were all waving their weapons at the car. She considered giving an order to stun them, but wasn’t sure she wanted to deal with loading up the car with that many big barbarians. Haats would be annoyed if Sahsy left one behind who might have known more, though.

			

			
				“Let’s find a smaller group, with some more-willing volunteers,” she told her apprentice.

				Thoshi ducked his head in agreement, and consulted his scanner. “There’s a whole big group of them, a bit further to the planetary southeast. We could see if numbers made them less paranoid.”

				Sahsy hummed noncommittally and steered for the larger group. As they got within sight, she craned her neck out the window, squinting despite the wind-goggles she wore, for the higher UV output of the star made everything garish and confusing after a while.

				There were three of the furry aliens, on the outskirts of their sprawling camp. One of them — orange with darker patterns blotched onto its fur — was standing on its hind-most legs, pointing, while a pair of black ones (one with a startling blaze of white at its throat) had their hands on it. None of the three appeared armed with anything more than a knife or two. Sahsy let her mouth-corners tighten. “Use the stun-rifle on these three, my First. They’re far enough from the camp that we ought to have time to collect them...”

				


				* * *

				


				Blackest gaped with mingled curiosity and alarm as the strange flying thing wheeled around them, halting incredibly quickly with a long side facing them. Singer, despite his exhaustion from the sprint, was trying to bounce up and down, calling nonsense words.

				Something moved on, or in, the thing. Blackest couldn’t get a very good look at it, trying to grab Singer and hold him still enough for Whitethroat to do something shamanly to make Singer cooperate in leaving. Still, she tried to throw herself in front of the two shamans, just in case.

				There was an awful noise, and her whole body ached. She snarled, turning to leap for the thing, and the Noise came again. She staggered, saw Singer go limp, and sprang. The third time, the Noise brought darkness...

				


				* * *

				


				Sohsy and Haats’ apprentices crowded around the natives, taking samples, scanning, and muttering things like, “hexapodal, centaur posture, furred mammals, probably bear live young, note retractable claws on all six limbs, powerful lower body, teeth indicate omnivores with heavy reliance on meat, complex digestive system...”

				A short distance away, Haats was not pleased that Sahsy had stunned the three natives. “How am I supposed to talk to them when they have stunner hangovers? And look at the muscle arrangements! They could break tangler-strands! I just hope the subject-room will hold them, and they’re not too upset...”

			

			
				Sahsy thumped her tail on the ground while her First crouched behind her. “You’re scaring my apprentice, Second. The natives are unharmed, so you don’t have anything to complain about. None of them seemed likely to be entirely friendly — the female tried to attack the aircar.”

				“Before or after you started shooting?” Sohsy asked. “Never mind. But have your apprentice help Haats’, so we don’t have to take all of hers away from the biosamples.”

				Sahsy thumped her tail again, and waved for Thoshi to assist with carrying the unconscious aliens onto the ship.

				


				* * *

				


				Blackest remembered waking several times, somewhere in a nightmare of aching body and aching head, and each time the Noise had sent her away again. This time was different. No Noise, for one thing, and for another, she was lying on something soft. Her head still ached, though. She focused her eyes with some difficulty. A strange, gray tent, or maybe cave, though the walls and corners were far too straight for any cave she’d seen, even on the odd, shallow indentations in the walls. There didn’t seem to be any openings. The light was wrong for a cave — too steady to be firelight, and too... something, white, maybe, to be sunlight. The ground was too yielding, as well.

				She looked around, hoping for a moment that the shamans had escaped, but saw the pair behind her. Singer was curled up into a ball, while Whitethroat sprawled with a great lack of dignity. His yellow eyes were slitted open a little, but he didn’t seem interested in noticing that Blackest was awake.

				She choked off a groan as beneath her wahn’s dignity and crawled to Singer, delicately stroking his half-exposed cheek. He was warm; she could feel where the heat of his breath had pooled under his forepaw. She felt as relieved as if the strange-minded shaman had been her child, rather than just a pretty male.

				


				* * *

				


				“Interesting,” Haats murmured to her Third. “I had slightly more weight on the assumption that she would turn to the same-color male first.” She entered some notes into her tablet, her small adult claws hardly clicking against the plastic at all.

			

			
				“Perhaps the brain-damaged one is the female’s mate?” Haats’-Third asked.

				“Perhaps. The scans are too few, as yet, to tell what modes they use for mating and rearing of young. With those mammaries, it’s clear they nurture their young for some period.”

				“Sahsy should find a young one, perhaps, so we can see if they are sapient when young?”

				Haats favored her apprentice with a glare. “You are not to dissect any of these aliens, my Third, even potentially proto-sapient young. Restrict yourself to the non-sapient animals and plants that we’ve been catching.”

				Haats’-Third hunkered his head submissively.

				“Now hush, the black ones are talking.”

				


				* * *

				


				“Shaman Whitethroat? Are you whole?” Blackest croaked, throat too dry to support much above a whisper. She swallowed to wet it.

				“Mrph.” The black-furred male extended a hand in her direction, and Blackest took it — with a certain amount of trepidation.

				She was right to suspect. Whitethroat’s words wedged themselves into her head without the courtesy of passing through her ears first. ~~We are being observed, from just beyond this wall; they listen to our words. They are the strangest minds I have ever touched!~~


				Despite the circumstances, Blackest’s native curiosity was stirred by his enthusiastic revelation. She tried shaping her own thoughts, putting them on the tip of her tongue without voicing them. What are they? Why were we captured? What was that Noise thing??


				~~They are... One thinks of itself as the other’s third, while the other is... someone else’s second? They are Ones Who Study Strange Things. We are being studied. I can’t dig deeply enough to find out what the Noise was — their minds are so different! I haven’t had this much trouble touching something’s thoughts since the time I tried to trap a bite-bug in my will.~~ Whitethroat’s unspoken voice was full of excitement, and then almost awe. ~~Ah! They have tools, tools that can tell I am thinking strangely, shaman tools!~~


				Blackest had heard that note of greed before, when her sister, Icepatch, had challenged her for Singer and the clan. Singer himself shifted and whimpered a little, which gave the wahn an excuse to pull herself away and wash his ears and coo reassurances at him.

				


			

			
				* * *

				


				“Maybe the orange one is the female’s apprentice?” Haats’-Third suggested.

				“Possible. Enter it as a theory. I’d weight it low, considering the male is not much younger than she. Perhaps they were cared for by the same gene-parent or parent-figure.” Haats frowned at the neuroscan readings. “They’ve calmed down remarkably quickly. I just wish I knew why the black male’s mental activity was so strange.”

				“When shall we show ourselves to them and start gathering data for the translator, Matriarch?”

				“Mmmmmmm. Soon. They’ll likely be hungry, and those are definitely carnivore-bodies, despite that amazing digestive system they’ve got — go ask Sohsy’s-First to catch some animals, and have my Fifth find three bowls for water.

				“Yes, Matriarch.” Haats’-Third bobbed his head and left.

				


				* * *

				


				~~Well, at least they plan to feed us,~~ Whitethroat “remarked” from the other side of the cavelet, where he’d been idly patting the too-straight, too-smooth, unbroken walls. ~~They’re intending to show themselves and talk when they do that.~~


				Blackest flicked her ears flat and wrinkled her nose; her tail lashed. Close quarters with a shaman of Whitethroat’s power and skill was enough to make her mewl like a blind-deaf newborn. She wondered how wahn Chases-Grass managed to endure having Whitethroat in his clan. At least her shaman didn’t put his voice in her head, whether he had the potential to or not.

				To Singer, she said, “It’s all right, it’s a corner, it won’t be your fault. This isn’t our home, so you don’t have to worry about the mess. Khih, khih, that’s a good Singer, sweet Singer.” She washed his ears gently as he finished dealing with certain basic needs and scratched at the bare floor in a vain attempt to cover.

				“Don’t worry, don’t worry. Here, let’s go over to the other corner, my joy, my sunwarmth.” She led him away from the latrine-corner, and hoped that their captors got the message before her bladder and bowels outvoted her sense of dignity.

				


				* * *

				


			

			
				Haats compared more neuroscans (perhaps the odd readings were common among males of this species?) while her Second and Third apprentices took the stunned animals and bowls of water. Then she entered the other half of the study-room, apprentices behind her, and cleared the wall into transparency. She and her two apprentices would be the first Mmsar the natives had clearly seen. Since only the female wore more than a belt (and the leather binding was clearly to support her mammaries more than to be decorative), Haats was the only one wearing full harness. It would be interesting to see if the natives had gender-defined status; Haats had to provide some clothing cues, for that, since the aliens didn’t see enough into the ultraviolet to pick out the actual gender-colors of Mmsar.

				When Haats and her apprentices became visible, the black female immediately stepped in front of the orange male. The black male flicked his large, pointed ears and yawned.

				“Possible threat display?” Haats’-Third asked quietly.

				“Or insult,” Haats’-Second suggested.

				She thumped her tail to quiet them. “Put the food through, then the water. Their digestive systems appear to be capable of handling raw meat, and these animals do not have parasites.”

				“Yes, Matriarch,” they murmured, bobbing their heads.

				


				* * *

				


				Blackest watched suspiciously as one of the strange bipedal creatures bent and placed limp merfahs into a seemingly ice-carved niche — one of the strange patterns that had been part of the wall, previously. The amber-green biped slid a panel shut, and then a layer of ice slid aside, leaving the merfahs in plain sight. She laid her ears back and studied the bipeds instead.

				“Merfahs?” Singer asked, blinking. Blackest checked to see if he were looking at the bipeds or the actual animals.

				“They do look like merfahs, don’t they?” she answered. “Except they don’t seem to have enough legs, and I don’t see a pouch on any of them.”

				There were three of the aliens — one per captive, maybe? One of them wore a harness on its upper body, and all wore belts with fabric coming down from them that was then drawn up between their sole pair of legs and presumably fastened to either side of their thick tails. The harness-wearer was a bluish-green, well-built in the upper body; probably a male, since she couldn’t see any breasts on it. Merfahs didn’t have visible breasts either, though, so Blackest would be careful not to assume too hard. The other two were equally flat-chested, and built slightly leaner. One was a pure green, while the other had an amber sheen to its scales. They all had broad, merfah-like muzzles and heads, and thick tails that seemed much less flexible than Blackest’s own appendage. Maybe they used their tails as a way to keep from falling over, with only two feet to stand on. They had claws, but those were puny things, even compared to a real person’s hand-claws.

			

			
				Whitethroat also stared at the creatures, through half-lidded, sleepy-seeming eyes. Blackest suspected that the shaman was attempting to sift through the minds in front of him, more than weigh their combat skills. The wahn sighed a little to herself — while she suspected she could take any of the three in a fight, they still had some way of producing the Noise, and that was a powerful weapon.

				Singer fixed his golden eyes on the true merfahs, one of whom was beginning to twitch. The bipeds had probably used the Noise on the scaly marsupials, rather than killing them. Singer made little biting motions, finally saying, “Hungry.”

				~~They expect us to — eventually — come and take the food. They’re going to put water in after that, so the awakening merfahs don’t kick it over,~~ Whitethroat supplied.

				Blackest flattened her ears and lashed her tail against the wall. “Arrogant things. And when do they supply us with privacy to feed their waste-eating floor?” When she’d finally given in to need, she’d discovered that Singer’s early contribution had been diminished by half, though the floor didn’t seem porous at all.

				Whitethroat twitched his ears in a shrug. “I don’t think they’ve poisoned the merfahs,” he said out loud. “Shall I go get one, wahn Blackest?”

				She laid her ears back at him and showed her teeth. “Keep Singer away from them,” she said, and hunt-crept over to the ice-niche where the merfahs lay. The one that had twitched, she fished out first, darting her hand in and out as quickly as she could, while still keeping the three bipeds in view. Then, since she didn’t want a merfah hopping around the cave-place with them, she took her knife from her belt and crouched to stab the animal through its jaw, into the brain. She took it back to Singer and started skinning it for the shaman-bard.

				“You’d better get the other two,” she muttered to Whitethroat. “I think they must have used the Noise on the merfahs, and catching them will be more difficult after they wake up.”

				The shaman wrinkled his nose and strolled over to the niche, examining it for several seconds and utterly ignoring the bipeds — at least visually. Finally he reached in and pulled out the other two merfahs, draping their limp bodies over one arm. He straightened and looked at the harness-wearing biped expectantly.

			

			
				The harness-wearing one blinked its eyes — yellow-green irises, slit pupils like a person’s — and said something to the other two creatures. Blackest wished the ice-wall would let sound and scent through. This cave smelled like nothing, for the most part, and only occasionally was there any noise — a faint, wind-like sound that came from a hole near the roof, blocked off by a lacy, hard substance.

				The niche closed its ice-lid in front of Whitethroat, and opened on the other side. The pure-green creature took three bowls and put them in the niche, and then the lid-closing and opening repeated, giving Whitethroat access to the bowls. He reached in and took one, gave the water within a long sniff, then carried it and the two merfahs back to Singer and Blackest’s corner. “If you want, I can skin these merfahs, and you can get the other two bowls,” the shaman offered. “Though I’ll have to use your knife. Mine’s more suitable for trimming my claws, I fear.”

				“Admitting shamans get soft?” Blackest asked wryly as she handed over the blade.

				He whuffed at her and flicked his ears while she went to get the bowls. Following Whitethroat’s example, she forced her ears to stay up and her movements to be casual as she took the bowls out. She sniffed one — it was clean water, definitely — and drained it where she sat. Looking at the harness-wearing biped, she replaced the empty bowl in the niche and carried the full one to Singer.

				Whitethroat chuckled at her. “Clever. I doubt they know what to think of us.”

				Blackest smiled, then turned it into a hunter’s fang-filled grin. “Good.”

				


				* * *

				


				Haats hummed to herself while her Third took the empty bowl out. The apprentice looked to her for instructions, and she flipped a hand at him absently. “Yes, refill it.”

				While he left the room, Haats’-Second asked, “Why have they not tried to speak to us, Matriarch?”

				She tapped her tailtip on the floor, considering. “We will have to ask them to be sure, but consider the large ears — they would surely expect to hear something they could see, and yet they cannot. They may assume it works both ways. Or they may have decided to wait and learn from our behavior.” She looked down her snout at the three furry aliens. “I would like to understand their psychology more — the female was the first to approach the food, and I do not know if they are operating on pride or rank. If the former, then the two black-furred ones are nearly equal in status. If they operate on rank, then the brain-damaged male is the venerated one, or the female is expendable, and thus used for the first approach.”

			

			
				Her Second hummed quietly to himself for a moment. “What if we have a hunt-group here, or some other collection that does not have well-defined status?”

				“The idea has merit, though the sample is far too small for any of these speculations. Our questions will have to fester until we have gathered enough data for a translation program.” Haats gestured with her head. “Fetch them some more food — live and caged, I think — and the language pads. They obviously aren’t hysterical at our appearance, so we can get to work.”

				


				* * *

				


				“Our clans are going to be having mass kittens,” Blackest grumbled. “At least no-one can accuse the other clan of having started it — that flying thing was hardly subtle.”

				Whitethroat laughed. “Nih, it was not! And we surely had eyes upon us from chasing Singer through the camp. I wonder why he wanted to meet them, though? He doesn’t seem terribly happy here.”

				Singer was busy gnawing the bones of his merfah, scraping every last bit of meat off them, and then sneaking big-eyed peeks at Blackest’s meal. The wahn sighed and handed him a hind-leg from her collection. “I hope they get the idea that people need more food than one measly merfah each. I could do with a rudoh right now... One of the really big ones, even.”

				“I don’t think this room is big enough for one of those,” Whitethroat said. “Ah, look — the water-bearing one is back.” He drained his water-bowl and heaped the clean bones in it, taking it with him to the ice-etched wall-niche and swapping it for the full bowl.

				The strange biped looked at the bowl of bones, and then at Harness-Wearer. The bulkier creature opened and closed its mouth and gestured, and the water-bearing one thumped its tail and carried away Whitethroat’s old bowl.

				“Shamans practice being irritating, don’t they?” Blackest asked as Whitethroat returned.

				He smiled, teeth covered. “Of course. Otherwise, we would be imposed on too much.” His thoughts landed in her brain. ~~The one with the harness is female, and wahn to the other two, who are male. The female is amused by our actions, and there is something of the patient predator in her thoughts. Not to hunt us, but to find answers to curiosity.~~


			

			
				“Ur.” Blackest took a sip of water from the new bowl, considering this information.

				~~They will soon bring something that the wahn thinks will let them speak with us. A...~~ An utterly alien concept slithered into Blackest’s mind, of a flat oval with moving pictures and places to touch, with connotations of gathering knowledge.

				Blackest hissed at Whitethroat, more than three-quarters seriously. She didn’t want to think like these big, four-legged merfah-things. If they could learn the trade-tongue, so much the better!

				Fortunately for her well-being — since attacking a shaman, even one who deserved it, was decidedly unwise — the amber-green biped returned. It was carrying three flat-oval things. Blackest laid her ears back and glared for a moment.

				Right after amber-green came a fourth creature — this one was a slightly deeper green than the water-bearer — pushing a flat thing stacked with cages.

				Singer looked excited. “Coleyo!” he said, pointing at a bird. While Blackest nodded and echoed him, Singer pointed at the other things, naming merfahs, a nearly catatonic lomerf, a pot of chase-grass, a single trembling baby rudoh, and a bowl containing several good-eating fish. He finished with, “Hungry!”

				Blackest looked at the three bipeds, opening and closing their mouths and gesturing at each other. She smiled, showing her teeth a little. “Which would you like first, Singer?”

				“Fiiiiiiiiiiish!” He licked his lips and salivated a little, ears forward.

				Blackest nodded and patted his shoulder. “You stay here. I’ll go get us some fish.” She sauntered up to the warm-ice wall, tail carefully at two-thirds height, and drew her knife. She used the handle to tap on the wall. The amber-green creature continued talking to blue-green Wears-Harness, but all three had their dark eyes fixed on Blackest.

				She pointed at the warm-ice bowl containing the fish. “Fish,” she said, clearly, loudly, and very firmly. “Good-eating fish.”

				Amber-green set the flat ovals down, and was about to lope to the door. Wears-Harness said something and thumped its tail, and Amber-green helped Darker-green slide the fish-bowl off the stack of cages (the fish darting around in a panic), and into the ice-cave. While they were doing that, Blackest studied the thing Darker-green had been pushing — it had small wheels on it, like a toy! The ground was actually flat enough in this cave-place that a children’s toy could be used to do work!

			

			
				The ice-door slid open on her side, giving access to the fish-bowl. She frowned at it, and tugged it out a little. Heavy, of course. With a backwards flick of her ears, she reached in (sending the fish into hysterics again) and started dragging the cubical-bowl out with her arms, while rearing up just a little on her hind legs. When the bowl was overbalancing, she caught it with her forefeet, claws extended, and lowered it to the floor with all four limbs. The water inside sloshed madly, but there was a warm-ice lid to keep fish and water inside.

				The bipeds were opening and closing their mouths, then Amber-green and Darker-green left the cave-room. Wears-Harness took a few steps closer, and crouched a little on its tail, watching Blackest and the fish-bowl.

				Shaman Whitethroat appeared at her shoulder, with Singer hovering at his flank. ~~She wants to see how we deal with the lid — she’d forgotten to tell her... apprentice? Mate? Child? Her Second thingy. She forgot to tell him to open the lid for us.~~


				Blackest snorted, poking at the warm-ice top. There was an oval groove at one end, and she tried to hook her claws into it. It was too straight and smooth to get a lifting-up grasp, though she tried. She was examining how it was put together — perhaps with two sheets of the warm-ice stuff? — when Singer mewled and reached out, hooking his claws into the oval-groove and pulling it straight towards himself.

				The sheet of warm-ice slid over the other sheet, exposing water, and then Singer hooked claws under both sheets and lifted them up like a normal lid.

				Whitethroat sniffed. “I saw a box that slid open once,” he muttered, obviously a little miffed. ~~I have no idea how he figured that out. Perhaps he lifted it from the biped’s mind?~~


				Blackest smiled and washed Singer’s cheek, crooning praise to her pretty shaman. “Well, then,” she asked, “who of us shall catch these fish?”

				“Ur.” Whitethroat dabbled one hand in the water and wrinkled his nose. Singer put his fingertips in, then washed them indignantly, as if he’d expected the water to either be dry, or get out of his way. Blackest sighed and plunged one hand into the bowl, letting the fish panic for a while and hoping one would flop itself out for easier catching. When they’d calmed a little from exhaustion, she moved her hand up underneath one, using claws to keep it from sliding away, and flipped it out of the bowl. Then she caught it coming down with both hands.

				“Flip that lid up, would you, Whitethroat? I don’t want to kill this on the floor.”

				Whitethroat did so, and Blackest pinned the fish to the lid with one hand while she used her knife on its brainparts. Then it was the easy task of peeling the skin off, which a child could do with claws alone, pulling the bones out with a yank, and divvying up the meat. The entrails would have been good with some spices, maybe even smoked according to Chases-Grass’ secret recipe (which involved fire and chase-grass), but no one much wanted them otherwise.

			

			
				She decided to let the shamans split that good-eating fish while she got another one — this time chasing it around the bowl with her hand until she could pin it to the bottom and drag it out by its gills. She purred a bit in satisfaction as she peeled it.

				


				* * *

				


				Haats studied the phonetic transcription of the recent recordings on her belt-comp, brought by her Second. “Yes, I would presume that this word, T’-SOO-leet, means fish, as it was repeated three times while pointing at the creatures. That would imply that the small marsupial reptiles are mer-FAHT, the avian is a koh-LAY-oh, the flying marsupial reptile is a LOH-merf, the plains-runner is ROO-doh, and the mobile plant-life is i-NUR-rah-koo.”

				“Which tells us little,” her Second grumbled. “Nouns...”

				Haats tapped him on the nose with her thumb. “You are too impatient, my Second! Look at it this way — the black female seems interested in communication, and the brain-damaged male’s speech is simple enough that we will be able to glean words even if the others do not cooperate.”

				He protested, “This will take forever, Matriarch, if we must rely on a damaged specimen.”

				Haats muttered under her breath about impatient apprentices and thumped her tail lightly on the ground. “Very well, you can accompany Sasay’s-First to find some creatures to dissect while I and my Third do the boring part of learning a language. Just be sure that you bring unharmed specimens for me to examine first! It would not do to dissect a sapient or proto-sapient while we still need the cooperation of the natives.”

				Her Second bounced to his feet, bobbed his head several times, and loped from the room. Haats blew air out of her nostrils and reached for the comm to summon her Third. It was time to explain the language pads.

				


				* * *

				


				“Finally,” Blackest muttered as the pure green creature and Wears-Harness came back into view. Pure-green picked up the flat ovals and placed one of them into the ice-niche. Blackest stood up to go retrieve the thing, but Singer was there before her, practically pressing his nose against the clear stuff until it slid away and he could reach in to grab the oval.

			

			
				“What does he want that for so much?” she asked Whitethroat.

				The dark-furred male flicked his ears in mystification, then unfocused his eyes a little, watching Singer patting happily at his toy. ~~It tickles, he thinks. Tickles in a shaman-way. Perhaps it is related to the future-seeing, or the healing. It is not something I can sense myself.~~


				Oh, that’s just wonderful, Blackest thought forcefully, and rolled her eyes. She paced over and settled beside Singer, watching over his shoulder.

				* * *

				


				Haats blinked several times and blew air out her nose in surprise. Her Third stared at her with eyes wide. “Matriarch?” he asked thinly.

				“It’s nothing, my Third. I just hadn’t expected the brain-damaged one to be so... enthusiastic about a thing he did not recognize.”

				Haats’-Third considered the aliens for a little while. “What if he’d seen one before? Maybe one of the other races came here before we did.”

				“And didn’t mention it at all?” Haats mused on the notion for a moment. “Perhaps. It seems unlikely, but perhaps. He certainly seems familiar with it.”

				Indeed, the orange-furred male was quite busily touching the screen of the translator pad — at first, apparently at random, but quickly starting to chatter words to himself. Though he was apparently unable to string those nouns and verbs together into a coherent sentence, his vocabulary appeared to be extensive.

				The other two aliens appeared at least as shocked at Haats herself, glancing at each other and at their companion’s fast-moving hands.

				Haats murmured, “Perhaps the brain-damaged one is of high status after all, though they do seem surprised at his skill.”

				Her Third just hummed a little and made rapid notes.

				


				* * *

				


				How is he doing that? Blackest thought strongly at the shaman, hoping he’d pick it up.

				Whitethroat’s jaw was gaping open a little, and his ears flicked in confusion. ~~I don’t know! I’m looking inside his thoughts, and he’s — he’s absorbing the purpose of this impossible-thing, from the thing itself! It’s like the gift of foreseeing, bent to the past, with that tickling feeling combined...~~ The black-furred shaman washed his hand frantically, biting the back of it. ~~I don’t understand what he’s doing! Maybe no shaman could understand it save one as gifted as he — and as insane!~~


			

			
				“Leg! Legs! Walk! Run! Jump!” Singer made happy biting notions as he batted at the moving images on the oval. His ears were forward, and his tail lashed like a stalking child’s.

				Blackest sighed and picked up one of the other ovals. It smelled odd, like a combination of an animal scent and the warm-ice material that everything here seemed to be made of, with a more biting tang if she tasted it. She passed it to Whitethroat, who took it with one hand while keeping his other on Singer.

				With a snort, Blackest took the last oval-thing herself and started pressing on it to see what it would do. It, like the one Singer had taken, started by showing the exact image of a person — only this one was black-furred and female, with golden eyes. Blackest growled a little, hoping this image was somehow a reflection of her appearance, and not some other female’s.

				She touched the image, muttering “Female person.” The image changed, showing the front half of the person and then filling most of the oval with a close view of the image’s face.

				She hissed at the thing, but her ears only flicked backwards a little. At least it was something to do. So that Singer wouldn’t distract her, she moved off a bit and started playing with the device. If she only touched a part of the face-image, that part got larger, as if she were very close to it. If she touched a part in the new image, that got larger. She’d worked her way to a very, very close view of a nose before she tried saying, “Ur... Nose-skin?”

				The image changed again, moving back to the whole face. She started playing the touch-say game, and after she’d worked her way through most of the obvious features, it moved out again, showing the shoulders and breasts. No halter at all on the image, which would be painful when running...

				Singer seemed to be rubbing his finger on his oval, so Blackest carefully tried doing that herself, and succeeded in making the image shift around on her oval. After a while, the novelty of the thing overwhelmed the lingering resentment at their captivity, and Blackest started playing touch-say in detail.

				


				* * *

				


				Haats and her Third fed words into the computer and argued definitions. With all three of the centauroid natives working on the language pads, the vocabulary was quickly growing. Especially with the brain-damaged one’s input. 

			

			
				“It’s as if he wants to teach us the language,” Haats muttered. “But with that much damage... Though there’s that neuromass at the base of the humanoid body. Perhaps there’s more cognition originating there than Sohsy’s-First thought?”

				“The others seem to have taken their cue from him,” her Third said.

				“The female more than the male.” Haats called up video from the study-room on her tablet. The white-throated male still had a hand on the orange one’s shoulder, and only prodded desultorily at his language-pad. The female curled against the wall, a short distance away, with the pad resting on her forelegs; she arched her upper body over it as if about to pounce, and occasionally bared her teeth at it. Haats muttered, “I wish I knew if that were a threat display, or a humor display.”

				“Does it matter, Matriarch?” her Third asked.

				“In a sapient, primitive species that outweighs me by at least twice, perhaps three times? On their own heavy-grav world? If we wish to communicate with them, I think it matters to know if they are aggressive, and what the signs of that aggression are.”

				It would have been a perfect time for a fight to break out among the captives, but sadly, they were not so obligingly informative, and Haats reduced the video feed to a small oval in the corner of the tablet. “We shall simply have to give them images of body-language, and see what words they use,” she decided.

				


				* * *

				


				After a full day and night of being trapped in the cornered-cave, Blackest was bouncing off the walls. Despite her well-muscled weight impacting with all four paws — which sent her sprawling on her side as often as she managed to land on her feet, on the rebound — the walls didn’t budge, nor did the room shake perceptibly. “If only I could get a good run going,” she grumbled, and backed into a non-waste corner to get a start at the diagonally-opposite one.

				Huddled in the next corner over with Singer, diagonally across from the waste-corner, shaman Whitethroat complained, “Can’t you just chase your tail in circles like Singer did?”

				“Nih!” She crouched and leapt, twisting to hit with all four paws at once, and twisting again to get her feet on the ground. This wasn’t one of the good landings, that could send her into the opposite corner, and the roll fetched her up against the two shamans. “What a surprise to meet you here, shamans. How long it has been since our noses last met.”

			

			
				“You could sleep,” Whitethroat protested. “I would certainly like to nap.” His mind-voice came into her thoughts. ~~I was trying to slip into the merfah-people’s minds while they slept. Their dreams did not help, all full of counting things.~~


				“Do nap,” Blackest said, as bright and brittle as sunlit ice. “I’m sure I won’t land on you!”

				Whitethroat laid his ears back at her, with a wordless yellow glare.

				She relented. “All right, all right. Here, Singer, come away from the grouchy shaman.” She took the orange male’s hands in hers and rolled her lower body around so she could stand.

				Singer followed her, yawning, but pulled one hand free to bring his magic oval. Blackest groaned faintly. “Haven’t we talked to that thing enough? My throat is so dry.” She wasn’t about to drink the fish-water, either, for all that there were few fish left. The clear bowl had developed a layer of fish-leavings that were not being eaten by the floor.

				Singer chirruped at her, and settled down beside her in the corner she’d been using as target. He set his head against her chest, placed the oval into the curl of one forepaw, and resumed playing with it — though silently, drawing fingers along the surface.

				Being cooped up, unable to run, was tedious and annoying. Knowing that her clan would be upset at their loss — and that Wahn Chases-Grass would be upset to lose his shaman — itched at the base of her upper spine. And worry over what the strange merfah-people intended to do with them... was constantly with her like a bad smell. Sometimes she could forget about it for whole minutes, but always it returned, and she was too much a wahn to seek escape in unnecessary sleep.

				Singer reached one hand behind him to pull her forepaw over his lower shoulders. She sighed and cuddled more. “Yes, I want out of here, my pretty one. I’m no good as wahn in here.”

				Singer blinked up at her, distracted from the oval. “Good is the fire and good is the hunt, fair is the sun like your smile,” he sang. “Sweet is the wind and sweet is the meat, fair is the moon like your eyes.”

				“Ah, my bard.” She smiled and washed his headfur and ear, with long strokes that soothed them both despite her dry throat.

				


				* * *

				


				“Well.” Haats leaned back on her tail. “That was unexpected.”

				“The complex tonalities and word-choice, Matriarch?” her Third asked.

			

			
				“And cuing off this word, RAH-ro, from the female. Did we assume the damage was more extensive than the truth?”

				“The female did not seem very surprised,” her Third said, after reviewing the sensor feed for that. “And she is more relaxed now. This suggests... the behavior is not new? And they are well familiar with each other?”

				“And my First believes none of them are close genetic relatives, despite the fur-color similarities. Now, if only he would discover whether the odd brain activity is sex-linked... The black male, at least we can tell when his neural behavior deviates from the norm. With the striped one, it is impossible to pick out a ‘normal’ activity!” She tapped her tailtip on the floor. “I will be glad when we have enough of a vocabulary to attempt communication. I fear we will be at a disadvantage, without ear-membranes.”

				


				* * *

				


				It was late in the day, according to the feedings and Blackest’s desire for a nap, by the time the harness-wearing merfah-person made its (her, according to Whitethroat) appearance again. As usual, the smaller, pure-green creature accompanied her. Both held things — round-edged rectangles rather than ovals, but otherwise same-colored. Occasionally Wears-Harness would glance at hers, while Pure Green was looking at his more often than not.

				Wears-Harness opened her mouth and apparently said something to Pure Green; the other merfah-person went and touched something in the wall behind the ice-wall.

				Then the larger one opened her mouth again... and sounds came out.

				Blackest could see all of their heads coming up and ears pricking forward. Singer trilled encouragingly, as if watching a baby, eyes newly opened, taking its first scrabbling walk away from its mother.

				Wears-Harness looked at her rectangle in her hand, touched her smooth chest with the other fingers, and said, “Person.”

				Blackest started to stand, hands ready to mimic the gesture and tongue ready to speak the word...

				...and Singer leapt to his feet, bounding over to the ice-wall and ignoring that Wears-Harness took a half-step backwards. “Khih!” he cried, the words fogged by his purring. “Person! Person! Merfah-person? People!”

				Blackest got to her feet and followed Singer, putting her arm around his shoulders. “Person,” she agreed, touching her chest. Then she touched Singer’s and repeated, “Person,” before moving her hand from his chest to hers, and finishing, “People.”

			

			
				Whitethroat’s shaman-voice whispered in her mind, ~~And that has given them some satisfaction. Both in language, and that we will talk to them... as people.~~


				And may the spirits of our foremothers smile upon us, Blackest thought back, forcing her ears and tail to stay up and friendly, for I never thought I’d tell a giant merfah it was people.


				


				* * *

				


				After a particularly fruitful discussion, Haats bid the six-limbed aliens a good dinner — she was fairly sure that’s what she’d said, anyway, and she’d certainly overseen the delivery of more food to them — and collected her apprentices.

				“Will we let them out tomorrow, Matriarch?” her Third asked, while her Fifth yawned and pushed the empty fish-tank on the cart.

				It was a good question; the female in particular had brought the halting, awkward, scanty-worded conversation to “out” more than once. She had kept her ears up, her tail unmoving, with the tufted tip curling delicately over her forepaws, and her mouth had been in a close-lipped smile. But she had used that word... Haats checked her notes. At least five times.

				Haats said, “I suppose we must speak to Sahsy and Sohsy about it. They are being very cooperative now, and quite polite, considering Sohsy did kidnap them, but it could be to lull our suspicions.”

				“They eat their reptiles,” her Fifth muttered.

				“Those are non-sapient,” Haats reminded him. “But yes, we must remember that we may look like prey to them, however friendly they seem.”

				Waving her Fifth to the storage part of the ship, Haats went to find the eldest of Seits’ apprentices, with her Third trailing behind.

				As expected, despite Sohsy’s distaste for heavy-worlds, she was outside the research ship. She’d set up a pavilion-tent, with benches, tables, and cages for local wildlife that needed analyzing. Further, she’d put a smaller tent beneath it, for herself and her First. The whole outdoor arrangement was protected from the elements — and any natives, sapient or otherwise — by an extension of the ship’s force-screens, normally used to repel small rocks and dust, but easily enough tweaked to flicker on and off every few minutes and allow air-transfer. It blurred the stars into indistinct smudges, made near-invisible by the artificial lights set up so the Adults and apprentices could work. (At least working at night meant the overly-bright sun didn’t confuse unprotected eyes.)

			

			
				Pilot Sahsy was also outside, despite her avowed dislike of not just heavy-worlds, but the intermittent subliminal effects of the cycling force-screen. While Sohsy’s First and Thoshi (Sahsy’s First was near enough to Adulthood to have taken a personal name) paced about and supervised the Second and Third apprentices of each Matriarch (including Haats’ own Second), the sister-apprentices leaned forward on folding chairs and muttered to each other.

				Haats ducked briefly into Sohsy’s tent for Thoshi’s chair and flipped it open so she could relax onto the chest-rest and let her heels touch the ground. The heavier gravity really was draining, it was true. “Both of you?” she asked.

				“We’re discussing genetics,” Sohsy explained.

				“Still thinking of crossing lines?” Haats scratched her nose, mildly disapprovingly. Despite being of an age, and close friends, the planetologist and pilot weren’t from the same clutch, so there was no genetic argument against the idea.

				“Have to do it before Thoshi’s a Patriarch,” Sohsy said, while Sahsy nodded.

				“The hatchling won’t gender for some time. Is it fair to your other apprentices to saddle them with something that won’t even be sapient for a while, Sohsy?”

				The planetologist swatted her sister-apprentice’s haunch with her tail. “Says the female who found a lone hatchling meeping on the street, not three minutes after walking out of the School with her Fourth, and picked it up as well.”

				“He was very close to bonding age!” Haats protested. “It’s not the same!”

				“Of course not,” Sohsy cooed. “Now, what brings you out here besides complaining about what I do with my next clutch?”

				“The aliens, of course. I’ve been speaking to them and attempting to establish a functional vocabulary from the patchwork collection of verbs and nouns that they input into the slates. One word that the female keeps using is ‘out.’ They’ve been extremely cooperative, and I was wondering if we might let them stretch their legs soon.”

				“You mean, before they all three start ricocheting around the holding room?” Sahsy asked.

				“That too.” Haats had been fairly sure the giant native wouldn’t be able to break anything. Mostly. Probably. She continued, “From what you and Thoshi saw in that hunting group yesterday, Sahsy, they do seem to be runners. Confinement for too long may be bad for their mental or physical health. And the female was asking very nicely, without anything detectable as a threat display.”

			

			
				Sohsy asked, “What if lack of threat display means she doesn’t respect you enough to threaten?”

				“That’s a possibility. But that’s one of the reasons why I’d want people with stun-rifles. We might let them out one at a time, for exercise, and see if they continue to cooperate. If not...”

				“They’ll respect us more after they wake up?” Sahsy asked, with pilot bluntness.

				“One hopes.”

				Sohsy dug her toes into the dirt. “Sister-vote, then? I’m for it. I want to see if they’ll run or stay.”

				Haats said, “I’m for it, of course. I want them to trust us enough to remain cooperative.”

				Their pilot-sister thumped her tail on the ground. “Misgivings, but we can probably handle it. All right, go tell your subject mammals they get to go out tomorrow.”

				“Excellent.” Haats swung her tail around to gently tap the tails of her apprentice-sisters, then got up. The pair of them might want to bask in a heavy-world’s gravity, but she had more interesting language assimilation to do inside.

				


				* * *

				


				The sun was unpleasantly warm on Blackest’s back, but she welcomed it, even if there wasn’t a sniff of her clan — or any clan — on the wind. She dug her claws into the earth, jumped almost as high as she could, and flopped over to rub her spine into the ground until she was nearly relaxed. She sprawled, hoping the merfah-people wouldn’t realize that her muscles still ached to run at full speed until she fell over, gasping for breath, legs trembling...

				She’d... gamboled, instead. Frolicked in the leg-high grass like a barely-walking child. Pretended not to notice that the merfah-people, with odd, dark bubbles held over their eyes by straps, also held strangely-shaped clubs in their hands and tracked her movements as alertly as if they could still see. Worked very hard to give the impression that she was a gentle, sweet creature, no more dangerous than a merfah herself, despite her greater mass.

				I have got to get back to my clan, she didn’t yell at them. They, after all, had the Noise. Until Blackest figured out what brought the Noise, and how to fight it, she was going to be sweet and cuddly as a newborn.

			

			
				And when she did find out what the Noise was, how it was made, and how to use it? She was going to smack a bunch of merfah-people with both forepaws. Kidnapping people instead of peaceful negotiations? Offering food, wearing clothes, and talking would have made the clan curious, and then they’d have had a dozen or more people talking to their strange oval rocks.

				Barely detectable as someone else’s thought, and not hers, ~~They bring Singer. He sang out loudly. Find a way to... startle them. Just a little.~~


				Blackest sighed and rolled to her feet, licking grass off her shoulder and spitting it out.

				The thing she was nearly ignoring was the giant... rock. Upside down basket made of rock. Rock skull, the eyes sealed open and the mouth only opening to let out people... Something, strange and unique on the land, that they had been inside. It rose up, a gleaming shinestone cliff, with odd curves and smoothness, sometimes marked at the edges with a single, stiff spine.

				She would not admit to fearing it, though it was huge and like nothing she’d ever seen. She would, truly, have preferred to approach it as a hunter, creeping through taller grass than stood around it. (Had something eaten the grass? It was still as high as her forelegs’ first joint...) Then, to touch it, scratch it, chip at it with a stone-tipped spear, look all around it and try to jump atop...

				But the merfah-people stood beside it with their clubs, and would probably object to their home being so examined.

				The thing probably flew in the sky, like the thing that had flown to the edge of the clan and no doubt flown away with the three of them before anyone got there in time. That anything so large could fly without flapping wings was impossible; why balk at a larger impossibility?

				From the jaw — or eye-hole, or terribly distorted tent-flap, however one might think of it — Singer and Wears-Harness emerged, with yet another of Wears-Harness’ clan following.

				Wears-Harness had called herself “Haats,” Blackest made herself remember. The word hadn’t been translated, so either they hadn’t found what it meant, or it was just something that sounded good to a merfah-person.

				Haats hadn’t answered very many of their questions at all, come to think of it. Blackest wasn’t sure if that was the language, or the creature.

				Entirely disregarding the merfah-people, Singer bolted for Blackest with spurting trills of delight, nearly bowling her over.

				Alarm the merfahs? she thought, and chirped, “Playing! Playing!”

				“Playing!” Singer crowed, and turned his hug into a gentle head-batting, throwing a forepaw over her shoulders to try to pin her.

			

			
				She stuck her forehead down against his chest and wrapped her arms around his torso just above his second shoulders, then flopped on her back, dragging him into position so her hind legs could kick his belly.

				Laughing, he fell over on his side, rolling her over, kicked back, and bit and licked at her ears while she tried to return the favor at his shoulders and neck.

				Fun as a little tussle was, she hoped Whitethroat was listening to the merfah-people’s minds for all of this, and getting some good information.

				


				* * *

				


				“Sibling behavior or consort behavior?” Haats’ Third asked, watching the aliens wrestle together.

				“Not enough information,” Haats said. “It might be friendly, familial — though from the genetics, none of the three are closely related — or courting. They do not seem to be making upset noises, though.”

				“We will ask them, Matriarch?”

				“Perhaps...” Haats clicked her teeth thoughtfully. “We need more subjects to observe. We have a crude translation ability, so it may be worth shouting friendly words from the air-car, to see if we get volunteers. These have not offered violence to us, after all, despite being captives.”

				“The black male disturbs me,” her Third muttered, looking down at his feet and swinging his tail from side to side. “He watches us, like a predator.”

				“They are predators,” Haats reminded him. “Though both curious and well-mannered ones, for such a primitive species.”

				He made an unhappy noise in his muzzle, almost a whine, but didn’t argue. “Shall any of us go with Sahsy and her First?”

				“It would be good for a linguist to be with them,” Haats agreed. “You, or my Fourth, perhaps.”

				Her Third glanced at the other apprentices, who nervously held stun-rifles and watched for signs that the tail-flailing aliens were turning their aggressions upon hapless Mmsar instead of each other. Haats followed his gaze to the top of the ship; her Fifth was there, also with a stun-rifle. He was spending half his attention on the older apprentices, presumably following their lead.

				“Ah,” Haats said. “Yes, suggest he can go with them. It’s good for a youngster to go beyond the ship now and then.”

				“Yes, Matriarch.”

				


				* * *

				


			

			
				They encouraged Blackest to come back inside before letting Whitethroat out, and Singer followed her. Later, after Shaman Whitethroat had done his stretching, sauntering, and rolling in the grass, they arranged themselves into a communal pile like a crèche of children, and Whitethroat explained what he’d picked from the merfah-people’s minds.

				First, that the sun was “too bright,” and the dark bubbles over their eyes could be seen through. Second, that they were indeed aware that they were out-weighed as well as out-limbed. And third...

				The Noise, Blackest thought at Whitethroat.

				~~Yes,~~ he agreed. ~~The Noise comes from those clubs, like a stone flung from a sling, at the press of a button. You and Singer alarmed them amply. I could feel their muscles tensing, tell what they wanted to do.~~


				Blackest drew a hand through Singer’s short mane, and the mind-injured shaman purred; no way to tell what he was thinking, or if he was even “listening” to Whitethroat and her own thoughts. She thought hard again, If we could acquire those ourselves...


				~~They won’t work forever. They have... small things, that they eat, to make Noise. They are not alive-things! But... like the rocks in a pouch, and when they are gone, the sling is useless till one has more.~~


				And they have the flying basket, that they used when they first captured us. Which meant escape wouldn’t be just stealing a Noise-stick and running, but having to use it again on whoever came after them — and either stealing the flying basket... Or, more likely, having to kill every merfah-person in this large cave-home.

				Even for merfah-people, that thought made Blackest a little queasy. One killed to hunt, or sometimes in a challenge if the challenger would not back down — she would have clawed Icepatch’s throat out, had her sister forced the issue — but there were many merfah-people here, and most of them followers of their leader-mates, according to Whitethroat.

				~~Yes.~~ Whitethroat’s thought didn’t give a hint of whether he was replying to what she’d thought at him, or the whole train of it.

				Blackest sighed. We must be clever. We must see if we can trade for our freedom, and whatever else we can get besides.


				The black shaman chuckled, deep in his white-spotted throat. ~~I will try to uncover what they value. They seek to speak with more people, and if they will tell us that openly, we might offer to play a bard’s part on their behalf.~~


				Blackest let her mouth gape just a little, in a tiny hunter’s grin. Tomorrow, I think I will suggest that they will learn our trade-tongue better, if they have more to speak it for them.


				


				* * *

			

			
				


				In the morning, the roof of the tent-cave-nook-prison lightened again and the Darker Green merfah-person brought more food. While chasing true-merfahs around was entertaining...

				“I’m getting rather tired of raw meat,” Blackest sighed, coaxing Singer into another bite of his by wiggling it till he pounced. She licked her fingers and added, “They’re very good merfahs. But the whole point of starting a fire is to eat something different for a change.”

				“I didn’t get the feeling that they ate raw meat, mostly,” Shaman Whitethroat agreed. “I suppose they don’t want to start a fire in a place with no smoke-hole? And are afraid of starting a grass-fire if they tried outside?”

				“I refuse to believe that people who can make a flying hill, with tent-places inside, can’t make a fire without smoke. Or burning down the plains.” Blackest wiggled a bit of her own meal, in the hopes it would become more interesting. It wasn’t the same when she did it.

				Whitethroat was about to respond when Singer perked his ears up. From lying on his upper back and lower side, he pushed upwards and trampled across Whitethroat’s haunches on his way to the warm-ice wall that separated them from the merfah-people.

				Haats Wears-Harness stumbled into view. Even Blackest could see the female was upset, her eyes wide and pupils thin lines even in the relative dimness inside the flying thing. Mouth opening and closing, she fumbled at the part of the wall that made the warm-ice slide aside. One of her mate-clan-apprentice people appeared behind her, yelping and trying to pull her away while he hit at the same patch of controlling-wall.

				Haats Wears-Harness reached out her arms, speaking quickly in her own language. And where Pure Green, behind her, was agitated and suspicious...

				Singer reached out and put a delicate hand on the female’s wrist. “Yes,” he said.

				While Haats Wears-Harness looked at him, head cocked and tail curling, Blackest scooped up a nearby picture-thing and brought it over; she held it in both hands, to look harmless. Part to the picture-thing and part to the female, Blackest said, “What is wrong? We can help?”

				“Hss, hss,” Haats Wears-Harness said. Her pupils expanded a little, and she said something over her shoulder, to Pure Green. After a few anguished comments of his own, the younger, leaner male fetched his mate’s own picture-thing and handed it to her.

			

			
				The merfah-person whispered to the picture-thing, then said, awkwardly, “Yes. Help. Yes.” Another moment of whispering, and she added, “My most-young mate. My sister. Her mate. Help. Lost they.”

				While Singer purred encouragingly, Whitethroat’s thoughts crept into Blackest’s mind. ~~They were somewhere, seeking more of our folk to speak with. There was some trouble with the flying basket. They have not come back, or sent their words back. She is afraid for their lives.~~


				They do look a lot like merfahs. Maybe someone wanted a taste, Blackest thought, sourly. But she thought of how worried she would be if Singer vanished, too. Out loud, she said, “Yes. We want to help.”

				Haats Wears-Harness took a breath, her whole body seeming to shudder with it. “Yes. I am yes.”

				~~Grateful,~~ Whitethroat translated.

				Blackest controlled her tail, which still wasn’t used to the Shaman speaking into her mind. She tapped the picture-thing she held. “Showing? Showing, hearing? What happened?”

				“It is... cracked. The flying tent is cracked.” If a merfah could have wept, this one’s nose would have been streaming rivers. “Sister, sister one, she makes another tent. Looks. Says back, empty, empty.”

				Forestalling Whitethroat’s help, Blackest thought hard, They have more than one flying basket, and the other sister went looking for the first, and either didn’t find the first basket at all, or found it empty. She wished she understood some merfah-person tongue, but Haats Wears-Harness had been far more interested in talking to them in Trade-words. Blackest drew a breath, tapped her nose thoughtfully, and tried to make her words very simple. “Take us to fallen flying basket. We search, we hunt. We find mates and sister. We bring mates and sister.”

				The male, behind his mate, squawked something that was clearly a protest — but Haats Wears-Harness thumped her heavy tail on the ground, quieting him.

				“Sister brings flying two. She brings, we go.”

				Singer purred loudly at her, and crooned, “The flight of the birds, the whisper of wind. My heart lifts at the scent of your fur. I follow the path you leave in the grass. I follow you into the night.”

				Haats Wears-Harness looked at him, made an odd creaking noise, then turned and fell into her apprentice-mate’s arms. The male held her, glaring over her shoulder as if his angry mistrust alone could keep the three captives contained.

				Blackest washed Singer’s shoulder patiently.

				


				* * *

			

			
				


				The flying basket was indeed broken, at the bottom of a deep-dug pit trap suitable for breaking the legs of the largest of the grazing food-beasts. Blackest and Whitethroat examined the trap and its contents; Singer prowled around the area, chasing grass-stems and small, feathered creatures.

				“That’s a very impressive trap,” Blackest said, pulling up the remains of the woven-grass cover that had hidden the pit from the merfah-people. “Deep, too.”

				Whitethroat carefully leaned his upper body down the trap’s slanted side; no point digging a trap if one couldn’t climb down to finish off the prey. “Dirt’s a bit loose, but I think we can get down there.”

				“We’d best try.” She mimicked his pose, grimacing at the feel of moist dirt between her fore-toes. “Grab my tail, I suppose.”

				“I am loyal to Clan M’Chases-Grass,” the black-furred shaman said, but took her tail in his hands anyway, providing undignified support as Blackest clambered into the pit head-first.

				She didn’t have to tell him when to let go, and jumped down into the broken flying basket. The stubby wings were crumpled from its plummet through the netting, into the narrower-than-its-wings pit, and flaps were open at its nose and tail. Unlike Haats Wears-Harness’ basket, this one had no top, though there were still seats for two-legged people to lean forwards on, their tails curled to the sides — or straight back to smack people’s faces. Dirt was crumbled and smeared onto the seat-coverings and basket-bottom.

				The open tail-flap revealed a space containing some mysterious, squared-off baskets of metal and warm-ice. Blackest was about to call up to Whitethroat, to have him ask the merfah-people what these things were, when Singer came scrabbling down in a small landslide. He stopped himself in the least dignified way possible: his upper body in the basket’s space, his forepaws at the edge, and his hindquarters briefly unsupported in midair till his hind feet landed on the basket’s edges. His tail whipped around in circles.

				“Is he all right?” Whitethroat called down.

				“Urrrr...” Blackest peered at Singer as the orange shaman emerged, clutching one of the mysterious objects. “Yes, he’s fine.” She continued to watch as he dragged it around and under a crumpled basket-wing, then started digging a hole in the side of the pit with his forepaws. When it was big enough, he shoved the object inside and began covering it.

				After that was accomplished, and the ground patted down again, Singer crawled inside the flying basket, snuffling around the large rear section where merfah-people’s tails went. Blackest put her forepaws on the basket-edge and leaned over. “Find anything?” she asked him, not expecting any sensible answer, but hoping for an enigmatic clue.

			

			
				He pushed himself up and licked her forehead, upside down to each other as they were, and said, “Icepatch.” Then, while her ears were flattened and her eyes were wide, he pointed at the emptied space where he’d gotten his Thing. “Noise-weapons. Fire-weapons. Icepatch.”

				Blackest gawped upside down at him for a moment longer, then whipped herself upright so fast she was dizzy. She shouted, “Icepatch has them, and weapons besides!”

				Calmly — for he wasn’t part of Clan M’Blackest, and had only heard of Blackest’s sister’s attempts to take over — Whitethroat asked, “Can he track where they went?”

				Singer crooned, “I follow you into the night, I follow you through the grass. I follow you till the end of days, with your eyes like moons in the sky.”

				“I think so,” Blackest translated. Then she cursed, “Twinning furballs! If Icepatch has unique merfah-people to show off, and Noise weapons, she can take any clan she wants!”

				“At least it will keep her from killing the merfah-people, for their hides wouldn’t keep so well,” Whitethroat said, then leaped away as Blackest scrabbled her way out of the pit. “Er?”

				Blackest ignored him and his puffed-out tail, bounding for Haats Wears-Harness’ flying basket. She put her hands on the front-parts of it, tail lashing and ears flicking wildly. “Haats, Haats,” she said. “The place, the place we were caught. The place we were found. Close? Close to here?”

				After some fumbling with the translating things, the female said, “Three days? Five days? To walk?”

				“So close!” Blackest hissed, looking at the sky as if she could tell which direction her clan was, without even stars. All the hills here were gentle, rolling things, without landmarks she recognized. She turned her face back to the merfah-people inside their basket. “Which way? Which way to my clan? My people?”

				“Your clan to take them?” Haats Wears-Harness asked.

				“My sister took them, rot her eyes and rip her ears and all her fur torn out!” Blackest said. “My sister who hates me and wants me dead!”

				The female flicked her gaze to and from her translation thing. “We fly!”

				Blackest shook her head. “No. Flying thing, they see. They see flying thing from far away. They guard, they shoot weapons. Maybe fly a short way, yes. Then we run.”

			

			
				That took a moment, and a quick conversation between the three merfah-people in their basket, but Haats Wears-Harness lifted her eyes and said, “Yes.”

				


				* * *

				


				They decided they would not take the strange far-speaking things the merfah-people had, for fear someone might try to speak through one at a moment when silence was required. Instead, Shaman Whitethroat would condescend to wear a thick bracelet around one wrist, and somehow the others would know where he was. If they stayed some hours in one place, Haats Wears-Harness would come to investigate — for either they would’ve failed, or succeeded, once they stopped moving.

				Singer stayed with the merfah-people, washing Haats Wears-Harness’ hand in reassurance. Blackest was both annoyed and relieved; Singer’s shaman-powers might have been useful, but likewise, his child-mind could have brought trouble. Whitethroat was shaman enough, probably, and the pair of them were black-furred, rather than creamy orange. Even other night-sighted people had trouble picking out one shadow amongst others.

				And by the time they found the trail and caught up with the splintered clan, it was most definitely night. Blackest had kept up the fastest lope Shaman Whitethroat could maintain, but between the enforced inactivity of the not-cave, and how their sleeping had been confused by it, she was cracking her jaw with yawns and thinking wistfully of a tent with a comfortable mat to keep the grass from one’s fur. And Singer, of course.

				But the fire-scent and glimmers of light had led them on, for there seemed no reason why they couldn’t drop rescued merfah-people into their kin’s hands, reclaim Singer, and vanish into the grass themselves.

				And now that they were this close, falling asleep in the grass was out of the question. Icepatch’s followers hadn’t dared to challenge Blackest herself, in the midst of the clan, but alone? One of them might put a spear through her lower ribs, to present her to Icepatch as a bleeding mess.

				Beside her, Shaman Whitethroat sent, ~~There are two guards here.~~


				Two for downwind, one for upwind — Whitethroat hadn’t sensed the third, but it was standard for a hunt-group. The downwind guards would be far enough from the fire that their eyes wouldn’t be light-blinded, too, while the up-wind one only needed to stay up-wind of the fire and whatever might be cooking on it.

				At the moment, that was “nothing,” or Blackest might’ve been worried that someone’d decided to taste the prisoners.

			

			
				She flopped her tail over to tap Whitethroat’s, and thought hard, Can you make them sleepy like I am?


				~~Oh, that’s an interesting idea!~~ The shaman’s un-voice was amused. ~~I wonder if that would work better. Think of how sleepy you are!~~


				Defended my position of wahn by brute strength, and now this, she thought back, before focusing on how heavy her eyelids were, how every muscle in her body wanted to turn into mud and slump into the ground, how even her tail was too tired to lash...

				The sound of Shaman Whitethroat’s own yawn was drowned out by the rustle of twin thumps as the guards keeled over without a squeak. Dragging herself back to wakefulness, Blackest hunt-crept over on all sixes, hands feeling for sharp rocks that might make her yelp if she trod upon them. She peered at one hunter, recognizing the hot-headed Redtail’s chubby arm where it lay over his spear. He snored quietly.

				~~This one — Half-ears, isn’t it? — is just as asleep,~~ Whitethroat reported. ~~Very effective! Pity I can’t bring their sleep’s ease back to us — but I think they were tired to begin with.~~


				Why don’t shamans rule clans as wahns? Blackest thought back.

				~~We have to sleep as well. Besides, running clans is too much work.~~


				So true. Blackest rolled her shoulders and stretched fore- and hind-quarters, then resumed her hunt-creep toward the fire, the shaman following.

				The tall grass had been beaten down and ripped up in the camp-spot, lest plainsfire destroy everything. There were no tents, and Blackest couldn’t see if they had ground-mats from her careful distance. (Even a black shadow among shadows would be obvious if she flattened too much of the grass herself — and if she bobbed her head up too obviously, the fireshine would be caught in her eyes.)

				Worse, everyone was quiet, as if they had camped after their own hard trek, and were either sleeping or too tired to chatter. An unfamiliar silhouette patrolled in circles around the fire, pacing slowly. Blackest smapped her tail into Whitethroat’s face and thought hard, Are the merfah-people here?


				With light teeth around her tailtip, the shaman thought back, ~~I think so. Asleep or unconscious. Something else, too... Some animal? And—!~~


				His thought broke off, his teeth left her tail, and he hissed loudly.

				Ears back, Blackest was about to smack him harder in the face for breaking hunt-silence, when something came crashing through the grass at them.

			

			
				With hopes of surprise lost, like a fish down the river, Blackest started to come up in a jump with a roar of her own — and found herself face-to-snout with a snarling bloodfang.

				“Run!” Shaman Whitethroat bellowed, bolting to one side. Someone else snarled, he cried out, and a battle-growl started up to that side.

				Blackest would’ve looked to see what could make a shaman make that noise, but she’d evidently surprised the bloodfang enough that it took her for a threat instead of prey — enough to stand there and snarl into her face, rather than attack at once.

				It was, of course, big. It likely outweighed her by half her own mass. Its elongated face sported the fangs as long as her hand from wrist to claw-tips, in a mouth as broad as her face. Instead of hands and body-limbs, like a person, it had six giant paws with claws to match. Its breath stank.

				Nearly as clever as a person, as agile as a person, stronger than a person... Tales spoke of bloodfangs and their tawny-brindle coats, and how they would ambush people and eat them. Blackest felt her fur bristling out up and down her spine; her tail might have exploded into a bone-centered mist. Her thoughts raced like her hearts. She certainly didn’t want it eating Whitethroat... Or her... Or the merfah-people...

				Off to the side, Whitethroat snarled again, with words. “Run! I... can hold him!”

				An unfamiliar voice, almost as strained, hissed, “Can’t hold both of us!”

				Oh. A shaman. With a pet bloodfang.


				People were rousing, calling questions. Any moment, and Icepatch would no doubt be bounding into the mess, and then she’d have two murderous things trying to eat her throat.

				Being wahn meant thinking, speed, and strength. And sometimes, being just a little bit crazy.

				She was close. She lunged forward the handspan needed—

				—and bit the bloodfang on the nose.

				It roared and swiped a forepaw at her, but she’d already leaped backward, flipping in midair to dash away to the side.

				It gave chase, all that mass scrabbling into motion with six legs, all thicker than hers. She couldn’t spare more than a brief glance back, jinking toward the camp (oh, look, there were the merfah-people, tied up and groggily waking!), then away, hoping that she was faster on the sprint, and faster to turn.

				“Hairballs! It’s her!” screamed a too-familiar voice. “It’s my cursed sister! Kill her!”

				A forepaw smacked Blackest’s right hindpaw, throwing her balance off. She staggered. The air seemed to flatten against her fear-fluffed fur, and she turned the stagger into a desperate roll to the right as the bloodfang jumped to where she’d been.

			

			
				As she scrabbled to her feet (her right hindpaw hurt, but held), the bloodfang shook its head and picked itself up from where its own momentum had pitched it into the dirt.

				Oh.


				She dashed again. A burst of light flared before her as the grass flamed briefly. She screeched surprise and back-scrabbled before remembering the bloodfang and bouncing sideways. A glance back, and similar fast-flaring fire had driven it off the other way as well, snarling.

				“Not those!” Icepatch’s shriek came. “You’ll hit the beast! Hit the other one! No, the sleep-spear! Who has the sleep-spear?!”

				It made little sense. Blackest set her ears back, muffling the shouting, and leapt forward as the bloodfang came after her again.

				The shadows were confusing under her feet, beside her legs, stripes of pale grass brindling her fur. She imagined the bloodfang’s breath on her tail. She saw an interruption in the grass and broke into the final sprint, the pace no person could sustain for long.

				But it was long enough. She reached the fallen, sleeping guard and grabbed for its weapon. Her hand met an unfamiliar haft, but she snatched it up anyway and forced another three sprinting paces from her legs before turning and bringing up...

				...it wasn’t Redtail’s spear. It was whatever Half-ears’d been holding.

				A merfah-person’s weapon.

				And she had no idea how to use it.

				The bloodfang was leaping, and she had no spear to brace and stab it through a heart or lung.

				She managed to roll away, but this time it knew the trick and lashed out with a mid-paw, claws catching in her hindmost leg, near the hip.

				Blackest screamed, and scrabbled with the weapon, trying to remember which end the merfah-people had held and which had seemed the part that might make Noise. The bloodfang recovered, and lunged again, and she was too much on her side to get away, only able to push at its stomach with her good hind-foot and her forefeet, trying to brace the weapon to at least get it in the animal’s mouth, but it had the greater reach on her and the greater weight and—

				Singer’s mind-touch was as welcome as young meat-beasts in spring. Wordlessly, his affection and worry spilled into her thoughts, followed by images clear as muscle-instinct.

			

			
				She pointed the narrow end of the weapon upward, into the bloodfang’s gaping maw. One hand found the little twig to slide, to waken it. The other pressed its claws into the needed holes.

				White fire ripped the bloodfang’s head apart, more quiet than skyfire had any right to be.

				Singer’s thoughts left her, in a haze of exhaustion that might’ve been his, hers, or both. The bloodfang’s body collapsed onto her heavily, with a suffocating stench of burnt predator-flesh.

				Blackest let the fire-weapon fall across her chest, cradling it as her upper body heaved from stress and sprinting, lungs pulling in cooked air till her throat was raw.

				And, because a wahn’s work was never over with the heroic kill and enough time to truly recover — not with merfah-people to rescue and a shaman to save — she began to pull herself out from under the corpse.

				It was fatigue, as much as trickery, that made her bend her upper body down and try to balance her bad hindfoot with one hand as she limped back. Her other hand clutched the fire-weapon.

				Shaman Whitethroat was half-ringed by the rest of Icepatch’s little group; Blackest thought she recognized all but a couple of them. The most noticeable stranger was bright white, with a dark streak down his mane. He was also big — bigger than Blackest, and definitely bigger than Whitethroat — with leg-thick arms folded across his broad chest.

				Blackest hated him immediately, even though his back was to the fire and his expression wasn’t visible for the shadows. She could see Icepatch sidling coyly next to him, and that would have been reason enough even if he’d not been glaring down at Shaman Whitethroat.

				The M’Chases-Grass shaman’s tail lashed, and one hand was at his forehead while the other was part-raised, spread-clawed in a threat display. In a low growl, he answered some jibe: “Do try, then. We are mind-linked.”

				One of the others raised a weapon, but Icepatch raised a hand. “Who’s got the sleep-spear? Don’t risk an unknown spear.”

				“Little-paw has it,” someone said. “But she’s watching the talking merfahs with it.”

				Icepatch hesitated. “Dare we kill him, shaman?”

				He rumbled, with a beautiful deep voice, “Let Prettypaws do it. She should be back soon, after she’s eaten a little of the other.” His tone sharpened. “But first, I’ll find how he did that little sleeping-trick.”

				Whitethroat put both hands to his head, tipping it back to loose a battle-yowl.

			

			
				The other shaman staggered, and uncrossed his arms to put a hand on Icepatch’s supporting shoulder. “My turn,” the white-furred one hissed, and Whitethroat’s yowl turned shriller.

				Blackest crouched, unnoticed or perhaps mistaken for the dead bloodfang, and wondered if Whitethroat had been bluffing about some mind-link putting both shamans at risk for one’s death. Then she thought about doing some bluffing herself. Then she thought about tussling with Icepatch as wobble-legged kits, and all the times tussling became something more serious, with constant disagreements about the clan — until Singer was found, and instead of purring for the leader of the hunt-group who discovered him, he shied from the black-and-white female, cringing like a frightened merfah whenever she came near.

				Good sense dictated she flame Icepatch’s head off, just like the bloodfang’s. But there was at least one more flame-weapon, and a Noise-weapon, too, held amongst the enemy clanspeople.

				And those were the greater threat.

				She reached for the memories Singer had left, and found enough of them remained to press one claw in one hole; a burning red spot appeared in front of the weapon’s killing-end.

				Straightening her upper body, Blackest brought the weapon up, dragging the red spot up Icepatch’s body till it got to her black ear. The other female twitched, turning slightly, and instead of a notching... Fire burnt a hole in the center of the upright triangle. Icepatch shrieked in pain, putting a hand to the uniquely mangled ear, and her shaman put his own ears back, startling away from her.

				Blackest got the little red spot onto Icepatch’s chest, brilliant against the white fur above her dark breasts. “Prettypaws isn’t coming back,” she announced. “Have them throw down the weapons, sister, or neither will you.”

				“Ah! You!” Icepatch sidled, but Blackest followed her with the red spot. “You still itch me!”

				“The weapons! All of them! Down!” Wahn Blackest snapped, with bellowed orders that had the others flinching and half-obeying.

				The other shaman stared at her. “No,” he said, and she couldn’t tell if that was an order or disbelief. “You... You couldn’t know how to use that. Your shaman doesn’t know. I had to pull it from their minds.”

				Blackest let her mouth gape open just a little, knowing the firelight would show wet pink and white as well as her greengold eyeshine. “I’ve got two shamans.”

				Icepatch panted with pain. “You... you diseased filth. You stole him and ran from the clan!”

			

			
				“The merfah-people stole us,” Blackest corrected.

				In his beautiful voice, overlain with purring, the other shaman said, “Then we will give you one of them, for your revenge.”

				“No! Sunfire, no!” Icepatch objected. “Not her! Not if she killed—”

				“Quiet!” he snapped at her, though she laid back her good ear and hissed.

				“I want all three,” Blackest said, ignoring the spat. “All three, and this shaman here.”

				“We need at least a breeding pair,” the white-furred Sunfire said. “But there are two males. Pick whichever one you wish.”

				“Have the others drop their weapons,” Blackest said. “Or my sister dies.”

				“You’re no twins,” he murmured... but she could feel itching inside her skull.

				Days of enduring the irritating shaman-tricks from Whitethroat found an acceptable outlet, and she flung her will against the sensation as if she were flinging herself at Sunfire with all twenty-four claws and fangs besides. “Get out of my head!” she screeched, swinging the weapon to bear with its red spot on his brilliant white chest.

				He flinched, and his wide, pale eyes — barely visible with the fire behind him — narrowed. Nearby, Whitethroat exhaled an involuntary sigh of relief, as if a great weight had been pulled from his back.

				And because a wahn had to think quickly, Blackest dug her claws into all the weapon-pits again, and the white fire carved a hole through the white male’s body. The same fire seemed to flare against her mind, briefly, with a soundless scream of rage and pain — while her true ears heard Whitethroat choking out, “Now, now!”

				And then the male was slumping down while the others in Icepatch’s group stared, ears back, ridges of fur standing up on their spines, with puffed tails wrapped close to their haunches.

				“YOU!” Icepatch screamed, and launched herself at Blackest. (Again. As she always had.)

				Blackest shifted her grip on the fire-weapon, met the leap with upraised forepaws to shove her away, and smacked her sister across the face with the weapon’s front. Icepatch landed on her side, dazed, and Blackest clumsily fell onto her, forepaws across Icepatch’s waist and hopefully pinning the black-and-white’s own forepaws enough to slow down her claws.

				Blackest pointed the weapon’s nose at Icepatch’s face, hoping the other female wouldn’t realize that Blackest’s claws weren’t properly arranged to bring the fire. “Yield!”

			

			
				The light was too uncertain to tell if Icepatch’s nose was running with tears. Her voice was as ragged as her ear, though. “Why not kill me now? It’s so easy for you!”

				Blackest heaved air into her lungs, with the weapon-aim jolting at each breath. “I don’t want your clan. Just the merfah-people and their weapons.”

				It took Icepatch a long time to answer, both of them gulping air as if it were water after a long drought. From the corner of her eye, Blackest saw Shaman Whitethroat staring down the others who had the Noise- and fire-weapons. Finally, Icepatch hissed, “Yours. You take everything from me.”

				“Sorry I don’t roll over and die when a strange shaman claws my mind,” Blackest said, adjusting her grip on the fire-weapon and clambering off her sister.

				“I hope you die alone with your legs broken and your eyes clawed out,” Icepatch said.

				“Keep hoping,” Blackest said, forcing her breathing to steady so she could project her words. “And have your clan put down the weapons before you die hoping.”

				After another few breaths, Icepatch said (with similar projection), “Do it. We don’t need them, anyway.”

				The M’Icepatch clan members moved to obey raggedly, not as one. Icepatch herself began rolling onto her feet again. Blackest kept the fire-weapon pointed at her, for she remembered all the times her sister had feigned submission and leapt for Blackest’s face instead.

				But this time, Icepatch merely swayed off to one side, not even bothering to lick her shoulder or hands and wash away the defeat. Instead, she ordered, “Sixclaws, go find Half-ears and Redtail. Laru-ni, you and Runriver gather the mats and food. We’re leaving.”

				No one complained about traveling at night. With ears and tails sagging, the small clan followed their orders. It wasn’t long — though it felt like it, to Blackest’s bleeding hindleg — before clan M’Icepatch was walking into the night, leaving a trail of broken and disturbed grass, identical to what had led the hunters to the campsite in the first place.

				“Are they all right?” Blackest asked, limping into clearing around the dying fire, where the merfah-people were still tied.

				“I think so.” Shaman Whitethroat wove towards them, allowing himself to stagger now that no-one but Blackest could see. “I wish we had not left the flat-picture things, now.”

				“Ungh.” While the shaman gingerly crept to the merfah-people to untie them, tapping at the tracking-bracelet he wore, Blackest considered the pile of weapons, and exchanged the fire-weapon for one that looked different enough that it was — she hoped — a Noise-weapon instead. She faced away from the others and poked at the handholds and claw-pits till she got it to shriek briefly, which didn’t set fire to the grass, then turned around.

			

			
				Whitethroat had gotten one of the merfah-people untied, and now it hissed and snapped at him while it worked on the bonds of another. All of them were scratched, with their belts and clothing taken. The smallest, leanest one lay on his chest with his eyes crinkled in misery like Haats Wears-Harness’ eyes had been.

				Blackest eased herself down onto her belly, holding the Noise-weapon so it didn’t quite point at anyone. Slowly she said to the merfah-people, “Now we are waiting. Haats will come.”

				The smallest merfah-person lifted his chin a little from the ground. “Haats?” he said, and some other words Blackest didn’t know.

				“Haats,” she replied firmly. “Haats will come.”

				It was odd: the way the merfah-people relaxed felt like they were... just people, who had been hurt and were now daring to hope for safety again.

				Blackest turned her head away and kept watch for M’Icepatch treachery while they waited.

				


				* * *

				


				Haats Wears-Harness came, unloaded an unconscious Singer, and took the former captives away — with much embracing, just like four-footed people, even if they didn’t lick each other properly. (With no ears to wash, Blackest supposed that might be understandable. Sort of.) Then she returned again with bandages for Blackest’s hindleg. After that had been attended to, the merfah-person helped bundle the muzzy, sleepy Singer back into the flying basket with Blackest and Whitethroat, and with many broken thanks, landed the basket close enough to Blackest’s clan that she could limp home, clutching the Noise-weapon.

				(During the trip in the flying basket, Shaman Whitethroat gleaned that the Noise-weapon wouldn’t work for more than a twenty of claw-pressings, and had been deemed a fair trade.)

				There were more embracings — including of Shaman Whitethroat, for it had not been so many days that the M’Chases-Grass and M’Blackest clans had needed to part so everyone could have enough food — and celebrations, and one display of the power of the Noise-weapon, and more celebrations (including private ones with Singer, who seemed much relieved to have Blackest all to himself in the tent), until finally the two clans had to go their separate ways again, for all the prey had figured out where the people were.

			

			
				Singer set the slow and lazy course for clan M’Blackest. This suited Blackest herself, for even Singer’s shaman-powers hadn’t fully healed the deep scratches of the bloodfang’s dirty claws, and she limped if she walked too long.

				By the time they reached some taller hills, rolling across the plains, Blackest had a strong suspicion the celebrations had sparked a personal increase in the clan. Her own appetite and changing sense of smell were easy enough to overlook, but Singer’s purring attentiveness was more smothering than usual, and he took extra care when grooming her belly.

				Though trying to get a straight answer from the bard-shaman was always hard, she was considering it when one of the scouts, Tauh-krinli, came running back, spear held up to indicate excitement rather than danger. “Wahn Blackest! We’ve found a pit! With strange things inside!”

				Blinking, she looked around. “I wonder if it’s where M’Icepatch caught the merfah-people?” One hill could seem very much like another, if a person didn’t pay close attention. “Let’s go there and see.”

				


				* * *

				


				It was indeed the pit, they found that evening. The clan gathered around it, peering in at the bits of twisted brightstone that had been left behind. The damaged flying basket had apparently been removed — probably by the merfah-people, from the heavy indentations near the pit, of about the size of their not-stone home.

				Singer bounded in immediately, of course, and curled himself up near the place where he’d buried his prize. He watched amiably while the clan’s children went digging around for scraps of damaged flying-basket, and when the younglings had finally tired of hunting such un-tasty prey...

				Blackest slid down the edge of the pit and watched her shaman dig out the cube of not-stone. Bits of it glimmered, like far stars. When she reached out, it was heavy enough to make her grunt slightly. “And what do we do with this?” she asked, not hoping for an answer that made sense.

				Sing-song, as crèche-keeper Coli-nura was when calling the children to food or sleep, Singer warbled, “Patience, babies, patience, children, all the toys will be there later!”

				Blackest laughed and washed his ears. “I suppose we can drag it with us, then.”

				


				* * *

			

			
				


				They dragged it with them for another three cold-climes, and Blackest had a basket on her back with a blind kit for the second time when little Brindle-leg ran into the tent and started pulling the cube-thing from its place as a eating table. (A hide over it, and it balanced a bowl quite well, they’d found.)

				“Now, mama, now!” the child insisted as Blackest raised a hand to swat him. He added, “Siiiiiire!”

				Singer put his head inside the tent. “In all times, there is time. In all places, there we are,” he agreed, and held out his hands.

				“It’s almost time for sleeping,” Blackest grumbled, adjusting the basket-straps so little Dabtail wouldn’t be tipped around when her mother stood. “Singer, is the lad a shaman?”

				He purred at her, accepting the cube into his arms. With Brindle-leg tugging them along — pale orange striping thin and flamelike within his otherwise black fur — they walked out of the center of the clan, up a gentle hill, and to the old, nearly filled-in pit that had once held a broken flying basket.

				Tenderly, Singer put the thing down and spread his hands on it for a moment, concentrating shamanically. Brindle-leg copied him. With an ear-flick, the older male opened his eyes and curved his claws into one of the thin grooves, pulling it outward.

				Blackest eyed the resulting opening, with the little claw-pits she recalled from the Noise-weapon. (It no longer worked, of course, but the clan kept it for its uniqueness.) “Is that safe?” she asked, reaching back to pet Dabtail’s tiny, soft ears.

				Brindle-leg looked up at Singer, then looked at Blackest. Their golden eyes were equally serene. “Sire thinks so, Mama!”

				“All right. I suppose you want me to poke the thing?” When Singer purred agreeably at her, she added, “What’s supposed to happen?”

				Again, son and sire locked gazes, and the boy spread his hands across the side of the cube and said gleefully, “Everything.”

				“I see. I suppose I can hardly try to stop everything.” Blackest flicked her tail and put her claws into the cube’s claw-pits.

				Lights flared like tiny, cool campfires — or stars — and the cube began to chirp as if a small insect were singing within it.

				Since both Singer and Brindle-leg were purring happily, and nothing horrible was happening, Blackest supposed she wouldn’t start running. “When does the everything happen?”

				“I dunno!” Brindle-leg said. “Soon?”

			

			
				Blackest got up and stretched carefully, to keep Dabtail’s basket steady. “Well, I hope it doesn’t happen before I get some sleep. Do we leave the thing here, or take it back?”

				“Can we have the tent here, mama?”

				“We just secured it! Come along, maybe you can talk Taur-krinli into changing where our tent is...” She licked Singer’s ears and took Brindle-leg’s hand, leading the boy back towards the clan.

				


				* * *

				


				Picked up an Mmsar distress beacon from the system at coordinates plus 4 point zero, plus five point zero, plus six point eight. Setting course to investigate and render assistance.


				Pilot Lee, of the New Terra Navy scoutship Comet, ejected the message capsule. If all went well, it would be waiting when ship and pilot returned. If they took too long, it would activate its tiny warp drive and start puttering away to the nearest Human outpost.

				Lee patted the console. “Let’s hope we’re there in time, and it’s not pirates, eh, Halley?”

				“Yes, Pilot Lee,” the AI murmured. “Confirming course.”

				“You are so formal,” Lee told him. “Don’t you ever lighten up?”

				“No, Pilot Lee. I do not have a sense of humor, either. We established that when you took command of the ship.”

				Lee snickered.


				



			








			
				


				The Magi Decree

				by Chuck Melville

				


				Chuck Melville’s Felicia, the Vixen Sorceress, first appeared in his self-published comic book The Champion of Katara #1 (Crack O’Dawn Press, August-September 1987).  Since then Felicia has appeared in more comic books (notably the 184-page graphic novel Felicia: Melari’s Wish from MU Press, August 1994); in a series of text novellas during the 2000s (later collected together as the book The Vixen Sorceress, CreateSpace, December 2008); and as an online weekly comic strip, Felicia: Sorceress of Katara, since December 2007 (in color since October 2010). 

				


				Felicia cla di Burrows’ adventures take her all over her anthropomorphic magical world; into the lands of Dogonia (canids such as dogs, foxes, and wolves), Katara (felines), Bruinsland {bears), Ra Kuna (raccoons), Scentas (skunks), Bananaland (simians), and Rodentia (mice).  Overlying these nations are the wandering Lep’kufft (rabbits, whose homeland has been destroyed), and the eternal war between Aln (the good god) and the Murk, the Shadow (the evil god who wants to destroy everything).  Felicia is a renegade sorceress, rejected from membership in the Magi Councils for refusing to renounce the forces of the Shadow.  Felicia is less interested in Good or Evil than in gaining revenge against the rival cla di Howler (wolf) clan who killed her parents and drove her out of Dogonia, and she will not turn down any power that might help her gain that revenge.  She operates as a lone “Magi for hire” from an isolated but comfortable tower in the Kingdom of Katara.  Although pledged from childhood for revenge, Felicia as an adult is often sidetracked by stronger concerns for her own comfort, and in helping out those less fortunate than herself; sometimes tutoring students in magecraft at her tower, and sometimes hiring out her magical services all over her world. 

				


				Recently Melville has begun writing at least two Felicia full-length novels.  His story for What Happens Next, “The Magi Decree”, is a preview excerpt from one of these, set several years later than any of Felicia’s previous stories, during a war between Dogonia and Bananaland.

				



			









			

			
				


				


				The Magi Decree

				by Chuck Melville

				


				Prologue

				


				The night’s silence was nearly absolute, broken only by the sound of crickets, the occasional cry of a nightbird, the resolute stamping of the night guards making their rounds through the camp, and the incessant, eager scratching of a quill on parchment. The corgi hunched over the small writing table in the cramped tent snickered to himself as he wrote, occasionally and hastily dipping his quill in the inkwell to refresh it. He reread the message he’d written, holding it up to the dim, yellow light of his lantern, and he snickered again, almost unable to contain himself. He blew gently on the ink to dry it, carefully folded the paper in half and set it on top of a small pile of similarly folded parchments.

				The sound of the night watch suddenly tramped close by, and the corgi froze, watching the tent flap intently. After a few seconds of tense silence, the footfalls could be heard stamping away in the opposite direction, and the corgi relaxed. He pulled out a fresh piece of parchment and spread it flat on the table. Plucking the quill from the well, he paused to stare thoughtfully at the white paper, tickling his chin with the quill’s feather. A giggle bubbled up from his throat as he was struck with an inspiration, and he scratched a new message upon the paper.

				Across the small tent, a huddled form in a sleeping roll groaned and wriggled sleepily. The corgi paused to whisper a hushing reassurance to the sleeping bundle, which gradually ceased groaning and fell into a deeper, snoring slumber. The corgi finished his scrawling, and, after folding this message too, gathered together his small pile, got up from the table and gently made his way to the front of the tent. Lifting the flap, he peered outside to make sure there was no one about. His glowing red eyes flicked back to the snoring lump in the bedroll, and, reassured there was no sign of sudden awakening, slipped out into the camp, the insane snickering drifting lightly behind him as he vanished into the night.

			

			
				


				


				Chapter 1

				


				The Fox Among The Hounds

				


				The fox rode unnoticed into the heart of camp, as warriors raced back and forth carrying bundles of supplies or scrambled off with their weapons to the belligerent urgings of their sergeants. She surveyed the camp with a disapproving frown as she urged her horse around a small band of coyotes trying to haul a wagon of foodstuffs towards the mess tent. There was an air of chaos just beneath a thin veneer of order as soldiers ran about the city of dark tents, hurrying to their duties or to relieve others already at their assigned stations. The fox sniffed and scratched her nose as she craned her head to take a long view of the overall camp. Dogs of every rank, stripe and breed were geared and armored, having been called to serve their king and country. Flags and banners flew high throughout, bearing the symbols of families, houses, the throne, the Candle, and even the bright, cheery visage of great Aln, the Lord of Light.

				An explosion of invective preceded the emergence of a stout bulldog in the wake of several terriers spilling from one of the tents. “Get those messages out to the commanders and don’t come back without a response!” he bellowed after them. He stopped when he saw the fox riding up to him. “Here now!” he bellowed at her. “You can’t come in here!” When she turned a blank stare to him, he pointed impatiently back the way she had ridden in. “The fox brigades are down in the valley! You have to report in to them!”

				“I’m not here to ‘report in’ to anybody.” The fox slid down from her horse and swept back her long magenta cloak to reveal her gold and violet armor. “Who’s in command here?” she demanded.

				“Who?” the bulldog repeated.

				“Yes,” the vixen said, staring at the bulldog the way one would stare at a madman, “That was the question. Are you having difficulty comprehending its meaning? Who is in command here? Who is your commanding officer? Take me to him right away.”

				“And who the Gur are you then?” the bulldog exploded as he stormed up to her. He thrust his fists into his hips and glared intimidatingly down at the fox. Before he could growl another word, his beady eyes fell upon the clasp of her cloak; it bore a sigil of a candle in the grasp of a rocky hand, all contained within a circle that had wings affixed to either side. The bulldog’s beefy jaw dropped in surprise, and then he threw himself into full attention and a sharp salute. “General! Beggin’ yer pardon, ma’am!”

			

			
				The fox stared coolly back into the sergeant’s squinty eyes. “I want to see your camp’s commanding officer. Now.”

				The bulldog immediately leaped into action. “Yes, ma’am!” he responded with another smart salute. “That would be Major Watcher, ma’am! Follow me!” He turned sharply on one heel and led the way into the mass of deep-grey-green canvas tents.

				Felicia handed the reins of her horse to one of the onlooking soldiers. “Have my horse watered and fed,” she told him, and strode off behind the bulldog without waiting for an answer. She followed him to a large tent marked with flags that bore the Dogonian Royal Crest, where a flurry of scouts and messengers were flowing in and out. The bulldog motioned to her as he ducked in under the tent flap.

				“I don’t care what the missives said!” a tall and extremely piqued retriever was yelling at a courier. “I want the second and third divisions on the left flank! Good Gur, man! It’ll take us all afternoon to get them back into position again! Do you think the war is going to wait until we get prettied up for them? Find out what that idiot, Snapjaw, is thinking and get him straightened out! What is it, Sergeant?” he demanded of the bulldog when he spied him hanging at his elbow. There was a hasty whispered conversation between the two, and the major’s head bounced up to look in Felicia’s direction.

				“General!” He greeted her immediately with a quick salute and put a grateful hand out to her as he walked around the desk. “Welcome! I got my orders just yesterday; the command is yours, ma’am. I respectfully hand it over to you. Would you like an update?”

				“Thank you, Major. Yes, can you tell me what is going on here?” Felicia gestured to the waiting couriers.

				The retriever snorted and heaved an exasperated sigh. “I’ll be damned if I know, ma’am. This has been going on all morning. Somehow, all of our daily orders have been upset, and all of the camp is in disarray. I’ve been trying to get it straightened out, with the help of the sergeant here, but we can’t seem to get ahead of the tide.”

				“I see. Sergeant,” she said turning to the waiting bulldog, “continue with that, if you would. I’ll have further orders shortly. Major,” she returned to the officer while the bulldog ushered the couriers out of the tent, “I think we may as well proceed with new orders, since the old ones have already been compromised. Since many of the troops are already in motion, we’ll prepare them for a march into the upper haunches of the Hindquarters.” The fox pulled a map from out of her belt pouch and flattened it out upon the table. “We’re expecting a push along the Sole reaches of the foothills, up between the Hindtoes...” She traced a path along the sketches of low mountains and squiggly riverstreams. “It may be some time before the enemy moves, but command wants us to position ourselves where we can blockade any likely advance.”

			

			
				The major nodded as he examined the map. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll have orders sent out right away.”

				“Watcher!” roared a voice from outside the tent. A moment later, a burly Doberman burst in, his face contorted in rage. “What is the meaning of this!” he demanded, waving a crumpled paper at the retriever as he marched in on him. “How dare you speak that way about my family! About my mother!”

				“What are you talking about, Thunder? I never – !”

				“I demand satisfaction, Watcher!” the Doberman continued to foam.

				“And I demand an explanation,” Felicia interrupted, stepping between the two officers. “Do you usually charge into your commanding officer’s command post hurling invective and accusations?”

				“You stay out of – !” the Doberman shouted at the fox, before choking off in mid-sentence and gawking at the solemn vixen glaring at him. He stepped back and recovered his balance. “I – I’m sorry, ma’am. General. I didn’t realize you...” He trailed off, and then thrust the crushed paper wad at her. “I received this with this morning’s reports and daily orders.”

				Felicia took the paper and delicately unfolded it, continuing to pin the officer with her steely gaze until she had completely opened the sheet. She read it silently. “Oh, my,” she exclaimed upon completion. She handed the sheet over to Watcher. “Well, if it’s any comfort, Colonel Thunder, I’ve met your sainted mother, and I promise you that not more than one-half of those terrible, terrible accusation are true. It would seem,” she said to Watcher, who was grimly reading the paper, “that more than the orders were compromised this morning. I think you’d best appoint someone to investigate this matter.” She took Thunder’s arm and escorted him to the tent flap. “Colonel Thunder, I apologize for your humiliation. I fear that you, like the rest of this camp, has been the victim of a terrible prank. We will sort it out as smoothly as we can. In the meanwhile, I want you to prepare your men for a march to the reaches. I’ll be sending the formal orders along shortly, as soon as I can get settled in here.”

				“I don’t blame Thunder for getting riled,” Watcher told Felicia as soon as they were alone. He tapped the damning missive. “I would have been as well, if this had been sent to me.”

			

			
				“See to it,” Felicia told him. “Someone is executing a rather nasty piece of subtle work of sabotage. Before I sit down to work out further details with you, I need to – I believe ‘unpack my kit’ is the proper term?”

				“Yes, ma’am! I’ll assign you an aide. I’m afraid that due to the confusion today, none of our distaff officers or warriors are present; they were apparently sent up the river a few miles. I trust you’ve no problem with a male aide for the present?”

				“Well,” Felicia said lightly with a coy grin on her muzzle, “so long as he isn’t too distracting...”

				“Norris!” Watcher called out.

				There was a rustle from the back of the tent, and a small corgi, about half Felicia’s height, came scrambling in. “Here, Major!” he panted, lugging a huge notebook under his short arms. “I was just updating the daily book! Oh! General Burrows! Ma’am!” The diminutive dog dropped the heavy volume with a thud as he snapped to with a sharp salute. “I didn’t realize you were here already ma’am!”

				“At ease, Norris,” the major ordered. “For the time being, you’re reassigned as the General’s aide.”

				“Yes, sir!” the corgi replied enthusiastically. He bent down to retrieve his notebook. “It’s a pleasure to serve you, ma’am!” he told the fox with an eager grin and happy tailwag. “I’ve been a fan of all your exploits for years! Especially the good ones!”

				“Charming,” Felicia sighed. “Well, let’s get to it. I want to see copies of the orders sent out this morning.”

				“Yes, ma’am!” said the corgi as he cheerfully followed her out of the tent. “I have everything in my files!”

				


				“Well, what is she doing here anyway?”

				A trio of cloaked strangers slid unnoticed, like noontime shadows, through the camp. They were an odd troop, one lanky, one average, and one diminutive, but none gave them pause as they made their way through the camp. From time to time, a startled soldier would abruptly pause and stare at them, but then turned away, his gaze sliding helplessly away, blink in confusion, and continue with whatever he had been doing before being interrupted.

				The midsized stranger replied to the first’s question. “She was given a commission. Granted by the king, no less.”

				“Commission!” The first speaker was indignant. “Inconceivable! She knows the rules!”

				“They were quite insistent that she accept,” continued the second speaker. “My contacts in Canina tell me that the king himself demanded she be drafted, and he instructed his messengers that they not leave Katara until they had secured her commitment. He instructed them very strongly on that point.”

			

			
				“And my contacts tell me that an assassin intervened,” added the third speaker. “Murdered one of the messengers right in front of her eyes. Tried to kill her, too, but something went awry. But there was no way she could refuse the king after that occurred.”

				“But a general’s commission!” The first speaker was still outraged. “Really!”

				“The king must be desperate to offer her so much,” the second said philosophically.

				“An assassin, you say?” the first said suddenly. He paused and the others stopped short, lest they collide. “Hm. That would suggest that some party – other than ours – was anxious to keep her out of this sordid business.”

				“It might also have been a ploy to ensure her participation,” the third suggested. “She does have a tendency to run where she is told not to go.”

				“Are you suggesting that the king himself had his own messengers killed in order to convince her to accept a commission?” the second said, horrified by the concept.

				“It doesn’t matter!” the first insisted. “This – all of this – is none of our business! Nor is it hers! We do what we came to do, and we leave. That is the extent of our business here.” He paused and turned to look at the tent they were standing near. “I believe this is what we want. Come along.” Without further discussion, they slipped unchallenged into the command tent. 

				


				“What’s this?” The husky directing the transfer of food supplies scowled at the orders he was handed. “They want us to move the wagons north? But I heard that we were marching south?”

				The corgi that had delivered the day’s orders was already ambling away. He could be heard snickering before he vanished around the corner of a tent. The husky shrugged and waved to his companions. “Rein ‘em up! We’re heading north!”

				


				The captain of the fox brigades reread his orders for the third time. “But this makes no sense at all,” he complained. “First they have us camp way down in the valley, then they call us in to join the main camp, now they want us to take position along the Rakunian border!?” He shook his head in bewilderment and looked down at the corgi standing in the middle of the road. “That’s on the other side of the country! It’s not even facing Bananaland! What does the Rakunian border have to do with an invasion from Bananaland?”

			

			
				 The corgi only snickered.

				The fox’s second-in-command urged his horse up alongside his captain’s. “Perhaps there’s a collusion we’re not yet privy to? An alliance between the monkeys and the raccoons?”

				“Do you really think that’s likely?” the captain scoffed. He shook his head again, and put the orders in his tunic. “Tell the general that the orders are understood, and we’re on our way,” he told the corgi. He swung his steed about and signaled his men to follow as he led the way back through the valley. The corgi grinned to himself before he turned and ran down the road, away from the departing foxes.

				


				“What’s all the commotion?” asked the jackal as she ran up to the clump of angry soldiers.

				A spaniel nodded gruffly towards the newly arrived corgi who looked up with a disarming smile and rapidly wagging tail. “This one’s brought new orders,” she growled. “Wait until you read what they want us to do, Sergeant!”

				The jackal took the orders and scanned through them. “...reassigned... kitchen police and laundry details...permanent latrine orderlies...” She looked aghast at the corgi. “They want us to cook and clean house for them!” The sergeant glared accusingly at the diminutive messenger. “Is this why the women were segregated from the men!?”

				A feminine growl rose up throughout the camp.

				


				“It’s pretty much as I had expected,” Felicia announced as she continued to pore over the daily log. “None of the illegal orders have come from this command center.”

				“I told you so.” Norris was fussing at his writing desk sorting out several stacks of handwritten notes. “All of the major’s orders go through me. I write out the orders, send them out to the officers, and make a complete record of each in the daily book. And each entry is countersigned by either the major himself or whatever officer is in charge for that day.” With surprising speed, the corgi moved and assembled several sheets of paper all over his desk, making several tidy little piles. “And I keep very tight records on who delivers what missive to who. You can see it all right here.” He leaned back in his chair and proudly spread his hands over the desk.

				The sorceress spared the display a passing glance. “All the same,” she continued, holding aloft the troublesome note that had been sent to Colonel Thunder, “someone is passing out phony orders that look very much like they were sent out by this command. Written on parchment that looks very much like what we’re using here, and all officiated by our own seal.”

			

			
				“Not possible,” Norris protested. “I have the only official seal. I keep it locked in my chest when it’s not in use.” He pulled out the chest from under the table and unlocked it with a key dangling from a chain around his neck. He produced the seal from the trunk and held it up to for Felicia to see. “Here it is. Still safe and secure!”

				“That would make you the chief suspect in all this mischief,” Felicia pointed out, eyeing the corgi suspiciously.

				Norris only laughed. “Ma’am, where would I even find the time for such shenanigans, if I really had the urge to violate the trust I’ve earned or risk my pension, which I’ve really, really earned? Most of the time, I’m at the major’s side; the only time I’m not is when I sleep or use the privy.”

				The fox said nothing. She held up the paper again and sniffed at it. “I could swear that there’s a very faint scent of magic to this paper,” she murmured to herself. Her nose crinkled as she lost herself in deep thought for several moments, and then she folded the paper and put it away in her pouch. “Never mind. We’ll leave the investigations to the major. Let’s proceed onto other matters. I want to see the list of troop deployments, with complete numbers of troops and support... Whatever is that racket?” she asked suddenly as the sound of several shouting voices suddenly swelled.

				Felicia rushed outside, followed closely by the corgi. In the yard just outside the command tent, two gangs of warriors were confronting one another, yelling epithets atone another and brandishing weapons. The bulldog sergeant came running from the opposite direction. “Here now!” he shouted as he ran up to separate the two factions, “What’s all this then?”

				“Get out of it, Sarge!” yelled a scruffy terrier mix at the head of one gang. “This is between us and that gang of tail-sniffin’ brownnoses!”

				“Don’t be protecting those half-breed mutts, Sergeant!” snapped a prim Bichon Frise in the opposing gang. “It’s time we scrubbed out the breeding pools!”

				“Shaddup, th’ lot of ye!” growled the sergeant. “What’s started all this? You! Pamperbottoms! Speak! What’s got ye all riled?”

				“Those – those mutts,” the Frise accused, pointed a well-manicured finger at the frothing mass behind the sergeant, “have been spreading fictitious lies about us!”

				“What kind of lies?” asked the sergeant suspiciously.

				“Dirty, filthy lies!”

			

			
				“Like what?”

				“Like things we can’t repeat,” the Frise said huffily as he adjusted the delicately embroidered cuffs of his tunic. “Mocking little notes about our education, our fine taste in clothing, and our vocabulary. And slanderous insinuations about our family lines and questioning the legitimacies of certain marital unions therein.” He sniffed. “As though they would have any inkling.” There was a murmur of blueblood agreement behind him.

				“Hey, we got letters from them sayin’ pretty much th’ same thing about us!” complained a huge brute of uncertain ancestry.

				The Frise sniffed again. “Unlikely, save for that it was likely more factual in content.”

				“Hey!” yelled the brute. “You take that – did that mean what I thunk it meant?” he asked the soldier next to him. “I’m rightly sure it did! You take that back, ya soft-bellied tailsniffer!”

				“Not until you recant!” an Afghan standing with the Frise snarled back.

				“Ain’t nobody recantin’ nothin’ until you take back all them things you said!” called out a hairy sheepdog.

				“There’s a definite pattern in all this,” Felicia muttered to Norris.

				“It’s been like this all over the camp this morning,” Norris agreed. “Tensions are getting strained.”

				The shouting increased in volume and belligerence. “This is getting out of hand,” Felicia decided. “The sergeant may be out of his depth here. We may have to...”

				“Watch out!” Norris cried, pushing the fox back. A stone flew from out of nowhere and klonked the corgi in the back of his head. The aide stumbled forward onto his nose. Screams broke out between the two mobs and they flung themselves at one another, pelting each other with rocks even as they exchanged blows. The sergeant waded into the chaos swinging both of his own fists as he bellowed at the top of his lungs, trying to pry fighters apart. Felicia bent beside her aide to examine the corgi’s injury, but although he was a bit dazed, there was no sign of any damage other than a knot on the top of his head.

				Angry now, the fox stood and surveyed the riot. “This has gone far enough,” she declared, and she made a gesture and shouted out a phrase in an unfamiliar tongue. A sharp, chill wind blew up about them all, and the mob turned a bright blue, freezing in place... literally. The sergeant, the only one in the mass of squabbling soldiers unaffected, brushed away bits of frost as he stared dumbly around him. “I would suggest, Sergeant,” Felicia told the baffled bulldog, “that you have these rowdies all sorted and separated before they completely thaw. By that time they do thaw out, they should have cooled down sufficiently... however confusing that might sound.”

			

			
				“Yes, ma’am!” The sergeant waved to a few soldiers standing well outside the radius of the spell, and they rushed to help him move the frozen rioters away.

				“That was wonderful, General!” the corgi gushed as he regained his feet and followed the fox back into the command tent. “A wonderfully executed feat of magic! Very tight, and very precise! But, er, I must admit to being a little confused. I was under the impression – and please forgive me for asking, if I am in any way out of line, but I am curious – I thought Magi were forbidden from participating directly in warfare and such?”

				“They are,” declared a deep voice from the back of the tent. A small blue globe popped into sudden brightness, illuminating the dark interior of the tent. Three strangers, dressed in ornamental robes, were waiting with grim expressions. “Mistress Felicia,” spoke the foremost of the trio, “The Magi Council wishes to have a word with you.”

				The fox slipped off her cloak and handed it to the corgi. “It’s just been that kind of a day,” she sighed.

				


				


				



			









			

			
				


				


				Chapter 2

				


				The Decrees Of The Magi

				


				“You know why we are here?”

				“Of course I know why you’re here!” Felicia snapped irritably. “You’re here to interfere in every way imaginable except where it’s most needed! Why else would you be here?” She stood defiantly across from the newcomers, hands planted firmly on hips. She recognized the three as ranking members of the fabled Magi Council, a ruling committee made up of several of the most powerful wizards and sorceresses in the world. Except me, she noted resentfully. “So where’s Manny? He couldn’t make the trip this time?”

				“Our esteemed chief administrator, the honorable Manwa Katdu, sends his apologies, but he could not extricate himself from his other duties,” said the spokesman, a serval dressed in a very businesslike robe of sky blue, fringed with golden filigree.

				“Not even for the pleasure of scolding me for ignoring Magi protocols? I guess he’s still pretty upset with me for that last little bit of business, eh?”

				“That ‘little bit of business’ is an old matter,” the serval told her severely, scowling so hard that Felicia was certain his peaked hat was going to fall forward over his eyes. “Not that he doesn’t have every right to be irked after what you did.”

				“Don’t go there, Clifford,” warned the raccoon beside him. She shook a few of her curls from her shaded eyes as she warily watched the fox. She had removed her robe, revealing a dress of summer greens and a short cloak of sienna. “I’ve seen her do this patter before. She’s baiting you to put you off-balance.”

				“A pleasure to see you again as well, Rosamund,” Felicia said with a mock sincerity. The raccoon merely nodded back. 

				The serval drew himself up and reasserted himself. “We are here to enforce one of the Magi’s most sacred edicts!”

				“Never double-dip in the guacamole?”

				The serval’s ears flattened and his eyes bulged. Felicia fancied she could almost see smoking shooting out of his ears; she grinned, knowing that, in spite of the raccoon’s warning, she could still needle the wizard with impunity. The more pompous they are, the thinner their skin, she thought gleefully. Clifford pressed on. “I am talking about the prohibition against wizards and witches and sorcerers and – ”

			

			
				“For Gur’s sake.” Rosamund sighed impatiently, rolling her eyes upwards. “He means all Magi!”

				“ – yes! All Magi! All Magi are prohibited from participating in mundane wars!”

				“Why?”

				“Why? Why!?”

				“I asked you first,” Felicia rejoined evenly.

				“Because it gives any one side an unfair advantage!”

				“I don’t have a problem with that,” Felicia replied, “So long as it’s my side.”

				“It’s not done,” intervened the raccoon, “because it’s not the Magi’s duty to side with any one party against another, unless it be a united effort against the Black King of Fungor!”

				“Exactly!” The rat spoke up now from his place on the tabletop. He sat on the edge of an inkwell and puffed on his pipe. “We’re not in the business of wars, all that unnecessary killing and taking of lands and such. Nasty business.”

				“I notice you don’t do much to prevent them either, Roswell,” the fox said pointedly.

				“Our business – as you so crassly put it – is to redirect the warring forces before they get involved –”

				“If we can,” Rosamund interjected.

				“—and keep them involved in being prepared for when the Murk reawakens once more to sweep down upon us.”

				“And we certainly cannot have one of our own serving as a high-ranking officer in some silly border-dispute!”

				“Well,” Felicia said. She sat down at the small desk and folded her hands together as she regarded her audience. “There’s where you’re wrong. On several counts.”

				“How do you mean?” asked the serval indignantly.

				“First and most important: I’m not one of you. I never have been. You have all conspired at one time or another to exclude me from any membership within your inbred little community.”

				“Now see here --!”

				“So I am not beholden to any of your precious edicts. And I would defy you to even try and enforce them on me! If you think that little episode with Alyuwishes many years ago was a memorable escapade, I can promise you that I am far more difficult to deal with than an insane wizard!”

				“You can’t --!”

			

			
				“And how can you be so sure that this battle isn’t already a direct concern of the Magi Council? How do you know that magic isn’t already involved, not from me, but from the other side?”

				“From Bananaland?” The rat was surprised. “There’s been no evidence of any sorcery from Bananaland.”

				“We would know,” the raccoon affirmed. “We do have a few members there, you know. And they are staying within the dictates of the edict.”

				“Someone isn’t,” Felicia insisted. “Let me show you something.” She reached over to a nearby pile and pulled out a map. She flattened it out on the table, laying a sword on one end to prevent it from curling up. “Before the war broke out,” she said, “there was a great deal of interest being shown here.” She pointed at a section of the map that was devoid of color; the topography indicated a deep ravine.

				“The Chasm?” Rosamund asked in wonderment. “Are you sure?”

				“As sure as we can be without going down to ask them to their faces.”

				“There’s nothing there anymore,” the rat said thoughtfully. He walked along the edge of the map, studying it intently. “The vaults were all destroyed during the Great Cataclysm. The main one was right at the very heart of the Cataclysm. Whatever they were seeking there simply doesn’t exist anymore.”

				“Pardon me,” piped up Norris. All eyes turned to the diminutive aide. “I apologize for intruding,” the corgi faltered, “but what is the significance of the apes’ interest in the Chasm?”

				“Many years ago,” Felicia told him, “the apes were great thinkers and equally clever tinkerers. They built many things, many marvelous devices, the like of which have never been seen since. Most were toys, or had simple uses, such as the shaving of grass or the violent destruction of tiny pesky bugs. But some were powerful wonders and were useful as engines of destruction.”

				“Weapons?”

				“So it’s said. Some say they could lay waste to entire cities if used improperly.”

				“Oh, my!” Norris was both impressed and disturbed.

				“There was apparently some truth to it,” Clifford agreed. “The monkeys wisely put them all aside and walled them up in huge stone vaults in their greatest city, Anthro.”

				“Anthro?” Norris scratched his head. “I don’t believe I’ve ever heard of that city, sir.”

				“That’s because it doesn’t exist anymore,” Felicia told him.

				“The Murk feared the weapons so much,” the serval continued, “that he sent an army of Onts down into Bananaland to destroy them. Somehow, doing so triggered one or more of them off, and the resulting catastrophe still defies words.”

			

			
				“The city was destroyed,” the rat added. “Utterly. The very terrain was altered. This, in fact, was the source of the Cataclysm that rocked the world and left in its wake the huge abyss that we now call the Chasm.”

				“Great Gur!”

				“The lands were poisoned for decades afterwards. Nothing could live there, until a congregation of Magi finally found a way to leach away the poisons. Even so, the land is still an unlivable desert waste today.”

				“And none of the vaults remain,” Clifford concluded.

				“I’m not so certain,” Rosamund said quietly. The rat and serval turned to her in surprise. “We Rakunes know something about vaults,” she told them. “We store our treasures in similar places.”

				“The Great Horde, and such,” Felicia said.

				“Yes. We know a good deal about their constructions and impregnabilities. The Cataclysm was powerful and most likely eradicated all of the vaults within the area of the Chasm... but... there is a slim chance that one or more might have survived.”

				“Is it possible?” asked the rat.

				“Maybe,” said the raccoon. “Not likely, but... not altogether impossible.”

				“But would anything within the vaults have survived as well?” asked the disbelieving serval.

				“I don’t know. Again, it’s not likely, but...”

				“There’s something else,” said Felicia returning to the map. “There’s also been interest in positioning their forces here at the Hindquarters.” She indicated a section of the Dogonia/Bananaland borders near the very end of the Chasm.

				“Not surprising,” said Clifford. “It’s one of the few areas where they’re not hampered by the Chasm. It’s a direct opening into Dogonia. And wasn’t this area once part of Bananaland?”

				“All of Dogonia was a part of Bananaland once,” the raccoon reminded him.

				“My intelligence suggests that they are not entirely satisfied with taking part this region,” Felicia continued, moving her finger up the map to another country, “but to this section here. Which, once, was also a part of Bananaland.”

				“Katara?” The raccoon was surprised. “Why would they attack there? A war with one country is enough for any ambitious warlord!”

				“Ah!” said the rat as he skittered over to the Katara side of the map. “Your tower is there, isn’t it?”

				“It is.”

			

			
				“Well,” said the serval slowly, his brow wrinkling in thought, “That would certainly grant you some measure of right to self-defense. If they invade Katara.”

				“Should I wait until they do? But you’re missing the bigger picture. I chose that location because it was rife with old magic and hidden artifacts.”

				“I might have known,” Clifford grumbled darkly.

				“Just a minute,” said Rosamund. “You’re suggesting that they’re after the magic?”

				“Whatever they can find,” Felicia acknowledged. “I haven’t yet acquired enough intelligence about their other targets, or of any of their other movements, but these two seem very suspicious to me.”

				“Perhaps,” said the serval. “They may also be nothing more than coincidence.”

				“A coincidence we should perhaps investigate,” the raccoon suggested.

				“Let us address one point first,” Clifford told her. “There’s still no direct evidence that there’s a wizard involved. Except for our renegade sorceress here, there’s no one performing any magic in this war.”

				“Are you calling me a liar?” Felicia’s fur bristled dangerously.

				“I’m calling you mistaken,” the serval retorted. “Or overanxious. Come! Where’s your evidence?”

				“My tower was attacked last month even as I was approached to take on this position!”

				“By an assassin, if I recall the reports. Using stolen magic, was he not?”

				“Or given to him!”

				“Pity that he can’t verify that. What harm did he manage to do before you dispatched him?”

				“He...” Felicia bit her lip. “He polka-dotted my tower.”

				“I’m sorry,” said Norris, still hanging on the edge of the conversation. “He did what?”

				“He used magic to conjure polka-dots all over my tower,” the fox said through clenched teeth. “The whole tower! Inside and out! And they won’t come off through ordinary means! I didn’t have time to attempt to remove them through more potent means before accepting my commission, so I had to throw an illusion of normalcy over my entire demesne!”

				“He… spotted your tower?” Roswell turned away to hide his smirk.

				“Oh,” said Clifford in mock-sympathy, “A fate worse than death indeed!”

				“By means of an artifact,” added Rosamund. “There’s no proof he was given it with that specific purpose. The very nature of it does not indicate it was intended to harm, but to humiliate. And it could have been acquired anywhere. The assassins have many resources for these type of things.”

			

			
				“There is a sorcerous source behind this invasion,” Felicia insisted, “I know it!”

				“Then why bother with hunting for the vaults in the Chasm as you allege?” Clifford pressed. “There was never any magic there. The inventions of the monkeys were all craftworks, nothing magical about them at all. What would a Magi want with those weapons, if they still exist? A Magi doesn’t require weapons; he is a weapon.”

				“I don’t know,” Felicia grudgingly admitted. “But I’m still certain that one is still involved.”

				The tent fell silent. The three council members looked at one another before falling into repose. The rat continued to pace slowly on the tabletop, puffing his pipe, while the serval pretended to look up into the ceiling of the tent. At length, the raccoon spoke. “I think the matter bears more looking into.”

				“Don’t tell me you’re buying into this fantasy!” Clifford exploded.

				“I’m not buying into anything,” Rosamund retorted. “I’ve already said that much of what Felicia’s said is highly unlikely. But even you have to admit there are a few corners here that bear closer examination!”

				“There is some room for reasonable doubt,” Roswell added.

				“Reasonable doubt!”

				“I agree,” Rosamund said. “I move that we table the matter until we can further verify or disprove Felicia’s claims.”

				“Table the motion!”

				“Does he also serve as secretary at your meetings?” Felicia asked the rat. “He does well at repeating what anybody says.”

				“Repeating!” The serval’s face took on that ready-to-spew-smoke-from-his-ears expression again. “Now, see here...!”

				“I agree that further discussion is required,” said the rat.

				There was a rustle at the tent flap. Felicia turned to see Norris in hushed conversation with a courier. “Forgive me again for interrupting, General,” the corgi said as he walked back to the wizards. “But we’ve had a communiqué from Central Command. General Sheen has sent word that we are to begin moving our forces down to the reaches, as previously discussed. They have reports of enemy movements. Yes, ma’am,” he added, seeing the question on Felicia’s lips before she could utter it, “As far as I was able to tell, the communiqué was genuine.”

				“Then, if you will excuse me, Lords and Lady, I have an army to muster.” Felicia made a half-bow of respect to the Council members and departed, heading out into the yard with her aide close at her heels.

				The serval turned on the rat with an exasperated wheeze. “Further discussion!?”

			

			
				“We can’t afford to overlook the possibility that Felicia is right,” Roswell pointed out, “that there might be some hokery-pokery by the other side.”

				Clifford waved his arms in irritation. “But what about her! She’s the reason that we’re here, Roswell! We’re supposed to keep her in line!”

				“We can still do that,” Rosamund assured her associate. “We can watch over the coming maneuvers and determine for ourselves whether or not there’s any undue Magi interference coming from Bananaland. In the meanwhile,” she added, flexing her fingers, causing red ribbons of light to dance around her hand, “we can also keep an eye upon our rogue sorceress and keep her in check with, oh, I don’t know, say a muting spell?”

				Clifford’s eyes widened and he smiled an appreciative grin. The three Magi, in unison, gestured together, and faded away in a burst of light.

				


				


				



			









			

			
				


				


				Chapter 3

				


				The Treetrickler Washes

				


				“The scouts report that we’re only an hour away from the Worrying Washes, ma’am!” Norris reported as he hurried his pony up alongside Felicia’s horse. “They say there’s signs of the enemy’s scouts having already been there, but they don’t seem to be around now.” Water poured off of the corgi’s hood as he craned his neck to look up at his superior. “Will you be wanting to make camp when we reach them? Sunset won’t be that far off.”

				“How can you tell?” Felicia grumbled, twisting her umbrella about to ward off a sudden gust of wind and rain. No sooner had her forces set forth, than a storm had rushed in from the southeast, dropping a deluge upon her and her army. The firm roads had melted into sludge, and several of the wagons were continuously getting mired in the mud. Ebullient moods had swiftly turned sour and gloomy under the torrent. The fox would have been glad of reports of an enemy presence awaiting her, because then she would have had an excuse to lead a detachment ahead for battle; otherwise, she dared not leave the slowly trudging wagons unguarded. “It might be best,” she confirmed to Norris. “I don’t see any sign of the rain letting up for some time, and I don’t fancy the idea of crossing the washes until they do subside. Even subsiding a little would help. Have the scouts find us a dry spot. At least one that’s dryer than the rest of this sopping mess!”

				Norris saluted. The corgi looked more like sponge than dog, dripping with every motion, and leaving a spray as he rode off to convey the vixen’s orders. Felicia stared up into the gray, featureless sky. “I’d suspect this to be a trick of the enemy,” she grumbled, “if I could only find some trace of magic in it. The timing is just too suspicious.” A bright gold light bobbed at the corner of her eye, and her gaze slid to it, finding a new irritation. “And those idiots aren’t helping matters any!”

				The three wizards had decided at the last moment to accompany the division upon their deployment. There was much cheering from the soldiers at first hearing of this, as it was assumed that the Magi were coming to do battle on their side, but the cheers faded into groans of disappointment when the explanation that they were simply coming only as observers was made. When the rains started, the Magi erected a spell that kept themselves warm and dry, a luxury that irked the not-so-fortunate soldiers to no end, and poked into the army’s morale like a rusty knife. More than one Dog had shook the rain from his fur and then waved an unhappy fist and thrown a string of curses in the direction of the bright glowing bubble that surrounded the three wizards.

			

			
				As much as she wanted to do the same, Felicia wisely eschewed from using any similar spells to protect herself, though as the superior officer few would have thought ill of her for having one or two frills the men did not have. But under the present circumstances, she didn’t want to depress the overall morale any further than it was. 

				


				“Well,” said Rosamund as she rolled onto her side and stretched out comfortably on her cushion, “somebody certainly doesn’t like this army.” She sniffed disdainfully at the soggy, wilting grass just beyond the warm glow of their protective umbrella spell. She poured herself another goblet of wine and helped herself to a handful of mixed nuts from the silver tray in the center of the carriage. “I wonder if Felicia’s suspicions don’t have some foundation after all?”

				“It’s just a summer rain, Rosamund,” the serval said tersely as he consulted one of his texts. He set it aside and looked up into the bleak, dark sky. “This is the natural state of weather in these parts, particularly around the washes. There’s nothing unusual about it, let alone ominously mystical.”

				“Odd that it didn’t begin until the very moment the march began,” the raccoon reminded him.

				“Just a coincidence. Those do happen from time to time.”

				“All the same,” the rat interjected, “it does seem a little strange.”

				“You see?” smirked Rosamund. “Roswell agrees with me.”

				“I do not,” Roswell retorted. “I just don’t disagree.”

				“Ever the fence-sitter, Roswell,” Clifford scolded.

				“I’m just trying to remain even-minded about this,” the rat said pointedly. He sat in the center of the carriage, next to a taboret that was set out with snacks and drinks, his hands aglow with a subtle golden glow as he kept a part of his concentration on the levitation spell that allowed the carriage to glide over the muddied ruts of the road beneath them. “If we’re going to determine whether or not there’s any basis to her suspicions, then we need to keep an open mind about it and not rush to any conclusions until all of the evidence is in.”

				“Or lack of it,” grumbled the serval. “I still think this is a waste of time. I think we should simply just censure her and move on.”

			

			
				“We can’t do that,” the raccoon chided him. “Even if we don’t find any sign of outside interference, we still would need to enforce the Council’s decree, if necessary.”

				“Yes!” said Roswell. “A united display of appropriate force, if it comes to it.”

				Clifford considered. “All right,” he agreed, helping himself to some of the nuts in the taboret, “I can agree with that. I expect it won’t take long, all things considered. It’s not as though our young sorceress is noted for her patience, after all.”

				A corgi’s head appeared at the carriage’s opening. He waved a note at the three magicians. Rosamund, being the closest, took the note and read it. “It seems that her generalness wonders if we wouldn’t mind floating up to the front of the line. She says it would improve the mood of the men if they could all see our, quote, dry and mighty selves, unquote, from all points of the line.”

				“Well,” said Clifford after a moment’s thought, “I don’t see why not. It does make sense after all. Tell her we’ll be happy to oblige!” he said to the waiting corgi.

				The corgi’s red eyes flashed as he disappeared with a snicker.

				Rosamund’s nose twitched. “Do I smell magic?” she wondered aloud.

				“Sorry,” Clifford said apologetically as he fanned the air towards the door. “Must be the nuts.”

				


				“What the Gur are you doing?” Felicia called down to the sergeant in charge of a squad of horse-soldiers who were slogging noisily through the deep mud at the side of the road.

				“Followin’ orders, ma’am!” the sergeant, a sad-faced border collie, shouted back.

				“What orders?”

				“Ma’am, your orders. Orders to march alongside the road, to let the wagons pass!”

				“Do these wagons look like they’re capable of passing!?” The fox waved impatiently at the slowly-trudging wagons that were barely crawling over the sloppy road. “And what do you mean, my orders? I gave no such orders!”

				“Beggin’ your pardon, ma’am,” said the collie, brushing away the water that was dripping from his fur into his eyes, “But the little feller there just rode up ten minutes ago an’ give them to us!”

				Felicia glanced aside at Norris who was as perplexed as she was. “Sergeant,” she said carefully, “my aide hasn’t left my side in the past two hours.”

				“Well, it were someone just like him then.”

			

			
				“Get those horses back up on the road! The mud’s not quite so deep up here.” She pulled her horse back into formation. “Are there any other corgis in the line?” she asked Norris.

				“No, ma’am!” Norris told her. “Just me. My breed tends to get passed over in actions like these. We’re usually recruited for courier and page duties behind the lines. The only reason I managed to get in was through hard work and diligent performance of my duties. And the tugging of one or two strings, perhaps.” At Felicia’s intense stare, the corgi flustered. “Well, it’s not fair, ma’am, that we should be left out of the battles, just because we’re a head or three shorter than the other fellers! We’re just as worthy as any fighter in Dogonia!”

				“Would there be some vigilante group of your brothers, do you think?”

				“Acting in secret, you mean? No, ma’am! If any of us manage to get into the fighting, we’ll do it as baldly and boldly as anyone else here!”

				“Odd, then,” she mused, and said nothing further as they fell into place at the head of the march. They were met by a loud grumbling among the ranks; it didn’t take long for her to find out why. “Those idiots!” she growled at the sight of the brightly lit stone dry carriage that was floating high above the mud at the front of the line. She slid from her saddle and stormed towards the carriage. “What the Gur do you think you’re doing?” she challenged it in a loud voice. “Get out here before I disrupt the spell!”

				The carriage door opened a crack and the serval’s head poked out. “Is there a problem?” he asked, looking puzzled.

				“Is there a problem?” the fox repeated sarcastically. She pointed angrily at the floating carriage. “You either put that monstrosity at the end of the line or else make it invisible! Or else I’m going to immolate it here and now!”

				“Well, there’s no need to get pushy!” Clifford huffed. He waved a hand and the carriage faded from sight. “We were only doing as you asked, after all!” his unseen voice complained.

				“There’s that again,” Felicia muttered unhappily. “Why is everybody insisting that orders not given were actually given?” She cocked her head to regard her aide with a piercing glance. “Are we still having a confluence of false orders being passed around?”

				“It would seem so,” the corgi replied as he consulted his notebook, huddling over it to keep it dry. “I’ve been trying to follow them as best I can and correcting them where possible, but they just seem to keep on coming.” His mournful eyes looked out from under his dripping hood.

				“But where are they coming from?” Felicia demanded of no one in particular. “This is becoming more serious by the moment. One of our divisions is likely to march into the swamps and be lost because of one of these false orders. I need to put a trace on them as soon as possible. In fact, right now!” She wrapped her cloak about her to shield herself from the rain and a warm light glowed within its folds.

			

			
				


				“Ah!” said Rosamund as she sat up alertly. “Here she goes!”

				“Didn’t take her long,” said a smug Clifford. “I knew she wouldn’t take to riding in the rain and the wind and the cold and the mud for very long. Though I’ll give her credit for holding out for two days and seven hours!”

				“It appears to be a tracking spell,” mused Roswell. He leaned closer to the crystal ball in Rosamund’s hand. “I wonder if we shouldn’t leave it be?”

				“Of course we shouldn’t leave it be!” the serval retorted. “This is what we’re here for, isn’t it? We need to teach this upstart that she can’t go around flaunting the rules of the Magi Council –!” 

				“Of which she isn’t a member,” Rosamund reminded him.

				“It doesn’t matter! She still needs to observe the highest decrees all the same! Enough debate! Shall I execute the nullifier, or will you?”

				The Rakune sighed but wiggled her fingers over the crystal. A sprinkling of fluorescent green lights rained over the glass.

				


				Felicia gasped in shock and snapped her head up in the direction of he invisible carriage. “They nullified my spell!”

				Norris cocked his head. “What does that mean?”

				“It means that they intend to interfere in my magic, in spite of everything I told them!” The fox made a fist; sparks crackled and flew from it. “I’ll show them how easy it is to nullify my magic!” But as she cocked her fist back preparing to throw a spell, she reconsidered and lowered the fist, allowing the sparking to fade. “No,” she said, “Let them think they’ve had their way for now. No point in pushing a confrontation until I need to.” The vixen straightened her cloak and adjusted her hood. “But we still need to track down the source of these fake orders. I’ll need to think on that for a while. Norris: you and I will pass out the orders personally from here on. No more couriers until we track down the source of the problem.”

				“Yes, ma’am! Begging your pardon, ma’am, but couldn’t you send the orders out personal through magical means, like a magic mirror or somethin’? Ah, no, wait!” The corgi shook his head in self-reproof. “That wouldn’t work, would it, ‘cause of those other wizards?”

				Felicia nodded glumly. “There’s no easy solutions, I’m afraid, Norris. So long as the Council is determined to nullify me anytime I try to use a spell for anything but for my own personal use, we can’t depend upon my magic for any military purpose.” She trod back to her waiting horse. “We’ll just have to wait and watch and rely upon our wits!”

			

			
				


				The spider-monkey high in the trees watched the slow, trudge of the dogs through the mud far below. He ran soundlessly across the sturdy branches, keeping careful not to be seen, but he had no great concern, knowing that the downpour alone would keep any of the soldiers from looking up. He stopped at another vantage point, keeping well behind a large clump of leaves, and watched as another wagon was caught in a mud puddle. Several dogs ran up to the stranded vehicle and threw themselves at the back of the wagon, forcing the mired wheel to come loose. Two slipped in the mud, and jumped back up to loudly curse as the freely spinning wheel threw up more mud before catching on solid ground and rolling away.

				Satisfied that the army was still on the move, but more slowly than they would have in more optimum circumstances, the monkey skittered through the branches away from the road before dropping down to dry ground, in a thicket protected by a copse of thickly growing trees. A corgi stood motionless in the shadows. The monkey walked up to it, casually pulling a banana from his shoulder kit. He peeled and proceeded to eat the banana, walking around the corgi to stand in front of it. The corgi did not respond, but remained motionless.

				For all intents, the corgi could have been dead. He wasn’t moving, not even so much as a blink. He wasn’t even breathing. He just stood there, stiff as a board, as motionless as a pet waiting for some word of a returning master. The monkey put a hand on the corgi’s muzzle, leaned closer to stare studiously into the dog’s red eyes, and forced the head to move left and right. Still no response. The monkey nodded to himself and finished his banana. He pried open the corgi’s collar to reveal a silver medallion. His fingers tapped the medallion in a rapid staccato, and when he was finished, he moved the collar back into place. With a nimble leap, the monkey vanished back into the overhead trees.

				A minute later, the corgi stirred. His eyes gleamed hellishly as he turned his head in the direction of the marching Dogonian army, and, with a low snicker, trudged off towards them.

				


				“Set camp here,” Felicia ordered her officers as they rode into an opening just before reaching the washes. There were just enough trees to offer cover and some protection from the rain, and the ground was dryer, if not by much, than the surrounding area. “I want to go ahead and check out the land ahead. Norris, with me.” And she spurred her horse on, the corgi’s pony trotting close beside her.

			

			
				The trees thinned as they finally reached the washes, a long, desolate marshland spreading from the trees to the edge of a flat, unimposing river. The land was so depressing looking that the gloominess of the heavy rain and dark gray skies only served to make the territory appear more cheerful than its usual air. Felicia paused her horse before the marsh and scanned the riverbed. “The Treetrickler,” Norris told her as his pony stepped carefully on clumps of solid earth to join the other steed. “It runs through the valleys of the Hindtoes. The marshes are just as bad on the other side, but that won’t bother the Banalians. Most of them will fight from the trees along the edge, where they’ll have better footing.”

				“They’ll want to fight us here,” Felicia said. “We’ll be great big targets for them crossing the river. Can we meet them further inland, before they reach the marshes?”

				“Maybe. The scouts should be reporting in soon. Last reports I had said the monkeys were only a day or two from getting here.”

				“I don’t think this rain is going to let up anytime soon,” Felicia frowned. “I suspect, rather, that it’s going to get worse. We may have to leave the wagons behind and push swiftly into the Hindtoes. I want to reach high land before they can get there, and take the battle to them.”

				“There are the scouts!” the corgi cried out then. Three figures suddenly appeared on the far shore. There were waves of recognition, and the scouts spurred their steeds into the river.

				“How deep is the river here?” Felicia asked as she watched the scouts ride towards her.

				“They say it runs flank high this time of year.”

				“The rains are feeding it then,” the fox observed as she watched the waters rush up to the horses’ necks, nearly washing away their riders. But the scouts held firm and continued to urge their steeds on with increased urgencies. Felicia could hear them shouting as they advanced. “What are they saying?”

				The corgi’s ears pricked up attentively. “I can’t make them out yet.”

				The scouts shouted again, their steeds spraying huge wakes as they raced across the marshes. “Steady,” Felicia told Norris.

				“It’s a trick!” gasped the first scout to reach them.

				“An ambush?” Felicia’s eyes flicked towards the far shore, searching for signs of movement.

				“No, ma’am!” The scout panted and swept an arm towards the opposite side of the reaches. “I mean it’s a trick! There ain’t no army here! Ain’t been anyone here for months, from the looks of it!”

				“But,” said Norris, uncomprehendingly, “the intelligence reports all indicated movements into this region, in preparation of an invasion!”

			

			
				“There’s no one here!” the scout reiterated.

				“It’s a diversion,” Felicia realized immediately. “They deliberately led us here, so we wouldn’t be somewhere else.” She scowled. “We’ve been deceived.”

				



			









			

			
				


				


				Chapter 4

				


				Stormy, Whatever

				


				“I want all officers assembled in the command tent immediately!” Felicia shouted to Norris as they dismounted back at the freshly-pitched camp. “Send out an officer’s call!” Norris signaled frantically to a nearby bugler, who promptly blew out the call. “Go back and search deeper,” she told the scouts. “Ride in as deep as you’re able to and be back by sunrise. I want to be certain, dead certain, of the absence of a Banalian army before we move in the morning. And look hard! If our intelligence was deceived, then there must be a reason! Look for decoys!” The scouts saluted and rode off. Felicia scowled as she surveyed the camp. “Why is this taking so long? Isn’t there anybody here motivated by the need to get dry for a few hours?” Her attention was caught by a squabble among a unit of irate retrievers. “Sergeant!” she snapped, nodding towards the fight. The sergeant immediately leapt towards the retrievers and barked orders to hurry them to their respective duties.

				“Get us something to eat,” the vixen continued to instruct her aide. “It’s going to be a long strategy session tonight, I’ve no doubt. And I want messengers sent out to General Sheen and General Grimfang immediately! Great Gur, what now?” she wondered as she sounds of another row just out of sight.

				“Tempers are rather short,” Norris observed. “It’s been a long, wet march, and morales are very low.”

				“Then let’s raise them!” Felicia said grimly, and she gestured imperiously at the trees high overhead. There was a blinding white flash and huge yellow sparks that flew harmlessly off into the trees. Eyes were quickly covered, and when vision was regained, a huge floating carriage was seen to be listing, drifting downwards into the mud, it’s protective spells shattered and leaking away in ribbons of colored light as the rain pelted its surface. There was a collective gasp from the soldiers as they realized that the explosion of light had also evaporated the rain and moisture from within the radius of the camp (excepting for a few feet surrounding the carriage), and a powerful cheer went up. The rain still continued to fall, but there was enough of a respite for them to take some measure of advantage of.

			

			
				Felicia watched the Magi’s sinking conveyance with satisfaction and not without a little pleasure. “Nullify that,” she muttered. Turning to Norris, she told him, “Extend an invitation to our guests. I want to speak to them at the earliest convenience. And emphasize that it is at my convenience, not theirs.”

				


				“It would seem,” Clifford said tersely, “that someone, in fact, has been manipulating the weather. You were, after all, correct.”

				The three wizards, covered with mud and looking rather surly, had assembled in Felicia’s tent. Rosamund was fussing with a cleaning spell, while Roswell stood on a chair, huddled near a small portable stove. Clifford was holding a small ball of eldritch energies, probing it with a clawtip.

				“Are you certain,” Felicia pressed. “I’ve suspected it since the first, but haven’t been able to confirm it for myself.”

				“It’s a very, very subtle spell,” Clifford said unhappily. “I hadn’t noticed it at all at first either. I wouldn’t have noticed it at all if I hadn’t been searching for a different spell altogether and stumbled blindly over it. They essentially took the normal weather pattern and, rather than alter them, intensified them. It’s the normal weather for this region, only a whole lot more of it all at once. The bright side is that once the spell’s finally spent, this area will see a long period of sunny days and bright blue skies, probably lasting until winter.” He showed her the energy ball. “You can just make out the threads of control within the matrix.”

				“But,” said Rosamund, still vexed by the disruption of their carriage spells and the walk through the mud, “it still doesn’t indicate control by another Magi.”

				“That’s true,” Clifford agreed. “It proves there’s been some manipulation, but it could just as easily have come from an artifact being used by some amateur.” There was a roll of thunder.

				“Some amateur,” Felicia said sarcastically. “But it does prove the likelihood that the Banalian forces are using magic against Dogonia.”

				“Yes,” the serval agreed again, “but if it isn’t a Magi, then it isn’t our concern. Just you.” The thunder rolled again.

				“What spell were you looking for?” Felicia asked suddenly.

				“Eh?”

				“I said, what spell were you trying to discover? You said you found the traces to the weather manipulation spell entirely by accident...”

				“Yes, it was very cleverly hidden – !”

				“...So what spell were you trying to find?”

				Clifford coughed and looked embarrassed. “Well...”

			

			
				“He was trying to find traces of your magic,” Roswell spoke up. “He was trying to prove that you were somehow manipulating the army.”

				“Snitch!” the serval hissed under his breath.

				“I see,” Felicia said, annoyed and amused all at once.

				“General,” said Norris as he suddenly appeared at the flap. “There’s a problem, ma’am!”

				“Of course there is,” the fox said tightly, keeping her eyes fixed on the three Magi. “What now?”

				“It’s the rain, ma’am! It’s getting worse. The road behind us is washed out three miles back; the messengers can’t get through.”

				“Perfect,” Felicia sighed wearily.

				“They may be able to pick their way through some of the woodland, but it’ll be slow going, and it may be several hours longer before they can reach any of the other generals.”

				“I need to contact them immediately, to warn them that this incursion was a feint!”

				“Not by magic!” Clifford warned testily. “It’s not allowed!”

				“Not allowed?” the fox repeated darkly. “All right, fine! You send them messages!”

				“We... we can’t,” the serval said. “We’re not allowed to take sides.”

				“For Gur’s sake!” Felicia yelled, her patience at an end, “is there anything that you are allowed to do!? The other divisions may be in danger!”

				“Clifford,” Rosamund interjected with a worried look on her face, “surely we can send a message?”

				“No!” Clifford exploded angrily. “No, don’t you even think it, Rosamund, not for one moment! We are not here to participate in this war, not for one side or the other! We are here only to enforce the Magi Decrees by preventing this rogue element from using her magic to unfairly advantage her side, and to observe the proceedings to make sure there are no other wizards involved on the part of the other side! That is all we are here to do!”

				“And what of the lives involved?” asked Roswell. “People could die.”

				“Lives are lost all the time in wars,” the serval said, not giving an inch. “With or without us. We do not participate! This is not a Magi War, and we will not allow any other Magis to get involved!” He swung an accusing finger towards Felicia. “You choose to become involved in this affair; all right, we cannot stop you from taking a commission and serving your country. But you will not do so as a sorceress, no matter what your standing is! You will not use any magic in this war, or the might of the entire Magi Council will come down upon your head!”

			

			
				There was a terse silence following the wizard’s outburst. Felicia glared back, her features inscrutable, until a slow, sly grin appeared. “That sounds like a challenge,” she softly replied. “Now let me tell you something. If you are not going to be active participants in this war, then go home. Your presence is neither wanted nor needed, and all you are doing is lowering the morale of the troops. Get out. Watch if you want, but do it from somewhere else. You’ve overstayed your visit.”

				There was a crack of thunder outside. “You’ll regret this,” Clifford warned her as the wizards filed out.

				“It’s a perfect day for regrets,” Felicia replied as she looked out at the darkening wet skies.

				


				The corgi had wandered through the woods, paying no mind at all to the rain. When he finally came within sight of the camp, he shook himself, spraying water from his fur all about, and the red light of his eyes flickered and gleamed as he stared at the tents and soldiers on watch as though noticing them for the first time. He watched from the safety of the bushes for several minutes, and then, snickering under his breath, reached into his belt for a pad and pencil.

				


				The tent was crammed with the ranking officers of Felicia’s army, and the odor of wet fur only emphasized a different meaning of rank to one and all. They circled closely around the fox, towering over her as they stared over her shoulder at the unfolded map spread out on the table, and following her finger as it raced over the paper during her summary of the scout reports. “There’s only one reason I can think of for us being here,” Felicia told her officers. “It’s because the enemy wants our command to be concentrating their attentions here while the Banalian forces creep in elsewhere. Norris, what were the last reported movements of our other armies?”

				The corgi pushed his way between a Saint Bernard and a timberwolf in order to make himself seen, and propped his elbows on the table as he consulted the map. “General Sheen and General Cutthroat were moving up through the main roads of Fleapatch Country and the lowlands of the Backbite to reinforce us within three to four days. Weather not withstanding,” he added ironically.

				“That would leave the Chasm virtually unwatched,” the fox noted, “not that this should be a problem, because of the natural obstacles. But this also leaves an undermanned force at the Sheepshanks,” she added, pointing to a large mountain pass at the nether end of the mountain chain that ran to the end of the Chasm. “I’ve sent messengers with reports of our situation; hopefully they’ll arrive in time with proper warnings, but it looks like we’re going to have to ride back to lend support.”

			

			
				“We’ll never do it,” said Major Watcher glumly. “It took us nearly a week through bad weather just to get here, and the roads behind us are even worse now.”

				“Some have completely washed out,” a sharpei added. “We’ll never get the wagons back, not until the weather clears at least.”

				“We can send a small force back,” Colonel Thunder suggested. “Warriors on horseback can make it in a very few days. They can go faster and longer with just a few supplies. Leave enough men behind to watch the washes and mind the wagons until they can be moved.”

				“Do that,” Felicia told him. “Choose who you need and ride out at first light.” A flash of lightning illuminated the outdoors at that moment, followed by a crack of thunder very close by. “On second thought, I don’t know that we’ll be able to tell when first light comes. Ride out as soon as you’re ready.” The Doberman saluted grimly and departed from the meeting. “Watcher, do what you can to have the rest of the camp ready to strike at a moment’s notice. I don’t know how soon this storm will break, but I want us ready to follow behind Colonel Thunder as immediately as nature allows.”

				“What about the washes?” asked a young lieutenant.

				“There’s no immediate threat here,” Felicia reminded him. “We’ll leave a small watch force behind to keep an eye on things. Sooner or later they’ll want to come through here, I’ve no doubt; we’ll send back reinforcements when we can spare them. But right now, the threat is elsewhere.”

				“If I may ask, ma’am,” interjected Watcher, “Why did they choose to feint here rather than somewhere else?”

				“Where else could they distract us?” Felicia rejoined. “We know they’re interested in the Chasm, but they can’t invade from there. We know they’re interested in places of old magic, so they want to come up through the Hindquarters and branch towards the Katara-Dogonia border, which always has some dispute going on anyway. But they know we know, and so they pretend to be making a grab for something elusive and valuable, and that makes us nervous enough to send whatever we have in this direction. We only have so many soldiers to move across the map into advantageous positions. Our line is going to have to be thin somewhere if we put a heavy concentration on any one point, and that’s what they were counting on.” They were testing her too, to see what she should do; she knew that, but didn’t confide that to her officers. But she could see the same thought hiding behind their watchful stares all the same. “If there’s nothing else...”

			

			
				There was a commotion from the guard outside, followed by barks of laughter. “What’s going on out there?” Felicia demanded irritably. Norris ran to the flap and peered out.

				“Beggin’ your pardon, ma’am,” he said apologetically, waving to the fox, “But you’d best come have a look.”

				Felicia, followed by her officers, hurried to the tent flap. Stepping outside, she found the guard posted there nearly doubled over in laughter. “What’s so funny?” she demanded of them. One, a burly husky, couldn’t stop guffawing, but pointed wildly towards the nearest clump of tents. The fox looked and was startled to see one of the sergeants, the bulldog she had met upon her arrival, was walking very unsteadily upon his hands, his feet waggling back and forth as he struggled to maintain his balance. The officers started chortling, most trying hard to stifle their laughter, but Felicia was not amused. “What the Gur do you think you’re doing, Sergeant?” she demanded.

				“Orders, ma’am!” the dog grunted as his hand slipped in the mud and he staggered back, nearly toppling over.

				The vixen’s tail bristled. “What orders? Oh, get on your feet, Sergeant! What orders?”

				The sergeant gratefully dropped back on his heels and gulped a grateful sigh. “Your orders, ma’am,” he replied. “Here, see?” He handed her a wadded sheet of notepaper that he’d kept tucked in his belt.

				Felicia snatched the paper and read it. “This isn’t from me, no matter what it says,” she announced. “Who gave this to you?”

				“Well, Lieutenant Norris, ma’am! Just five minutes ago.”

				“That’s not possible, Sergeant,” Watcher told him sternly. “The general’s aide has been with us in conference the entire past hour.”

				“Well, it was him all the same, Captain,” the bulldog said, hurt by not being believed. “In fact, there he is now!”

				Norris, who had wandered to the front of the crowd of officers, was surprised, first by the accusation, and then by the realization that the sergeant wasn’t pointing at him, but at a small, furtive figure ducking behind a tent. “Bless me!” he exclaimed, “There’s another one of me!”

				“Grab him!” Felicia ordered, pointing in the direction the other corgi had run.

				The guards hesitated. “We can’t do that, ma’am!” said the husky.

				Felicia’s eye narrowed dangerously as she advanced upon the guards. “Why not?”

				“We have orders,” the guard explained as he pulled a paper out of his pocket, “not to grab anyone shorter than four and a half feet...”

			

			
				The fox swiftly snatched the paper from the startled husky’s hand and she ripped it in two. “Get him!” she snarled. The guard spun on their heels and raced off in the direction of the vanished mysterious corgi. “I want everybody to seek out and capture that corgi! Norris! I want you to remain in the command tent, so nobody will grab you by mistake, and I want you two –” she pointed to two of the officers, “—to remain with him to make sure nobody confuses him with our intruder!” With that, Felicia herself ran off in pursuit, following the elusive trail of the corgi impostor.

				She turned a corner and found a confused beagle walking toward her, scratching his head. “I’m sorry, ma’am,” he told her, “I can’t let you pass. I got here a note...” Felicia impatiently snapped her fingers and the note burst into flames, and she brusquely pushed past the beagle. The pursuit soon broke down into a trail of baffled soldiers and burning papers, but it wasn’t long before she was forced to give up, finding no sign of the strange corgi among the milling dogs sniffing for some scent of their quarry.

				


				The corgi had broken free of the camp at the end nearest the reaches and ran snickering all the way for the safety of the river, a spray of notepaper flying in his wake. He skidded to a sudden halt, mere yards from the marsh, his way blocked by the appearance of three strangers, one of who was smaller than he. “That’s quite far enough!” said the foremost in an authoritative tone. “I rather think there is an awful lot of people who would like to talk to you!”

				The corgi lifted his notepad and furiously scribbled on it. He ripped a sheet loose and held it out to the strangers.

				“I’m afraid that won’t work here,” said the leader. “We don’t take orders, you see. At least, not from you!”

				The corgi didn’t appear to understand, but continued to impatiently thrust the paper at the trio.

				“I said, that won’t work here, we don’t take – oh, for Gur’s sake, give me that!” The serval, snatched the paper from the corgi’s hand. “Let’s see – it says, Drop dead, you sod!” The serval suddenly clutched his chest in shock and keeled over. The other two jumped with a cry and threw spells at the corgi, ensnaring him in bands of crackling energy.

				“Clifford!” cried the raccoon. “Are you all right?”

				“Of course I’m not all right!” moaned the motionless body of the stricken serval. “The little monster just tried to kill me!” With a groan, Clifford struggled to sit upright. “Oh, my stars and garters! That was a great deal more potent than I ever expected!”

				“You knew better than to actually read the note!” the rat chided him as he helped the raccoon complete their binding spell. The corgi struggled and growled, his red eyes flashing as he fought to be freed. “It’s a damn good thing that Magi are a bit tougher to kill than the ordinary person.”

			

			
				“I felt my heart stop!” Clifford said with surprise as he patted his chest. “By Aln! I really did! I actually felt my heart stop there for a minute!” He took a breath and looked at his companions in wonderment. “It’s a bit exhilarating, really.” At that moment, Felicia and a small squad of her soldiers arrived. “My heart stopped!” Clifford greeted her, still dazed.

				“I’ve no time for flirting,” Felicia snapped at him. She gestured to the demonic corgi. “We’ve been pursuing this impostor!”

				“Well,” said Clifford, regaining his composure as he got to his feet, “We caught him. Looks like you were right again,” he told her with just the barest condescending note in his voice. “Someone is using magic against you!”

				“He just tried to kill Clifford with a compulsive order spell!” Roswell explained.

				“He’s been tying my entire command into knots with those spells,” said Felicia as she circled warily around the imprisoned corgi. “Well, we’ll put an end to that. We’ll take him back to the camp and I’ll conduct a proper investigation!” The corgi looked up and flashed his red eyes at her. Felicia snorted and cocked her head; her own eyes flashed a brilliant green light back. The corgi shrunk fearfully in his bonds, trying to wiggle away from the fox. “Yes, we will,” the fox promised in a dangerous, low voice.

				“Just a minute now,” Clifford protested as he stepped between Felicia and the corgi. “I think you’re forgetting that this is our prisoner. We caught him, after all.”

				“And I’m going to examine him,” Felicia told him, directing her soldiers to surround the corgi. “I’m best suited to explore his origins and determine who his master is.”

				“Rubbish!” sputtered the serval. “You also forget that you’re not allowed to perform any magic while you’re engaged in your... present activities! If anyone is best suited to investigate this creature, we are!”

				“Clifford,” Rosamund said warningly as she noted the increasingly growing ire in the fox’s eyes.

				“No!” Clifford snapped imperiously. “I am getting fed up with this dilettante’s attitude and behavior! We are the official commissioned delegation of the Magi Council, and we are the only ones duly authorized to investigate this magical aberration, and by Aln, I am going to commence with that investigation, here and now!”

				“I wouldn’t – !” Felicia began in alarm, but Clifford was too quick for her. The serval swung an arm about and hurled a beam of bright blue light at the captive corgi. The feedback threw everyone off of their feet, and lightning crackled throughout the nearest trees, showering the immediate circle in splinters and burning leaves.

			

			
				In the glowing circle where the corgi had been bound were, now, two unbound corgis. Both snickered at the sight of the toppled wizards.

				“That shouldn’t have happened,” Clifford uselessly observed.

				The corgis turned and ran back to the camp. By the time Felicia and the others had climbed back to their feet, there were four corgis running away, and by the time the four Magi realized that something was indeed very, very wrong, there were eight corgis.

				“Oh, well done!” Felicia snarled at the serval. “Very well done!”

				They all broke into a run, just as a hundred and twenty-eight corgis disappeared into the clumping of tents. Thunder rolled menacingly above.

				


				



			









			

			
				[image: 8 Chuck Melville FeliciaMD3.tif]
			

			
				


				


				Chapter 5

				


				The Corgis Of War

				


				The camp was overrun with corgis. The soldiers, still under direct orders to capture any corgi they found, were chasing them in and out of the tents, but for every one they found, three more scooted away. And every one they captured wrote out a note and handed it to his captor, who, upon reading it, dropped his prisoner and walked off to perform some other duty as prescribed on the note. “What are they doing?” Major Watcher asked in perplexed frustration. “Why do they keep releasing them?”

				“It’s a compulsion spell,” Felicia explained. “Delivered by handnotes. They have to do whatever the message says. I think the notes are worded to sound like military orders. The soldiers are especially sensitized to them since nobody here ever questions orders. At least the corgis have stopped multiplying.” She raised her hands in a mystic gesture. “We need to remove the compulsion spell before we can round them up.”

				“I’ll handle this,” Clifford told her as he elbowed his way past her. Before Felicia could protest, he fired off another spell. All of the corgis in camp suddenly glowed a bright fiery red, and their forms melted, twisted and swelled in size. Now, instead of being overrun by a multitude of pint-sized Dogs, it was being overwhelmed by a horde of giant slavering monsters that bore more resemblance to a cross between a wolverine and fifty years worth of an entire forest’s moss growth... with teeth.

				“Why do you keep doing that?” Felicia complained to the serval. “You keep making things worse!”

				“But that’s not supposed to happen!” Clifford retorted. “It was a simple disarming spell! It should have nullified any protective spells clinging to the creatures, not activate any further booby-traps!”

				“You lot are useless!” Felicia growled. But her mind raced as she ran up to the nearest monster. Essentially, Clifford was correct. A disarming spell should have worked; he wasn’t so incompetent that he couldn’t perform such a simple spell. Since it didn’t work, there had to be something different, something new being utilized here. What? She drew her sword and charged the monster, slashing across its arm. The beast roared in pain and drew back, clutching at its wound. Blood oozed from the slash as red eyes focused on the vixen. “Swords!” Felicia cried to her army. “Use your swords! This is an enemy you can fight!” And she slashed again, this time hacking its arm off in a spray of gore.

			

			
				With a howl of unrestrained glee, the weary and frustrated warriors all drew their swords at once and charged the rampaging beast, and soon all parties were engaged in a melee that ranged throughout the entire camp, and the ground was slick with rain and mud mingled with blood. Lightning continued to arc through the sky, and thunder drowned out the roars of the ensorcelled monsters. Felicia paused after dispatching her opponent and stared upwards, noting the still increasing fury of the storm. The dislodging of a nearby tent caught her eye as the rising winds tore it away. “Keep them fighting!” she shouted to Watcher, but the major was lost in his own bloodrage, leading a charge against one of the monsters.

				The fox circled back to the command tent, which thus far had escaped the fury of the outside battle. The three Magi were busy weaving spells of discovery around a frightened Norris. “He was the only genuine corgi in camp,” Clifford explained quickly. “We thought he might have some connection to the others, whether he knew it or not.”

				“But there’s nothing!” complained Roswell, as the rat discontinued his search. “He has no connection whatsoever.”

				“Damn!” swore Felicia. “I’d had the same thought; that perhaps he was used as a template.” Thunder broke high above and the wind’s howling rose; or was the battle cries of the warriors outside? “The storm’s getting worse! What about that weather manipulation you found earlier?”

				Rosamund snapped her fingers and a glowing sphere appeared. She and Clifford bent over it, probing the flow of magical energies represented by ribbons of color. “The spell has intensified,” the serval observed. “This region is going to have the best of all sunny days for years once the storm is finally spent.”

				“There are threads leading to the creatures,” Rosamund confirmed. “But it’s elusive. There’s no way to tell which one is feeding the other, or if there’s an outside source.”

				“There is something outside of our ken operating here,” Roswell grimly agreed. He looked up into the vixen’s eyes. “Best guess: an artifact. A talisman, perhaps. Not a wizard, but a magical device. Find it, if you want to stop these monsters!”

				“Find it where?” Felicia demanded. A crash of bodies sounded close by the tent. Without waiting for an answer, she raced back to rejoin the fray. Whatever it is, she thought, it has to be with the monsters. The false corgis. Whatever they are. In fact, she realized as she leapt atop of one of the fallen monsters and searched through its mossy fur, it’s probably on the person of the original corgi, wherever he is now! She stood upright and looked around. Her men had actually killed maybe a third of the creatures, but the remainder were still pounding the living daylights of the soldiers. One had grabbed a wiry dachshund and was using him as a club to defend itself against a pack of wolves. Just as she was about to jump down and run to their assistance, she caught sight of a glimpse of orange fur ducking into a tent. “Oho!” She hit the earth, landing in a puddle, and raced for the tent.
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				The corgi was hiding in a corner of the tent, furiously writing out a long note on its pad. “You didn’t change with the others,” Felicia observed as she warily approached the small dog, her sword held out before her. “Maybe you can’t. Maybe the multiplication and transformation of bodies was intended to create a diversion to allow you to escape? Maybe you’re more valuable captured alive.” The corgi snickered and handed the note out to her. The fox thrust and plucked the note with her sword. “Orders for me?” she said coyly. “Well, a good general knows when to take orders.” She grinned and gestured with her free hand. The note burst into flames. “Or when to ignore them.” The corgi growled and proceeded to write another note. “Gur, but you’re a single-minded construct aren’t you?” She stepped closer. “That’s what you are. I can see it now, now that I know what to look for. You’re a magical construct, a homunculus. Not really alive. Designed for simple purposes. You were sent to disrupt any military force you came across.” 

				The corgi finished his scrawling and held out a new note. Felicia burned that one as well, and, with a flash of his red eyes, the corgi bent to write yet another note.

				“Simple-minded,” Felicia continued dryly. “But not a simple construct. No, there’s something unusual about you. Something different.” She swiped the notepad away with her sword. The corgi glared up at her. The fox frowned, eyeing her prisoner carefully. Something about him... so like Norris in appearance, and yet...

				Holding him at bay with her sword, she knelt down next to him. She reached out to touch him, and he pulled away, baring his teeth. “No aura,” she murmured. “Not even a magical one. Even a construct should have at least that.” She spread her fingers apart and experimentally touched his forehead.

				The corgi burst apart, like an overripe pustule. Surprised, Felicia fell backwards onto her bottom. Something fled screaming from the corgi’s remains up to the ceiling of the tent and beyond, gone in a flash of light and smoke. All around her on the floor were pieces of the corgi, but nothing recognizable as having been belonging to a Dog of any breed, looking more to having been sections of a dressing dummy. There were also pieces of metal connected together in unusual configurations that were completely unfamiliar to the sorceress. Before she could examine them more closely, the remains all began to smoke and dissolve; it was obvious that there would be nothing left after a few more minutes. “Well,” the fox murmured to herself as she got back on her feet, “something new indeed.”

			

			
				Stepping out of the tent, she found that the rains had passed and a starlit sky was shining down on them. With the expiration of the corgi construct, the storm had dissipated and the rampaging corgi-monsters had all dropped dead in their tracks. “At least those were real,” Felicia murmured as she walked around one of the giant bodies. There was a loud cheer when the soldiers spied her striding to join them. “Enough!” she cried, attracting their attentions. “The battle is done! We’ve won!” And the exultant cheering really began then. She pulled Watcher aside. “Have them strike the camp. The storm is passed, and they’re all too worked up to get any sleep anyway. We ride out at dawn to rejoin General Sheen’s forces.” Watcher saluted and hurried off to gather his junior officers. Felicia returned her attentions to the still cheering soldiers, all riding the adrenaline high after their victory, and she led them in a traditional Dogonian victory chant. “Blood and thunder!” she cried, thrusting her sword high into the air. “Blood and thunder!”

				The roar went up throughout the camp. “Blood and thunder!”

				Unseen by Felicia, the three wizards had emerged from the command tent with Norris in tow. They said nothing but watched somberly as the cry of “Blood and thunder!” continued to ring out through the night.

				



			









			

			
				


				


				Epilogue

				


				“But there was no sign of any direct tampering by any wizard,” Clifford insisted to Felicia as they followed her to her horse. The dawn was just breaking and the army was nearly ready for its long march back into the Dogonian heartlands. “None at all. Whatever was done was done by remote spells, set up and let loose by some agent, but there’s nothing to indicate that it was, in fact, a wizard.”

				“What I saw wasn’t an ordinary spell conjuration,” Felicia snapped in irritation. “It was considerably complex and extraordinary, and not the sort of thing just whipped up by some amateur or neo-sorcerer just for the sheer whim of it.”

				“And there’s no sign of this so-called homunculus, is there?”

				The vixen growled. “No.”

				“And no talisman either,” added Roswell, “although it’s rather obvious that there had to have been one.”

				“Obvious?” The serval turned on his associate with a nasty glare, but the rat remained steadfast.

				“Yes, Clifford, it is obvious. There was magic involved in the manipulation of the weather and in the creatures. Magic was involved, and since there is no enemy wizard present, then there had to have been a talisman or some other artifact in use by the Banalians.”

				“Oh,” said the serval. He glanced at Rosamund and Felicia before adding sullenly, “Right. There must have been a talisman. But that falls outside of our authority, and outside of our investigation. So, as far as we’re concerned, our business here is concluded.”

				“And not a minute too soon,” Felicia said as she checked her horse’s gear.

				“From this moment on,” Clifford continued, “you are forbidden to use any magic in order to attain any unfair advantage in this war.”

				“Except in cases of self-defense in the event of a magical attack,” added Roswell.

				“Yes,” Clifford added. “Except for that.”

				“And how will you enforce it?” the fox asked.

				“How will we enforce it?” Clifford was taken aback.

				“Yes,” Felicia demanded, staring directly into the wizard’s eyes. “How will you enforce your ruling if I choose to ignore it?”

				“Now, see here...!” the serval sputtered.

			

			
				“You already know how powerful I am. Do you think that you, or Rosamund, or Roswell could really force me to do anything I don’t want to do? Even working together?”

				“If you think...!”

				“It’s going to take more than just the three of you. And do you really want to start a wizard war in the middle of an international altercation? Do you really want to risk making matters worse than they already are? You know what happened the last time the Council had to put down a rogue wizard?” The three Magi fell silent and looked helplessly at one another. “And he was only mad. I’ll be flat-out pissed!” She hauled herself up into the saddle and took the reins. “If it’s any consolation to you at all,” she added unconcernedly, “I’ll exercise some restraint. I won’t be using my magic willy-nilly. It isn’t good form, after all. I have many other skills as well, you know. But if the need arises, I won’t hesitate, even for a heartbeat.

				“And understand this!” she added in a hiss as she leaned over to face them. “This war would be ended in that same heartbeat if you and the rest of the Council would get off of your own high horses and intervene! This war is going to cost hundreds, if not thousands of lives on both sides, and the suffering will likely go on for decades! The proper application of magic by the Council could circumvent all that! Instead, you choose to sit on your hands and allow it to proceed. Well, don’t come to me with your decrees of proper behavior and moral responsibilities for Magi! The blood that is about to be spilt is on your hands – because you do nothing!” She jerked the rains and rode away to join her officers at the head of the line.

				“What will they do?” Norris asked her as she rode up.

				“Nothing,” Felicia growled. “Oh, they’ll have a discreet look at Bananaland’s military and check in with the various Magi that live there, but only with whatever permissions Bananaland grants them. So they won’t find anything and they won’t do anything. But I think they’ll give me a wide berth for quite a while, even if they do maintain a sharp watch on me from afar.” They rode in silence for a few minutes before the fox let out a weary sigh. “I do wonder, now, if this wasn’t the real intent of luring us here, to destroy this segment of the army from within. Or maybe just me. They do know I’m here.” She shielded her eyes from the rising sun. “Or maybe it was a test. That was quite a clever little thing, that corgi construct, whatever it was. Maybe it’s only the first. Mm. Looks like we’ll have a lovely day for a march,” she observed. “How are we with all of the fake orders that your impostor was handing out last night?”

				“Most of them have been gathered and burned, as you ordered,” the corgi reported.

				Felicia cocked an eyebrow. “Most of them?”

			

			
				Norris fidgeted. “Well, er, it seems that the men wanted to hold on to some specific notes...”

				“You!” Felicia barked out to the nearest soldier standing in line. The startled hound jumped at her voice. “Is that true? Are you still holding one of the notes I ordered destroyed?”

				“Yes, ma’am!” the hound replied nervously. “But only ‘till I could get it to you personally!” He rummaged in his kit for the paper while Felicia watched suspiciously. “See, I heard we was goin’ back by way of my home lands...” He froze, cowered by the fox’s icy glare.

				“If you tell me,” Felicia warned sternly, “that you have a note excusing you from the rest of the war, I’ll bite you!”

				The hound stepped back in alarm, and every soldier in sight hurriedly wadded up sheets of paper in their hands and threw them away somewhere out of sight.

				“Nobody is excused from my wars!” she growled.

				


				The End

			

			
				



			









			

			
				Game of Fox and Rabbit

				by Ken Pick

				


				The fanzine Yarf! – The Journal of Applied Anthropomorphics ran for 69 issues from January 1990 to September 2003.  One of the first and more elaborate literary backgrounds that was constructed in it was the WebFed universe.  This was an interstellar civilization of humans, artificial constructs (bioengineered Furry characters), and alien species who were inevitably Furry.  The main fans who tossed ideas around were Dave Bryant, Kurt Miller, and Ken Pick.  Pick was the only one who wrote any of their notes into coherent articles such as “WebFed: Anatomy of a Universe” (with Dave Kuhn) in Yarf! #7, September 1990; “Critters of the WebFed: Selkies” in Yarf! #13, June 1991, and “Critters of the WebFed: Skreeln” in Yarf! #15, September 1991.

				


				Pick was also the only one to use the WebFed universe in his fiction.  He wrote several WebFed stories, but the most common and most popular were his short subseries that was informally called “Brigit Bunny on Evergreen”.  She is an artificial; a bioengineered exaggerated “Slutbunny” manufactured in one of the fringe systems outside of the WebFed to star in pornographic videos.  She escapes into the WebFed, settles on the planet Evergreen inhabited by the foxlike Thalendri, and tries to reinvent herself as Brigit Bunny, a legitimate actress, at the studio of Ludi nim-Tazral.  Brigit appeared in “Evening of the Lepus” in Yarf! #11, March 1991; “Fox, Rabbit, Action!” in Yarf! #23, March 1993; and “Unfit to be Tied” in Yarf! #24, May 1993.  Brigit has appeared in other forms over the years (I have a colored-pencil painting by Pick that I got at the ConFurence 12 Art Show in 2001, framed on my wall, showing Brigit arriving in style at one of Ludi’s entertainment-production premieres; Pick said that it was set some time after any of his published stories), but there were no more stories.

				


				Now, after twenty years, here is the next Brigit story:  “Game of Fox and Rabbit”.  (How about writing enough more to fill a collection, Ken?)

				


				



			









			

			
				


				


				Game of Fox and Rabbit

				by Ken Pick

				


				Ariai City, Evergreen

				Salshai System, Tiara Cluster

				


				The silverblack vixen’s face on-screen looked like a talking corpse. Nicitating membranes covered half of her green cat-eyes; thick gummy flows drained from her nostrils.

				The grey fox in houserobe and Varitints facing the screen clutched the smartdesk, his ears down and back, jaw open. “But Fyess — the reception is in two days! The Baron and Baroness will only be available for —”

				“I know, Ludi.” The vixen’s drooping ears twitched; she ran a coated tongue over her nosepad to lick off the clear goo. “But the doctors won’t let me travel for at least three days, and even if I did, I’d be in no condition to co-host.” Fyessa’s voice sounded dead, too — a hoarse whisper, like something coming out of the mists in a horror video.

				Ludi nim-Tazral’s ears drooped like they’d been shot; his white-tipped tail pushed forward between his legs and began to twitch in panic. Thalendri custom was that a formal soiree such as this should be hosted by a male-female couple, and he was breaking both his legs to do this one right. Baron and Baroness Vanth-Engel — and their money to back Tazral Studios’ next series of projects — available for only that one day before they ship back to Cathuria! And Porsha Tymai — that up-and-coming directrix he’d been trying to get on board for over a year! Only one cancellation — that FX sorcerer whose M’kranthi mistress had other ideas about his career path! The other guests personally Fyessa-screened — no chance of anyone showing up with a headful of Crystal or snootful of Snort and making a scene — and now no Fyessa! She’s the one who always handles that sort of thing!

				Fyessa’s dead voice whispered back after a short lightspeed delay — she was really out-of-town — “Don’t panic, Ludi dear. I’ve arranged everything — caterers, guest list, presentations — all you need is some vixen to sub for me. Just like live stage.”

			

			
				Ludi’s deathgrip on the smartdesk eased; one grey ear poked up a bit. “Do you have an understudy in mind?”

				Another lightspeed delay, a sneeze followed by another tongue-tip over the nosepad…

				Don’t get melodramatic on me now, Fyess! You’re supposed to be the business end of us!


				…and another hoarse whisper. “Any actress could; all she need do is show up and look good. Pick any nimsalai from studio personnel — even that klesch-singer with the ears could play the part.” Another pause, a weary blink, and a tired “I’ll sign off now, if you have no more questions… God and Goddess, I feel awful… Just make like you’re directing and acting live-stage again, and everything should be placqui.” She began to ramble on, about how she had everything planned out and her plans don’t mess up…

				Then she signed off, the phone-window closing back to an icon on the video wall of Ludi’s upstairs home office. A moment later, Ludi released his grip on the smartdesk. Pick any nimsalai, she says. His tail kept twitching, as if it were alive on its own. God and Goddess!


				Like a fox escaping a trap, he shot out of the office, down the hallway and the Grand Stair to the semicircular Great Room on the lower floor, then to the cozy living alcove underneath the office’s balcony. Got to calm down — after news like this — stick of benga? Why not? He crossed over to the low table by the floor lounge, grabbed his black cigarette holder from the ashtray — he hadn’t expected to use it again until tomorrow — loaded it with a long Silverfox Platinum while he looked out over the formal living/entertaining area, where the reception would take place. Two days…


				Parking the bengastick in his muzzle — it twitched around as if to upstage his tail — he straightened the silk scarf he always wore with his houserobe — There, all ready to star in Desperate Fox Facing Ruin — and reached for his lighter. He had to steady the holder with his free hand — at a loaded length of almost half a meter, even the slightest twitch of a jaw muscle would send the tip flying around — doubled over coughing as he inhaled too far. Platindri were taste-blends; their smoke was meant to be sipped into the mouth and rolled over the tongue, not pulled into the lungs.

				A couple properly-shallow puffs and the freshly-burned benga washed out the taste of dread in his mouth, followed by the soothing shudder of the first mouth-absorption buzz down his spine all the way to the tail-tip. A moment to let the smoke take effect, and he paced in a circle around the Great Room, cigarette holder quivering and benga smoke jetting from his muzzle as he tried to figure out what to do.

			

			
				Pick any nimsalai, Fyessa had said, Even that klesch-singer with the ears. The one with the ears? Brizhittai? The artificial? Ludi stopped, took the bengastick from his mouth, thought a moment. Brizhittai — “Brigit” in her native Freeholder, a meter-fifty white rabbit with platinum-blonde scalp hair and an exaggerated figure, on the payroll since those “Make an Impression” commercials for Silverfox last season — No, she’s too new. Still… Ludi’s ears and tail began to perk up; he stepped over to the alcove’s lounge-table, tapped off an ash. She is exotic… Maybe too exotic… but then, Vanth-Engel can’t get more exotic than that sukeshai baroness of his… The grey fox cocked his head, then started back up the stairs to his office. And this is showbiz…


				Walking around behind the smartdesk, he dropped the cigarette in the desk ashtray to serve as an incense burner and touched the personnel icon glowing on the desktop. He vaguely remembered something from her interview, something about prior experience… “Personnel inquiry — Brizhittai Bunnai, prior experience, on desktop. Action!”

				Data windows cascaded up on the desktop display — video, audio, and Davvashi text. Urrrrr… this could take some time… Panic-party over, he sat in the overstuffed leather throne of a desk-chair, automatically tucking one leg underneath to give his tail root a little clearance, and started scrolling. Brizhittai, Brizhittai… something about your resume… 

				Brigit’s audit trail reached back to Changorr System in the GreyZone — outside WebFed proper — about two years ago, then abruptly dried up. Mystery vixen, no past. The bengastick in the ashtray smoldered out, adding an acrid whiff of filter to the cinnamon-clove-incense smell it had given the room; Ludi stopped in mid-scroll and gave a soft Yiff! of triumph — there in stem, curl, and vowel-mark was a Changorran certification as ship’s stewardess. Stewardess — she’s got experience at keeping guests contented… Not a bad choice, eh, Fyessa? 

				Not bad at all; ever since he’d directed her in that guest spot on Castle Elkauden — the jep scene where he and the entire second unit found out about her phobia the hard way — he wouldn’t mind having her over to his hasha , even on a business function. And the way she’d worn those Verrai originals in the Silverfox ads… Show off a studio asset to the Vanthdri-Engel… Not much risk of another panic attack like on the set; this time she’s not going to be tied up — at least not literally…


				“Phone up — video! Dial Brizhittai Bunnai, hasha number! Connect!” As the dial and connect tones chimed over the audio, Ludi mused a bit about Brizhittai’s past — or rather lack of one. On the Elkauden set, she’d let slip that she’d been built as “some asshole’s property!” They’ve still got slavery in parts of the GreyZone — not just production-payback contract indentures, but actually owning artificials like they were animals. If she’s a runaway slave, that’d explain a lot… Might ask her about that at the reception if I have the time…

			

			
				


				* * *


				


				Three klicks away in a cluttered bachelorette hasha, a big-busted platinum-blonde rabbit in blouse and slacks set a soiled plate in the kitchen sink and ran a shot of water over it to keep the gunk from sticking. Lifting the lid of a Thalendri-style refrigerator, she pulled up a pitcher of thornfruit nectar. Pouring a drinking bowl-full, Brigit headed back into the main chamber to complete her after-dinner ritual.

				Plopping onto the cassai-style lounge in front of the videocenter, the rabbit-girl set down her drink, dialed up a music channel, and fitted a Silverfox Platinum into a long white holder. As she eyeballed the alignment, the bathroom door opened and a shadow crossed behind the videocenter wall to the kitchen — Vina, emptying the last of the teapot.

				Brigit’s roomie — a cub-faced vermilion vixen in a green houserobe — entered bearing her own mini-snifter of herbal tea; on seeing Brigit reach for her lighter, she paused by the smartdesk next to the videocenter and kicked up the exhaust fan a notch or two.

				Mouth filled with sweet-and-sour benga smoke, the rabbit-girl closed her eyes and let its taste and initial buzz settle her further into the cassai. As her first smoke ring drifted towards the ceiling, two furry hands came down on her shoulders from behind. “Your turn to clean up.”

				Brigit’s blue eyes shot open. “After my cigarette.” Brigit didn’t let anything interfere with her after-dinner ‘stick, one of only two a day she actually smoked instead of just letting it burn for appearance and aroma, and somehow always seemed to taste better than the others. “You’d understand if you used.” Two hundred million Thalendri on Evergreen, over three meg in Ariai alone, and I have to get a roomie who doesn’t smoke.


				“Every time I entered a benga shop to start, I’d get carded.” Vina plopped down on the cassai about a meter from Brigit. A journeyvixen actress, Vina’s petite size and build, large black ears, cheek ruffs, large deep green eyes, and petite muzzle with prominent nosepad made her look a little shy of Brigit’s true age of 16 — or a cartoon cub. “So, koshishai, what were you doing while I was out getting typecast?”

				“Not much. At least you were working.” Since her part in Elkauden wrapped twenty days ago, Brigit hadn’t seen a callup — only her standby retainer and rumors of that Love Cathurian Style project — and had started worrying. I really lost it on the set that last day — nim-Tazral said he wasn’t mad afterwards, even took me to dinner that night. But still… She exhaled a mouthful of benga smoke away from Vina — courtesy to nonsmokers was part of Thalendri smoking etiquette — and took a human-style sip of the sweet nectar to keep her mouth from drying out. “If you were on standby, we could hit the young vixens’ clubs.”

			

			
				Vina lapped her tea. “Flirt with the males, mess with their minds, watch their jaws drop when they find out my age…” The vixen’s ears flicked and eyes narrowed; her face changed from its usual too-cute-to-live to that of a sly villainess. “Let’s. This shoot I’m on wraps tomorrow; if you’re still on standby, we can —”

				The audio system went YIP! ; vixen and rabbit ears flashed around, homing on the sound as a cybervoice followed with “Incoming call — Brizhittai. Video option.”

				Maybe it’s work? Weird time to call, though. Brigit laid her bengastick in the ashtray, blew a final smoke ring, then got up to answer the phone. Pulling the private handset from its recess by the smartdesk, she took the call in the entry alcove between the closet hall and kitchen. Audio only — this place is a mess. “Wowowow?”


				A moment later, the rabbit-girl came back out, handset on hold and ears half-back.

				“Vina? What do you know about Ludi nim-Tazral?”

				“Why ask me? You work for him.”

				“He wants me to ‘hostess’ some sort of big party with him.” Memories flooded back of the time before she was Brigit — memories of “Slutbunny”, porn star, fur piece, nymphomaniac slab of meat without even a real name. Property of a Greyzone porno king who also had her ‘hostess’ his parties — on a leash. “Is he the type — who’d mount his nimsaldrai?”


				“Not that I’d heard.” Vina sounded puzzled. “He’s still single, very eligible if you like Larant-style age differences, but as far as I’ve heard he’s married to that studio of his — maybe something with his business partner, if you believe the tabloids.”

				The same tabloids that wrote all that speculative crap about us when he took me to dinner? That had been after she wrapped that jep scene in Elkauden — the one where she’d had those punishment-session flashbacks, but managed with Ludi’s help to pull herself together enough to finish the scene. Then he’d been the perfect gentlefox, seating her, lighting her after-dinner cigarette, talking shop, without a hint of impropriety — and Slutbunny had seen impropriety in all its forms and then some. Ludi nim-Tazral… he’d seemed to be offering friendship — not The Casting Couch — as well as their business relationship, and maybe offering a little apology for what he’d had to put her through.

			

			
				“Call on hold, one-minute mark,” the handset in Brigit’s hand interrupted. Crap! That’s my boss I’m keeping on hold! Think fast, rabbit! She looked up at Vina. “Uh, Vina? Could you — do me a favor? Come along as my chaperone?”

				“And rub cheek and tail with nim-Tazral and his guests? Of course!”

				The rabbit-girl flicked the phone off hold. “Mir nim-Tazral? Still there? Could I bring a chaperone?”

				“A chaperone? You’re becoming quite the young vanthai — you didn’t need one at Yovann’s.”

				“That was for dinner in public. This is at your hasha.”

				On the other end of the phonelink, Ludi did some quick figuring. A sixth guest — back to the original plans. And a chaperone would make her look more respectable before the Vanthdri… “Very well. Who is he?”

				“She. My denmate, Vina Kallai, a free-agent nimsalai.”

				“Ah, two-for-one.” Ludi thought a moment about the guest list — at last count, two males and two females. Another vixen would even out the mix; with Mirai Tymai bringing a male escort, we’ll have a perfect four-to-four balance of male and female… “But of course; only remember, she’s not on the payroll. Dress code is formal evening; if you need, I can contact Costumes and Properties…”

				“Thank you, but not needed. I have my own evening wear.” And I know just which one — my lucky lavender-and-purple number!


				“Very well. The reception is on the night of the 65th, the day after tomorrow. I’ll have the details in your blackbox first thing tomorrow.”

				“All right… will do. ‘Bye.” She switched the handset off, looked up at Vina. “Looks like I’m working again.”

				


				* * *


				


				With a faint electric hum, the taxi-pod wound its way across Glitterden to the foot of the Selshenn Hills; stars, ships, and sky-cities twinkled in-and-out through the branches and needles of Bronzewoods and Tressierdrai — Thalendri always landscaped their cities to resemble Cathuria’s boreal forests. 

				In the pod’s passenger compartment, Brigit and Vina sat facing each other as the buildings, Luminares, and tree silhouettes swept past. Brigit had had one crazy day — the jaunt over to Ariai Downport to have her scalp hair trimmed and coiffed into a shoulder-length cascade, the continuous traffic jam around the hasha’s single bathroom and dressing area, deliberately not having her customary bengastick while she and Vina groomed and brushed sparkle-dust into each other’s fur before dressing — and the contents of Ludi’s “details”:

			

			
				Vital to the studio’s future… GOH a Thalendri Baron and Baroness, Heru and Kristai Vanth-Engel, here for only a few days before leaving for Cathuria… only opportunity to meet… Brigit’s ears had drooped back when she’d first read it; she’d gone formal on many occasions — she adored dressing up and playing le Glamorbunny — but none before had ever sounded this important. Her duties were easy enough; greet the guests, sit by Ludi at the light buffet dinner, and afterwards when Ludi took the guests in ones and twos to his home office for the sales pitch, keep the other guests circulating with a combination of small talk and social flirting. Nothing she couldn’t do, but so much seemed to be riding on this one party, and she didn’t want to mess it up.

				“Vina?” the bunny began, her voice coming out too much like her little-girl voice.

				The cute vixen’s eyes flashed gold from a passing light. “What, Brizhittai? You don’t sound the part.”

				“Just…” She looked down at her lap, where purple-gloved and many-ringed hands squeezed her purple clutch-purse and the Lavender Blowgun — her sixty-centimeter formal cigarette holder, the longest in her collection. “Do you think we’re overdressed?”

				Vina’s ears and tail flicked in amusement. “You’ve been living among us — how long? And you ask that?” 

				“I mean — the guest of honor is a full Baron, and we’re just a couple nimsaldrai. What if we outglitter him?” Brigit ran her right hand down the side-slit of her gown, where white leg fur and gemmed garter glittered out from lavender fabric. It seemed she’d worn this formal — a bodice-fronted, side-slit lavender strapless gown, with armpit-length purple gloves — at every major event in her life. She’d taken it with her when she’d run away from her owners back in the Zone; she’d worn it on that crazy first date with Malki, that formal celebration on Blue Monkey, at her going-away party the Weregilders had thrown her when she left for Evergreen.

				“No problem; we’re showbiz — we’re expected to outglitter everybody else.” Vina leaned forward, put a white-gloved hand on Brigit’s knee. “In the old days, actors were exempt from the vanity taxes. The difference is, their jewelry’s going to be real, where ours is all paste, plate, and synthetics.”

				The rabbit-girl looked up, at the cub-faced vixen’s green-and-white off-the-shoulder gown and synthetic-emerald-and-silverplate choker. After a moment, she nodded. “You’re right, Vina. Just — he sounded like this was so important.”

			

			
				“So relax and enjoy; not every night we get to rub cheek and tail with vanthdri.” Vina plucked the absurdly-long cigarette holder from Brigit’s lap, held it to her muzzle in an exact pantomime of the glamorbunny’s pose in the Silverfox commercials. “A night to — Make an Impression.”


				Another passing light flashed Brigit’s sapphire eyes to scarlet. “Give me that!” She snatched back the Lavender Blowgun, returned it to her lap. “I’m the one with the benga habit, remember?”

				The pod swung in a wide arc around a courtyard styled after a forest clearing and glided to a full stop. A roofline extended out of the slope through the silhouetted trees, a row of garden lights leading through a gap in the earth-berm to a large double door. Castle nim-Tazral. Ears up, rabbit. She looked down again, to her lavender-sheathed hips, and the memories of wearing the gown became dark — other parties before she was Brigit, when her owners would show their asset off to their business contacts, slinking, stroking, and smoking, then ripping off the lavender gown so the guests could do what they liked with the hot-to-trot rabbit. Some of them — She shuddered, ears folding back into the “cornered-by-predator” position — I’d rather have taken the punishment sessions, instead. Inside, a trapped rabbit started to curl up.

				“You all right, Ears?” Vina’s voice broke the spell. 

				“Yeah — just a little jumpy, that’s all.” She squeezed her clutch purse, reassured by the familiar shapes of cigarette case and vial of antiaphrodisiac tabs, then slid her hand up under her platinum-blonde mane, to her “amethyst”-and-”sapphire” choker and ran her finger over the metallic scar in back. One difference between now and then: Now her fashion accessories didn’t include a leash. 

				


				* * *


				


				Ludi was downstairs programming the audio system a final time when the door-chime went Yip!


				He plucked an audiophone handset from his formal cummerbund and flipped it open. “Wowowow?”


				“Mir nim-Tazral? This is Brizhittai; we’re here.”

				“Ari. Be right up.” Shooting a glance at the caterer leaving after setting up the buffet, he stashed the handset and started up the grand staircase. Just like on a shoot — no matter how much time you schedule, there’s never enough. He reached the upper floor, went down the hall between his office and his bedsuite, turned into the foyer and opened the left of the two massive Bronzewood doors.

			

			
				Brigit took one look at the grey fox and decided she never had to worry about being overdressed, not beside Ludi’s brilliant plum-colored tailcoat with its wide glitter-sequined lapels and cuffs, like some fop at Carnival on Thermidor. Thermie Carnival fop… a bad memory of her one time on Thermidor — that damned Monsieur-de-Chevalier-what’s-his-face — surfaced like a bubble, then popped. Wait! He’s still in glasses, but where’s that purple beret he always wears?


				Ludi just looked down at the white rabbit in a lavender hourglass who twirled WebFed’s longest cigarette holder like a baton. I never thought she could look like — that… He felt his codpiece tighten and his eyes drawn irresistibly to her enormous cleavage, just like some adolescent slickskin — probably too many of those humaan video-classics he collected. Shaking himself free of the spell — and hoping she didn’t notice the change in his codpiece — he leaned forward and rubbed his cheek against hers in formal greeting, warbling in his throat.

				“Do come in, Brizhittai, you and —”

				“Vina Kallai,” said the short cute vixen in green-and-white. “I’m her chaperone.”

				Or is she your chaperone? You look so young, like a cub. Ludi and Vina rubbed cheek and throat-warbled. “I am honored to meet you,” he began, then got a good look at her cub’s face. No, not just a cub’s face… “Vina.” He’d seen a near-identical face in stone or wood or fresco or holo in almost every temple and chapel and at every Spring Equinox Festival.

				“Brizhittai has a fine choice in chaperones, to find the Image of Misha.” Misha, mikallai to the Goddess, patron saint of the Spring — and of young vixens seeking mates.

				The cute vixen’s black ears folded back; a gekkering growl sounded deep in her throat. “Too much the Image.”

				Brigit hopped in to explain — about Vina’s parochial-school upbringing and the start of her acting career. “Twelve years of Spring Pageants — cast as Misha every single time!”

				Ludi yipped with amusement, turned back to the Misha-faced vixen. “Perhaps I should call you Image of Almarai?” he quipped, naming the patron saint of Autumn.

				“Any name but Misha, please.”

				Ludi’s watch chimed, and his voice became all-business. “Half an hour to curtain. If you vixens would accompany me, we can finish dressing the set before the audience arrives.” He presented both his arms, and the three started down the hall.

				As they descended the Grand Stair, Ludi sneaked another glance at the Image of Misha to his left. Another place he’d seen that cubby face — or similar, in some of the old humaan cartoons in his collection. And in that one hardcopy piece his research contractors discovered digging through old Freeholder archives — an incomplete text story about a young orphaned vixen on a sword-and-sorcery epic quest, aided by the ghost of some Terry mythical beast. Ever since he saw the splash-page illo of a ghostly “griffin” towering above a brave young swordvixen, he’d wanted to get that adventure on video. And this Vina could have modeled for that still. Brizhittai said she was a free agent; if she can handle such a part, I could finally get Dead Reckoning up and underway… Have to fit a talk with her into the presentations tonight…


			

			
				The next half hour was a blur, as Ludi took his hostesses on a quick orientation of his hasha, with an on-the-fly briefing on proper protocol when rubbing scent with Vanthdri at a formal buffet — then, in mid-lecture, a sound — no, sensation — of a whining/buzzing, like a swarm of Terry bees hovering just over their heads. The aura of an Aetheric field, coming in low.

				“Door Up!” The door viewer windowed up on one of the video-panels at the sound of Ludi’s command. A large lev-limo, gleaming black with gold landau irons and pinstriping, was settling on the courtyard before the portal. Loose dust and debris, caught in its field envelope, swirled up from the ground to greet it as it touched down.

				Brigit pulled her hairbrush out of her purse, gave her platinum-blonde mane and charcoal poof of a tail a final touchup. On-screen, the landing lights snapped off and a gull-wing door between the landau irons swung up; a tall pilot/chauffeur in black-and-silver uniform assisted two richly-dressed figures — a vermillion-furred fox in black and a shorter grey-furred vixen in green-and-black cape — out of the interior.

				Ludi slapped an audio control; digitized saradrai and litdrai filled the room with Thalendri chamber music. “The Baron and Baroness! Places, everybody! We’re on!” Then he was towing Brigit up the Grand Stair to the entry portal. “So much for being fashionably late.”

				“No bodyguards?” Vina’s voice came from below.

				“From what I’ve heard, with that Baroness of his they don’t need bodyguards,” Ludi called back from the top of the stairs; the grey fox in plum and white rabbit in lavender had barely reached the foyer when the doorbell yipped.

				


				* * *


				


				“Iwou ni hasha, Vanthdri.” Ludi bowed to the pair of aristocrats, his tail arching and throat extending in formal submission. Brigit followed his lead with a bow of her own, canting her ears back instead of trying to arch her stub of a tail.


			

			
				“Niarr iwou,” replied the tall vermillion-furred fox in black and gold; Brigit had never seen a Thalendri with such a high forehead and white extending so high up his cheeks. Then he was reaching down, drawing the rabbit-girl into a greeting embrace.

				They rubbed cheek against cheek — or rather, her cheek against his throat — white fur against white fur, warbling deep in their throats. Another dual warbling came from the two grey foxes beside them; Ludi and Baroness Kristai, also embracing and exchanging scent.

				Snap! A spark jumped from Brigit’s necklace to the massive gold collar of rank on the Baron’s shoulders. Crap! Forgot the anti-static spray! The bunny sneaked a look at the Baron’s reaction, started breathing again when she saw none. He in turn held her at arm’s length with gold-gloved hands and asked “And you are…?” From his tone, he could have meant who or what was she.

				“Brizhittai Bunnai, an actress of my studio and my co-hostess for this evening,” Ludi explained as he took the Baroness’s cape, revealing a matching green-and-black sleeveless cheongsam with long green gloves and a smaller, more feminine rank-collar.

				“The exotic from the cigarette ads, Heru,” the Baroness answered, smoothing the long gold fashion-fall cascading from her head as Ludi put away her cape; an implant-clip on the side of her long sharp muzzle held a large monocle stylishly before her left eye. Brigit had long since given up trying to eyeball a Thalendri’s age, but the noblevixen gave an impression of being considerably younger than her husband. “Now, shall we descend?”

				The four descended the Grand Stair, the Baroness on Ludi’s arm and Brigit on the Baron’s. The rabbit-girl’s eyes kept being drawn to the vixen descending before her, the back beneath the train of the wig — subtle metallic gold, not just blonde — ship-keel straight, each step precise, each swish of her white-flagged tail in perfect, precise sync. Like Kriss at her most formal…


				The bunny sneaked another look at the fox on her arm, his cravat, vest, and codpiece also gleaming cloth-of-gold, his black tailcoat French-looped with gold embroidery and inset gemstones — A real Thalendri Baron; not just from a foxy fairy-tale, not an actor on the Elkauden set, the real thing! Before this, the closest Brigit had been to real aristocracy was T’kreel aboard the Weregild — but T’kreel was only jantai, a Skreeln knight, about equivalent to a landless nimvanth — and this was a full landed Vanth!


				Vina met them as they reached the bottom, bowing and arching tail as Ludi had done, then rose to embrace and rub cheeks with the Baron.

			

			
				“Baron Heru Vanth-Engel, Baroness Kristai Vanthai-Engel, of Engel Barony and Tigellia Enterprises of Cathuria,” Ludi announced, giving both their baronial and corporate holdings, “May I present Vina Kallai, Brizhittai’s chaperone for the evening.”

				“Chaperone?” The Baron looked the smaller vixen up and down. “You do indeed look the part. Only —” His ears perked forward — “shouldn’t the Feast of Misha come at Spring Equinox?”

				Vina dropped her ears and gekkered; Ludi’s ears dropped for a different reason. Brigit took one quick look at the both of them, and hopped in to defuse the situation — yet another explanation of the start of Vina’s acting career.

				Just as she was getting to the good part, the doorbell yipped again; a moment later Ludi touched her shoulder. “ZZ’s arrived; you’re on.”

				Excusing herself from the four foxes, the platinum-blonde rabbit swished up the Grand Stairs to the foyer. “ZZ” would be Zhedann Zarr, one of the studio’s main screenwriters and storyboarders, here to assist Ludi in his presentation. Brigit had heard a lot about him between takes on the Elkauden set and overhearing yipfests at the studio Automat — mostly to stay clear of him. “ZZ — A permanent bad mood, with fur and tail.”


				The bunny opened the bronzewood door revealing a short grey fox, sinister-looking in a black opera cape, a huge drop earring sparkling almost down to his left shoulder and a brown fashion-fall braided into his head fur and gathered into an asymmetrical ponytail. This is ZZ? Terror of the screenwriters? He was barely taller than her in heels, with ochre-brown trim on his cheeks and tail. 

				“Mir Zarr?”

				“None other,” he replied in a no-nonsense tone, then pulled her into a greeting embrace. At least with him, I don’t have to stretch up to reach his cheek. He seemed a bit stiff as her white-furred cheek slid against his brown; a barely-audible throat-warble, a static zap!, and he reached up for the clasp of his cape as the two parted contact.

				“You’re that new nimsalai of Ludi’s, yerf?” Without waiting for an answer, he swung off the cape to reveal an electric-blue-and-black pseudo-Victorian formal wear, rearranged his fall’s ponytail back over his shoulder onto his right chest as Brigit hung the cape in the entry closet. “Heard a bit about you.” Then he presented his arm for the lavender-gowned white rabbit and the two descended the Grand Stair to the other foxes.

				Ludi watched the rabbit-and-fox pair descend out of the corner of his eye as he and Vina exchanged the usual pleasantries with the two Vanthdri. ZZ had insisted on working alone on his part of the presentation; for a moment Ludi’s ears flicked with apprehension. Did he finish in time? Does he have the chits? 

			

			
				ZZ flicked a glance back at Ludi, slyly tapped his jacket over the inside pocket. He does! Ludi started breathing again, slipped back into character as the glamorbunny released the short grey fox: “Baron Heru Vanth-Engel, Baroness Kristai Vanthai-Engel, may I present…”

				ZZ bowed and exchanged scent with the Baroness; Ludi took the opportunity to check the wall clock. Two in the cache, two to go. Then the real fun begins…


				As he was showing the guests the terrace, smooth flagstone and ashlar retaining wall softly lit by spill light through the French doors, the doorchime Yipped! again; a smaller Yip! echoed from the remote in his cummerbund. Excusing himself, he checked the low-res image on the remote’s micro-screen — a short russet vixen in lavender accompanied by a tall silverblack fox in blue. So she did bring that escort…


				“Brizhittai?” he called softly to the white rabbit, “We’re on.” He smoothed his tailcoat, she fluffed her mane and tail and adjusted her gown and gloves, and the two started up the Grand Stair.

				


				* * *


				


				Brigit noticed the vixen first as Ludi swung the door open. Chunky for a Thalendri — and why’d she have to dress in lavender? 

				The vixen — PorshaTymai, secondary Guest of Honor. The directrix had been showing up more and more on the trade boards — music videos and shorts, mostly costume romances and period pieces. Her style — quasi-classic, Thalendri-rich, and cub-fresh — would mate beautifully with what Ludi was planning and hoping to finance through the Vanthdri-Engel. As much as the two aristos, he wanted her connected with Tazral Studios.

				She dressed like one of the period swashbucklers she directed — a short, blonde-cheeked, brown-eared, russet-furred vixen in a billowy-sleeved smessara in rose and lavender, with an elaborate bodice holding her chunky, almost humaan figure in check. Ludi exchanged pleasantries, bowed to rub cheeks and exchange scent. His back twinged with having to bend over yet again — Why do all the vixens tonight have to be short? 

				Then Brigit saw the tall silverblack with her — “Laycann Nimvanth-Sulyann,” the directrix introduced him, “apprentice to Sehlann Dehlass and my escort for the evening.”

				Brigit’s mouth dropped open, showing her oversized incisors. The silverblack was tall — meter-eighty at least — in bright-blue tailcoat and slacks with white codpiece and turtleneck shirt topped with a long billowing silver-and-blue scarf — except for the scarf, actually pretty tame for a Thalendri. But his face — delicate, almost feminine, what Freeholders called beshonen, a feminine-appearing male — brought back the rabbit-girl’s only good memories of her time in captivity.

			

			
				Several “Slutbunny” porn pieces had been directed by this one beshonen porn director-fox — “I direct erotica, not porno; there is a difference.” She never knew his name — no one had names back then, not even her — but he’d treated her as somebody, not just a slab of meat. He’d coached her, encouraged her, taught her some “real acting”, acted like he actually gave a damn about her. He’d first planted the idea in her furry little head of running away to the Outside and becoming a “real actress”. And this “Laycann” — the cant and shape of his ears, the fine muzzle below wire-rimmed glasses, the between-the-ears fashion-fall dropping in a ponytail almost to his waist, the ebonwood cane — except for his coloration (silverblack instead of red) and the top of his cane (a silver thornfruit instead of a hooded reptile head), he could have been her old mentor’s twin.

				Then he was bending down as she stretched up to touch her cheek to his, black fur against white; she almost buried her V-shaped nosepad in his benga-scented fur, gave a long, throaty warble of greeting. He gave a single, quick warble and pulled away. Shy, or just uncomfortable? “Nimvanth-Sulyann? You are — baronial?”

				“Yes and no.” He didn’t sound quite Thalendri, more like a smoother and deeper version of Malki. “I bear the name, but not the position. All our holdings were lost in the madness after First Contact.”

				Then the four of them were going down the hall and descending the stairs, a short white rabbit looking up and mooning at the tall silverblack on her right arm. I’ve got to get to know him; maybe get him alone sometime during the evening — out on the terrace?


				Ludi introduced the new arrivals, who exchanged scent with the Baron and Baroness; Laycann bowed especially low as Ludi intoned the “Nimvanth” in his family name. As the directrix rubbed cheeks with ZZ, Brigit eased up to the grey fox in glasses and plum. “I’m getting hungry. How many more?”

				“That’s all,” Ludi whispered back, amber eyes darting from the guests to the formal dining area and back to his co-hostess. “Brizhittai,” he whispered, “You and your chaperone go and bring out the buffet; when you’re in position, I’ll announce dinner and we’ll start tonight’s show.”

				“Will do.” Brigit pulled Vina away from the crowd around the two Vanthdri and headed for the kitchen. A moment later, the two reappeared, easing an overloaded lev-table out of the kitchen into the formal dining alcove underneath the master suite’s balcony, past the long low table with its oil-candles and eight formal place settings, to the little beacon chip taped to the floor where the alcove opened into the Great Room. Positioning the table over the mark, the two let go; the table dropped and bounced like a boat riding on a lake, then steadied into a waist-high hover.
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				Across the Great Room, Ludi watched his hostesses let go of the lev-table, then turned to the others; ZZ and Porsha were already tonguing nosepads and sniffing the buffet aromas on the air. “Vanth, Vanthai, Mirdri and Mirdrai, would you be so kind as to share dinner with me?”

				* * *


				


				The buffet wasn’t piled as high as that Mardi Gras on Thermidor, but came close — hardboiled & deviled bodashi eggs, finger-servers of unidentifiable herbed meat with dip-sauces, bowls of tressierai nuts, Holli Rolls, some sort of seafood hors d’oeuvres Brigit didn’t recognize, oliedri, mashadrai, carafes of multicolored Cathurian wines and brandies, samovars of takfa and various herbal teas and infusions, all amid flickering multi-scented oil candles.

				Brigit loaded up mostly on oliedri; she didn’t eat much meat anyway, and the dry-fried fruit slices were always a good choice. She filled the rest of her plate with an assortment of tressierai nuts and chunked thornfruit, skipping the mashadrai — “Cathurian Eggrolls” — the egg-and-meat combo always gave her an allergic reaction. For that matter, most of the meat-heavy Thalendri fare gave her some form of problem.

				Ludi finished seating the Baron and Baroness in the honored guest positions at the near end of the knee-high table, then returned to escort Brigit and Vina to the host positions at the far end; as the three sank onto the floor cushions — the glamorbunny’s gown stretching until her breasts almost popped from their bodice — the other four seated themselves on the table’s flanks. Laycann angled onto the cushion next to the Baroness, with Porsha between him and Ludi; Vina; ZZ and Vina filled the two cushions between the bunny and the Baron in perfect male/female alternation, and dinner began.

				One rabbit + seven foxes = Run! Run! ran on a loop through the rabbit-girl’s brainstem as she daintily cleared off her plate with the aid of table-tongs and responded to the usual small talk & recreational flirting. Seven long vulpine tails flicked and waved intermittently with the dinner conversations, punctuated further by cants and flicks of ears. Brigit, odd rabbit out, made up for her little poof of a cottontail with her long charcoal-flagged ears.

			

			
				“Among humandri,” volunteered Laycann from his position between Porsha and the Baroness, “etiquette requires the vixens to remove their gloves when dining.”

				“Obviously,” Brigit responded, “They’ve never had to put them back on over fur.” She stroked her right opera glove, pantomiming the snap-and-smooth method she had to use to prevent matting and binding.

				She took the last olei from her plate, crunched the bland starchy-sweet fried fruit slice between oversized incisors. She’d used the strongest sauce she could find on them; what Thalendri called “subtle and delicate” flavoring anyone without a Thalendri nervous system called “all but tasteless” — especially if the non-Thalendri also smoked. Fortunately, the buffet had had a selection of stronger “smokers’ seasonings”, and she’d almost cleaned them out to get some flavor to her taste buds. 

				She finished up with the sweet-tart thornfruit chunks — “Cathurian Pineapples”, Melissa had always called them — pacing herself to finish with the others.

				“Brizhittai?” Ludi offered a carafe of some light Cathurian wine as she set down her tongs into her plate.

				She held up her snifter. “But of course...” Half the after-dinner ritual of “brandy and benga” poured into the glass. “Thank you.” She sneaked another look at Laycann doing the same for the Baron and Baroness, then took a sip herself. Not quite “vixen’s wine”, but still very light. He’s not trying to get me drunk, that’s for sure. 

				Now for the other half of the after-dinner ritual — some smoke to accompany the wine. All dressed up + after formal dinner = Cigarette! She reached down beside her cushion for her bengasticks and holder, stopping as a spark crackled from her purple-gloved fingertip to the purple-enameled case.

				Ludi had briefed her about benga protocol for the evening — “No smoking until after dinner; follow the Baron’s lead as to when. Don’t start until he does.” She held there, drumming her fingers on the case, mouth watering for a Platinum taste-blend, remembering all those you’re-too-young-to-be-smoking arguments with Mara — “But benga isn’t addictive!” “Not physically, cub, but you’re psychologically hooked!”

				After an eternity, Baron Vanth-Engel pulled out an ornate carved and inlaid pipe and started filling and tamping it. On cue, the four other smokers at the table started loading cigarette holders; Brigit checked the others with the eye of a long-time benga connoisseur — Ludi, a Silverfox Platinum in that 30cm black holder she’d seen him use that one time at Yovann’s; Laycann, a walnut-brown Silverfox Iridium in a Art Deco mouthpiece too short to be a real holder; and the Baroness, a forest-green-and-gold ‘stick she didn’t recognize — probably a custom blend — in a plain holder that couldn’t be over 20cm, tops. And she’s supposed to be the aristocrat?


			

			
				The glamorbunny aligned her cigarette properly in her absurdly-long holder, tried to get Laycann’s attention. With four males at the table, no way am I going to light up from one of the oil candles...


				Across the table, the silverblack in blue was offering his services to the Baroness, who chose her husband’s lighter instead. Too long a reach, anyway; later, my silverblack...

				 Next to her, Ludi’s lighter flared. “Light, Brizhittai?” 

				“But of course.” She traversed the Lavender Blowgun, and a moment later tasted fresh smoke. “Thank you, Mir,” she returned in the same slightly-husky delivery and same curling smoke-ring she’d used in the Make an Impression ads as the first mouth-absorption buzz shivered through her body...

				


				* * *


				


				Beside her, Ludi puffed his Platinum alight, then mixed the benga taste with a couple laps from his snifter; for the scene coming up next, he was going to need some chemical soothing. End of Act I: Dinner, A short drinks-and-smokes transition scene, then cut to Act II: The Presentation. Or Act I: Last Meal followed by Act II: Watch the Hanging. Either way...


				“Baron and Baroness?” He nodded towards the pair at the far end of the table, “If you would accompany us across to the theatre...” The Baron clamped his pipe in his muzzle, reached for his snifter, then helped his wife rise from the table; Ludi transferred both snifter and cigarette holder to the same hand, offered the other to Brigit, and stood up himself, followed by the other guests.

				Ludi and Brigit leading, the eight crossed under the Grand Stair to the alcove under the office balcony. Normally Ludi’s private “living room”, it had been redressed as a home theatre for the evening, with cassai-lounges and seating hassocks taken from throughout the hasha rearranged in an arc facing the video wall, end tables with ashtrays strategically provided in a small-scale echo of the scalloped booths of Thalendri theatre seating.

				Ludi seated Brigit on one of the hassocks; for a moment, she seemed to steer for the cassai the Baron and Baroness were occupying, before Laycann and Porsha joined the two aristos. Taking leave of his co-hostess, the grey fox host concentrated hard to keep his tail from tucking as he crossed over to the video-wall’s controls and inserted the presentation chit. On marks...


			

			
				Ludi took a final lap from his snifter, set it down atop the low cabinets below the video wall. Lights... Taking a final mouthful of smoke, he set his bengastick in the large cut-glass ashtray beside the snifter. Camera... He picked up his smartpad, pre-slaved to the video controls, and stroked its touch-screen; as he turned to face his audience of seven, the wall behind him shimmered into powered-up video mode and the accompanying presentation outline and monitor/control windows booted up on the pad. And — he tapped the first icon on the outline window — Action!


				“Baron and Baroness, Mirdri and Mirdrai,” he began as the wall-turned-screen behind him shimmered silver and resolved into an opening sequence — a medley of Tazral Studios’ recent productions and behind-the-scenes shots, copped from a standard PR release. “We stand at the edge of an opportunity.” Who writes these intros, anyway?


				“For the past several years — Evergreen years, not just FSC — I have been building up a personal collection of old human videos, primarily from what they called their ‘Golden Age of Hollywood’.”

				“Hollywood?”

				“A generic term, roughly equivalent to ‘Glitterden’; their planet-famous entertainment industry of the time.” Ludi worked his smartpad for a moment, rearranging the presentation schedule slightly. “From the time they first developed ‘Cinema’ until a major shift in their culture some forty years later, ‘Hollywood’ dominated their video storytelling.” The “Golden Age” — cranked out by specialist studios using indenture-contract Talent and Craft, under a fairly-tight decorum censorship called “The Hays Office” that actually stimulated storytelling by banning the cheap-and-easy ways to grab an audience...


				“Many of that period’s productions were eerily similar to our own.” He tapped an icon on the smartpad, and the old human video clips began — colorized and letterboxed, with Davvashi subtitles, digitally inbetweened to 70 frames a second so Thalendri eyes could pick up the motion. 

				A clip: An oddly-dressed she-human, in some desert-adventure scene with a bearded male swathed in long black robes and headdress. “The Wind and The Lion, an almost-exact parallel of Storm Over the Sands,” referring to a much-remade adventure tale set in WebFed’s early history. “Made a couple centuries before the first vidding of S-over-S, with humandri instead of Kthymri hostages and Marines and some sort of desert tribal war instead of a Skreeln clan feud. Otherwise, the characters and storyline could have been copied from each other. ” 

				A clip: Dense forest, rugged terrain. An orange-and-black-striped predator, vaguely resembling a quadrupedal M’kranthi, crouched for a spring. Its prey: a light-skinned human in khaki, long-barreled low-tech firearm in one hand and a nest of brightly-colored eggs in the other, slowly turning to bring his weapon to bear without spooking the predator — Slowly... Slowly... Slowly... “Man-eaters of Kumaon, from much later than the period in question, but in style and content very much a part of the period.”

			

			
				Other clips, in a quick medley — adventures, romances, fantasies, what were apparently comedies, booting up on rotating windows. Ludi let them settle down into looping, then resumed his presentation.

				“I propose over the next few years to produce a series of feature-length vids from my collection — both remakes and original tales inspired by them — for marketing to both Thalendri and human audiences.”

				“And for this, you need our Shildri,” the Baroness interrupted.

				“Our fashions come from humaan history, our decor is a fusion of humaan and traditional, we name our cubs after humandri —” The last with a nod to the Baroness; neither “Kristai” nor “Ludi” were originally Thalendri names. “Remaking their classics is just another fusion — of which this studio has prior experience.” 

				He tapped the next icon; the video-wall overlaid with another window, a summary of their award-winning cub’s tale adaptation. “Our last major hit was Tulvanth’s new Clothes — that was from humandri sources.” Now to head off the expected objection. “A cub’s tale, true, but then, cub’s tales are often the core of a species’ storytelling.”

				Ludi went on about how Tulvanth’s New Clothes was adapted by ZZ and the screenwriting staff; the two confox “tailors” as a male/female team incorporating traditional signs of divine avatars — God and Goddess come to Cathuria as tricksters to humble the arrogant Tulvanth. The climax — the Tulvanth opening an exaggeratedly-formal court in nothing but birth fur and rank-collar, sheath and scrotum swinging in the breeze while his court parasites, overdressed even for Thalendri, pawed him for some of his scent while praising him for his dazzling wardrobe — had never failed to put Thalendri audiences yipping on the floor.

				In the audience, Brigit giggled at the scene of the Tulvanth’s embarrassment. Especially when you’re hung like a Selkie — even Malki was better equipped...

				Baron Vanth-Engel puffed his pipe. “I recall seeing some of these —” He indicated the other windows still looping their clips, “—at ‘Old Film Festivals’ on humaan worlds. Why hasn’t anyone else done something similar long before now?”

				“Difficulties in research, Honored Vanth.” Ludi used the full honorific to the Baron. “I have a long-term arrangement with a Freeholder historical-archive search firm; they claim to have the most complete archives of this type in existence.” He dropped the Tulvanth’s New Clothes window, started on a side explanation.

			

			
				“Later in their history, humandri stalled at the ‘Tech 11 Plateau’, with rapid technological change but no net advancement — ‘thrashing in place.’ Recording media formats changed almost daily, each making the previous obsolete; only those old vids thought important at the time would be recopied into the new formats; the rest would be forgotten — after a year or two, they might as well have been deliberately encrypted.”

				“Plus, humaan society runs on an eighty-year cycle; every forty years or so, censorship standards would flip to the opposite of the previous period and all the surviving vids would be recut to be ‘acceptable’. After a couple of cycles, with differing censorship targets each time, there wouldn’t be much of the original story left. For instance — one cycle, the censors would cut any nude scene; next cycle, new censors, any scene where a character smoked; the cycle after that, still different censors and any firearms scene. After a couple cycles of this, what’s left?” Whatever was the current fashion in pornography and whatever propaganda flattered the Vanthdri of the time. Praising the Tulvanth’s Wonderful New Wardrobe — at least until the next Tulvanth…


				Brigit blew a smoke ring. This is getting boring... The glamorbunny reached over to tap off an ash into the Baronial ashtray — not difficult with the Lavender Blowgun’s reach — then something caught her eye on one of the display windows: A fully-human version of herself — or at least a platinum-blonde human woman that kind-of resembled her. Ears sweeping back up, the rabbit-girl concentrated on the display window, waiting for it to loop back.

				“Plus, a lot of the cultural references don’t translate at all,” Ludi continued his presentation. “What a human of several centuries ago wouldn’t need to explain — ‘Everybody knows that’ — is often the hardest part for even modern humandri to understand.” Like the language translations — after the Shift that ended their Golden Age and started the slide into stagnation, words changed their meanings so fast and furious that his translators couldn’t guarantee the accuracy of any of the dialogue. Never mind that Freeholder was also the fastest-mutating of human languages to begin with...

				“Others were outdated by history — for instance, most of their ‘science fiction’ dealing with their future conflicts with known history and reality.” He switched one of the looping windows to a medley of SF scenes — cities crushed under klick-high glaciers, the same cities flooded out and shimmering with heat, then turned into nuclear ruins like Harkullian after the Great War — missing the effect on the rabbit-girl in his audience who’d been studying that very window intently. 

			

			
				“Such as starship design and operations...” More clips — unrealistic looking spaceships, moving amid starscapes where the stars actually moved past to suggest FTL motion, bringing yips of laughter from all but one of his audience. 

				“Or spacecraft maneuvering...” The clearly-fantasy starships segued into a dogfight between space fighters at close enough range to collide, all maneuvering in zero-gee and vacuum like aerodynamic craft in atmosphere, with brightly-visible energy weapon beams and explosions showing atmosphere and gravity effects... 

				“Those are ‘special effects’?” Laycann cut in abruptly. “They’re so crude — how could anyone take them seriously?”

				“Nimvanth-Sulyann,” Ludi emphasized his family title. “Humandri were barely at Tech Level Six at the time. All those effects are hand-drawn overlays or actual physical modelwork, not CGI.”

				“Now, to continue,” grey-furred hands slid over the smartpad’s touch-screen, reconfiguring it on-the-fly, “Other genres need very little translation. Such as historical swashbucklers...”Another clip — a medley of rapier-thrusting acrobatics by four humandri in blue tabards and big plumed hats against all comers in red tabards... “The Three Musketeers, one of the few to survive to today; a new remake of the story was released just last year on Thermidor.”

				The same four humandri, in some sort of intrigue involving another human in some sort of Iron Mask...

				Brigit’s ears shot up as another rapier-thrusting clip looped into the window — the swordsman was dressed just like Captain Gaspard of the Weregild! 

				“Captain Blood, one of their classic “pirate movies”, about a wronged hero turned privateer...”


				Not just dressed like him, that is Gaspard!


				“And you intend to remake these?” interrupted the Baroness.

				“Actually, No —” Ludi hit pause to answer the noblevixen. “Humaan swashbucklers differ very little from our own adventure traditions. They’re too familiar. Just as another genre of the time — the ‘Western’ — was too unique.” He unpaused, going to the next icon on the outline.

				“Another easy-to-translate genre was physical comedies...” Another background window expanded to the centerpiece — three odd-looking humandri in an intricate and violent slapstick routine punctuated with “Nyuk nyuk nyuk!” and other odd vocal sounds. 

			

			
				“Or, a little less physical, but just as intricate...” Cut to three — or was it four? — even odder-looking humandri — one with a blackened upper lip and a peculiar walk, another sloppily dressed with a drooping hat and strange voice, and a mime with a long baggy coat and wildly-frizzed mane in an equally-intricate but much more frenzied half-slapstick, half-nonstop wisecrack-dialogue schtick.

				Now for the real surprise — Ludi cut to a thin human with unique features and a flat wide-brimmed hat, whose face never changed expression as he put himself through stunts that required an almost-Thalendri level of body control... “Bus-ter Kee-ton, perhaps the greatest physical-comic actor in their surviving archives.”

				Six pairs of vulpine ears pricked up, as Ludi knew they would. This “Keaton” didn’t just parallel, he was high-end Thalendri mime, the type that in the old days could name their price before audiences of Vanthdri. And the studio that had him under indenture insisted on making him just the foil for raconteur after raconteur...

				In the audience, Brigit concentrated on the other background windows, trying to find that clip again in the random-order looping. On the largest, a different black-haired female looped up — a Thalendri-slim, Thalendri-graceful human-vixen, in a brief black dress with human-plain glamor accessories. “You’ve been topped, Brizhittai,” Vina whispered. “Look at that cigarette holder.”

				“Who’s the changeling-ette?” Baron Vanth-Engel pointed with his pipestem to the same human-vixen as Ludi paused the window.

				Alira tul-Kitsulai as a humanai, Ludi thought for a moment, then replied, trying to fit his muzzle around the alien name. “Audrai He’burnnai, a prominent actress from near the end of the period in question. She died centuries before humandri saw their first Thalendri.”

				“But she’s so — perfect. Dresses a little plain, but otherwise…”

				“True. If this surviving performance is any indication, she would have made quite a vixen.”

				“I didn’t know humandri had benga back then,” Vina popped in.

				“They didn’t. Those cigarettes are Terry tobacco.”

				“Tobacco? That’s low-tech pesticide!”


				Brigit winced, ears jerking down — How could anyone stand to smoke that stuff? During her captivity, her owners had gotten her familiar with other drugs, including one try of tobacco — bitter, toxic, and physically addicting. She looked at her bengastick burning at the far end of the Lavender Blowgun, tried to imagine what those humandri must have gone through all their lives. Smoking because they had to, not because they liked to; blanking out the withdrawals instead of enjoying the smoke, deep-inhaling just to keep the cravings away...


			

			
				Then Ludi ended the pause, and the clip dissolved to another in the loop; in the audience, Brigit resumed her vigil for that platinum blonde.

				This time the Baroness interrupted. “All these clips appear to be from the same period. Didn’t humandri continue ‘making movies’ in later periods, with better tech?”

				“Yes and no,” Ludi answered the noblevixen. “About the end of this period, their culture seems to have undergone a major shift; their ‘movies’ changed subject and style completely.” 

				“Censorship standards changed...” Replacing the Hays Office’s tight decorum censorship with an even-tighter content censorship...

				“Production methods changed...” Not just changed, but flipped all the way from a full studio-indenture system to an all-free-agent system organizing anew for each production, shooting production costs FTL and killing any coherence in connected series...

				“And subject matter shifted completely, from stories that had demonstrated staying power and universal appeal —” half his audience yipped at the word “universal” — “to what was thought to be ‘important’ and ‘relevant’.”

				“Important” and “relevant?” Ludi had had to review too many of those post-Shift videos. As in twentysomething angst to thirtysomething angst to fortysomething angst to fiftysomething angst to sixtysomething angst ad nauseum, following an incredibly self-centered and shallow generation through their entire lifespans on their “quest for self-discovery”, never mind that if you’re that busy “finding yourself”, you never have the time to have a “self” to find. Angst over anything nuclear, when they’d never had to dig themselves out from a full-scale nuclear war like the Kthymri. Even their Islamic Wars were a long string of wet nuclear firecrackers instead of one big explosion. Angst over “threats” and “horrors” that the historians swore either never existed or were quickly forgotten. Angst over a mythic analog of their Islamic Wars – a century-long, world-destroying war called “Vietnam” that never made it into the histories… Angst over some great legacy called “Woodstock” – like “Vietnam”, completely lost to history…

				“And nothing becomes obsolete as quickly as over-relevance,” offered ZZ, with a proverb all too familiar to his staff writers.

				Which post-Shift humaan videos had in abundance. If I have to watch one more all-but-incomprehensible “Lone Crusader against the Vast Conspiracy...”

				“But I’ve heard humaan society runs on an eighty-year cycle,” offered Laycann. “Wouldn’t the videos of eighty years later be similarly appealing?”

			

			
				“Actually, no — there were some similarities, but by then they had changed too much and then stagnated completely.” Into period-piece martial-arts spectacles, with a universal theme of “Conform to The System, with all proper calligraphy.” 

				“They almost never achieved this level of storytelling for centuries afterwards.” Only Pornography and Propaganda, with rare and valuable exceptions.

				“Like a world bearing life for the first time,” ZZ cut in. “According to the paleos, first a period of wild experimentation, then most of the resulting phyla disappear in the first mass extinction and the survivors just evolve to fill the empty niches; you never again get the variety and freshness of that first explosion.”

				“And their society cycles in a helix, not a circle. If they did, they’d still be banging rocks together trying to reach Tech One.”

				“They almost did — look how long they took to get off their homeworld!” 

				“Mirdri, Mirdrai...” Ludi interrupted; he still had romantic comedies, musicals, screwball comedies, and film noir to cover, then the stats on demonstrated appeal to Thalendri audiences. He’d kicked the presentation windows into looping clips during the digression, recycling the same clips over and over...

				And rabbit-ears shot up and forward as Brigit saw herself in the clips — twice!

				On one, a petite platinum-blonde human in a dress Brigit could kill for performed some sort of high-budget musical number, interspersed with other, unrelated scenes with the same actress — all radiating the same sexually-charged-yet-vulnerable energy. On another, a different platinum-blonde — older, bustier, “naughtier” — strutted and vamped with what were probably trademark tag lines; Brigit’s ears locked onto the faint accompanying soundtrack, picked it out of the background noise and other windows’ audios. She’s doing my schtick !


				The rabbit-girl leaned forward, eyes wide, flared ears pulling her into her long-dead slickskin clones on the screen. This gesture, that tag line, almost but not quite what she’d done herself doing the Glamorbunny. Now the second blonde was in some sort of boudoir, even more richly-dressed, waited on by three dark-skinned women in stylized uniforms with aprons who fed her straight lines for her double-entendre responses. I could have used some of those lines on Malki, back when we were pretending to be lovers! Wouldn’t that have burned out some neurons!

				She was in-character now, subliminally copying the gestures, noting the tag lines (not a bad line...), seeing herself up on that screen-window, doing that very part, incorporating those long-ago characters into her Glamorbunny character...

			

			
				Ludi had just about given up on bringing his audience back to the remaining presentation; he shook his head in irritation, and noticed Brigit.

				She was leaning forward, long ears flared and straining for sound, as intent as he’d ever been on one of his pet projects, faintly miming some sort of stage business with her posture, drink, and cigarette holder. What...?


				He followed her gaze, to the two windows cycling on the video-wall. Two medleys of two long-dead, platinum-blonde “sex goddesses” — he checked his smartpad: Top window, medley illustrating romantic/musical comedy and human ability at social-flirting; bottom window, medley illustrating the “naughty” end of social-flirting with a brash flair that could have fitted right into a dozen Thalendri farces.

				His muzzle flashed from screen to rabbit to screen to rabbit, watching her mime the gestures and schticks on the two medleys. Like “Marilyn” and “Mae” were reincarnating into a certain white rabbit — a busty platinum-blonde bunny who worked for his studio. If she can handle the parts — and the pace...

				Ludi stepped over to the forming yipknot among the cassai-lounges and hassocks. “Vanth, Vanthai, Mirdri, Mirdrai, I wish to show you something.” He enlarged the two looping windows on the video-wall, then drew their attention to the rapt rabbit-girl. “As you can see, Tazral Studios already has the necessary Talent. Seshai Brizhittai?”


				“Huh?” Brigit jumped at the sudden sound of her name, ears jerking, breasts bouncing, an ash spilling onto the floor.

				“Thank you for bringing our guests back to the presentation.”

				What? She looked at him in incomprehension for a moment, ears wandering, then figured he wasn’t going to explain and she wasn’t going to look stupid asking him in the middle of everything. Clearing her spent cigarette from the Lavender Blowgun, she concentrated on her snifter of Vixen’s Wine, sneaking strange looks at Ludi for the remainder of his presentation.

				


				* * *


				


				After concluding the main presentation, Ludi and ZZ took the two Vanthdri-Engel up the Grand Stairs to his home office overlooking the Great Room, for the private pitch. This would be more detailed, showing specific candidates for remake and how he planned to adapt each example for Thalendri audiences — a more-specific show of exactly why he needed the shildri, how much, and how the remakes would appeal to Thalendri audiences and recoup their investment.

			

			
				“Now, Working Girl comes from a slightly-later period, but still in subject and style fits in their ‘Golden Age’; the story has all the elements attractive to a Thalendri audience — romance, corporate intrigue, gekkering vixens, an outsidress finding her place and raising her station — and according to ZZ would require only minor revision. ZZ?”

				The short grey fox with the drop earring stepped to the smartdesk, stroked a couple of the glowing icons.

				“Other than changing and updating the setting — probably to Cathuria or Evergreen, though the establishing and final zoom shots are very reminiscent in effect of DarkStar City on Tradeworld — we have only two scenes which present problems in adaptation.”

				“First, the breakup scene between the female lead and her initial fiance — she walks in to find him mounting her best friend. We would have to substitute some other way for her to find out — even a heavy smokress would have caught her scent on him long before that.”

				“Second, when the female lead — posing as a vixen of higher rank — meets the male lead at a party. The next major scene break shows the pair of them awakening in bed together.”

				“A common motif in their post-Shift productions,” Ludi explained. “This is one of those flips in censorship standards and theatrical conventions I mentioned earlier; a ‘Golden Age’ production would have made use of suggestion instead.” They spent decades developing that elaborate vocabulary of sexual symbolism and convention — easily the equal of ours — only to abandon them overnight...

				“Unworkable with a Thalendri audience,” continued ZZ. “No respectable vixen — especially a romantic heroine who requires audience sympathy — would let herself be mounted under those circumstances; fortunately, substituting some of our social-flirting traditions would bring out their developing relationship just as well and be attractive to both Thalendri and humandri.”

				“As well as better pacing their romance.” Like the difference between Thalendri and human erotica — Thalendri dwelt on the long, sensuous foreplay and afterglow, humandri concentrated on the penetration and actual mounting. Like a human orgasm — all peak-and-crash, no staying power. If they ‘knotted’ and ‘tied’ together as we do, they might have more appreciation for the good parts...

				


				* * *


				


			

			
				Among those left downstairs, Laycann was taking center stage as the only male left in the room, talking at length on the tangent from the presentation — humandri, and why they took so long to get off their homeworld. Tail and ears flicking, the tall silverblack in blue expounded to the cluster of three females, becoming more and more animated as he lectured.

				“Do you know what the humaan homeworld is like?” He jabbed air with his cigarette for emphasis. “A double planet — huge moon! And a thick asteroid belt in the inner system! As perfect an arrangement as Illauria!” 

				All except Brigit — at the edge of the four-body cluster, readying another stick of Silverfox for use as evening incense — caught the reference. Illauria. Isaran System, in the Trigon Cluster. The sauroid Larant, the Web’s first starfarers, who’d colonized their inner system and even fought an interplanetary war at Tech 7, with nothing more advanced than vacuum tubes and thorium-fission reaction drives.

				“And we have reason to brag?” Like nine out of ten civilizations, the Thalendri had been stuck at the Tech 3 Plateau — stagnated at pre-Industrial — at the time of First Contact.

				“But they were higher-tech than half the Web — all on their own — and still hadn’t gotten beyond low orbit and insystem probes!” He took an unknowingly-fashionable toke on his bengastick before continuing.

				“But water-breathers never know they’re wet!” Porsha argued. “Classic Cyberpunk Syndrome — too wrapped up in their own world to even see the stars.”

				“Maybe they had a blind spot,” Vina added. “Every society does — like slaveowning in the Grey Zone, ‘language purity’ for Thermidoreans, honor duels and caste systems for Skreeln —”

				“Then what’s ours?”

				Brigit saw her opening.

				“Probably smoking,” the white rabbit interrupted, extending the Lavender Blowgun in front of Laycann’s face. “Have you a light?”

				Laycann, his ship of thought misjumped, stood there looking at her for a moment. He’s noticing me! Brigit fluttered her eyelashes, caressed the cigarette holder’s mouthpiece with her tongue. “Nimvanth-Sulyann?” she purred in her best Glamorbunny voice, “I’m waiting...” 

				“Go ahead!” Porsha nudged him. “You’re the male!”

				The tall silverblack produced his lighter and did the honors; the blonde bunny did her usual “first-puff production number”, swept her ears back and blew a smoke ring. “Thank you, Nimvanth. Now, as you were saying,” her ears swept back up and forward, “Just what kept the humandri there?”

			

			
				“Actually,” the black fox in blue resumed, “I heard they had a religion that forbade going offworld — something about a god who was going to destroy the universe after teleporting all ‘true believers’ away, but wouldn’t be able to do so if they were offworld. Kind of like the Kthymri.”

				“No, not like the Kthymri,” Vina entered in, her parochial-school religion classes coming to the fore. “Their Way of the White Prophet doesn’t teach anything like that — just concentrates on personal conduct —”

				Then Brigit’s ears picked up a warning buzz coming from the dining area — the first warning of the lev-table’s low-battery alarm. Crap…

				


				* * *


				


				Upstairs, the pitch was going sour, starting from the moment the hard figures from Accounting and Admin had come up on the video-wall. Baron Vanth-Engel was definitely hooked on the idea — he’d looked ready to pull out his checkbook and sign over a couple megs on-the-spot — but his wife was just as definitely not. Her questions had been getting more and more specific and skeptical just as the Baron’s had been getting more and more enthusiastic and definite; then she pulled her husband back and the both of them started gekkering back-and-forth in rapid-fire Telemdra. 

				Ludi could pick out maybe one word in ten of the fast-and-furious Highspeech, and that only from the language’s relationship to everyday Davvashi — as a cub, he used to doze through Temple sevices on a regular basis — and what he could make out did not sound good.

				The two Vanthdri were gekkering now, both their ears fully back, the Baron’s hackles raised, the Baroness showing her fangs. Then, abruptly, the argument cut off, the grey-furred vixen turning to leave. 

				“Heru, I’m going outside for a smoke.”

				“Kristai...”

				“Don’t stop me.” Then she was out the door in a green-gold-grey flash, leaving the three males in the room.

				


				* * *


				


				This should be the caterer’s job! thought Brigit as she started for the dining area, ears twitching back in irritation. Ludi had dismissed the caterer before the Baron’s arrival, explaining that traditionally only Vanthdri would have live servants, and for a commoner — even a fox of means like himself — to do the same when hosting the pair of aristocrats might seem too pretentious. Make an Impression...


			

			
				Sashaying over to the lev-table — a glamorbunny must not appear to rush over — she parked her snifter on it and gripped the control handle. The table dipped noticeably under the additional weight of her drink, its depleted batteries not quite able to compensate. Leading the table as if on a leash, she unobtrusively maneuvered out of the main room and into the kitchen, leving it over the nook table just as the battery alarm got louder and the Aetherics really started to fade.

				Laycann’s voice filtered in from the main room, still expounding on human history — “Or maybe they just had no imagination. Do you know what they named their homeworld? ‘Earth’ — the Freeholder word for dirt! Now their name for their moon — ‘Moon’ — makes a little more sense, when they only had the one...”

				Then, just as the buffet touched down, a furious yipping and gekkering overlaid Laycann’s voice. Charcoal-tipped rabbit ears whipped around — WHAT?


				Grabbing up her snifter, Brigit re-entered the main room to see the Baroness, ears flattened, storming out the French doors onto the terrace outside. Ludi — halfway down the Grand Stair with the Baron — caught the rabbit-girl’s eye, signed with his head for her to follow the Baroness onto the terrace — Now!


				With snifter in one hand and Lavender Blowgun in the other, she had to back through the doors — onto an empty terrace, lit by spill light from inside. No Baroness? What happened? 


				For a moment, Brigit’s rabbit genes signaled from her hindbrain — a grey fox out there, hiding in the darkness, ready to pounce on a small white rabbit. She shuddered for a moment at the image of a soft lapine throat in sharp vulpine jaws, then her cortex resumed control. She’s a civilized vixen — and she does have a full stomach — but where did she go?

				Around the curve of the building came a momentary flicker of light — the flare of a lighter. There! The glamorbunny followed the terrace around to where the hasha dived beneath the hillside, away from the lit area by the French doors. 

				Baroness Kristai Vanthai-Engel stood ramrod-straight in the twilight of the terrace edge next to a retaining wall, staring out into the trees, ears flat, tail bristling, the end of her cigarette pulsing red in regular counterpoint to the jets of benga smoke from her muzzle. Brigit started softly down the terrace to her, becoming more and more hesitant the closer she got — just how do you approach a furious noblevixen?

				“Vanthai?” the rabbit-girl started in as soft a voice as she could muster — “Baroness?”

			

			
				Almost cyborg-quick, the vixen whipped her head around, snatching her cigarette holder from her muzzle, her monocle catching the light from inside and turning her left eye into a featureless glowing disc. “WHAT?”

				Brigit cringed back, ears flattening, like a small white rabbit about to feel the jaws of a fox or a slutbunny about to feel the wrath of her owner.

				“Oh. You.” The Baroness’s voice softened; the monocle stopped glowing. “The exotic.” She walked out of the shadows towards the rabbit-girl, flicking an ash into the landscaping.

				“Is anything wrong, Vanthai?” Brigit’s heart tried to pump off the adrenalin.

				“Nothing you’re responsible for — just a tiff with Heru.” The vixen indicated her husband inside with a toss of head and poke of cigarette holder; her eyes caught the light, shining golden for a moment. “He gets so involved in this — sees a dream, and pounces — he ought to just buy out nim-Tazral, hand the barony over to his brother, and become a ‘movie mogul’.” 

				“He’s going to?” An image of Ludi losing his studio ran through Brigit’s mind — the Vanthdri-Engel were rich enough to buy ten Tazral Studios…

				“Of course not. Seshai, a baron cannot just walk away from a barony — the holdings, the estates, the name and title, the right of gallows… Especially not Heru. I should know; I married him — and not for his title or money, though both of those helped.” Elegantly, the slim noblevixen sat on one of the benches that edged the terrace and motioned the glamorbunny to join her.

				


				* * *


				


				Ludi and the Baron watched the faint shapes of the two females outside, the ghostly white of the rabbit-girl sitting down on the terrace-edge seat. Behind them, four pairs of para-vulpine eyes and ears tried to watch and listen without being noticed.

				“Her ears are back up,” Ludi observed.

				“She’s like that — passionate in every sense of the word. An initial gekker protecting me from my impulses, then she cools down.” He pointed with his burned-out pipe at the two dim figures on the terrace. “That exotic actress of yours — just what is her species? I’ve never seen the like.”

				“An Artificial, from the Grey Zone. I understand she’s based on a Terry small-grazer called a ‘rabbit’ — like a medium-sized danthshirai with long ears.”

			

			
				“Interesting. And exotic. With that white mane of hers and that cartoon-human build, she resembles some of the actresses in your presentation.”

				“She does, at that.” Confirmation, Ludi thought.

				“Now, as for our nimvanth’s favorite subject of the night...” The Baron’s voice broke in. Across the room, Laycann was still expounding on human history, though with a bit less intensity and more distraction then before. “Your collection includes that period; why do you think they took so long?”

				“So long to what?”

				“Get past near-orbit. At the Tech 11 Plateau, on half a double planet, they certainly didn’t have our excuse.”

				Ludi thought back, trying to remember details of post-Shift Hollywood. Not that there was much to remember. In a complete contrast to the Golden Age, little of that period had showed any staying power in the first place — nothing gets old faster than over-relevance, except pretentious over-relevance — and changing censorship recuts and thrashing formats had consigned a lot of what might have to oblivion. 

				But what had survived did show some trends before complete stagnation. Amid the hyperviolence and hyperpornography of that period’s “mainstream entertainment”, there was also a strong thread of pretentious Important Message themes — sanctimoniously preaching about issues and warnings about the future (now the distant past) that varied from the incomprehensible to the ridiculous while keeping total silence on the tul-problems historians claimed actually plagued that century. Like the first of the Islamic Wars. One of the purposes of entertainment media was to rest the mind from real-life problems, but to ignore them so completely?

				“Religion-turned-to-superstition, I think.” For a people so advanced, humandri of that period had had some really strange superstitions — the very Mark of Shuuth as a sacrament while eating meat was the ultimate evil, cubs in the womb as parasites to be destroyed before they could leech away the mother’s vixenhood, firearms as nimshuuthdri incarnate that could come alive and kill or possess anyone who so much as touched one, actors as divine oracles, media besherdri as gods incarnate, all their world being controlled by a Grand Conspiracy of “Powerful Forces” whose membership changed completely with each retelling, but always seemed to include conspirators called “Republicans” or “Corporations” or “Born-agains” or “alien Greys”...

				“There is some indication that they — or at least their vanthdri — worshipped their homeworld as a goddess, and believed going off-world to be sacrilege.” Of course, that didn’t mesh with the accompanying dogma that they themselves were a cancer infecting their Goddess/Homeworld, but nature religions tended to go beyond paradox to schizo. Especially this one, if even half the tales are true -- a goddess so weak that her worshippers have to save her, by mass blood-and-essence sacrifice -- millions of cubs in the womb. He shuddered at the thought. How could a people so advanced have gods that bloodthirsty? At least the God and Goddess transcend the Old Gods of Nature...

			

			
				“Many of their videos touching on the subject —” Especially the really sanctimonious ones — “speak of their world as a ‘small spaceship’, how they are ‘all passengers on this one small planet’.”

				“On half a double planet? With a heavy insystem asteroid belt? Entire worlds just beyond their gravity well? Ridiculous.” Over half the Vanth-Engel income — like almost all Baronial families that had been able to maintain their position after First Contact — came from offworld holdings.

				“They apparently made a virtue of conserving their world’s resources; that would fit with a planet-worship cult.” Especially one that denigrated themselves into cancer cells while deifying their world’s animals. Or at least they preached on the subject a lot... Often while fighting “Oil Wars” over petrochemical and hydrocarbon fuel sources, when a moon in their outer system had oceans of the stuff free for the taking...

				“Obviously they had never heard of Shuuth and the Tulvanth,” gekkered the Baron, referring to a series of Thalendri cautionary fairy tales about how Shuuth — personification of evil — had corrupted a mythical ruler to the destruction of his realm, his populace, and finally himself. 

				“Strange they didn’t have an equivalent,” Ludi mused, remembering what he’d learned of their history. For a people who limited their own fairy tales to “for cubs only”, their adults seemed to go out of their way to re-enact Thalendri ones for real. And this one? A variant on the tale where Shuuth convinces the Tulvanth that they are alone in their little valley, and that nothing is out there, nothing worth exploring or trading for. Where Shuuth convinces the Tulvanth that the realm only has so much food and wealth to go around — and since with “only so much to go around”, the only way to get more for themselves was to take from somebody else, the Tulvanth and his court Vanthdri play the zero-sum game to the end, first stealing their populace into starvation under cover of “sacrificing for the good of all”, then exhausting all their resources and themselves in dagger-and-poison infighting, until all that was left was death and desolation. While outside their valley lay the rest of the Continent , the wealth of a thousand valleys — and the laughter of Shuuth...

				


				* * *


				


			

			
				Outside on the terrace, a grey-furred vixen in green-and-black and white rabbit in lavender-and-purple sat under the stars of the Tiara Cluster and the breeze-rustled bronzewoods. 

				To Brigit’s relief, the Baroness was well over her mad. To Brigit’s puzzlement, the Baroness was acting — well, normal.

				Hesitantly, she broached the subject. “You don’t act like a Vanthai.”

				“And how should a vanthai act?”

				“Uhhhh...” Brigit’s ears went back down. “Sort of — like in the stories, lordly and elegant — like Ludi’s business partner, Fyessa Lyssai.”

				“I’m Vanthai by marriage, not by birth. Before the wedding, I was just Kristai Kettai — to his family, the commoneress who came out of nowhere to marry his shildri. As if that were the only reason.” The Baroness took a final hit on her bengastick, down almost to the gold-leafed filtertip, then put it out on the bench and cleared her holder as Brigit did the same with the Lavender Blowgun.

				“But you’re rich now. Why shouldn’t you —”

				“Are you trying to parasite me, Seshai? Normally, when I hear ‘But you’re rich,’ the next phrase is some form of ‘Gimme shildri’.”

				Brigit’s ears dropped in shock. “NO! I — just —” 

				“Joke, long-ears.” A spark crackled as the vixen patted the rabbit-girl’s shoulder. “But you’d be amazed how many see ‘Baroness’ and think ‘Goddess — except richer’.”

				“But still —” Brigit rambled, “— you don’t seem to show...” She hesitated — Davvashi had no word for “it” — then saw a ready illustration in the Baroness’s hand. “Like your cigarette holder — she’s shorter that I’d expect — and plain black?” For a rich Baroness, not that far below the Vanthdri-Krann in holdings, Brigit would have expected one the length of the Lavender Blowgun in solid gold and iridium, inset with gems or something. 

				“Leftover uniform regs — you can riff the vixen out of the military, but you can never take the military completely out of the vixen.”

				“You were military?” That’s why she reminded me of Kriss back on the stairway!


				“Four tours — twelve years FSC, sixteen Cathurian. Am I that obvious?” 

				 “Sort of,” Brigit began. “When I — lived in the GreyZone —” Then the psi-imprints set by Kraken and Taltharies kicked in, inhibiting her from getting specific about the Thalshil for their security and her own safety. “— I knew someone who was ex-military; she was sort of a ‘big sister’ — tulkoshishai — to me. Even your names are similar: ‘Kristai’ and ‘Kriss’.”

				“What species was she?”

			

			
				“M’kranthi.” A big blue -and-frost snow-kitty...

				“A M’kranthi?” the Baroness yipped. “She’d have to have been a Marine — M’kranthi are like Skreeln, mere Army’s beneath their dignity.” The Baroness pulled out her cigarette case from some concealed pocket and handed the plain-metal case to Brigit, who looked at it for a moment, puzzled. Is she offering me one? So soon? Then the rabbit-girl spotted some sort of design enamelled on one side, too dim to make out.

				Rabbit genes gave Brigit good night vision, but nothing on the order of a Thalendri. She twisted around, holding it up to the spillover light from inside; the enamelled glyph resolved into an elaborate Thalendri crest with an engraved inscription below — she could barely make out the word “cavalry”. 

				“GravCav, 45th Cathurian,” the Baroness said proudly. “Two tours jacked into a battlepod, two into a simulator training the next pack of pod drivers. Seven off-world deployments, two with shots fired. Made O-3 — full Troop Commandress — before I riffed out. I think that’s why Heru married me — he’s always been a militaria buff. And a frustrated artist — he’d gladly trade places with nim-Tazral, but the heir to a barony doesn’t have that option.”

				


				* * *


				


				Inside, the six-fox skulk had migrated to the buffet where Ludi and the Baron were refilling their snifters, and Ludi’s descriptions of “Weird Human Tricks” scenes in surviving human “movies” had pulled the audience away from Laycann. Think you know how to hold an audience, cub? I’ve been in showbiz since before I was your age; Talent as well as Craft! Every upstaging trick you know, I know ten...


				Ludi was in the middle of one of the stranger ones from the early Islamic Wars period — one of the Godlike-Avatar-Hero-Coming-Out-of-Nowhere-Who-Shows-Us-the-Right-Way stories that seemed to have been a short but sharp fad — strangely, at the same time their main nimshuuth seemed to be their culture’s actual Messiah religion, a close analog of the Kthymri’s White Prophet. This one even had all the trimmings — miraculous birth, hyper-powered psionics, wisdom sayings, transcending into godhood at the end. Except for an overdose of sanctimonious platitudes and the Kthymri-esque touch of making the “avatar” an albino, most of the Messiah schticks had been lifted directly from the very religion whose large black holy book was the universal sign of a sociopath, Illuminatus of the Evil Conspiracy, or similar nimshuuth.

				“Such as?” The mention of avatar elements had pricked Vina’s ears up.

			

			
				“In one scene, the main character —” Ludi couldn’t bring himself to call him a hero; barely more than a cub, despite unrealistically-spectacular psionics. “— comes upon a hunter in the forest, about to make his kill; a medium-sized grazer called a deer.” Now for the inexplicable part. “He waits for the hunter to shoot, then E-feeds him all the sensations of the animal’s dying in a direct link.” A psi a tenth as powerful would have known just how dangerous a stunt that was, for both psi and target...

				“But why?”

				“Apparently, to punish the hunter — for whatever reason.”

				“For a grazer?” Baron Vanth-Engel cut in. “His pet, perhaps, or his livestock?” Poaching still wouldn’t justify that sadistic a stunt; every psi-using culture the Web had known — Larant, Quellan, M’kanthi — had at one time or another used that very technique — death-feeds — as a form of torture.

				“No, free-range meat.” Ludi thought about how to explain the attitude — at least as close as he and his researchers understood it. “That period — well after the end of the ‘Golden Age’, about at the start of their Cyberpunk stagnation — seemed to view all hunters as incarnations of Shuuth.” Or at least their theatrical conventions did — doubly weird, given some of the hyperviolence and porn straight out of Shuuth’s throat that passed for “mainstream” back then...

				“Their homeworld must not have had predators,” the Baron snorted. Vanth-Engel’s ancestors, like most Thalendri Baronial lines, had begun as great hunters, protecting their populace against Cathuria’s mega-predators.

				


				* * *


				


				“VIXEN DRIVERS! NO SURVIVORS!” The bunny and the Baroness chorused to the night sky. Brigit kept leaning back, looking up at the brilliant sky-cities and low-orbiting ships twinkling through the foilage overhead. Above, a distant point flashed Cerenkov blue as a ship made FTL insertion.

				“Take our nimvanth in there,” Vanthai-Engel continued, pointing at Laycann with her empty cigarette holder. “I’ve seen the way you’ve been sniffing at him all through dinner.”

				I was that obvious?


				“If I were you, I’d stop now; I’ve seen his type before, at my husband’s court. Not really bad, just obsessed with their name-prefix. From the way he was towards Heru and me at dinner and the presentation, I’d guess the Nimvanthdri-Sulyann have only their name left — when all you have is the name, you want to rub up against real aristocracy every chance you can until you catch the scent again. Not a good sign.”

			

			
				“Now if you’re here to husband-hunt, your boss, nim-Tazral —” the cigarette holder traversed from Laycann to Ludi — “would make a much better catch. Decent sort for his profession — and showbiz attracts some real scat-piles with egos like Shuuth; I know, I’ve had to deal with a few. But nim-Tazral? Passionate-artist type — a lot like Heru — and seems to know what he’s doing and, more important, what not to do.”

				The rabbit-girl started getting fidgety. “Baroness — Kristai? Could we go back inside?”

				“Of course,” The vixen slid her holder into another hidden pocket in her gown, almost sprang off the bench. “We’re missing the party.”

				As the two females came in through the French doors, Brigit caught Ludi’s inquiring look, gave him the “thumbs-up” she’d learned from Melissa — and got a blank response. Crap! That was Freeholder! She dug through her memory for the Thalendri equivalent — a peculiar up-and-forward sweep of the ears — gave it and then some with her long rabbit ears, saw Ludi’s ears and tail relax with relief.

				Then Ludi and ZZ had taken their leave of the Baron and were taking Porsha up the Grand Staircase.

				


				* * *


				


				Compared with the Baron and Baroness, Ludi’s second private pitch had hit all the marks and cues from the word Action! Ten minutes in, and Mirai Tymai was almost drooling with interest; five more and the directrix was definitely aboard. And with her on board, Love, Cathurian Style was a definite go, with Vanth-Engel-backed features to follow...

				


				* * *


				


				While downstairs, a white rabbit closed in on her vulpine prey. Or tried to. What a time to have to poop...


				In the downstairs bathroom, Vina helped Brigit back into her gown, sealing the snap-seam down her right buttock between cottontail and side-slit. The tight strapless number had been built for looks more than practicality, and was always easier to don with a “rigger” assisting.

				“Mir Sulyann’s offered me a cigarette twice tonight,” Vina commented to Brigit as she finished the last snap and helped the rabbit-girl smooth the long side-slit skirt. “You’d think by now he’d realize that I don’t smoke.”

			

			
				“Or he’s watched too many romances.” I should talk, thinks le Glamorbunny. “If you want to take him up on his offer, I’m sure Mir nim-Tazral has a spare holder around somewhere.” 

				“No thanks. He does seem kind of interested in me, though.”

				“Probably those little-cub looks of yours.” Brigit felt the jealousy rise in her. Not if I can get him first! She hit the door lever, and the two returned to the party. So just where is mir tall, black, and beshonen?


				Still by the Baron and Baroness, still expounding about humandri — something about how their young vixens kept starving themselves attempting to become as slim as Thalendri. After several false starts, she finally managed to cut Laycann out of the skulk and maneuver him to someplace private — the terrace outside, with night breezes whispering through the bronzewoods beneath stars, ships, and sky-cities.

				“Laycann?” she began, looking up at him, holding the empty Lavender Blowgun behind her like a swagger stick. “I couldn’t help but notice you all evening...”

				He looked down at her, silhouetted in the spill light, his expression invisible.

				“And I would like to see you again, sometime...”

				His ear twitched — just like her former mentor’s.

				“Laycann, could I have your contact number?”

				His ears dropped halfway. “Why?”

				“Because I want to ask you out, that’s why!” He couldn’t be that dense! 


				“And why should I want to go out with you?”

				What? Brigit’s ears dropped.

				“I’m a serious FX artist, with Nimvanth in my name! And who are you — one new actress among thousands? You’re not even Thalendri — just an Artificial nim-Tazral had built-to-order —”

				“He didn’t have me built! Or buy me!” Now her ears were down. “I’m not his property! I’m from the GreyZone —” 

				“Then why are you here among us? Look at you — no muzzle, no tail, those ears, and that ridiculous chest? A humaan cartoon, pretending to be Thalendri —”

				“NIMVANTH-SULYANN!” It was the Baroness, ears back and fang-tips showing. “I believe you have said enough to your hostess for the evening.” The noblevixen crossed over to Brigit, placed her green-gloved arm around a white-furred shoulder as if draping a cape over her, scent-marked the other bare shoulder with a sweep of muzzle and cheek. She now bears my scent; in my favor, and under my protection... 


				Laycann’s ears drooped. “Vanthai, I —”

			

			
				“— am young and arrogant,” the Baroness finished for him. “Now apologize to Seshai Brizhittai, and in the future act like that ‘Nimvanth’ in your name implies.”

				He stammered out an apology in formal Davvashi, then quickly went inside, chased by the Baroness’s gekkering growl.

				The Baroness watched him go, then turned to the shocked statue of a rabbit. When she spoke, the gekker was gone from her voice. “I tried to tell you earlier; he really doesn’t like you. Maybe in a few years — when he ages a bit into reality.”

				“But... He...” Then Brigit’s mind clicked — Dumb bunny! What were you using for reality? He wasn’t your mentor! He just looked kind of like him! — and she suddenly felt very tired... 

				My back hurts...


				“Come, seshai.” The Baroness led her back inside. “Mirai Tymai’s come back down, and this evening smells about over.”

				My feet hurt...


				“Brizhittai!” Vina met her as she came through the French door. “Mir nim-Tazral was talking to me about some sort of special project! Some sort of quest fantasy — he invited me to try out for the heroine if and when —”

				“Congratulations.” Brigit mechanically loaded a Platinum into the Lavender Blowgun. “Vina? Could you light me up?”

				This time the smoke didn’t help. At all. “And if you want Laycann, you can have him.”

				


				* * *


				


				They stood outside, in the courtyard by the open lev-limo; three foxes, two vixens, and a white rabbit taking their leave. Baron and Baroness Vanth-Engel; first to arrive, last to leave.

				“A fine evening, nim-Tazral.” The Baron gave a final bow in the spill light from the portal and limo interiors. “Contracts will be in your blackbox before we lift ship.”

				“I am honored, Vanthdri.” And excited, and apprehensive — backing from the Vanthdri-Engel for at least a half a dozen retro-features! Porsha Tymai signed and on-marks for Love, Cathurian Style and more! Even a possible lead vixen if he ever got Dead Reckoning underway...

				“Don’t disappoint us,” the Baroness echoed, monocle and wig catching the spill light above a cape wrapped tight against the night chill. “Your schedule for these projects is quite ambitious.”

			

			
				“I shan’t, Baroness.” Stepping forward, he took the caped noblevixen by the shoulders and rubbed his cheek against hers, leaving his scent in a slightly-flirtatious goodbye.

				“And you, seshai,” the Baroness stepped over to Brigit, a green-gloved hand extending from beneath the wrap of her cape. “Meeting you was a pleasure. Especially out on the terrace.”

				Brigit nodded silently. Which time on the terrace? Since the second, she’d been going through the motions, Laycann’s words gnawing at her. Artificial, built-to-order like any other piece of property... A cartoon, pretending to be Thalendri...


				The caped noblevixen turned and stepped into the grav-limo, her husband helping her in before entering himself. The gull-wing door lowered, latching seamlessly between the landau irons. A momentary flash of the Baroness’s face through the window, another of the chauffeur checking for clearance from under the dome of his cockpit canopy, then the engines began to power up with a low, rising hum, their bleed heat warming the late-night cold.

				The remaining four stepped back from the limo, Vina immediately going inside “to get warm”. ZZ took his leave as the limo’s running lights came on, bathing them in the eye-dazzling flashes of anticollision strobes. Wrapping his own cape around him, he started off towards his pod in the vehicle park down the hill.

				The beehive-buzz of the Aetherics rose; a small condensate plume began to form over the limo. Then the black-and-gold vehicle levitated on a miniature tornado of lawn debris and rose between the trees. A flash of the golden Vanth-Engel badge in the reflected strobes, then it was above the treeline, shrinking to a bright flashing star that hovered for a moment before shooting off, leaving only afterimages of its lights.

				From the entry portal, Ludi watched the sparkling strobes vanish in the treeline. Well, I’ve gotten everything I wanted from tonight — just like the tulvanth in the stories, just before “everything he’s wanted” leads him to his ruin. Now to actually “make the movies.” We’ll have to start moving FTL on this — Fyessa should be back and breathing in a couple more days, then I call another all-hands panic party — get ZZ and his staff moving on the scripts, Fyessa and Admin working out a schedule, go through all the formalities with Porsha, finish up the outstanding commercials and ads, build up an Elkauden backlog , get Love, Cathurian Style moving... So much to do...

				Yiff all that. I’ve done enough for one night. Let Fyessa handle the business end. Now I’m going to celebrate!


			

			
				“Seshai Brizhittai?” He touched her on one white-furred shoulder. “Would you care to come downstairs for a little ‘victory celebration’? Some brandy and benga before the storm begins?”

				No response. “Brizhittai?”

				He looked down at his co-hostess. The white rabbit stood beside him in her lavender-and-purple evening wear, all of the grace and glamor she’d radiated through the evening gone, hairdo going, long ears drooping to almost touch her back, a statue of salt melting under a shower.

				Slowly, she raised her head to face him. Almost like that time with the panic attacks on the Elkauden set, with one exception. Then, she’d looked terrified; now, she looked dead — like a sick Fyessa, even her bright blue eyes dulled. Post-wrap collapse?

				“L-Ludi?” Her voice seemed dead, too — like Fyessa’s over the link. “What am I?”

				“Yerf?” He ushered her inside, shut the doors against the night cold.

				“Am I a real actress? I mean... I’m not Thalendri, I don’t look anything like a Thalendri...” She cupped her hands under her enormous breasts. “I’m some human cartoon...”

				Ludi watched her start to melt down. Post-wrap collapse, and then some — a depresso attack. Especially because she’s right — with those typecast looks, she’s never going to pass as Thalendri, or be a serious dramatic actress.


				He cupped her chin in his hand as he’d done on the Elkauden set, and raised her head to face him. “Brizhittai, you are an actress. Talent. For Tazral Studios. You will be appearing in at least three segments of Love, Cathurian Style, probably with Mirai Tymai directing.”

				“And after that?” She raised her chin from his hand. “I mean — you made Vina an offer —”

				“A tentative one, for a special project; probably years off.” He steered her down the hall, into his home office opposite the master bed-suite, the video-windows from the last presentation still paused on the video-wall. 

				Brigit immediately plopped onto the “Casting Couch” opposite the smartdesk, taking off her shoes; until now, she hadn’t realized just how much her feet hurt. How many hours on ten-centimeter stilettos?

				Her back and shoulders also ached, strained by the Bazooms of Doom on her chest. At least five — that’s when the gown supports give out...


				“What are you going to do with me? I mean, after those three segments?” Laycann’s words still burned.

				“After your performance tonight, I’d like to try you out for some of the retro-feature remakes.”

				One charcoal-tipped ear lifted a few centimeters. As what?

			

			
				“From the way you reacted during the presentation,” Ludi continued, “You might do pretty well in some of those roles.”

				“Which ones?” 

				He studied her for a moment. “First, with your looks you will be typecast, probably into a modest range of roles.”

				Brigit’s ear drooped back. “The cartoon rabbit pretending to be Thalendri?”

				“Only in romantic farces. And acting is professional pretending.” An idea pounced into Ludi’s mind. “This very evening, in this very office, I demonstrated to the Baron and Baroness how we could adapt one of the old human ‘movies’ for a Thalendri audience. A tale of a young outsidress nosing her way into fame and fortune.”

				“You could show ‘being the outsidress’ just by your looks — the only ‘rabbit’ in a world of Thalendri, the only one of your kind. And you’re small and ‘cute’, like your denmate. Both humandri and Thalendri could find you attractive.” And a dual-culture crossover like that would double the potential market...

				“As a ‘vixen victim’ in a melodrama —” Her Castle Elkauden performance being the obvious example, “— you can generate audience sympathy bordering on tragic. Any sort of threat to your character would have more impact.” 

				More ideas came to mind... “You could also play the ‘straight rabbit’ to a comedy troupe. Or parody yourself in a farce...” Still more ideas. “Or, we could cast you against type for effect — say, as the evil mastermind-villianess in an action-adventure thriller, or as some sort of powerful supernatural evil in a horror script.”

				Now both her ears pricked up. What? Then the images came — a cute white rabbit as an evil galactic empress swathed in black, then as a small demon-bunny ripping foxes and worlds apart — and she looked at Ludi as if he’d lost his mind.

				“Brizhittai, you’ll never be a grande vixene of the theater.” Like Fyessa was. “But within your range, you have a place — and a decent-sized one, at that. You’re ‘On time and sober’.” 

				“I’m what?”

				“You’re reliable. No tantrums, no dominance fights on the set — you take direction without a problem, and never need more than three or four takes. And with the production schedule that’s shaping up —” Thanks to Vanth-Engel backing... “— I’d much rather have reliable second-class Talent than unreliable first-class Talent.” First-class Talent with first-class ego problems. At least we’re a repertory company, with Talent and Craft permanently on-staff... He looked at the stills on the video-wall. How did they ever get anything done, having to hire and organize anew for each and every project?

			

			
				On the casting couch, his words began to sink into Brigit’s tired brain, and her rabbit ears began to lift, slightly. She did have a future — but... 

				“Laycann — mir Sulyann — thought you had me built-to-order.” Like my ex-owners — a slab of rabbit meat to make them rich. “If you had — if I was ‘studio property’ for real — how would you treat me?” As a Thalendri, or as a slave — a working pet animal? She reached behind her neck, under her hair, and touched the leash-ring scar on the back of her choker with a static crack!

				Ludi’s ears twitched in puzzlement — Where was this coming from? “You mean as in a production-payback indenture?”

				“Yes.” She sounded very young, and a little scared.

				“First, we wouldn’t own you — just exclusive rights to your labor for a specific period or until you earn back your production cost, whichever is less. We’d have to observe all relevant labor laws and Guild regulations, just as with anyone else; you just wouldn’t be free to leave the studio until your payback period was up — or if we got pounced for illegal mistreatment. You’re not the only Artificial in showbiz, you know.”

				Her ears came up halfway — tired, but not depressed. “Thanks. Just... could I ask a favor?”

				“What?”

				“If you’re also going to market me to humandri, too — could you use the Thermidorian form of my name? I always liked the sound of ‘Brigitte Delapine’.”

				“Of course.” In Davvashi, “Brizhittai Delapinai”; not bad in either language. “Now let’s get downstairs, before your denmate thinks I’ve gotten you onto my Casting Couch.” 

				They found Vina sprawled on one of the lounges in the theater alcove, sleeping like a stone.

				“We’re close to suns-rise,” Ludi observed, “and I have some guest suites upstairs...”

				“No, thank you,” Brigit replied, looking down at the collapsed vixen in green and white. “If you did, we’d have to go home tomorrow dressed like this.”

				Ludi flipped his intercom from his cummerbund, stepped off to summon a taxi-pod. Brigit bent over and gave Vina a solid Beep! on the nosepad.

				“No one enhasha,” came a faint voice from the fox-fur lounge throw. “Leave your name and message at the yip...”

				Brigit reached down and pulled the groggy vixen up off the lounge.

			

			
				


				* * *


				


				Ludi walked the two females out to their taxi-pod, thanking both rabbit and vixen with the same embrace and cheek-rub he had given the Baroness. Vina was awake enough to decant herself into her seat, then Brigit herself flopped into the opposite seat, Lavender Blowgun clattering against her purse and shoes, and punched in their destination on the console with what few neurons she had left. 

				With a faint electric hum, the pod pulled out, past the rows of garden lights. Brigit’s last glimpse was a vulpine silhouette backlighted against the open entry portal — Ludi, all alone in that huge hasha of his.

				


				* * *


				


				After a top-level meeting days ago with Baron and Baroness Vanth-Engel, Ludi nim-Tazral announced tonight in an official release that Tazral Studios definitely intends to produce no less than a dozen feature-length videos in the coming Evergreen year, as well as their continuing committments including Castle Elkauden and the forthcoming Love, Cathurian Style. Accompanying this announcement was the news that Tazral has signed directrix Porsha Tymai — of music video /short fame — to direct an unspecified number of these features, as well as several LCS segments. All Glitterden is yipping about whether Tazral will be able to fulfill this ambitious plan, or whether this will become yet another showbiz retelling of Shuuth and the Tulvanth...

				


				


			

			
				



			









			

			
				Sibling Rivalry 

				by Kyell Gold

				


				Kyell Gold should be “the man who needs no introduction.”  He won the Ursa Major Award for Best Anthropomorphic Novel in 2005 for his first published book, Volle (Sofawolf Press, January 2005), and he has won the Ursa Major Award for Best Novel five more times and for Best Short Fiction six times since then.  Gold has recently voluntarily withdrawn his new stories from UMA consideration to give other authors a chance.  

				


				Most authors consider that they are doing well if they establish one popular “world”.  Gold has three.  “Argaea” is a pseudo-Medieval European world.  Its stories revolve around the court intrigues of the Kingdoms of Ferrenis and Tephos and their neighbors.  “Forrester” is a modern 20th/21st century world whose stories started out centered around Forrester University, and still deal largely with football and other aspects of high school and college life.  “The League of Crimefighting Canids” is Gold’s take on costumed superheroes in an anthropomorphic world.  All involve the animal peoples’ keeping their natural abilities such as a keen sense of scent.  All also, in keeping with Gold’s preference, have strong homosexual themes; most carry Adult Readers advisories.

				


				“Sibling Rivalry” is set in Gold’s world of Argaea, and is a sequel to his  book Shadow of the Father (Sofawolf Press, January 2010).  That novel features Lord Volle’s young adolescent son Yilon, who is sent against his will from Tephos’ royal palace (where Volle, a fox, is a nobleman), to the remote province of Dewanne to learn how to become its ruler.  The novel ends with Yilon having survived the dangers of a plot that could throw Dewanne’s fox and mouse citizens into civil war, and ready to return to Tephos’ capital.  But Yilon’s older brother Volyan is conspicuously missing from the family reunion.  

				


				“Sibling Rivalry” tells what Volyan was doing at this time.


				



			








			
				


				


				Sibling Rivalry 

				by Kyell Gold

				


				Of all the inhabitants of the town and province of Vinton, Volyan had, without a doubt, the most experience. As the son and heir apparent to Lord Volle, he had spent enough early years in Vinton to have hazy memories of honey-cured nuts and goat cheeses and he had been educated in Divalia, the capital, where he had eaten lemon-glazed peahen and exotic cinnamon bread, met Lords from all over Tephos and the countries beyond, and bedded at least eight different kinds of ladies (none of them red foxes; Volyan had been instructed over and over to avoid any liaison that might result in an unwanted heir). He didn’t even think there were eight different kinds of species in Vinton. Foxes, of course, raccoons, goats and sheep, mice and wolves. That was about it. 

				Returning to Vinton didn’t bother him. He missed the fine foods and female flesh of the capital, of course, but he had been greeted with great ceremony, pomp and circumstance, and the aging governor, Anton the raccoon, had shaken his paw and told him how glad Vinton would be to have a Lord in residence. He’d said that even though Volyan wasn’t technically the Lord yet. 

				Volyan took over the Lord’s chambers in the palace—his mother moved to the adjacent suite, and his father and Streak could stay in another room there when they visited—and was allocated not one, but two servants. He could send for exotic food if he really missed it, but his tastes in that regard were simple. And the ladies of Vinton were desperately eager to make his acquaintance. Desperately.

				So on this crisp autumn day, when the leaves painted riotous swaths of color across the mountain sides, when the first snowfall of the season painted the peaks bright, gleaming white, when the air had a crisp chill in it that invigorated his lungs and brought a bite to his hot spiced tea, when he had two lovely goat maidens waiting to entertain him that night—when all those pleasures awaited his eyes and nose and whiskers and tongue, it rankled him that he could not enjoy any of them, because his mind was occupied with his brother.

			

			
				Yilon, five years his junior, had been at first an annoyance when he’d arrived in Divalia at the age of fourteen. Volyan had not only lost his private room in his father’s chambers; he’d also had to endure a year of whining about how much the cub missed Vinton and how horrible Divalia was. In the end, Volyan had more or less shut him out, so much so that he’d twice brought girls back to the chambers forgetting that Yilon would be there.

				But the cub had grown, and had matured into a diversion for Volyan to tease, and then actually into something like a brother. It had taken a while for each of them to get used to calling this strange cub “brother,” even though their scents were so similar that their father’s servant often confused their clothes. After two years of sharing lessons, Yilon had allowed Volyan to show him some of his favorite spots in Divalia, and even if he didn’t want any help to bed females (it was pretty clear to Volyan and his father that Yilon preferred males, even if the cub wasn’t quite ready to admit that yet), they still got along pretty well—meaning Yilon didn’t whine quite so much, and Volyan had learned to tolerate it.

				Then that steward had shown up, and ruined everything.

				Yilon had been sent away, which would have been fine on its own. Volyan would miss him, but they could visit, and anyway, he’d lived apart from either his father or mother for his whole life. But Yilon was being sent off to the mountain province of Dewanne, there to assume the title of Lord. He was going to be made a Lord, a full-fledged sit-on-councils talk-to-the-King go-to-banquets Lord, and he would be called Lord Dewanne, and Volyan was to go back to Vinton and be a Lord-in-waiting.

				He’d managed to forget about all that for a short time. His father and mother came to Vinton with him, and they visited all the merchants and traders, and talked to farmers at the market. Everyone showed Volyan the utmost respect, and the pretty girls flirted back when he winked at them (the two goats were from a market stall, in fact), and Yilon had been consigned to the realm of not-here-right-now.

				Until today. Until this morning, when his father had come in to remind him that the three of them were to leave first thing the next day to make the trip to Dewanne for his brother’s Confirmation as Lord.

				He did not want to spend a week in a carriage rattling across the country to honor his younger brother. The carriage ride from Divalia to Vinton was bad enough, but to have to take the rough mountain roads out of Vinton, ride five days across backwoods farm provinces because the well-traveled coastal roads and cities would be too far out of the way, and then take another day to scale the mountains of Dewanne, all the while listening to his parents talk about how proud they were of Yilon? Not to mention the ride back, perhaps with his sentimental mother, who had gotten ten more years with Yilon than she’d had with Volyan, and who would no doubt go on about how grown-up and noble he looked at his Confirmation.

			

			
				Volyan did not wish for his own Confirmation to come any sooner, if he were honest. His father remained strong and in good health, and Volyan liked the life of a young noble fox who was important, but not too important. Coming to Vinton meant he would have to sit with Anton in meetings about the province’s well-being, and perhaps arbitrate disputes between locals, but his father would be watching him and he wouldn’t get into too much trouble.

				Even if he looked at Yilon’s ascension through that prism, it didn’t make him feel any better. He didn’t want his younger brother in trouble, not specifically. Fox knew the cub had already made his own life difficult, what with that thief friend of his and their escapades that Volyan did not want to know any more about. He just didn’t think it was fair, that was all.

				Well, the sun was only a finger-width over the eastern mountains, and the streets below the palace were quiet, as the nocturnal species went to bed and the diurnals woke. Volyan had an entire day to pack his clothes and mentally prepare for the journey, and an entire night to let the two goat sisters take his mind off it.

				(He did not for a moment believe that they were actually sisters. For one thing, they smelled distinct, and neither of them smelled like their purported father. But they seemed to think the story would be attractive to him, and so he let them believe that he believed it.)

				At lunch with his mother and father, he tried to talk to them about the harvest, and how the farmers in the southeast wanted to join the market two days early, which would require expanding it. “They have to bring their crops in now because the passes are almost closed as it is,” he said. “But if they store them here for a week, they’ll be rotten or infested.”

				“Oh, Anton will take care of that.” His father waved a paw. “I’ve brought a jar of candied locusts for Yilon from the capital. Do you think we should bring another gift?”

				His mother, Ilyana, smiled. “He loves honeyed nuts. I’ve had Floria obtain a jar.”

				“What kind of nuts?” Volle asked.

				They talked about nuts and about what Yilon liked for most of the main course, while Volyan stabbed at the goat meat and chewed at the flatbread. He drained two cups of honey mead, and would have started on a third if his father hadn’t raised a finger to the servant and said, “No more.”

				“I’m fine,” Volyan said, but his ears flattened.

			

			
				“You don’t need to be drunk this early in the afternoon. It isn’t seemly.”

				“It’s all right. I’m—” not a Lord yet, he’d been about to say, but his ears flushed and he mumbled, “not drunk.”

				“And you aren’t going to be. Is this something he picked up in the capital?” his mother asked his father.

				Volle flicked his ears back. “I had no wish to curb his opportunities at personal growth.”

				“You mean you couldn’t be bothered.” Ilyana dropped her muzzle to her plate and speared a cube of goat meat from the stew.

				“I—” Volle breathed in and then out. “I was a parent for fifteen years.”

				“Yes, I’m sure you were.” She looked around. “Where is Streak, anyway?”

				“Packing.” Volle nodded his head upward, where he and Streak were staying. “He said he wasn’t hungry.”

				“Did Streak allow you to be drunk in the middle of the day?” Ilyana asked Volyan.

				He and Volle protested together. “I didn’t allow him—” “I was never drunk—” They stopped and looked at each other, and Volyan allowed his father to proceed.

				“Volyan is not in the habit of being drunk in the middle of the day,” Volle said. “He has been drunk—in the evenings—enough to learn his own limitations. Therefore, I must assume that he has drunk two glasses of mead in twenty minutes because something is bothering him. Rather than asking about his drinking habits, you might ask what that is.”

				“Yilon doesn’t drink,” Ilyana said.

				“Maybe you don’t know him as well as you think,” Volyan snapped, tongue loosened by the mead.

				Rather than answering him, his mother turned back to his father. “He didn’t drink when he left Vinton.”

				Volle set his fork down rather loudly. “Volyan, have you packed for the trip?”

				“Why does it matter what I wear? Nobody’s going to be looking at me.”

				Both parents did stare at him then. He felt their gazes on his trembling whiskers. The smell of the honey mead filled his nose. 

				Finally, his father spoke, his voice cold and lofty as the top of the mountain. “You will pack such clothes as befit the son and brother of two Lords.”

				“Are you going to go back to Divalia? Or are you going to stay in Dewanne and make sure he doesn’t screw up?”

				Ilyana spoke. “Don’t talk to your father that way.”

			

			
				“Or what?” Volyan lifted his muzzle and faced both glaring parents. “What could you possibly do?”

				“What is bothering you?” His father’s voice thawed, just a bit. “Is it the journey? We’ll all be suffering the same discomfort.”

				“Oh, no, we won’t.” Volyan took a breath. “You’re just acting like it’s fine that he’s going to become a Lord. You both know he’s not ready.”

				Again, his parents exchanged glances. “We are often unready for the duties life calls us to,” Volle said quietly. “The best we can do is to do the best we can.”

				“Like another fox who became a Lord before he was ready,” Ilyana said, her voice softer now too, her eyes on his father. “Your brother will make a fine Lord.”

				He couldn’t explain, and they didn’t understand. Volyan pushed his chair back. “I’m going to go pack,” he announced, and ignored both parents’ calls to come back. He was nearly twenty-one and he didn’t have to.

				On the way back to his rooms, he heard a soft humming—Streak’s voice. He followed the white wolf’s scent to one of his father’s rooms, where three piles of clothes had been laid out on the bed next to a large traveling case. “Shouldn’t the servants be doing that?” he asked, leaning against the door.

				Streak turned, and his muzzle broke into a wide smile. “Oh, probably,” he said. “But I wanted to give you and your parents a little private time before we’re all trapped in a carriage for a week together with Forrin and Corris.”

				“You’re one of my parents too.” Volyan flipped his tail against the door.

				Streak’s smile grew. “Oh, bless you, Voly. But you know what I mean. Your father wanted to talk to you about the succession, and I’m not really technically a noble.”

				“You sat around while that steward told Volyan his business.”

				“Well.” Streak’s smile wavered. “He didn’t tell us what he was about. Your father didn’t tell me, either.”

				“Thought he told you everything.”

				Streak touched his whiskers, and looked down at the bed. He picked up a doublet and folded it carefully before placing it in the open case. “Eventually, he tells me most things. But I don’t press.”

				Volyan rubbed his ears. “Do you tell him everything?” 

				The white wolf set down the clothes and turned to Volyan, his smile gone. His ears perked up. “What’s the matter?”

				His scent had calmed Volyan down some. The fox met Streak’s eyes and then dropped his gaze to the floor. “You looking forward to seeing the brat get his crown?”

			

			
				Streak’s tail swung back and forth. A smile crept back up his cheeks. “I don’t think Lords have crowns. Your father’s never shown me his, if he has one.”

				“I mean—”

				“I know what you mean, dear.” The wolf walked across the room and laid a white paw on Volyan’s shoulder. “Yilon’s not been the easiest to live with, and here you thought you were rid of him.”

				“Mother’s different, too.” Volyan flattened his ears and curled his tail against the door again. “She can’t wait to get out of here and go.”

				Streak’s fingers squeezed. “She loves you, and so do your father and I. But think about how lonely your brother must be, off in those mountains, far away from everyone he knows.”

				“He’s got that mouse.”

				The wolf’s eyes flicked away. “Yes, he does.” He exhaled, and his breath ruffled Volyan’s cheek. “It’s only a couple weeks. Then you can come back here to lovely Vinton, and your father and I will go back to Divalia, and we’ll see you on holidays.”

				“You’re my father too,” Volyan said.

				The smile curled fully upward, and Streak hugged him. “Don’t worry about Yilon. He’ll grow up soon. Maybe sooner than he wants to.”

				Volyan hugged back. “I hope so.”

				Streak lowered his muzzle. “I’ll tell you a secret.” Volyan perked his ears for the next few words. “I’m glad you’re coming along,” the wolf whispered.

				Volyan still couldn’t get his tail to wag. It wasn’t as though he and Streak could go off to their corner of the carriage while his parents gushed on about Yilon—Yilon, who had been the subject of more “what are we going to do about him?” conversations in two years than Volyan in his whole life. Yilon, about whom Volyan had heard more positive words in the last week than in the entire two years prior. It seemed impossible that nobody else realized that he was exactly the same whiny fox cub just because he was on the other side of the country. Streak was the only one who even acknowledged it, and Volyan couldn’t bring himself to press the wolf to say it. 

				So he just smiled, and said, “Yeah. It’s going to be…fine.”

				“All right. Why don’t you run out and enjoy yourself this afternoon? I’ll have Eremah pack your bag and have it ready for tomorrow morning. Sunrise, remember.”

				Volyan hugged the wolf’s large chest and nodded. “I’ll tell Eremah about the bag. Sunrise.” 

				Of course it had to be early, too. Well, he would make the most of things, he supposed. He’d been given a free afternoon, so the first thing he would do is look up those “sisters” and make sure they were still available for the evening.

			

			
				Probably he was supposed to stay around the palace and help his father or Anton hear complaints, but Streak had told him he could go. His father—his natural father—had told him a long time ago that he should treat Streak as his father, and he had over the years been very appreciative of the white wolf’s kind nature. 

				So Volyan told Eremah he was going to leave for the afternoon, and that he needed his bag packed. The young coyote kept his ears properly attentive throughout. “Does milord need me to accompany him? I can instruct Coj to pack your bag.”

				“No, no.” Volyan smiled. Eremah always spoke with a little lilt to his voice, as though privy to some secret joke. “I would like to find my way around the town.”

				Eremah tried visibly to conceal a smile, with little success. “Shall I expect a guest tonight?”

				“Perhaps two.”

				At that, the coyote suffered what Volle’s palace servant would have deemed an unforgivable lapse of decorum. He uttered a short bark of a laugh, and even when he cut it off, he could not conceal his grin. “Milord wishes to become legendary in a short time, I see.”

				“I’m just trying to be the kind of Lord who relates well to his people.” Volyan’s tail wagged.

				“Milord is succeeding admirably. It is a privilege for me to be serving you.” Eremah bowed deeply. “Your bags will be packed before dinner.”

				Volyan bid the coyote farewell with a smile. He walked through the palace, out the gate into the cool autumn afternoon, and lifted his nose. The breeze brought him the scents of a hundred or so people in the streets and nearby square, the coarse animal scent of mounts, a flutter of grain a few buildings away, the dry, crackling scent of leaves and tree bark. To his left, the rich smell of stew and bread and ale floated to him from the Cliffside Public-house, but the goats, he thought, would be down by the marketplace, even though their stalls weren’t up today. 

				They wouldn’t be expecting him until the evening, so he wandered through the town. It felt like a piece of Divalia that was missing the rest of the city. He kept listening for the sound of the river and missing it, unused to looking up to orient himself rather than using his ears. 

				But looking up, the highest mountain peaks were to the east, and those were the ones with bright snowcaps, rising up behind the palace, which was really more like a large mansion. It did have gleaming white towers and a gate in front, but there were no walls, and the roofs were sloped rather than flat. He remembered dimly running through fields of snow up to his chin, and supposed that sloped roofs let it slide to the ground rather than accumulate on top. Behind the palace, rocky gardens led to a waterfall and pond that iced over in the winter, and one of Volyan’s few clear memories of Vinton was of skating across that pond with his mother.

			

			
				To the south, high plateaus stretched tan and purple toward the horizon, and they curled around the valley to the west as well, a few jagged peaks breaking the line here and there. The mountains to the west had no snow yet, still sun-bright brown at the top and dappled yellow shading to red and gold at the base.

				Along the main street of Vinton and to the north, the country of Tephos lay spread out before him. Most of Vinton’s farmland lay between the town and the province’s northern border, and the road down to the farms continued on through the Lurine river valley and, three days on, to Divalia. 

				Volyan leaned against a lamppost and searched the horizon as though he could see the towers and smell the scents of Divalia. People came and went around him, some whispering his name as they passed, others simply smiling and bowing. He nodded back automatically to them, until one black-robed red fox stopped before him.

				“Greetings, Volyan,” he said.

				Volyan turned ears and nose to the fox, and recognized the Cantor of the church. “Hello, Pack-Father,” he said.

				The Cantor had clear golden eyes and redder fur than Volyan. His right ear stood proud and tall, but the edge of the left ear showed ragged, and it would not stand upright. His smile showed bright against the ivory fur on his muzzle, lit with the sun’s glow. “What could be troubling the Heir of Vinton on such a beautiful autumn day? No company for tonight?”

				Volyan kicked at stray leaves, listening to the rustle as the wind caught them. “Oh,” he said, “I’ve only been back here two weeks and now we’re leaving again.” That was at least partially the truth. 

				The Cantor nodded. “Tomorrow, I have heard, to see your brother’s Confirmation.”

				Volyan’s ears flicked back before he could stop them. “Yes,” he said. “Poor Lord Dewanne.”

				“Such is the way of the Pack.” The Cantor laid an arm on Volyan’s wrist. “The old make way for the young.”

				“What if they’re not ready?”

				The fox chuckled. “Most youngsters don’t believe they are ready. Sometimes they are right, but often they find that—”

				“I mean the old. What if they’re not ready to make way?”

			

			
				The Cantor’s smile vanished, and he tilted his head. “Lord Dewanne has joined the Pack, my son. Or did you mean Lady Dewanne?”

				“Never mind,” Volyan said, and lowered his arm so the Cantor’s fingers slid off. He started down the street.

				The other fox’s ears came back up. As he turned his head to follow Volyan’s movement, the sun caught his eyes so that they flashed gold. “My son,” he called, “I will be there in the morning to bless your journey. I will prepare some words of wisdom for you then.”

				“Thank you.” Volyan slowed to see if the Cantor would walk with him, but the other fox crossed the street in the direction of the church.

				Mostly it was the merchants who recognized him, just from the past week of walking with Anton through the market. But others greeted him, too, and though at first he just lifted a paw, by the time he reached the market square, his spirits had risen.

				And in the market, he was fairly popular. He greeted the merchants with a smile and careful questions about how their trade was doing. With the farmers, he was on shakier ground; the first week, he had embarrassed himself by asking questions about their farming from his book studies. 

				“Ho, milord,” said a raccoon farmer by the name of Bryston as Volyan approached him.

				“Have you brought the pear preserves up this week? Ah, yes, I see them.” He reached out for one, and with his other paw felt in his coin purse.

				“Yes. The moon’s phases were favorable for bringing them up from the cellar.” Bryston watched Volyan’s flattened ears and smile, and laughed. “I’m sorry, milord.”

				“No, no.” Volyan grinned, his shoulders relaxing. “I’m the one who came in with only book-learning. I’m anxious to visit your farms in the spring and learn about the planting.”

				“You’ll be welcome. Ah, we’ve a brace of plump fowl, and if they survive the winter, I’ll wager we’ll feed you better than what you’ll get up the hill.” 

				Volyan didn’t let his doubt show, just shook the farmer’s paw. “I can’t wait,” he said. Master Xoren, his old Diplomacy teacher, would be proud of him. He gestured to the preserves. “I’ll have my servant come by to pick these up.”

				“Or, if you like, whatever young lady will be attending you.” The raccoon smiled.

				Volyan curled his tail. “Just my servant, but thank you.”

				He forgot his brother as he walked through the market, buying fruit and cloth and one small wooden toy, some because he wanted them, others just to spend money at the stands of particular merchants whom Anton had suggested he curry favor with. By the time the sun had retreated halfway down the sky, Volyan’s tail wagged and his ears remained perked up.

			

			
				He bought a small napkin full of honeyed walnuts and ate them as he strolled past a bakery. The smell of bread lured him in, and to go with his nuts, he bought a loaf of crisp bread, exchanging cheery words with the baker. Two doors down, he bought a small parcel of soft goat cheese, and reflected on the goats he was going to meet and the four-footed wild goats they cared for.

				It was common for goat-herders to be goats themselves, and sheep-herders to be sheep. They had an affinity for their wild cousins, and though Volyan (and all of the non-Herbivora people he knew, actually) found it a touch odd, especially when it came to slaughtering the animals in their care, the herders themselves did not seem to have a problem. If Volyan had to milk wild foxes, or—or sell their meat, or something—he would find it terrifying. 

				Still, when he brought the bread and goat cheese to the small public house by the marketplace where many of the herders stayed, the Corral, the two sisters were delighted by his simple dinner. The public-house served a vegetable stew that went well with the bread and cheese and the acceptable house ale.

				Once they’d eaten, the pair of deep brown eyes stared at him expectantly. With their horizontal pupils. Volyan was practiced enough that this didn’t bother him as it once had; after all, foxes and some of the cats had vertical slit pupils, and he was sure that unnerved many people as well. No, it was the idea of bringing the two of them all the way up the hill that was bothering him now. The words of the Cantor and raccoon farmer, as well as others, stayed with him, and he thought that perhaps the Heir of Vinton might show a little discretion. 

				He smiled back at them and signaled the serving girl for another ale. “You know,” he said, “I’m sure the rooms here are perfectly adequate.”

				Two smiles curled down; one came back up. “I thought we were going to see the palace,” said the one that remained down.

				“You’ll get to see the Heir,” Volyan said. “I’m so looking forward to your company, too. It’s just that the sun is down and I’ve had a tiring day. I’m sure I’ll have much more energy if we remain here.”

				“I don’t mind.” The smiling goat pushed her smile up further.

				The other hesitated, and then worked her smile up as well. “We will be in town for another week.”

				“There you are.” Volyan didn’t feel it necessary to mention that he was leaving the following morning. “We’ll keep your room warm tonight, and in the morning…” He didn’t want to think about the morning, the speed with which sunrise would approach.

			

			
				Properly, he should send a message up to the palace telling his family where he was staying, but all through the next hour, he tried to compose that message, and every version of it he wrote in his head ended with Eremah coming down to the public house to fetch him and bring him back. He’d wake up with the sunrise, or he’d catch them on the way out of town, at worst. The main street was just three blocks over, and a train of carriages had to make enough noise to carry.

				At the end of that hour, he’d had two more ales, and one of the “sisters” had come around to sit beside him, and he forgot all about the message. And then he left some coins on the table and they took him up to their room, and it proved to be a very enjoyable night indeed.

				


				* * *

				


				Warmth on his muzzle woke him. His tongue tasted sour and when he opened his eyes, pain stabbed him through them. He squeezed them shut again and mumbled, “ow,” and lay back again.

				The smell of himself and the goats pervaded the room, but the only noises came through the walls. Below him, straw crackled as he turned to one side and then the other. The goat smells, like the other smells that reminded him how he’d spent the night, did not come to his nose as strongly as he would have thought. He cracked one eye open and held a paw to his head as he tried to make sense of the searing brightness and deep shadows in the room.

				“Talia?” He thought that was one of their names.

				His voice cracked and echoed off the wood-plank walls. He flattened his ears back against the bed and pressed his paw between his eyes. Slowly, he levered himself to a sitting position.

				This proved to be a mistake. The room lurched; pain stabbed his head and his dry mouth filled with the taste of bile. He clamped his jaw shut and closed his eyes, gripping the edge of the pallet and focusing on curling and uncurling his tail until his body settled and the knife blade in his head subsided. 

				Cautiously, he opened his eyes again, to confirm what his nose and ears had already told him: the room was empty, and light streamed through the window. Not direct sunlight, which might have been unbearable, but cloud-filtered morning, which was bad enough.

			

			
				Well, the girls had been good company, and they hadn’t taken his purse or blade, so all in all, it had been a successful night. He rose cautiously to his feet and made his way to the door and downstairs.

				“Morning, milord!” The housemaster’s chirpy call did not cause Volyan as much pain as he’d anticipated it might.

				“Morning,” he said, and rested his elbows on the bar. His nose caught scents, sorted them out. “Have you any eggs remaining?”

				“Oh, aye, milord. Two?”

				Volyan nodded. “And fried mutton?”

				“Certainly.” The mouse, a good foot shorter than Volyan, grinned up at him. “I’ll just go fix that.”

				He disappeared into the back, from whence the smells and sounds of sizzling butter, eggs, and mutton soon emanated. Volyan turned and looked around the small room. The mouse and his help had done a good job restoring order after the previous night. Tables that had been pushed together for a large group had been separated again; the spills of ale had been mopped up, and the place looked altogether quite respectable. One sheep in a dirty cotton tunic sat in the corner picking over a plate of bread and cheese, and two wolves argued amiably across empty plates. Outside, the street bustled with activity, subdued as befit the morning after the market had been set up.

				“Surprised to see you here, milord,” the mouse said when he returned with a plate of eggs, fried mutton, and bread, and a pewter spoon. 

				Volyan brought out his knife and attacked the food. “Mmmmf. Mmmm. Why?”

				The mouse brought a pewter cup from behind the bar and poured water into it. “Oh, all the royal carriages went by just past sunrise, they did. What a procession! M’wife and I went off to see them. Well, of course, you know, but we don’t get to see the carriages so often. There was two weeks ago when you arrived, and now again, twice in a fortnight. They’re so grand, shining like marble, and the gold star of Canis on the side, why, it’s fair inspiring, it is. Everything all right, milord? Mutton not gone off, is it?”

				At the first sentence, Volyan had frozen, the pewter spoon halfway to his mouth. The carriages—procession—sunrise. They were gone, his parents and Streak, on their way to Dewanne, and he’d missed them. He’d abandoned Streak, and he would not get to see his brother. “No,” he croaked. “Mutton’s delicious.”

				“Ah, good.” The mouse smiled. “Rough night?”

				“No.” Volyan set down the spoon. “No, it was a lovely night. Your rooms are quite comfortable.”

			

			
				“Specially with a little extra padding, I venture.” The mouse’s eye twitched as though he wanted to wink but couldn’t quite bring himself to.

				There was no point in going up to the palace now. It would only mean recriminations and anger. He could perhaps procure a mount, race after the carriages. They only had a couple hours head start, and they would be traveling slowly. But no. He lifted the spoon again and took a deliberate bite of egg and mutton. Already he felt revived, and the pain in his head lessened. “Aye,” Volyan said, slipping into the local vernacular. “Aye, the padding made it enjoyable.”

				“Lovely.” The mouse showed no sign of wanting to leave. After watching Volyan eat another two bites, he said, “Milord’s companions passed a pleasant night, they said.”

				“Oh, indeed.” Volyan’s mind, clearer now, raced. He could not make up for this; his parents and even Streak would think this intentional, especially once Streak told them about their conversation. And he couldn’t deny that although he was ashamed at having missed the departure, his shame was overwhelmed by his sense of relief. He could spend two weeks continuing to learn the politics and people of Vinton, relaxing in the cool, fragrant autumn, and when his parents returned—if they did not go directly back to Divalia, a distinct possibility with winter coming on—he would explain that it had all been a mistake and that he was terribly sorry and he hoped everything had gone well. If he practiced, two weeks was more than enough to sound convincingly sorry.

				Two hours would be more than enough to convince Eremah, who had no business judging him in any case. So Volyan walked through the market again, not buying anything today, simply talking to the merchants and farmers, listening to their stories and committing them to his memory. It felt very wise and proper as he did it. Yilon probably didn’t even know what his farmers grew yet.

				The clouds began to shed a gentle rain just before noon. Traders spread cloth to shelter their tents, and Volyan hurried out of the square, up the street, curling his tail beneath his tunic. The rain brought smells of earth and manure to the front, followed a moment later by a mosaic of sharply pungent smells as the fur of the people around him became wet. His own scent rose strongly around him as well, though with his tail down, it was not as strong to others (he hoped).

				As he reached the foot of Governor’s Hill, though the rain beat down harder between his ears, he hesitated. Above him, the pure white of the palace shone through the rain, and with the clouds as backdrop, it seemed for a moment as remote and unattainable as the mountains behind it. Volyan’s ears, already flat against his head, flushed warmly, and he stepped to the side, against the stone wall of the Records House. 

			

			
				Here, he was at least partly sheltered from the weather. He averted his eyes from the rain-glossed white marble of the palace and rubbed his foot over a smooth stone in the road. He could go to the Records House and spend some time there. Anton had shown him where the harvest records were kept; he could look through those and see what the trends had been in previous years, see if there were cause for alarm from what the farmers were telling him…

				No, this was ridiculous. Dampness seeped farther into his fur every moment he stood out here. He would just go up to the palace and Eremah would help him dry off, and he would schedule a meeting with Anton to talk about…about something to do with Vinton. Maybe he would have a hot water bath and an early night, and he would wake up in the morning refreshed, ready to go find himself another companion for tomorrow night.

				He strode up the hill, and the closer he got to the palace, the sillier he felt about his hesitation. The palace was just a house, and it was his house, by birthright. His father had been preparing him to live in this house his whole life.

				When he reached the sheltered area outside the front gate, he stopped and turned. Brushing water from his ears and head, he looked down over the city—his city. This was the first real rain he’d seen since he’d been back, and now that he wasn’t immersed in it, he enjoyed the sound and smell of it. Water ran in trickles down from the palace, streets glistened, rooftops thrummed. Volyan closed his eyes and listened to the soft hiss of the rain, drowning out the sounds of people calling, the splashing clomps of mounts trampling the mud.

				The gate behind him opened. “Milord?”

				His own wet fur drowned out the delicate scent, but the high, confident voice could be none other than Eremah. Volyan turned to see the long tan muzzle and black-tipped ears, the brown eyes set in them sparkling over just a slight upward curve in the servant’s black lips. “Is our mountain rain so different from the cultured rain of Divalia?”

				“Only in what it lands on.” Volyan smiled, but his smile faltered and his ears swept back. “Were my parents very angry this morning?”

				“Not very.” The coyote held a fluffy white towel over one paw and held the gate open with the other. He followed Volyan into the front hall, which was not much warmer than the air outside, and latched the gate closed behind them. “They asked that I inform you of their displeasure and that they expected you to apply yourself to your work. I believe your father wrote you a letter. It is in your chambers.”

			

			
				“That’s all they said?” Volyan dripped water onto the smooth marble floor.

				Eremah wrapped a towel around the fox’s damp shoulders. “That is all they told me to pass along to you.”

				Volyan flicked his ears upright and raised his eyebrows. Eremah rubbed the towel up the fur on the back of the fox’s neck, and lowered his eyes. “I may have heard them say that they expected this, but hoped for more.”

				He tried to flatten his ears, but Eremah had the towel pressed against them and anything Volyan tried to do was prevented by the warm fabric and strong paws. “I didn’t miss the carriage on purpose,” Volyan growled.

				“Of course not, milord,” Eremah said. “There’s little point in thinking overmuch about it now. The carriages are gone, and you are here, through whatever happy accident of fate.” He lifted his nose. “Or fates, perhaps. And since you cannot be blamed for this mishap, there’s no crime in enjoying a hot water bath, is there? Or would milord prefer a warm dust bath?”

				“I should read Father’s letter.” Volyan did not want to see the things his father hadn’t thought fit to say in front of the servants.

				“Aye, milord, but you would be in a much better humor if you take your bath first, I believe.”

				“Oh, very well. Water, then.” Volyan arched his tail up as Eremah rubbed the towel along it vigorously. “After lunch. Is Anton about?”

				“Indeed. When you did not arrive this morning, he asked if he might dine with you tonight.”

				“Not luncheon?”

				Eremah finished with his tail, and straightened, shaking his head. “No, milord.”

				“All right.”

				“But the Cantor is here.”

				Volyan tilted his muzzle. “The Cantor of Canis?”

				“Indeed, milord.”

				Ideas whirled through his head, but the only conversation he’d had with the Cantor had been that brief one the previous day. Could his parents have asked the Cantor to reprimand him? More likely they would have given Anton that mission, but his father had told him how important it was that he and the old raccoon work well together, so they might have decided not to put that stress between them. It was a very Diplomacy thing to do, and his father was excellent at Diplomacy.

				“Where is he?” Volyan shook his tail and curled it back and forth. He could feel the disorganized fur even without seeing it.

				“In the first guest room, milord. I had Coj lay in a fire.”

			

			
				Volyan sighed. “Has he been waiting all morning?”

				But he knew the answer even before Eremah replied in the affirmative. So he had the coyote brush out his head and tail fur, and he changed into a dry, formal tunic with a blue velvet doublet over it, and then he went in to see the Cantor before having his lunch.

				“I am so sorry to keep you waiting, Pack-Father,” he said as he walked into the small room, his feet soundless on the thick wool carpet. He was pleased to see that Eremah—or someone—had laid in a good-sized fire, and the room was warm to the point of being stifling.

				The Cantor set the thick book he’d been reading on the small table adjacent to his polished wood chair and rose, tail curling gracefully behind him. He smoothed down the light yellow robe he wore, with the star of Canis emblazoned gold on the front. “It was no bother. The spiritual health of the Heir of Vinton is a duty worth waiting to attend to. And besides,” he gestured to the book, “I am pleased that you have brought a new copy of the Book of Canis from the capital.”

				“We brought one for the church.” It had been twice the size of the one on the table, stored in its own cherrywood box. Volyan had not even seen the book itself. “It was blessed by the Gaiavox.”

				“Indeed.” The Cantor smiled. “I have placed it on display in the church, but for my own reading, I am reluctant to wear out its pages when I have perfectly serviceable books of more usable proportions.”

				“I’m sorry. Would you like to take that one?”

				The fox laughed. “Bless you, my son, I would not deprive your guests. The Word of Canis is the same in whichever vessel it comes. I merely meant to tell you that my morning has not been wasted by any means.”

				Volyan nodded and stepped around the corner of the low bookshelf, toward the other chair. The Cantor returned to his seat, and interlaced his fingers, his golden eyes looking steadily across at Volyan. The fire to Volyan’s left sent dancing reflections across the slit pupils.

				“Since you will be in attendance this Caniday,” the Cantor said after a moment, “I wonder if you might be interested in hearing my thoughts on the text I am planning to read from.”

				Volyan sat up straighter, ears flicking back in surprise and then straight up. “Pack-Father, I would be pleased to hear them, but I am afraid I cannot offer very much in the way of wisdom.”

				“More than perhaps you think.” The Cantor smiled, and the white tip of his tail swung back and forth just above the floor. “I presume you are familiar with the story of Wolf and Fox?”

			

			
				“Many of them.” Volyan relaxed back, panting slightly from the heat of the fire. He liked the sensation, after the chill, damp morning. “You have seen my family.”

				“The first story,” the Cantor said gently. “The First Hunt.”

				The name turned Volyan’s half-smile into a grimace. He returned the Cantor’s steady gaze. “I suppose with my arrival here, that is an appropriate enough text.”

				The fox steepled fingers together and looked over them at Volyan. “How well do you remember it?”

				“Oh,” he said, “well enough, I suppose.” He wanted to get up, to leave this stifling room and go have his lunch by the windows overlooking the gardens and waterfall, and then to go lie in a pool of hot water and roll in a bath of warmed dust. Courtesy restrained him, but the twitching of his tail must have been obvious to the Cantor. 

				“I will not keep you long, my son, but will you permit me to tell you the story? I believe it has wisdom to offer.”

				Volyan managed, only just, to restrain a sigh. He had sat through many a sermon in the past, and could do so again. “Very well.”

				He expected the Cantor to sit by the large Book and open it, but the fox kept his fingers steepled and lifted his muzzle to the ceiling as though the words were written there, and he declaimed:

				Fox had shown Coyote how to hunt the small creatures of the land, how to listen for them in the darkness and shadow, how to wait patiently and how to sense the perfect moment to pounce. She had shown her younger sister how to track their prey by scent, how to tell a healthy animal likely to run for a long time from a sick one that would give up sooner, whose meat would be just as pleasing. Now Fox and Coyote set out to show their new sister Wolf how to hunt with them.

				“Wait here,” Fox instructed Wolf, and perked her large ears. “Listen.”

				“Wait here,” Coyote instructed Wolf, and perked her large ears. “Listen.”

				Wolf perked her small ears. “I hear nothing but my sisters,” she said.

				When the first mouse ran out, Fox waited for the perfect moment, and then threw her small dart and pierced its hide. She gathered it up and showed it to Wolf.

				When the first rabbit ran out, Coyote waited for the perfect moment, and then threw her small spear and pierced its hide. She gathered it up and showed it to Wolf.

				Wolf had made a large spear suited to her larger size, and when the next mouse ran out, she threw the spear and missed. When the next rabbit ran out, she threw the spear and missed again. “It takes practice,” Fox said, and led her sisters to a meadow where many scents collected.
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				Wolf was hungry, for she had not eaten of her sisters’ kills. She tried to follow the scents Fox and Coyote led her to, but they were small and delicate. “What is that delicious scent?” she asked.

				“It is a deer,” Coyote said. “They are too large for us to hunt.”

				“And too fast,” Fox said.

				Wolf said nothing, but she was larger than her sisters, and faster, and she thought she could run for longer. “This way,” she said, and led her sisters to a nest of mice, where she missed three times with her spear.

				“It takes practice,” Coyote said.

				Then Wolf said, “This way, “ and led her sisters to a den of rabbits, where she missed three times with her spear.

				“It takes practice,” Fox said.

				By now Wolf’s hunger was a great beast that threatened to devour her from the inside. “I will die before I get enough practice!” she said.

				At that moment the scent of the deer crossed her nose, and before Fox or Coyote could say a word, Wolf leapt to follow the scent.

				She left her sisters behind and ran through the woods until she came upon the deer. There, she chased the herd until the weakest member fell behind. Wolf waited for the perfect moment, and then she threw her spear and pierced its heart. 

				When her sisters found her, she had fed well on the deer. She offered it to her sisters, and Coyote ate willingly, but Fox was not pleased. “We were not made to hunt the deer,” she said. “Father Canis will be angry.”

				So Fox brought Father Canis to Wolf and showed him her kill. “Please do not punish my younger sister,” she said. “She is not yet learned.”

				Canis smiled on her and said, “There will be no punishment. My dearest Wolf, I am most pleased. Henceforth you will be the hunter for the Pack, for when you hunt, you bring down enough meat for all to share.”

				Coyote showed her pleasure with the wagging of her tail, and kissed her sister on the muzzle, but Fox turned away and curled her tail in displeasure. 

				The following day, when Wolf brought a deer to the Pack for to nourish them, Fox turned her nose away and would not eat of it.

				So Father Canis took her to the side and said, “What troubles you, my sister? Is the meat of the deer not sweet and fresh?”

				“It is not that, my Father,” Fox said.

				“Have you not heard me say that the deer are blessed and that we may hunt them?”

				“It is not that, my Father,” Fox said.

				“Do you believe that all in the Pack should hunt for themselves?”

				“It is not that, my Father,” Fox said.

				“Then tell me, my Fox, what is troubling you.”

			

			
				And Fox felt ashamed, for she felt Father Canis’s love upon her and saw the gentle smile with which he favored her, and she knew that he knew what was in her mind. “I am sorry, my Father,” she said.

				Father Canis lifted her muzzle up so that her eyes met his, and he smiled so brightly that the stars and the moon hid their light. “My Fox,” he said, “you are as I made you. You are proud and wise, and you are a hunter. Your sister is just as proud and perhaps not quite so wise yet, but she can hunt the deer and you cannot. This does not mean that you are not a hunter, only that you are not a hunter of deer, just as she is not a hunter of mice. You are my listener, my seeker, my silent hunter in the night. 

				“The Wheel of Life comes to all things, and to all my children their time in turn. None may turn the Wheel faster than Gaia has set it to spin, not even I. But do not let the Shadow of Darkness overtake you. I do not love her any more than you, nor any less. The Pack endures the Wheel; it is here before your time, it will see your time, and it will surpass your time.”

				And Fox uncurled her tail and lifted her head. Behind the ears of her Father she could see the motion of the great Wheel, and she understood that she could take comfort from its motion, that to all a time is appointed, and to all that time must pass. She felt shame for her jealousy, and sadness that her sister’s time, too, would pass, and so she went to her and kissed her nose, and Wolf kissed her back, and the Pack lay together in joy.

				When he’d first heard the story, ten years ago or more, Volyan had wondered if Fox and Wolf had been a four-footed fox and wolf, because they chased mice and deer, and also he had wondered, if not, if they had chased two-footed mice, and what the Mice had thought of that. The pictures in the Cathedral had not been terribly illuminating. Now, they were far from his mind.

				“You know the story well,” he murmured. “And you speak it well.”

				The other fox lowered his muzzle. He leaned forward and spoke in a firm, gentle voice. “My son, you must not forget that you are part of a Pack.”

				The guest room had no windows, but Volyan looked toward the door. “I know. Even though they are all far away—”

				“You are part of a larger Pack.” The gold eyes held him. “Your story feels as fresh as the mountain after the spring rains, but you are walking a well-worn trail, rich with the scents of those who came before.”

				“Yes,” Volyan said. His stomach growled. “I remember the story of the Fox and his wife and his gay Wolf lover and his older profligate son and his younger ill-mannered son. Do you know that one so well? Can you tell me how it ends?”

				Immediately, he regretted his snappishness, but the Cantor’s smile did not waver. “Ah, youth,” he said.

			

			
				“You’re barely five years my senior.”

				“Aye. And it is true that you are a master of many disciplines, whereas I have devoted myself to the study of a single one. I would not presume to broker a deal between merchants; might you at least open your heart to the counsel I offer?”

				“I will…consider it.” Volyan felt tight again, all the relaxation of the rain fled. His shoulders bunched and the tip of his tail curled tightly, almost into a spiral. 

				The Cantor rose. “I can ask no more.” As Volyan rose with him, he splayed his paw over the star on his chest: the gesture of Canis. Volyan returned it, and followed the Cantor to the door.

				“Ah.” The other fox stopped and held up a finger. “I find there is one more thing I can ask. It is permissible—not required—for the Lord to assist in the services on Caniday, when he is in residence. I understand that you have only recently arrived, but if you would care to, I would be delighted to have your help.” 

				“I…” Volyan shook his head, and then paused with his paw on the doorframe. “Well, perhaps. I suppose it is the sort of thing a Lord does.”

				“Your father has done it when he is here.” The Cantor placed a paw on Volyan’s shoulder. “There is very little required. You stand beside the altar and pass me the Book of Canis, and you may lead the song, if you like.”

				Perhaps Yilon was leading the songs for the Church out in Dewanne. Unlike Vinton, Dewanne was all foxes, or mostly so. There were some mice, Volyan recalled from his classes, and there had been a war just after the time of King Bucher. “Yes. I’ll lead the song. Which is it?”

				“In honor of your arrival, I thought perhaps the Song of Homecoming would be appropriate.”

				The Cantor’s smile drew an answering one from Volyan, more sincere than the polite smiles he’d been giving most everyone all day. “I like that one,” he said, and though he’d meant to go directly to his lunch, he accompanied the Cantor back through the chilly reception room to the door of the palace.

				At the large gate, the Cantor extended a paw. “I do hope that in time, you will come to trust me with your troubles. And please do take the time to reflect on the parable. A Lord’s life can be busy, but just as you take time to nourish the body, you should take time to nourish the soul.”

				“I will,” Volyan promised, and as the gate closed, he hurried back to take care of the first of those duties.

				


				* * *

				


			

			
				After a filling lunch of fresh bread, tart sheep cheese, and mountain honey, with dried meats and fresh fruit, Volyan relaxed in a hot water bath until the morning’s tension had soaked out of his fur. Whenever he thought about the Cantor’s advice, though, he remembered that his parents were driving to see his brother, and he remembered that he had abandoned Streak, who had been looking forward to traveling with him. He thought about his father’s letter, waiting unread in his chambers. His gut tightened so that he had to shift in the large tub, and his tail curled.

				Eremah, attending him, took that as a sign to add more hot water, but after the second time, Volyan held up a paw. “The temperature is fine.”

				The coyote set the bucket back over the fire. “Something else I can provide? Scented salts?”

				“No.” Volyan had never liked to smell like anything other than himself. “Have you any brothers, Eremah?”

				“Two sisters.” The coyote smiled. “Older. They work in a tavern at the mouth of the valley.”

				Volyan nodded. “Have you ever attended services where the Lord assisted the Cantor?”

				“Oh, yes, milord. Your father assisted once, let me see, it was just before Deliah took her first job, and that was two winters ago, but it was just at the end of summer, so just more than three years.”

				“And people liked that?”

				Eremah grinned, and his tail wagged. He was young; Volle’s servant at the palace would never have allowed his tail to wag while serving. Or perhaps Vinton was a different kind of place from Divalia, where nobles and servants were not so separated. Volyan had never seen the King assist in the services at the Cathedral in the capital, after all. “Yes, milord. The Lord walks about our streets and attends our church. He and the Cantor lead us, in body and soul, and it’s right they should be in harmony.”

				But Volyan wasn’t leading them yet, not officially. He watched Eremah carefully as he said, “Well, good. I’ve been asked to assist this Caniday, in my father’s absence.”

				Only pleasure shone from the coyote’s eyes. “Thank you, milord. It will mean much to the people.”

				“They won’t think I’m…putting on airs? Trying to take my father’s title?”

				Eremah widened his eyes and flattened his ears. “Oh, no! The affection you have for your father is well known, milord.”

				Not so well known this morning, he thought. “I’m ready for the dust bath now, I think.”

			

			
				The coyote brought a towel to sop up the water as Volyan emerged from the bath, and walked with him to the adjacent room, where a roaring fire faced six long mats and six large depressions in the floor filled with several kinds of dust: scented wood dust from mountain pines; rock dust scented with the sweet smell of flowers, herbal lavender, or spicy cinnamon; and unscented chalky gypsum dust. Volyan chose this last one, stretching out naked on his back and then rolling onto his stomach, resting his muzzle atop the powder. It warmed and insulated him, pulling the moisture from his fur, carrying warmth to his skin.

				After a time, he rolled onto his back again and lay there staring at the patterns of stone in the ceiling. “Eremah?”

				“Yes, milord.”

				“Was there much talk in the palace? About me missing the carriage this morning?”

				A slight pause. “Some, milord.”

				It had been a stupid thing to do, and even if he hadn’t done it completely intentionally, part of him certainly preferred to be here lying in a gypsum bath than sitting in a carriage or eating in some roadside inn. Had he been as conscientious as he should, he would have come back to the palace, or dispatched someone to tell his father where he was staying. He hadn’t done those things, and they were his mistakes.

				“Milord?”

				“Yes?”

				The coyote, sitting cross-legged next to him, shifted so that his ears and eyes came into Volyan’s sight. “If I may…it does you no good to dwell on this. You are our Lord, or will be, and your place is here.”

				“It would be fine if that is why I stayed.” Volyan sighed.

				Eremah’s eyes, round-pupiled and brown, studied his more seriously than Volyan would have expected from his week of acquaintance with the young coyote. “Why did you stay?”

				Volyan’s tail twitched, sending up a small cloud of gypsum powder. “It was a mistake,” he said.

				“You have my word, milord, that there is nobody in either outer chamber, and the words you grace my ears with will never pass my lips to another.”

				That brought a smile to the corners of Volyan’s mouth. The second half of it was a phrase taught to all servants—at least, all servants he’d met—to remind their masters that a servant’s duty was to keep their master’s company, his toilet, and his secrets.

				So he told Eremah about his younger brother, and about the two years in Divalia, about Yilon’s rebellion and then his ascension to Lord purely through chance. When he’d finished speaking it aloud, he felt awkward and petty, and not very much like a Lord at all. He worried that Eremah’s response would be politely neutral, that the coyote was regretting having been chosen to serve such a jealous, whiny fox.

			

			
				But Eremah just said, “That sounds very difficult for you, milord. I’m sorry your brother was not more appreciative. But perhaps you could ask yourself this: is he lucky enough to be lying in a warm gypsum bath in a lovely mountain palace?”

				“Probably not.” Volyan smiled.

				“Did the Cantor offer you advice?”

				Volyan lifted his head and leaned back on his elbows. Gypsum drifted down around him. “He did. The story of Wolf’s First Hunt, from the Book of Canis.”

				Eremah nodded approvingly. “That is a good story. Well…” He ducked his head. “I hope milord may forgive my forwardness, but…I am younger than milord by three years. And Coyote is the younger sister of Fox.”

				“Yes.” Volyan kept his smile steady, not letting it grow too quickly.

				“Well, if milord simply wants to be superior to a younger brother …” Eremah spread his paws out. “I am here to serve you.”

				Volyan laughed, raising more gypsum clouds, which drifted over the edge of the tub in all directions. “There, Eremah, see what you’ve made me do.” He shook a white-dusted finger at the coyote. “Come brush me off, younger brother, and consider your forwardness forgiven.”

				He pushed himself onto the mat, where Eremah took the long-toothed brush and worked the powder out of Volyan’s fur, in firm, soothing strokes. By the time he’d finished, Volyan felt better than he had all day, and when he stepped into the robe Eremah had brought him, he said, “I wish I had a whole day ahead of me now.”

				The coyote smiled. “There is an hour before dinner, milord.”

				Volyan opened the window to his chambers and leaned out, inhaling the cool air and looking at the sky above the mountain peaks, tinged orange. The rain had stopped, but the clouds remained, a low ceiling that seemed only a finger’s-breadth above the mountaintop, and yet he could see the touch of the setting sun on the fringes of the clouds, the light glowing around the white edges of the mountains. He felt the urge to go take a walk, and yet his father’s letter bound him to the palace. He could ignore it while he had other duties, but were he to leave the palace again, he would feel too guilty to enjoy anything.

				No, he would stay and have dinner with the governor. And then he wondered whether Anton might already know what his father had written to him. “Would the governor be disappointed if I were not to dine with him tonight?” he asked.

			

			
				Eremah came to stand by his side. “I cannot speak to the governor’s state of mind. But milord is the Heir. If you do not wish to dine with him tonight, then you should not.”

				He watched the glimmers of sunset fade. “There are things a Lord—and Heir—must do that they would prefer not.”

				“If milord likes, I can inquire of the governor whether he has anything to discuss that cannot wait.”

				“Yes.” Volyan turned to look at Eremah, surprised. “Perhaps tomorrow night, then. I would prefer a little less weighty company.”

				“Merchants? Trade regulators?”

				“Still less.” Volyan caught himself grinning at the coyote’s earnestness.

				“Jesters? Puzzlers? Acrobats?”

				He laughed. “Are there so many in Vinton?”

				Eremah held up a finger. “There is Calcio, a fox who is all three.”

				“Perhaps if there are other noble families here.” Volyan dimly remembered playing with other cubs his age. “Unless the invitation comes too soon before the dinner.”

				Eremah bowed. “There are two noble families, both sheep. I will see if they are free.”

				“Thank you, Eremah.”

				The coyote’s brown eyes caught the last of the light from over the mountain. “My pleasure to serve you, milord.”

				One of the sheep families came to dinner, and Volyan passed a pleasant two hours with them talking about very little, which is what he had come to expect from noble families at dinners. They had no designs on marrying him to their daughter, and he had no designs on anything they owned, so the dinner was lovely and easy and inconsequential.

				And afterwards, Volyan retired to his quarters. Eremah and his other servant had prepared his bed, and he dismissed them for the night, after having thanked Eremah for his service.

				When they’d gone, he sat down at his desk. There, folded over and hastily sealed, the paper bearing his name awaited.

				He picked it up and turned it over, but he could not see any of the words inside without breaking the seal. He tapped it against his desk. It could wait until morning, surely.

				The oil lamp flickered. Volyan dropped the letter and reached to turn down the flame, and hesitated, his paw’s fur glimmering with the reflection of the flame. What would it serve, to put this off?

			

			
				He regarded the letter again. Best to get it over with, no? And more, a voice whispered in his head, it was the right thing to do. Already he’d delayed longer than he should. He should have come to read it the moment he’d learned of its existence. 

				So he tapped the seal with a claw and pulled the paper free until the wax crumbled and fell away, releasing its scent briefly before the fragrant oil in the lamp overwhelmed it again. The letter fell open.

				


				My son,

				If you will persist in behaving like a child, you shall be treated like one. Anton is arranging for you to move to less comfortable quarters in the palace, and your servants will be assigned other household duties. When I return, I shall discuss your behavior with Anton, and we shall see about reinstating some of these benefits of the title you seem to value so little.

				With the hope that this will give you the opportunity for some reflection,

				Lord Vinton

				


				Though his paw rested next to the oil lamp, it felt cold. Lose his servants? Move elsewhere in the palace? That wasn’t fair. He’d just missed a carriage, not neglected some important duty.

				He slapped his paw down on the letter with a satisfying crash that rattled the desk and accomplished nothing else. The words remained; the light on them jumped and then steadied. 

				Tail curled around his leg, he got up to pace the room. As he did, Eremah pushed the door open.

				“Milord!”

				Volyan held up a paw. “It’s all right,” he said. “I was angry. I slapped the desk.”

				“No, it’s…” The coyote shook his head. “I’ve just been informed that I will no longer be serving you. Milord, whatever other servant you will have, please send him away…”

				“I will have no other servant.”

				Eremah gaped at him and then shut his muzzle. “Is this—is it because you missed the carriage?”

				“Evidently.” Volyan looked away from the brown eyes.

				“But it was an honest mistake!”

				Volyan paced away from the coyote, toward the window, and then back. “Eremah, when you were appointed to the palace, were your sisters happy for you?”

				“Oh, yes, milord. They got me—” Eremah’s ears flicked back. “A goodly portion of ale.”

			

			
				Despite his sour mood, Volyan managed a small smile. “That’s very kind of them. Did either of them harbor ambitions to work in the palace?”

				“They did just two days ago make me promise to introduce them to you. Milord, was it very important that you attend your brother’s coronation?”

				“To my family, it was.” He growled and gestured with a paw. 

				“Is it…forgive me, but is it a thing noble families must do?”

				“No,” he said, and then stopped himself. He stood and looked at Eremah, and he saw in the wide brown eyes a younger version of himself, and he realized what he had said. To my family. His family, his Pack. His father’s words from the letter swam before him: the title you seem to value so little.

				Slowly, he spoke. “But it is a thing brothers should do. And it is a thing Lords should do.”

				“You are not a Lord yet, milord.”

				“No,” he said, reflecting on the past week, “but I have been enjoying being treated as one. Everyone looked up to me, and it was fun because what did I have to do? Just ask questions of farmers, assist the Cantor. The difficult things, those were in my future, I thought. And then the very first time I was faced with one, I ran away.” He sighed, his tail losing its curl to hang limp.

				“I will continue to serve you,” Eremah said in a low, fierce whisper. “I will come early in the morning before my other duties start. I will make up your rooms when I can, set out clothes…”

				Volyan could not muster a laugh, so he just shook his head. “Maybe you could come talk with me when you have time. I think that would be much more valuable.”

				“Of course!” The coyote’s ears perked up and his tail swished quickly to one side. “It would be my pleasure.”

				“And perhaps you could help me—as a friend—move to my new chambers tomorrow.”

				Eremah looked startled, but bowed. “I would be happy to.”

				“Then go off and sleep, and I’ll do the same. Good night, Eremah.”

				When the coyote had gone, Volyan walked to the window again and set his nose to the glass to look out at his land and his sky. 

				Beyond the mountains, the stars glittered in a small band of sky between the horizon and the clouds. The snowcaps on the mountains shone softly. He would like to go up there one day, he thought. And he would, because one of the things a Lord needed to do was learn his land and his place.

			

			
				His eyes rose. The clouds remained low, hiding the moon from him, but her glow caught the lowest edge of them, a trail of silver that traced a gentle arc in the sky like a patient, gentle smile.

				Volyan watched it for a long time. The clouds shifted, the moon rose; the smile faded, leaving only the stars behind it.

				He swung his tail slowly, back and forth, as he walked to his desk. He took out a sheet of paper, an inkwell, and a quill pen, and sat for a moment in thought. “My dear brother,” he wrote at the top of the paper, and then he crossed it out and wrote below it, “My esteemed Lord Dewanne. I am sending my deepest apologies for my absence from your Confirmation.”

				


				


			

			
				



			









			

			
				The Monkeytown Raid

				by Roz Gibson

				


				Roz Gibson’s Jack Salem has been a comic-book celebrity – but hardly a hero! – up to now.  He was introduced in Gibson’s .357! in the Rowrbrazzle amateur press alliance in October 1987 (#15), although Gibson had created him in art and unpublished stories in 1979.  To quote WikiFur:  “A serial killer and rapist, Salem was one of the first outright evil furry characters. He is a Russian sable/domestic cat hybrid, mostly sable, with midnight-black fur and a small cream-colored patch on the lower jaw and throat. He also wears glasses. His preferred weapon is a Colt Python .357 gun, but he is equally dangerous with his own teeth and claws. He lives in a future Earth with a small human population and a larger population of nonhuman (mammal, bird, reptile & insect) constructs.”

				


				Gibson’s future world was expanded in Jet, 2350, drawn earlier but first serialized starting in Rowrbrazzle #20 in January 1989.  Jet was set in 2350 A.D. New York, long after humanity had abandoned Earth for the City of Ice (Mars) and been replaced by anthropomorphic constructs.  Jet was an almost-300-page graphic novel; .357!, which introduced Salem, was set fifty years later.  It was reprinted by MU Press in July 1990.  Its popular sequels began with Escape to New York, serialized in Rowrbrazzle (#20, January 1989 to #24, January 1990) and Yarf! (#10, January 1991 to #14, July 1991), and Gibson’s long biography of Salem’s beginnings, Unforgiven (six parts; Yarf! #42, June 1996 to #48, May 1997, except for Yarf! #45; it was reprinted as Monster; The Early Years of Jack Salem (FurPlanet Productions, April 2011; 86 pages). Further stories were serialized in Radio Comix’s Furrlough during the 1990s and 2000s.  Gibson has most recently featured Salem in several standalone comic books reprinted or originally published by FurPlanet, Jack Salem:  Escape to New York, Jack’s Night Out, The Mule, and Pictures at an Exhibition.


				


				Jack Salem has been a comic-book villain up to now.  “The Monkeytown Raid” is his first appearance in a text story.  It is set while Salem was in exile on The City of Ice and is a direct sequel to Fashion Victim, which first appeared as a four-part serial in every other issue of Furrlough from #114, June 2002, to #120, December 2002; and is currently reprinted in Gibson’s graphic novel Salem and Harpy: The City of Ice Stories (FurPlanet Productions, June 2007).

			

			
				



			









			

			
				


				


				The Monkeytown Raid

				by Roz Gibson

				


				When Puf Manul got the summons from Agora, he knew it was something big. The gang leader wouldn’t pull him off patrol for a routine job that could be handled by one of his flunkies or hangers-on. By the time the messenger found him he was at the far end of their territory, in a barren region bordering one of the neutral strips between Agora’s section of town and the human-controlled areas.

				Agora’s messenger was a ratty old raven with one eye and gnarled wing-claws. Puf had seen him around but didn’t know his name. The bird was in a foul mood after having to search for them so far out in the wind and cold.

				“I dunno what it’s about,” the raven said. He perched on a crumbling piece of concrete; at what he probably thought was a safe distance. He had no idea how high Puf could jump if he wanted to. “He wants you back ASAP. Bring your battle gear. Meet him in the office.”

				Puf’s patrol partner snorted, his breath a cloud of frost. “Battle gear, huh? Sounds like fun.” Golovanova was a massive quad gray wolf that hailed from the same Asian steppes as Puf. Going somewhere and wreaking havoc was his idea of fun, which is how he ended up exiled to the City of Ice.

				“Not you, dog-boy,” the raven snapped. “Just puffball there. You finish your patrol.”

				Puf didn’t wait to hear more. He tightened the belt that held his long knife and patrol supplies, and began running. Golovanova howled after him, a good-bye and encouragement for the upcoming fight, whatever it was. The raven flapped off and was soon lost in the late afternoon gloom.

				Puf was a Pallas cat, short and stocky, not even five feet tall. Cats have little endurance, but Puf was a nonhuman construct, who walked upright on two powerful digitigrade legs, and human stamina was built into him. He had the thick fur, whiskers and broad face of his animal model. Years in the City of Ice had built his endurance beyond what it had been back on Earth, where he would roam the steppes for days. 

			

			
				He ran and bounded over fallen poles and scattered blocks of concrete, the slightly lower gravity giving him speed and a leaping ability he never had on Earth. Intimate knowledge of his patrol territory told him which weakened roadway to avoid, and where the large fissures were narrow enough to leap across. He skirted around the huge piles of collapsed buildings and overpasses— those were too dangerous to risk going over or through. It was dead quiet except for his panting and footfalls, and he passed no other living thing. No one was out there, in the exposed upper parts of the city.

				By the time he reached the ramp going into the lower levels his throat and lungs burned from sucking in freezing air, and he was badly winded. The guards waved him past, and Puf guessed they’d been told to expect him. Once he was beyond the bleak upper level he slowed down a little. Here the buildings were a bit more intact, and he began to see other people, furry mammals and birds flitting around in the gray light. While he had no real fear of attack—everyone who lived in this area knew who he was and that he was under Agora’s direct protection—it still wasn’t wise to go charging through the populated areas attracting attention.

				Moving at a comfortable trot, he covered the remaining few miles to his residence. Because he was one of Agora’s top lieutenants he had an enviable suite in one of the intact buildings close to headquarters. The windows still had real glass, and the fixtures hadn’t been looted. Even if the toilet, sink and vidscreen didn’t work, it was nice to have them.

				The stairs leading up were clean of debris, the walls scrawled with graffiti promising bloody death for trespassers. The visual warning was overlaid with urine sprays from himself and the building’s other inhabitants. He could just barely smell the old marking from his brother Ant still not faded away after almost three months. Ant was short for Anatoly, but Ant would scratch the face off anyone who called him that.

				Swallowing the burning in his gut he felt every time he passed the scent markers, Puf spun the combination on the door lock. Ant and his sister Lena’s scents had vanished in the apartment itself, drowned out by the smells of food and the other inhabitants. For that Puf was quietly grateful.

				One of his roommates stuck his head out of an adjoining room. He was white with big rabbit ears, from the same shipment of criminals and political prisoners that brought Puf and his siblings. Olly was one of three brothers, some bizarre mix of arctic hare, human and Creators only knew what else. Ordinarily Puf would’ve sneered at sharing a place with a herbivore, but Olly and his brothers were as mean and nasty as the toughest carnivore. They often worked the slave markets for Agora, a job even Puf wouldn’t want.

			

			
				“What’cha doin’ back? Yer patrol’s not over til the morning! Agora fuckin’ kill you for comin’ back early.”

				“Got orders to come back. Lemme alone.” Puf would’ve preferred not to speak at all, but if he didn’t Olly would bug him until he got answers. He shut and locked the door to his own room and gathered his equipment.

				Ordinarily he wore a loose, sleeveless tunic with pockets, belted at the waist. His fur provided enough protection against the cold, and he never wore footwear. But if he was going into battle he’d need more. He pulled out his armor vest. It was the most valuable thing he owned—a thin, light material that could stop anything from a bullet to a crossbow bolt. It was used by the human security forces years ago, and was a personal gift from Agora. That went under his tunic, where it was invisible to potential thieves. Then he pulled out his razor claws, a special glove that went over his right hand and was set with three long knives shaped to resemble claws. He thought they were titanium but wasn’t sure. That particular item he’d gotten off the body of a rival he’d killed some years ago. Other than his natural teeth and claws, and his long knife, that was the only weapon he needed.

				By the time he was done Olly and his brothers had retreated into their room, and Puf was able to leave uninterrupted. Agora’s “office,” his private meeting room, was deep in the bowels of his headquarters, located in one of the old human security buildings. The building was a fortress that had survived the years remarkably well, built to withstand the riots and bombings that plagued the city during the time the humans lived there. It had been occupied by various gang leaders and warlords over the decades, who rebuilt the inside to suit their needs, until Agora seized it about a dozen years ago. 

				Puf padded down the corridors, through the huge audience chamber where Agora conducted much of his public business, and down tunnels and ramps. Guards let him pass with a nod of recognition. The halls here were big, because Agora was big, and anything he couldn’t get through he had knocked down and rebuilt. That included the doors into the private meeting room, which were guarded by two very large quads—some kind of remade prehistoric mammal construct with formidable jaws and teeth. Barely sentient, they probably couldn’t even talk. Puf had personally witnessed the creatures devouring people that had crossed the gang lord. He hurried past without trying to seem like he was hurrying, while they snuffed and champed their jaws at him. He wouldn’t put it past them to bite off his head in a moment of hunger. There was a human-sized door set in the large one, and he slipped through that, closing it in relief on the two monsters outside.

			

			
				“Glad you could finally join us, Puf.” Agora’s deep voice rumbled all around him. Lying on the floor, the gang leader took up half the space in the room, his back and shoulders nearly brushing the ceiling. A quad nonhuman of mixed ancestry, Agora probably had some hyena or feline in him, with a tawny spotted coat and rough mane across his shoulders and chest. He had deep-set eyes, a set of carnivore teeth and stubby hands on short front legs. But most of all he was big. Agora was the largest nonhuman in the City of Ice. Unarmed, no one could stand up to him. Even armed, few would be dumb enough to try. It took him less than a week after arriving to kill the top nonhuman gang lord and take over the largest territory. All nonhumans and nonhuman gangs in the city had to recognize his authority, whether they liked it or not.

				“I was at the far end of my patrol.” Puf was no longer winded and could talk normally. His eyes darted across the room, taking in the three other people there. The two he knew nodded greetings. The third ignored him beyond a cursory glance.

				But it was that third person whose presence told Puf what this meeting was for. Suddenly breathless, all he could say was: “You’re sending me into Monkeytown!”

				


				The human and nonhuman inmates in the City of Ice had segregated themselves from the very beginning. Like the nonhumans, the human part of town was composed of a number of loosely autonomous gangs that owed their allegiance to one top warlord. For some years that warlord had been Aaron Kozminski. But humans being humans, there was a constant struggle for dominance and influence, and Kozminski had recently been expelled from the top post and exiled back to his original gang, the Skinners.

				Of all the humans in the city, the nonhumans hated and feared the Skinners the most. They kidnapped and killed nonhumans for the express purpose of taking their pelts and body parts to sell to black market buyers on Earth. That practice did not endear them to anyone, including the other humans, who often suffered angry reprisals from nonhumans over the Skinners activities.

				Since Kozminski’s downfall the Skinners had become bolder, going deep into Agora’s territory to capture people with particularly desirable pelts, trying to make enough money to fund a comeback against their rivals. Two of those kidnapped recently were Puf’s siblings, Lena and Ant. He had no idea if they were dead or alive. He’d been begging Agora since they were taken to lead a rescue group, but Kozminski’s territory was too well defended, and Agora was reluctant to strike directly against the gang, lest the other humans come to the Skinners defense.

			

			
				Obviously something had changed, and Jack Salem’s presence in the meeting room was proof of that.

				Everyone in the city had heard about it. The Skinners had sent a group after Salem four months ago. Since he was mostly Russian sable, with thick, glossy midnight black fur, his coat would command a premium price among the decadent humans who collected pelts. His notoriety as New York City’s .357 Killer added to the value. Most of the would-be kidnappers did not live to regret their actions. Salem killed two of them. His companion, the savage Harpy Eagle, killed three more. Puf himself, given leave by Agora to assist Salem, had also killed one. One survivor suffered a fate worse than being killed—she was sold to the city’s resident mad doctor, a creature known as The Butcher, for use in his medical experiments.

				Only one human escaped—and that was Puf’s fault. He should never have given the damn monkey a head start, and he had been kicking himself about it ever since. All he could do was hope Kozminski killed the survivor for failing his mission.

				There could be no other reason for Salem to be there except Agora had finally decided to send a party into Monkeytown. While Puf knew Salem was a formidable fighter, he was also unpredictable, and owed only a passing allegiance to Agora. It might not be a good idea to take him into a high-risk situation where he may or may not decide to follow orders.

				But first things first. “What changed?” Puf said. “Why now?” 

				Agora shifted his body, scraping across the floor. “I can’t tell you everything, of course, but let’s say the other humans have agreed to look the other way if some trouble happens in the Skinners part of Monkeytown. And we have a guide.”

				“I don’t like the idea of trustin’ a skinmonkey.” This came from one of the other people in the room, an older human-form dog named Trapjaw. A stalwart member of Agora’s gang, he had been in the city longer than anyone could remember. Puf knew without asking he was along for his scenting ability, and his absolute loyalty to Agora. He also had a mouth full of metal teeth and an entire lower jaw made of titanium. No one knew how he ended up like that, but his teeth and jaw could crush bone and bite through wires. Those and a short crossbow were his only weapons.

				“Don’t be so damn suspicious!” The voice was shrill and tiny, coming from an equally small body.

			

			
				If Puf was uneasy about Salem coming with them, he was dismayed to see Stinky there. One of those bizarre hybrids with a dozen species in her ancestry, she was as small as a human baby, with a long fuzzy tail, a round body, and hind legs like a wallaby or jerboa. A large portion of that ancestry was skunk and muskrat, and she didn’t get the moniker Stinky by accident. Puf had never experienced her spray first-hand, and he didn’t want to now.

				“What’s she doin’ here?” he demanded.

				“You’ll need someone small enough to fit through the air ducts,” Agora said. “She’s going with you.”

				Stinky sneered her yellow rodent teeth at him. Puf noticed she was careful to keep Trapjaw between her and Salem. She carried a small knife and a large backpack. A backpack rounded out her silhouette so much she looked like a bowling ball with a tail. He wanted to ask what was in the pack but wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of any curiosity. It had to be important for the mission or Agora wouldn’t allow it.

				“I won’t keep you long. Speed and surprise are going to be your advantage here. Trapjaw knows where to find your contact. Beyond him no one else knows you’re coming.”

				Agora held out a folded paper in his fingers. “You take this, Puf. You’re in charge of this mission.”

				Puf plucked it from the giant digits. It was a map—not drawn, but a printout of one of the original human maps. “A map of Monkeytown,” Puf breathed. “I didn’t even know this existed!”

				“It cost me a lot to get,” Agora said. “Make good use of it. You’ll also need this.” A small box appeared in the middle of his palm.

				Puf took it with reverence. It was a locator—something dated from the time the humans occupied the city. It was locked in to the magnetic grid that still surrounded the city and could tell absolute direction anywhere within the old borders of the dome. Something like that was priceless. He was scared to even hold it.

				Agora noticed Puf’s nervousness with the device. “Fulfill your mission and you won’t have to worry if it gets lost or damaged.”

				“I still don’t like him comin’,” Trapjaw glanced at Salem. “He ain’t one of us.”

				“Mr. Salem has given me his word he will behave,” Agora glared at Salem as he said that. “He has as much motivation as the rest of us to eliminate this threat. I think you know that.”

				Trapjaw snorted.

				“Besides killing as many of the Skinners as you can, I have some specific instructions. Our contact says there’s a large room where the…remains…are stored before they get shipped to earth. I want everything inside destroyed. ID the victims first if you can, but I don’t want a single thing left the monkeys can get credits for.” 

			

			
				Puf swallowed, trying not to think of Ant and Lena.

				“There’s also a building where they process the remains. I want that place destroyed as well. I don’t want anything left they can use to rebuild that skin business.”

				“What about the captives?” Puf demanded.

				“I know you want to release them,” Agora looked at Puf. “And that is part of this mission, but before you do I want you get a particular sword that’s in Kozminski’s possession.”

				“The monkey probably has a hundred fuckin’ swords.” Puf grumbled.

				“You’ll know this one when you see it. Get this sword before you release the captives. Your mission will not be complete unless you bring me that sword back.”

				“Ask th’ skinmonkey real nice and I bet he’ll hand it right over.” Trapjaw guffawed.

				“Take it from him after he’s dead,” Salem said, speaking for the first time. “Because I’m going there to kill him.”

				


				Monkeytown was the blanket term for the human-controlled area of the city, and within that area the different human gangs each had their own territory. The edge of Monkeytown closest to where the Skinners had their lair was a long ten miles away. Agora gave them valuable rations—meat and energy drinks—and arranged for transportation. There were very few flying creatures in the city large and strong enough to carry a human-sized passenger, and those that could had no interest in doing so. But if Agora asked, nobody that valued their life would refuse.

				So Puf found himself clinging to a strap around the chest of an unhappy griffin-form nonhuman. Since he was smaller than Trapjaw or Salem, he was stuck sharing the ride with Stinky, who clung to his tail as she tried to balance on the griffin’s surging back. Trapjaw was carried by some monstrous creature of uncertain ancestry and gender—mostly vulture but some mammal and reptile blood gave it four grasping limbs and a scaled tail. The griffin was a stranger, but Puf had seen the vulture creature hanging around the gang’s headquarters, and it was probably using this job as an opportunity to get into Agora’s good graces. 

				Salem called Harpy to ferry him to the edge of Monkeytown. The great eagle wasn’t as big as the vulture, but she was probably stronger, and certainly more dangerous. Death from the sky, Harpy killed and devoured any sentient she could catch. She had talons longer than a hand, and a grip that could crush a human skull. Agora tolerated her depredations on the city’s nonhuman population because she was easily bribed to kill particular targets, and was too stupid to represent any threat to his power.
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				But Salem… he could be a real threat. Agora knew it, and kept a close watch on him. Puf was unsure of the details of Salem and Harpy’s relationship. Lovers, certainly. Thank the creators everyone who was sent to the city was sterilized beforehand. The last thing anyone needed were creatures with Salem’s mind and Harpy’s brawn. They shared a dwelling, and often did mercenary jobs together. But they didn’t like each other. Harpy could easily rip Salem to pieces, but Puf was certain Salem was capable of killing her any time he wanted to. Why hadn’t he? Maybe she was a good lay (Puf didn’t want to think about that too much). Maybe he simply liked having someone everyone else was afraid of watching his back. 

				At least she wouldn’t be going into Monkeytown with them. Most of the trip would be indoors on the lower levels, where she couldn’t fly and her size would be a handicap. Puf was relieved to hear that. If Salem could be unpredictable, Harpy was an out of control rampaging monster, and would probably attract every human within five miles if she was allowed with them.

				“We’re goin’ in.” The griffin said, tilting his body. Puf clung tighter, trying not to dig his hind claws into the griffin’s back. Ghostly shapes to each side swooped down with them—Harpy and the vulture.

				They landed behind an intact building, away from any human lookouts. The vulture dropped Trapjaw from its claws, the hound stumbling to his knees as he was released, and flapped off without a word. Trapjaw, no youngster, pulled himself upright with a grumble. Puf’s griffin executed a perfect 4-point landing, with Stinky bouncing off as soon as they touched ground, Puf sliding down after her. In front of them he saw Harpy come to a running landing, her broad wings and tail spread out to break her descent.

				It was night now, and bitterly cold. Puf could feel the frigid air, but it didn’t bother him. Not so Trapjaw—who had the short coat of a hound and was heavily bundled in full winter gear, just his snout poking out from under his hood. In the pockets of his parka he carried three thermal grenades, valuable equipment from Agora’s private stash. Stinky had a thick pelt of mottled black and white fur, and wore nothing beyond her backpack. Salem’s fur was dense enough that he didn’t need to wear clothing, but like most human-forms he was always seen fully dressed—this time in pants, boots and a single piece sweater. The sweater was bulky enough Puf was certain Salem had some sort of body armor under it. He also wore glasses, one of the most unusual and distinctive things about him. Nonhumans virtually never wore glasses. For weapons he carried a serrated sword and a knife, but he hardly needed them. Puf had witnessed him killing an adult human male with just his teeth and claws.

			

			
				“Good hunting. I’ll be waiting for your call.” The griffin nodded to them, making a running take-off and vanishing into the night. Harpy paced nearby, her plumage fluffed and crest raised.

				“I don’t like you going in there without me,” she said to Salem.

				“Don’t worry about it,” Salem checked his weapons, tightening his sword belt. “You can’t fly down there and you’d only get killed. Go wait at Agora’s. We’ll call when we’re ready.”

				Puf’s hand tightened on the radio in his tunic pocket. As valuable as the map of Monkeytown, the radio was their lifeline, enabling him to get in touch with the fliers once they were done with their mission and in need of a quick evacuation.

				Still unconvinced, Harpy reluctantly flapped off, leaving the four of them alone. Stinky peeked out from between Trapjaw’s legs, watching her go. It was always a good idea for someone her size to hide from Harpy, who was likely to snap her up for a snack without even thinking about it.

				“C’mon, this way.” Trapjaw motioned towards the spire of a ruined building, maybe half a mile distant.

				They went in single file—Trapjaw leading, followed by Salem, Puf and Stinky. Trapjaw was to be their liaison with the human traitor willing to lead them into the Skinners territory. Dogs had an affinity for humans no other nonhuman could match.

				“What else did Agora promise you, Blackie?” Puf asked Salem. “You’re not doin’ this just to kill Kozminski.”

				Salem shrugged, not turning around. “I’m being well compensated. What about that sword he wants you to get? Why does he want it so bad?”

				“Dunno.” That was the truth. Agora played his cards close, and Puf was not privy to much of his game.

				“Quiet,” Trapjaw growled. “Sound carries at night.”

				They circled wide as they drew close to the broken building that was their meeting point. A bare metal skeleton pointed straight into the sky, the base a pile of crushed concrete and rebar. Trapjaw’s nose worked the air, checking for other lurking humans and homing in on the one human they were supposed to meet.

				“You’re late.” The human crawled out of a small cave in the rubble. Now even Puf could smell him, and judging from the sour expression on Salem’s face he could too. The human was a filthy mess, wrapped in multiple layers of ragged clothes that looked like the other human’s discards. He had a sunken face, dirty skin and a beard that looked like it had never been washed. His age could be anywhere from eighteen to sixty.

			

			
				Puf swallowed and moved upwind, Salem following. Trapjaw solidly faced the human. “We came as fast as we could. It’s a long way from Agora’s to here.”

				“You got it?”

				Trapjaw held out a small bundle with a loop on one end. Puf could smell it contained food of some sort. Creators knew this human needed it. Then his eyes grew wide when the human reached for the package. He had no hands. Dirty red stumps protruded from the sleeves of his coat—an injury that was not too old.

				The human noticed Puf staring. Sliding the loop of the package down an arm, he brandished one of his stumps at them. “Like it, pussycat? Kozminski did this to me after I fucked his daughter. You know what else he did? He cut off my balls. He was gonna cut out my eyes too, except Windy begged him not too.”

				Puf said nothing. Killing this human would be a mercy.

				The human stepped over to Salem, who didn’t move, even though the smell must’ve been stifling. “You’re Jack Salem, aren’t you? Kozminski’s still pissed off Criss-Cross’s group didn’t get you, but he’s too fuckin’ scared to send anyone else over there. He knows you’re gonna be comin’ after him for it, too.”

				“Then he’s right, isn’t he?”

				“Yeah, I guess so. I don’t think you got much of a chance, but if you get him, cut off his dick and shove it down his throat, and tell him Joey says hi.”

				“Come on,” Trapjaw motioned at them. “Speed, people.”

				“This way.” The human—Joey—started walking towards a black fissure in the pavement, where the upper level had collapsed years ago. “The first guard post has two people. They also have an intercom connection to the main security junction, so you gotta kill them both before they make a call there, or you’ll never get in. Now once we’re down there keep yourselves hidden while I go up and talk to them. I’ll try to keep’m away from the com, but kill them as fast as you can.”

				There was rubble and slabs of pavement arranged in a ramp leading down. Below in the gloom there was a faint glow of electric lighting, hidden from above. Puf was amazed they had any power at all—even Agora only had lights and heat in certain areas. According to the map this was a distant and little-used route into Monkeytown, and should have minimal security. They passed graffiti and signs warning trespassers away, both in words and graphic imagery of what happened to intruders.

			

			
				The four nonhumans kept well behind Joey. Salem and Trapjaw could pass for human in the gloom, as long as Salem hid his long tail and Trapjaw kept his snout buried in his coat. But Puf was too short, and couldn’t conceal his tail or leg shape, and Stinky the animated bowling ball was hopeless. All the two of them could do was keep behind Salem and Trapjaw, and hope they weren’t noticed.

				“Hold fire.” Joey held up his arms, walking up to the two human guards. A male and female, they were bundled against the cold and armed with crossbows and spears.

				“What th’ fuck are you doin’ out here?” the male demanded.

				“Kozminski put me out by the main entrance. I walked all the way here. Please let me in!”

				“Forget it, Stumpy. If Koz wants your ass to freeze it ain’t our problem.”

				As Joey argued with the guards, the nonhumans hid behind a cracked pillar supporting the level above them.

				“Get the one closest to the com,” Puf whispered to Trapjaw. As the dog got the crossbow loaded and aimed, Puf turned to Salem: “Can you get down there fast enough to take out the other one before he does anything?”

				“I think so.” Salem took out his knife, a wicked sharp thing with a blade at least 6 inches long. He crouched down behind Trapjaw and focused his attention on the male guard, who was still trying to get Joey to leave.

				There was a quick thump as the crossbow fired, and the female guard staggered to the side, a bolt sticking out of her skull.

				Joey shouted and threw himself at the male guard, pummeling his head and driving him back for crucial seconds.

				The guard cursed and punched him out of the way, but before he could look for the shooter Salem was down there. The guard didn’t even have time to scream—Salem’s knife flashed and he twisted away, clutching his throat as blood spilled through his fingers. Despite taking a shot to the head, the female was still alive and trying to struggle to her feet. Salem took two steps over, grabbed her and slammed her head into the concrete wall so hard Puf could hear her skull crunch. He let her drop to the ground, her body twitching in a death seizure.

				Joey clambered to his feet and stumbled backwards, staring at Salem. Hearing about his reputation and seeing him in action were two different things, as Puf already knew. Salem cleaned his knife on a scarf taken from the female, showing a toothy smile to the human. “Don’t worry—the way you smell I’m not going to touch you.”

				“Oh great,” Trapjaw yanked at the door leading in, but it was locked tight. Instead of a key the lock was combination secured. “Figures we’d kill these assholes before getting the door combination.”

			

			
				“Get me up.” Stinky pointed above the door, where there were three vents. Too small for even a human child, she could easily wriggle through them.

				Shucking her backpack and giving it to Puf, she gestured at Salem. “C’mon Blackie, you’re the tallest one here. Give me a lift.”

				Salem sighed, but didn’t protest. They had to stack the two human bodies on top of each other and add some concrete blocks to give him enough height to bring Stinky within reach of the lowest vent. As her tufted tail disappeared inside they cleared the doorway and waited for her to open it.

				Puf examined the backpack. It was tied shut, with a knot that could be opened quickly but still kept the zippers together. The pack was unexpectedly light, and he could feel several long objects inside. While he was debating opening it the door creaked open and Stinky hopped out.

				“Don’t even think of it, fuzzball.” She took the pack back. “You’ll find out what’s in here when the time comes. Agora’s orders.”

				The dank hallway beyond the door was still cold, but a temperature close to freezing was preferable to the sub-zero conditions outside. Trapjaw dumped the human bodies down a nearby crevasse leading into the bowels of the city. There was little chance of anyone coming by the entrance that time of night, but it never hurt to keep potential trouble guessing about what happened.

				Puf spread the map of Monkeytown on the floor so everyone could see it.

				“We’re here,” He pointed to a far corridor with the end circled red. “We need to know where they’re keeping the nonhuman captives, where the tanning room is, and where Kozminski is likely to be.”

				Joey studied the map for a few minutes. “They keep the animals here.” He touched his right stump to a large room that interconnected to several hallways and a large open area. The room was located in the center of a huge building that extended above the top level. “There’s only gonna be a couple guards inside with them. The animals are kept far away from the residential areas because of the smell and noise. But there’re lots of guards outside the building, because Koz has been expectin’ Agora to send someone after them.” 

				Trying to keep his hand from trembling, Puf circled the area with a short red pencil. Lena and Ant were there. They had to be. He couldn’t allow himself to think they were already dead. I’m coming for you, he thought, I’m coming—just hold on a little more.


				Joey indicated another area. “This is the storage area for things waiting to be shipped to Earth. Door’s locked but there’s no guards around it. The tannery and sewing room is here—“ He moved his stump further in. “There’s always someone there working. Mostly women. It’s a real cush job,” He licked his lips in a gesture that made Puf feel ill. “Only the good women get to work there.”

			

			
				“What about Kozminski?” he asked.

				“This is the residential area,” Joey made a broad gesture around a cluster of buildings and apartments. “I think Koz is here, this is his headquarters.” His arm came to rest on a single dwelling. “During the day he moves around, but at night he should be there.”

				Puf was silent, studying the map. What made this particular map so valuable was that it showed everything, including the areas that had been sealed off, going over or under all of Monkeytown. In the fifty years since the humans abandoned the ruined city, much of it was unused, forgotten, or too dangerous to enter. The current residents probably knew little about the maze surrounding them.

				Agora, or one of his people, had already marked out a suggested route, using corridors that skirted the edge of the Skinners area. The area where the nonhuman captives were held was closest to the exit and their position. As much as Puf wanted to release the captive nonhumans first, there was no way they could do it without alerting the humans. Their other three targets—the storage room, the tannery and Kozminski’s dwelling, were clustered in the residential area. The logical place to start was the tannery and Kozminski’s, then torch the storage area on their way out. Looking at how deep in Skinner territory Kozminski’s headquarters was, Puf had doubts they could get out alive. With the map they could make it there, but trying to fight their way out through a mass of angry humans after taking care of Kozminski? 

				Keeping those thoughts to himself, he briefly outlined his plan to the others.

				“We should hit the storage area first,” Salem said.

				Puf glared at him. “And let everyone know we’re here before we even get to Kozminski. Great plan, Blackie.”

				“The grenades have timers. If there’s no guards, we can get in and out without being noticed. Set them on a timer and by the time they blow they’ll draw people away from the tannery and Kozminski’s.”

				Puf glanced at Trapjaw and Stinky. Stinky shrugged. Trapjaw said: “If we go to the storage room first we can check and see who’s there. We won’t have time to do that on the way out.”

				Puf was terrified he’d find the remains of Ant or Lena there. If he didn’t see them, he could tell himself they might still be alive. But if he didn’t, he might never know…

			

			
				“OK. We’ll do that. But you remember who’s in charge of this mission, Blackie.”

				“Of course,” Salem said.

				 They set off down the corridor, the human Joey taking the lead. The lights were spaced out twenty or thirty yards apart—this place was too remote to waste much power on, but the fact there was any at all was incredible.

				“How do they have power?” Puf said.

				“We have power,” Joey corrected. “Just the Skinners. Koz took the generator with’im when he left. I think it burns shit or piss or something. Anyone who dies gets thrown in, an’ sometimes if they’re not dead.”

				“Did anyone bother to find out how long until the guard’s replacements show up?” Salem interrupted.

				“They work half-day shifts out here.” Joey said. “Probably not until the morning.”

				“Probably,” Salem said.

				“I don’t fucking know for sure! It’s not like I can go around asking them shit like that. Christ!”

				Puf snarled at both of them to shut up. Salem smiled and said nothing else.

				When they reached the first intersection the tunnel opened up into a street on the right, and continued into the darkness on the left. There were no artificial lights there, the only illumination coming from holes in the level above them that let the night sky in. No one lived that far out, but it was still possible they could be spotted by someone on a late-night errand.

				“Go quiet now,” Joey said. “Probably not gonna be anyone out here, but if there is try to keep out of sight.”

				It was a harrowing mile. Puf had the best night vision, and he constantly looked around, trying to spot hidden watchers. Trapjaw made sure to keep scenting for danger, but Puf wasn’t sure if he could pick up anything over Joey’s smell.

				Ironically it was the human who heard someone coming first. He made a quick motion with his arm, and the nonhumans slipped into the darkness of a nearby building. A shambling group of four humans walked by in the middle of the street. They looked just as ragged as Joey, their genders impossible to tell beneath the scavenged clothing. Joey stood and watched them pass by. They saw him, but did nothing other than shuffle by a little faster.

				“Scavengers,” Joey said after they passed. “Not supposed to be here—it’s too close to the border—but if you’re desperate enough…”

			

			
				Puf knew well. After decades the City was picked pretty clean of valuables, but if you had absolutely nothing, it was worth the risk to look for anything missed or hidden. It was either that or lie down and die, and a lot of people did that too.

				Fifteen minutes later scattered lights twinkled in the distance as they drew into sight of the inhabited areas of Skinner territory.

				“This is where we go down,” Puf said. “Look for a three-story building on our left. Trapjaw—you should be able to smell air from the lower levels coming out of it.”

				It took longer than he liked—the buildings were so damaged it was hard to tell one from the other, but eventually they found what they were looking for—a building that had a stairway leading into the level below. It was absolutely black inside—with no way to tell if the stairs were solid or dropped off into a yawning hole.

				“This is as far as I’m going.” Joey stood at the entrance of the building. “I got you in and showed you where to go. That’s all I promised to do.”

				“You have our thanks,” Trapjaw said.

				The human muttered something and left. Puf could hear his feet crunching on the gravel for nearly a minute after he was done, growing fainter and finally fading off.

				“What do you think Agora promised him to get him to turn traitor?” Stinky asked.

				“After what they did to him, it probably wouldn’t have to be much.” Trapjaw took a glow-stick out of his jacket and cracked it, sending dim red light down the stairs. 

				“Is food all you gave him?” 

				“That bag also had a safe-passage token,” Trapjaw headed down the steps, holding the stick above him. “He’s going to take sanctuary with us, for a while. Dunno what exactly the deal he made was, though.”

				Agora was ruthless but did not renege on his bargains. Things worked much easier if people knew they could count on someone to keep their word.

				Once down the stairs they worked their way through a maze of corridors and rooms, skirting collapsed ceilings and climbing over and around piles of rubble and smashed furniture. At one point Trapjaw smelled something odd, and led them to three mummified bodies in an isolated room. In the desiccated climate that never went above freezing, the bodies could’ve been there for a few months, or decades. They looked human, but no one felt inclined to check.

				As they traveled the path grew increasingly narrow and hard to traverse, blocked with rubble from above.

			

			
				“This is deliberate,” Trapjaw panted, leaning against a wall after squeezing through a particularly nasty blockage. “They didn’t want anyone comin’ up this way. How long till we’re out of here?” That he directed at Puf.

				Puf sat on his haunches, checking the locator and the map. “We’re maybe a hundred yards out from where the storage room is, but we can’t get to it from here. We’ll have to go up at some point. But we can get close if we stay down here and keep going.”

				“We can get there faster if we go up top,” Salem said.

				“We’ll also be spotted,” Puf shot back. But Salem had a point—working through the tween-level was exhausting and time consuming. If they weren’t out of there by daylight their chances of escaping alive went down dramatically.

				“Check the map for a way up.” Salem sat down and pulled out his rations. 

				“What are you doing?!” Puf couldn’t decide whether to be angry about Salem giving him orders or stopping their progress to eat.

				“I’m hungry, and when else will we be able to eat?”

				 Trapjaw watched him a moment, shrugged, and began doing the same. Puf realized then how hungry and thirsty he was, and while they ate he scanned the map and locator for the quickest way uplevel.

				His first choice, a narrow staircase, was completely blocked at the top. Digging their way out would take too long and make too much noise. But nearby was a partial street collapse with a break in the pavement. It wasn’t big, but they could all squeeze through it.

				Stinky went first, declared the coast clear, and they followed one at a time, Salem last. Trapjaw tossed the glowstick back down the hole—up top there was enough ambient light to see by. They still had a hundred yards to go, but that was a hundred yards of clear pavement, not a claustrophobic obstacle course.

				But there were humans all around. Even Puf could smell them. “Blackie, stick that tail up under your sweater and pull the back down to cover your butt. Trapjaw—gimme your top coat, and carry Stinky in your arms. She’ll look like a package in the dark.”

				Trapjaw dumped the heavy parka on him. It went down past his knees, but did what he was hoping it would, and hid most of his legs. He tucked his tail under his tunic belt and pulled the hood up. In the dark he might possibly pass for a child. Trapjaw had an additional hood on one of the other pieces of clothing he wore and was able to hide most of his head. Salem’s muzzle and sharp ears were a problem, but as long as his tail was hidden he might not draw attention if he stayed behind Trapjaw and Puf. He had no illusion they could pass a close inspection, but hopefully casual glances out a window or down the street wouldn’t see anything unusual.

			

			
				Cupping the locater in his hand, Puf led them through the deserted street. They heard distant voices, but no one came into view. The door leading into the storage building was unlocked, and opened into a complex of dingy tiled halls. Puf realized that their goal was one of many storage rooms there, and with no fingers Joey couldn’t point to the precise one, just the general area it was located.

				“I can smell it,” Trapjaw said. “This way.”

				They were so intent on finding the right room that none of them detected the guards until they literally ran into each other coming around a corner. 

				One of the humans made a short bark of surprise, then swore when he found himself looking at the four nonhumans.

				Stinky pushed out of Trapjaw’s arms with a heave of her hind legs, latching on to the closest human’s face. The human stumbled into a wall, his shouting muffled by her body, as she bit and kicked him. Trapjaw lurched forward and grabbed the second human, shoving his arm into the man’s mouth so he couldn’t scream for help. His movement hampered by the large parka he still wore, Puf struggled to get his long knife out to finish off the human fighting with Stinky. Before he could Salem stepped past him and thrust his sword through the human’s chest, a precise hit to the large veins that ran through the torso. Puf snarled and skipped back to avoid the falling body and gout of blood.

				Trapjaw killed the man he was grappling with, crushing the throat with his metal teeth and jaw.

				“Good job, Blackie!” Puf hissed at Salem. “We could’ve stashed the bodies somewhere, now it looks like a fucking slaughterhouse in here. We can’t hide this!”

				“Nothin’ more to it then,” Trapjaw dropped his human on top of the one Salem killed. “Let’s go.”

				Puf threw the cumbersome parka at Trapjaw and they hurried down the hallway. Their goal was one hall over, and had a heavy combination lock on the door. Stinky stood up on her toes and pressed a large ear to the lock, turning the dial. They could probably break it if they had to, but leaving the lock unmarked might cause searchers to pass it by. Time crawled, and Stinky’s thin legs trembled from holding the same pose for long minutes. None of them said a thing, ears and noses working to catch a hint of other humans coming.

				Finally Stinky sighed and pulled the lock open. Puf released his breath. “Hold onto it, we don’t want them locking us in here.”

			

			
				The door opened into a macabre nightmare. The space was larger than a living room, and cold enough to see their breath. Two covered vents on the ceiling led directly to the surface, keeping the room artificially low. The walls were hung with furs, scaled skin and feathers, in some cases with the head and tails still attached. Additional pelts were stacked on boxes, along with body parts such as horns and clawed hands. There were even some decapitated heads and skulls, teeth bared in perpetual snarls. The smell of death and tanning solution was overwhelming.

				Puf couldn’t help it. His stomach heaved and he threw up what little he’d eaten earlier. He couldn’t look for his siblings there. He couldn’t bear it. His stomach twisted again but there was nothing left to throw up.

				“Wait by the door,” Trapjaw said to him. “Listen for anyone coming. We’ll take care of everything else.”

				He could hear Trapjaw and Stinky moving through the room, checking the remains, whispering to each other when they came across someone they knew.

				Puf finally composed himself enough to look up. Salem was walking the room, touching some of the pelts and heads, his expression unreadable.

				“You know this is what they were gonna do to you, Blackie,” Puf said, trying to keep his voice steady. “You came real close to hangin’ on the wall here.”

				“I know.” Salem didn’t look at him. “Simone told me about this. But even after she did, I didn’t really believe her. Maybe the humans long ago did this, but not now.”

				“I’m not seein’ anyone here like you,” Trapjaw said. “There’s a bunch of other felines—I think that’s Marco the tiger over there, and Jesse, some feline mixes I don’t know, but not Ant or Lena.”

				Puf tried to relax, but he was still weak and shaky. “How much longer to check them all?”

				“Goin’ as fast as we can,” Stinky said, hopping from stack to stack, while Trapjaw worked the remains hung on the wall.

				“Who was Simone?” Puf asked Salem.

				“Someone I worked for. She was actually born here, in the City of Ice, when the humans lived here.” Salem stared off into the room. “She was writing a book about human behavior towards nonhumans on Earth, specifically in the Republic. She had a whole chapter devoted to this… what she called the fur trade. I laughed at her when she first told me about it. I couldn’t believe humans would be doing something so... so primitive.”

				Puf was surprised to hear what almost seemed to be wistfulness or melancholy in Salem’s voice. Whoever Simone was, he seemed to miss her. The idea that Salem was capable of even that much emotional connection to anyone was something that Puf never would’ve considered.

			

			
				“I think we’re ready.” Trapjaw came up next to him. He had one of the thermal grenades in his hand. “What kind of timer do you want set on this thing?”

				“You’re sure you didn’t find Ant or Lena?” Puf said.

				“Positive,” Stinky bounced over. “They’re not here. But I saw Farmer, Pronghead, BoBo, Missy, Julio, I think Three-toe… so many..”

				“Set it for a half hour,” Puf said. “Hide it under one of the piles so if someone comes in here they won’t see it.” Even though the walls of the room were steel and concrete, a thermal grenade burned hot enough to ignite skin and bone, and what it didn’t burn it would render useless from smoke and heat.

				He cracked open the door and peeked outside. The hall was quiet. The smell from the dead humans permeated the air, but at least no one else seemed to have come by. His internal clock said it was probably around midnight, but was that late enough to risk walking to the tannery directly from there?

				“Go back up top,” Salem said. “If they find the bodies they’re going to be searching the roads.”

				Puf couldn’t bother to get annoyed at Salem giving orders. It made sense—they had the map, it would be stupid to ignore the advantage it gave them. There were stairs that led to the roof, and from there they could climb up to the next level and avoid most of the populated area between them and where the tannery was located.

				The door at the top of the stairs was sealed off, probably to prevent infiltration from above. They didn’t bother trying to open this lock without damage, but it still took longer than Puf liked to break it and get the door open. The next level was twenty yards above them—too far for even Stinky to jump with a boost. Traversing from building to building was the only option for the time being—they would just have to hope they wouldn’t be spotted —or heard— by the people living there.

				Calling the tops of the buildings a “roof” was not entirely accurate. There was no rain, and when the dome was intact the buildings weren’t exposed to weather of any kind. There were no gutters, no slanted surfaces, no raised edges or tiles to shed water. Cables and wires snaked down from above, old connections for power, water and waste that hadn’t been used in fifty years. Most of them were too thin or damaged to be of any use, but as they traveled away from the storage building Puf noticed one particularly thick line that was covered in some sort of rough insulating material. When he sunk his claws into it and tugged it seemed sturdy enough. Looking up, he could see the opening it came out of was big enough for them to get through.

			

			
				“I hope you’re not thinkin’ of going up there,” Trapjaw said. “I can’t climb that straight up.”

				“You better try,” Stinky bounced away from the edge of the building. “There’re people running towards the storage room. Someone must’ve found the bodies.”

				“Shit.” Puf growled. He jumped and latched onto the cable with all four sets of claws. “We’ll try to find a line to pull you up. C’mon Blackie.”

				Puf powered up the cable like a housecat going up a telephone pole, pushing off with his hind legs and pulling up with his front. It took him less than a minute to get to the top and haul himself through the hole. Stinky followed—her powerful jumping legs more than enough to propel her to the opening, where Puf grabbed her backpack and pulled her up. Salem followed a little bit more slowly—he was heavier than either of them, and had paused a moment to get his boots off so he could use his hind claws. Once he got moving he made it up the cable without incident, although by the time he forced himself through the hole he was panting heavily.

				“I don’t want to have to do that again.” Salem yanked his boots on.

				Looking out the hole along the cable, Puf could see the human activity that had alarmed Stinky. They were too high for the humans to spot with their inferior night vision, but searchers were spreading out from the storage building. Hopefully they didn’t know who or what they were looking for yet.

				Trapjaw tilted his head up. He didn’t have sharp claws or powerful muscles—and he was old—older than any of them.

				Puf quickly searched the area. The service corridor was a mess of old cables and wires that had been yanked out of the walls years ago. Any copper or workable metal was long gone, but there were a lot of plastics and odd Dream Machine-made compounds that couldn’t be recycled. Trying to be as quiet as possible, Puf threaded one of the cables through the opening, making sure Salem had a grip on the other end.

				By now Trapjaw could hear the shouting of the searching humans. He quickly made a loop and put it under his arms, then pulled some slack and grabbed the cable in his teeth. When he was ready Puf joined Salem and began pulling him up.

				“Shit!” Salem looped the cable around his fist and struggled back. “How did he get so fucking heavy? Is Agora feeding him cake and ice cream?”

			

			
				Puf didn’t waste breath on talk. His arms and shoulders burned and the cable cut into his hands. He was terrified he was going to lose his grip on the floor and get pulled through the opening.

				“C’mon! C’mon!” Stinky bounced in agitation, watching Trapjaw’s progress through the hole. “It’s too slow! They’re gonna see him!!”

				They managed to get enough slack for Salem to loop the cable around a support beam. With that extra leverage they were able to pull him up the rest of the way. Salem and Puf both collapsed, gasping, as Stinky helped Trapjaw through the opening.

				“Did they see you?”

				“I don’t think so,” Trapjaw panted. “It didn’t sound like it.”

				“I’m telling Agora to halve your rations,” Puf crawled to his haunches and took out the map. His throat was raw and he couldn’t seem to catch his breath, his hands so cramped from gripping the cable he could barely hold anything. Somehow he managed to get the locator synchronized to where they needed to go from their new location, and he staggered to his feet and led the way.

				They could smell the tannery long before they spotted it. The place was being vented directly through the upper level and fumes leaked from old and broken ducts. There was no direct way into the building except through the ducts, and Stinky was the only one small enough to make it.

				“Blackie,” Puf turned to Salem. “The map says there should be a ladder going down to street level about fifty yards that way—“ He pointed beyond the vents. “Go check and see if it’s still there and if we can use it.”

				As Salem stepped into the darkness Puf and Trapjaw worked part of the largest vent loose. The smell pouring out made him gag, and Trapjaw tried to keep his nose covered. Even Stinky had on an unhappy expression as she set down her backpack.

				“Be as fast as you can,” Puf lifted her into the opening and she vanished from view, her tail tip disappearing last. 

				As they waited Salem returned. “Ladder’s still there, but it ends before it reaches the street. We can get into the top floor of the building and make our way down from there.”

				Puf nodded, fixed on the open vent. It took a long time for Stinky to return. Human voices drifted up, conversational tones, so they hadn’t seen her or been alerted to any problem. He even heard laughter.

				Finally there was a light scrabbling of claws and Stinky’s ears and head popped up. Puf pulled her out, grimacing at how filthy with grease and soot she was. She smelled twice as bad as she did before she went in, and now looked equally awful.

			

			
				“We’re going to have a fight,” She said. “There’s a dozen people in there. Mostly females, but I saw four adult males with weapons.”

				“Draw out what you saw,” Puf handed her the red pencil stub and turned the map over to the blank back.

				“The left half of the room is taken up with vats, scraping and, uh, processing. There’s an armed male by each of the doors, but they didn’t seem that alert. They were mostly watching the females. The other half of the room has people sewing and cutting. There’s two doors in the vat area and one door in the sewing and cutting area.” Stinky drew the layout quickly. “I saw one intercom connection, by the sewing door.”

				“What weapons?” Puf asked.

				“Swords, spears, no crossbows. Lots of cutting things in the sewing area, but I don’t know how well any of those females can use a weapon.”

				“The important thing is to keep them from calling for help, and to keep anyone from leaving once we’re in.” Puf cross-checked the drawing with the map. “We can get in either here,” he indicated the door with the intercom. “Or here, by the vats.”

				“Both.” Salem said. “I’ll come in and take care of the one by the intercom first. The rest of you come in by the vats. Shoot the ones by the exits. The bodies should block the doorways long enough for us to keep anyone else from getting there.”

				“Why don’t we hit Kozminski first?” Trapjaw said. “We attack this place, they’ll be all over us and we’ll never get to him.”

				“You think we can get to him now?” Salem said. “You have any idea how many humans we’d need to get through to reach him? We burn this place—he’ll come to us.”

				Puf lashed his tail. Part of him wanted to follow Trapjaw’s suggestion just to prove Salem wrong… except Puf knew he wasn’t. Kozminski’s headquarters would be too well-defended for them to sneak in or directly assault. Their best bet was to lure him out, and attacking the vital hide-processing center would probably do that.

				“Let’s get to that ladder,” Puf said under his breath, gathering up the map.

				They’d moved far enough away from the storage room that the searchers hadn’t reached them yet, and they were able to slip into the upper floor of the tannery undetected. These rooms were occupied, probably by the workers. The one they entered through had no humans but was filled with piles of blankets and clothing, all dirty from the smell of them. Puf just hoped there were no fleas or lice crawling around there, snorting at the stink of unwashed human bodies.

			

			
				They moved silently through the hall. Behind other doors there were the sounds of sleep and the quiet murmur of voices. If anyone saw them now the element of surprise would be lost. Once they made it past the living quarters to the staircase, Puf motioned Salem to bend close.

				“Give us to the count of twenty once you reach the door, then go in,” Puf breathed into his ear. “We’ll come in once we hear you.”

				Salem nodded and went down the stairs. At the bottom was the door closest to the intercom. Puf led Stinky and Trapjaw down an adjoining hall as fast as he dared, hurrying to reach the exit to the street. The door closest to the vats opened to the outside, and they’d need to be exposed on the street for long seconds before moving in.

				As they walked Trapjaw loaded his crossbow and Puf put on his razor claws. This was going to be an ugly, close-in fight. Stinky had a small knife but she would be staying out of the fight except to delay anyone who might try to get out. 

				As they reached the street screams erupted from inside. “Shit!” Puf shoved Trapjaw forward. “He couldn’t wait! Go!!”

				Trapjaw kicked the door open and located the human by the second door, the one that led into a neighboring building. The man was moving towards the back, where Salem had entered. Trapjaw aimed and shot. The human went down with a bolt in his side—not dead but off his feet. Puf ran past Trapjaw and plunged his metal claws into the gut of the male human who had been guarding their door. He twisted and tore them out, the man going down screaming in a cascade of blood and guts.

				Trapjaw’s crossbow snapped above him, and the fourth armed male fell down with a bolt in his face. Most of the women were screaming and trying to get to the exits, but a few had picked up whatever improvised weapons they could find and were going on a counter attack.

				“Make sure none get out,” Puf said to Stinky and he raced to engage them. On the other side of the room he glimpsed Salem cutting the fleeing women down, blades in both hands, his front covered in blood and an expression of focused glee on his face. That was him alive, Puf realized. This is what he lived to do, and Agora probably could’ve gotten him to go for free as long as he could kill until sated.

				“Watch out!!” Stinky squealed. “The vats!!”

				Two of the women were trying to tip over one of the curing vats—the one filled with boiling liquid. Without time to reload, Trapjaw made a flying tackle, knocking one of the women to the floor. The second one fled towards the door Trapjaw had been guarding and Puf raced to intercept her. He leapt and landed on her back, slamming her to the ground within reach of the door. He killed her with a stab to the neck, and then was sent tumbling when another woman kicked him off of her. He crashed into shelves filled with tools and sewing equipment and the woman rushed at him, screaming and brandishing a knife. Puf had no time to get to his feet. He grabbed the closest thing and threw it at her, which was a heavy can full of needles. It smashed her in the face and the needles went flying everywhere, including her mouth and the floor. Then Salem was behind her, sword slicing across her neck and nearly severing the head.

			

			
				The woman’s body fell with a heavy thud. Salem was already headed to the back of the room, dispatching anyone still moving. Puf carefully got to his feet, careful to avoid the needles and other sharp things on the floor. The last thing needed was a needle through his foot.

				The room was a ruin of bodies, blood, scattered furniture and tools, and Puf gingerly picked his way through it. They had to burn this place and find Kozminski. How long did they have until reinforcements got here? He looked up just in time to see Stinky talking with Salem. A second later she bounced up the stairs that led to the sleeping rooms. 

				“Please, please don’t.” Puf looked away from Salem to where Trapjaw had someone cornered against the wall, holding them at bay with one of the dead human’s spears.

				A human….female? No, it was a younger slender male. And not completely human—he had sharp ears and a slightly bifurcated upper lip, indicating some nonhuman blood. He held out his hands at a looming Trapjaw. “Please! I’m not a human, you can see! They forced me to work here! Take me with you!”

				Trapjaw growled and thrust the spear into him, throwing his weight behind it. The man screamed and beat at him, but he was pinned to the wall, the spear’s blade severing his spine and reducing his blows to feeble twitches.

				“Why—?” Puf watched Trapjaw walk away from the still-living victim.

				“That was no slave,” Trapjaw said. “Too well fed. No collar or chains. He was one of them.”

				Puf didn’t argue. On the far end of the room Stinky returned, Salem closing the door behind her. Then he pressed the intercom.

				“Attention attention—there’s been a chemical spill in the tannery. Evacuate the building. Explosion probable. Get out and get away now!”

				“I sprayed the hallway upstairs,” Stinky hopped over to Puf. “That should keep’m out of there for days.”

				In the confusion nobody seemed to notice the voice on the intercom wasn’t one of the human guards. Muffled shouts of panic and the stomp of running feet shook the floor above them as the sleeping workers woke and scrambled to get outside. Puf growled and stalked towards Salem. He had no business ordering Stinky to do anything without consulting him! Puf was halfway there when his attention was drawn by a stack of furs and clothing in one corner of the sewing area.

			

			
				Coats and patched fur quilts hung on the wall. A large white pelt with the head still attached dominated the area, glassy eyes staring out at him accusingly. Thankfully Puf didn’t know who that was. But there —on top of a stack of cured pelts waiting to be processed, like it was waiting for him, was a large furry hat done in the style of the humans of his homeland.

				Puf fell to his knees, clutching the hat to him. Over the scents of the tannery, the blood and death from the slaughtered humans, the smell of Stinky’s musk drifting down from upstairs, he could still smell her.

				The scent brought him back home, to a childhood roaming the endless steppes, hunts for saiga and digging pikas out of their holes, of laughing and chasing and pouncing on one another through the tall grass. Puf screamed and buried his face in the fur hat. If he could only scream hard enough, the hurt would come pouring out and leave him. Lena… Lena. She didn’t deserve this. She never did anything wrong. It was him and Ant who did the human-baiting at home, who killed… but the magistrate sent all them there as punishment. He promised their parents he’d take care of her, and now…

				He didn’t know how much time passed while he sobbed and clutched the hat to him. A small hand touched him on the arm. 

				“I’m sorry. But we need to get moving, please.” Stinky moved back, uncomfortable intruding on his grief.

				Puf got to his feet, still holding the hat. He was not going to leave it—leave her—behind. 

				He scanned the room, getting his bearings. He thought all the humans were dead, but Salem had spared one, a young female adult or adolescent. He had her trapped against the far wall and was talking to her in a low voice that Puf couldn’t make out. The human was too terrified to move, tears streaking her chalky-white face. 

				“Shit, we don’t have time for this.” Trapjaw moved past Puf and Stinky and drew his crossbow. A second later the human tumbled over, a bolt protruding from her neck. Salem sat and stared with the most startled expression Puf had ever seen, like he couldn’t understand what had just happened.

				His expression was so comical that Puf began laughing. Years ago his mother had dragged him and his siblings to visit a cousin who’d had babies, and the kittens were just being weaned. At one point their mother felt they’d had enough milk and meat mush and she removed the dish while they were still eating. The kittens sat there with this startled expression, like they couldn’t understand why the food had suddenly vanished. Salem had the same expression as those long-ago kittens, and Puf hugged the hat and howled with laughter, tears wetting his face fur.

			

			
				It took only a moment for Salem to recover and surge to his feet. “What the hell did you do that for?!” he yelled at Trapjaw. “I had plans for that bitch!”

				“If you want to tear off some monkey ass do it later, we still have a job to do.” Trapjaw bared metallic teeth at him, but didn’t raise his voice.

				It looked like Salem was about to attack, and Puf stumbled between them. “Stop it, stop it!”

				“You, Blackie!” He turned to Salem. “Wait until we’re done before having your fun!” He whirled on Trapjaw. “Don’t do that again! If you have a problem with what he’s doing, get me!”

				“Come on guys!” Stinky bounced in panic. Now they could hear voices shouting outside, getting closer.

				Puf glared at Salem and Trapjaw for a moment longer, making sure they were not going to come to blows. “Use both grenades,” he said to Trapjaw. “Set them for five minutes. Burn this fucking place to the ground.”

				As soon as the grenades were set they ran back upstairs, where the residue of Stinky’s spray hit them full force. Puf had smelled some worse things, but nothing so strong and overpowering, an awful mixture of burnt rubber and rotten anal-gland leakage, magnified a thousand times. He heard both Salem and Trapjaw gagging and cursing at the stench, and they wasted no time getting to the window that led outside.

				Once they were out in the fresh air, Puf scented smoke. The grenade back at the storage area must’ve gone off. That would keep some of the humans busy, but there was a crowd gathered around the tannery, probably the sleeping workers driven out by Stinky’s spray and Salem’s order to evacuate. None of them had entered the building yet, but others were arriving, ones with weapons. 

				And one of the newcomers spotted them leaving up the ladder and began screaming for bowmen.

				“Move it, move it!!” Puf hissed. Why the hell did he decide to go last out? Wasn’t the leader supposed to go first?

				There were only two people with crossbows, and neither of them seemed to be very good shots, thank the Creators. Bolts flew wide or cracked into the building. Above him Salem vanished back into the upper level, followed by Stinky and Trapjaw. Then Puf was nearly shaken loose from the ladder as both grenades went off inside the tannery. Gravel and dust rained down from the floor above, and smoke began pouring out of the doors. The humans forgot about them and ran to the tannery, joining a confused mob that didn’t seem to know whether to flee or try to put out the fire.

			

			
				Trapjaw finally got himself to the upper level, Puf scrambling after him. All four of them were tired, filthy from the fight and had Stinky’s musk clinging to them. Puf had a feeling it would take multiple trips to the baths to get that smell out of his fur, and the tunic would have to be burned.

				“Now what?” Trapjaw panted. 

				“This way. The headquarters is only a couple of blocks away.” Puf set off at a strength-conserving trot. This was the part of the mission he was most worried about. There was no guarantee Kozminski would be where Joey had indicated, particularly with a crisis going on around him. And if he was, would he have the sword Agora wanted? If it was that valuable he may have it hidden somewhere else.

				Smoke filtered up from the level below as they made their way towards Kozminski’s headquarters. The combination of the thermal grenades and whatever chemicals were in the tannery made the fire burn hot and start to spread. Puf could’ve done without the smoke, but the rising temperatures meant the fire was doing a lot of damage. Hopefully it would collapse the entire building.

				The sound of voices told them they were getting close. The final passage from the upper level back down to the heart of the Skinners lair was a simple hole in the concrete, where they had to drop a dozen feet to the roof of the building below. It would be impossible to leave that way, and as they moved out Puf scanned the surroundings for some other way back up.

				Below them, on the street and sidewalks, groups of humans were running towards the fire, overlapping with others who were fleeing to more distant areas of the territory, carrying what little they had. There was no way to get enough liquid water to put it out—all they could do was move anything valuable out of the way and hope it burned out quickly. Most of the buildings were made of concrete, steel or ceramic compounds that didn’t normally burn, so there was a good chance the fire in the storage room and the tannery wouldn’t do much damage beyond gutting the primary building and scorching the surrounding ones.

				Still—the smoke and the threat of fire was enough to drive most of the humans outside. Crouching on the edge of the roof, Puf could see Kozminski’s compound below them, a knot of people milling around the front of it. He couldn’t see if Kozminski was among them, but that was the place to start.

				“Is he there?” Stinky peered at the crowd. “How do we find him?”
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				“If he’s there, he’ll fight me,” Salem said. “He wouldn’t dare not to, not in front of everyone. Once I kill him, you can go in and find whatever damn thing Agora wanted you to find.”

				“Oh yeah—you kill him and every fuckin’ monkey there will stick us full of holes,” Trapjaw said. “What were you plannin’ to do—walk up there and challenge him?”

				“Yes.” Salem stood up.

				“You’re crazy! Everyone said you were crazy—“

				“Wait, wait,” Stinky stopped and pulled off her backpack. “I think it’s time for this now.”

				She pulled out three metal cylinders about seven inches long, with writing on them Puf didn’t recognize. The cylinders were followed by a small bag with four hypos rattling around in it.

				“Take these.” She held up the injectors, one for each of them.

				“What the hell?” Trapjaw sniffed the hypo, but did not seem inclined to use it. Salem, however, was examining one of the canisters.

				“This is hydrogen cyanide,” he said. “Where the hell did Agora get this? It’s not legal anywhere on Earth.”

				“Think, Blackie,” Stinky swiveled her ears. “Who do you think could make this stuff?”

				“The Butcher,” Salem murmured.

				“You’ve been carrying that shit this whole time?!” Puf felt his legs go weak. If Stinky had fallen and cracked any of those canisters open …

				“Why do you think Agora didn’t tell you? Use the hypos. They’re an anti-toxin. It won’t keep you from dying if you get a full dose of the gas, but it should be enough to protect us from short exposures—like when we’re running to get away from here.”

				 “I don’t like that ‘should’ part,” Trapjaw growled. “And Agora’s crazy if he trusts the Butcher. That maniac probably gave us some shitty thing he’s testing to see how long it takes to kill us.”

				Puf wasn’t thrilled about trusting the Butcher either, but there were only four of them, and who knew how many humans down there? Gritting his teeth, Puf parted the fur on his arm enough to expose bare skin and pressed the hypo against it, the others reluctantly following his example.

				“I’m going down.” Salem tossed the empty hypo away and headed towards the closest route to street level, a partially exposed staircase. “You guys decide what you want to do.”

				“Dammit.” Trapjaw scrabbled after him. “You’re fucking psycho. Puf—I can’t run as fast as you and Stinky. I’ll go with Blackie. Give me one of the cans. If Koz kills him I’ll chuck it in the middle of them—it should give you enough cover to get in his building and find that sword Agora wants.” 

			

			
				As they both disappeared down the stairs back into the building, Stinky called after him: “Twist both ends and pull. You’ll have 5 seconds to throw it!”

				Once Salem and Trapjaw were out of sight Puf motioned to her. “Come on. I’m not letting us get separated.”

				They followed at a safe distance, stopping one floor above street level, where they could keep watch but not be seen. He thrust the map at Stinky: “Try to find a way back up from here!” Salem was entering the street, an unhappy Trapjaw following a short distance behind.

				The humans around them were intent on their own activities, and amid the darkness and smoke most of them didn’t even notice the two nonhumans.

				“Koz!” Salem yelled, walking towards the compound. He pulled out his serrated sword and knife, both still bloody from the fight at the tannery. “Koz!! Come out and fight me!”

				Now the humans did notice them, staring with open mouths, unable to process that two nonhumans would be walking into the middle of Skinner territory as if they had nothing in the world to fear.

				Trapjaw had his crossbow loaded and cocked—not that one bolt would do much good against a couple dozen humans. Now was the critical moment—the humans would either try to kill both of them, or see what they wanted. If it was the first option, Trapjaw hoped he would have enough time to get the gas canister out.

				“Kozminski!” Salem shouted, his voice carrying over the surrounding human’s exclamations. “You wanted me! Here I am! Come and get me if you’re not a fucking coward!!” 

				And then Kozminski was there, stepping out of a crowd of men by the front of his compound. Trapjaw had never seen him before, but there was no question that was the Skinners leader. He was tall—not the tallest one there, but tall enough to be noticeable. He had a broad chest and shoulders, and from the look of his gut he never missed a meal. He was topped with wild black hair and a thick black beard, and he wore a huge fur coat and fur hat like the one Puf had taken from the tannery. Only the Skinners wore fur in the city, and only Kozminski would cover himself with it.

				“Well, Jack Salem—I was told you’d been spotted here. Thank you for saving me the trouble of sending someone else after you.” Kozminski spoke with an accent Trapjaw couldn’t place—somewhere far, far from his native panhandle swamps.

			

			
				“You should have,” Salem said. “The Butcher was very happy with the last one you sent. He pays a premium for human bitches, you know. You could probably get a nice price for your daughter, if she isn’t too used up yet.”

				The human said nothing in response, but Trapjaw could tell that remark stung. He stripped off the fur coat and handed it to one of the men next to him. Then a human female dressed in fur with hair just as black, his daughter?—held out a sheathed sword. The scabbard was incredibly elaborate, with fur and gold and colored glass. Trapjaw had never seen anything so over-the-top garish in his entire time in the city.

				You’ll know it when you see it. It appeared Agora knew what he was talking about. The sword the human pulled out didn’t look unusual… except the way it caught the light, almost like the edge was vanishing, not quite there. Not trusting his eyes, Trapjaw used his nose. The human didn’t smell afraid—none of the ones around their boss were. Excited, yes. Hostile, angry, but not scared. What did they know?

				Kozminski moved forward, holding the sword out in front of him. “You want to fight me, yes? Then come on. My buyers will be disappointed that your pelt will not be in one piece, but perhaps we can sew it back together almost new.”

				Trapjaw backed up against the wall of the closest building. If the watching humans decided to attack him he should be able to hold them off long enough to get the gas canister out. Salem was in the road directly across from him, with Kozminski twenty yards away and approaching. He could smell Puf and Stinky above—they were probably watching and waiting to see what happened. 

				There was no way Kozminski could beat Salem in a fight—he must know that. He was too big, too slow. Even if he was considered an expert by the other humans, Salem would cut him to pieces. Trapjaw had watched him kill in the tannery, and still had trouble believing what he saw. That the Creators would gift someone with such incredible speed and control, and then have him be an absolute psychopath, was an irony he couldn’t understand.

				Now he could smell the sword Kozminski held—and it was like no weapon he’d ever scented before. No natural alloy. But he knew where he had smelled something similar—the great wall that surrounded the city, the wall that used to support the dome. Like the wall and the shattered dome, that sword was made by the Dream Machine.

				With a jolt Trapjaw realized what was happening. Why was Salem just standing there letting the human walk up to him? Didn’t he know?

			

			
				No, he didn’t. His eyesight was too bad—he couldn’t see the sword well at that distance, and his nose was nowhere near as good as Trapjaw’s. He had no idea what was about to happen.

				Then Kozminski moved, lunging forward. Trapjaw knew what he was intending—that Salem would block and then get under his defense to finish him off. But it wouldn’t happen that way, because that sword couldn’t be blocked. All that flashed through his mind in an instant, and Trapjaw ran, moving faster than he ever had before. He reached Salem right before Kozminski did and rammed into the sable, throwing him out of the way and across the pavement. The human’s sword flashed down and hit the street, Kozminski shouting in anger and surprise.

				He missed me! Trapjaw thought in amazement. He thought for sure he was going to end up in two pieces. Then he saw the spray of blood and steam in the chill air, and realized the sword had taken off his foot and most of his calf. He hadn’t even felt it go through.

				By then Salem had rolled to his feet, screaming with rage at having been interfered with.

				“Construct blade!!” Trapjaw shouted. He prayed Salem knew what that meant, because he couldn’t give him any more warning.

				Kozminski charged, any subtly thrown aside. All he had to do is get close enough to hit him with the sword. Salem leapt backwards, dodging a wild swing, and then ran. While the human chased after him Trapjaw tried to drag himself away. He wondered if he should take his severed foot too. Maybe the Butcher could stick it back on. The humans scattered from the fight—none of them wanted to get anywhere near that swinging blade, despite Kozminski bellowing for someone to grab hold of Salem long enough for him to strike.

				This is insane! Do I have to do everything on this mission? Dizzy from blood loss, Trapjaw tried to steady his crossbow on the curb. Run this way… c’mon…


				Amid the criss-crossing of fleeing people he saw the enraged Kozminski chasing after Salem and let loose the bolt he had loaded. It grazed across Kozminski’s back—not sticking in but enough to cause him to shout in surprise and stumble backwards. That was all the opening Salem needed. In one fluid motion he turned and flashed past Kozminski, his sword cutting across the human’s knees and sending him to the pavement. Then he buried his knife in the man’s face. 

				“Get the sword! Get the sword!!” That was Stinky screeching from above.

				Then Puf was next to Trapjaw. “What the hell happened?? What’d ya do to your leg??!”

			

			
				Salem grabbed the sword and faced the remaining humans. Some of them looked like they wanted to counterattack, but not badly enough to risk being hit with the construct blade. A woman was screaming, either in grief or rage, Trapjaw couldn’t tell, as Salem backed up to where he and Puf were. 

				“Now might be a good time for that gas,” Salem didn’t take his eyes off the humans, where the black-haired woman was trying to rally them for a charge.

				“I’m kinda busy here,” Puf franticly tried to staunch the bleeding from Trapjaw’s leg. He wrapped his belt above the knee and pulled. The bleeding slowed a little but didn’t stop.

				“Here—“ Stinky held a canister up to Salem.

				After carefully placing the sword on the ground Salem took the canister. “Get ready to move.”

				“He’s gonna get us all killed,” Trapjaw muttered. Stars flashed in his vision, which was graying out around the edges.

				Salem twisted the can and threw. It soared over the angry humans and clanked down behind them, bouncing down the front steps and hissing. The scent of bitter almonds began drifting through the crowd. As the humans nearest to it began staggering and falling in convulsions the others fled, any thought of revenge forgotten.

				Puf gave the tourniquet one last yank and helped Trapjaw sit up. He snarled at Salem: “He saved your worthless furry ass, so you help him run,” For a second Salem looked like he was going to argue, then grabbed Trapjaw’s parka hood and hauled him up.

				“Take that sword, then,” Salem said. “And be careful with it, unless you want to cut your damn head off!”

				“This way!” Stinky hopped down an alley, leading them away from the gas but towards the smoke and fire. Humans straggled through the narrow gap, most of them loaded with either personal possessions or stolen loot. One tried to stop them, but Puf slashed him with the construct sword, cutting him in half. After that, the humans steered clear of them.

				Another couple of turns and they were at one of the old lift tubes. The lifts around the city varied from giants the size of a small house used for moving vehicles and construction equipment to small tertiary ones that could hold half a dozen people. Puf had never seen one that worked before, but there were unmistakable small lights along the wires and control panel.

				“How—?”

				“They must’ve fixed it.” Salem panted. “They have power here… not much needed to get the lift to work. Probably used it for scavenging above.”

				“How did you know it still worked?” Puf asked Stinky.

			

			
				“I didn’t. But the map showed this was the nearest way up, and most of the old lifts have ladders inside for maintenance, so I thought…”

				Salem dragged Trapjaw inside and dropped him on the floor. “Let’s go. If we can use this to get up top they can too.” Once they were all in he hit some buttons and the lift pushed up.

				A few minutes later it ground to a halt as they reached the level above. There was still one more level to go before they got to open sky and could call for pick-up, but at least they were away from immediate pursuit. The temperature had already dropped noticeably, each panting breath blowing out a cloud of fog.

				“Use the sword and cut through the controls,” Salem grabbed Trapjaw and hauled him out, banging his severed leg into the door and making him grunt with pain. 

				Puf was worried about damaging the prize they’d worked so hard to get, but if they didn’t make it back it wouldn’t matter if the blade was whole or not. He drew it across the control panel, not pressing too hard, and was shocked to see it cut through the metal and plastic like paper. Bright sparks flew and the floor of the lift gave a shuddering lurch, then everything went dead.

				He gave a wistful glance back at the ruined lift as they moved off, the lights from below growing fainter and eventually vanishing, leaving them in darkness again. Trapjaw gave Stinky the last of the glowsticks, and she held it high over her head as she hopped in front of them. Salem and Trapjaw followed behind, Salem alternatively dragging or pushing him along, snarling curses every time the dog stumbled or fell down. The cold had one good effect—the bleeding from his leg finally stopped as the limb below the tourniquet began to freeze solid. Puf brought up the rear, taking pains to hold the deadly sword away from his body. He wished they’d managed to get the scabbard—the sword was an accident waiting to happen without it.

				They were so exhausted and distracted by Trapjaw’s injury that the humans pursuing them were able to get within striking range without being heard. The first thing Puf knew of their presence was a sharp blow from behind, knocking him flat on his face, the sword skittering out of his grip. There was another crossbow twang and Trapjaw yelped as he was hit. Then he yelled in fury as Salem dropped him and darted behind a nearby wall.

				“You fucking coward!! Get back here!”

				Puf lay still on the pavement. The bolt had hit his armor vest and didn’t penetrate, although he was sure he’d have a bruise the size of a basketball tomorrow. But let the humans think he was down, and they wouldn’t bother to shoot him again. Stinky had thrown away the glowstick and hopped off somewhere, while Trapjaw ground his metal teeth from the pain and anger at Salem for leaving him there.

			

			
				“Leave the sword and get the fuck out of here,” One of the humans yelled. “We’ll let you go, we just want the sword back.”

				“I have another gas canister!” Salem countered. “You get out unless you want to start coughing up your guts.”

				Puf sucked in his breath. At this close range he wasn’t sure the anti-toxin could protect them, and Salem was crazy enough to do what he threatened. He could hear the humans whispering among themselves. They must’ve seen what the gas did to their comrades below, but the sword was valuable enough to make them take that risk.

				“You’re bluffing! The gas will get you too!”

				Puf couldn’t see Salem from where he lay, but he heard metal clacking against concrete, and then a horrible smell hit him, making him cough uncontrollably. The humans screamed and ran, their footsteps pounding back the way they’d come.

				Stinky hopped next to him, tugging at his tail. “C’mon.”

				Now Puf realized why he wasn’t dying. Stinky must’ve snuck up next to the humans and sprayed them. It wasn’t the cyanide smell of almonds, but the humans probably had no idea what type of gas they had and how it smelled. “I didn’t know you had more than one dose in you.”

				“I never use all of it the first time.” She bounced off to retrieve the glowstick.

				Trapjaw hauled himself up with Puf’s help, balancing on one leg and glaring murder at Salem as he strolled over. A crossbow bolt was buried in his back. It hadn’t hit his spine, but it was bleeding profusely. “You leave me like that again and I’ll bite your fucking ears off.”

				“You threaten me again and you can hop back on your own.” Salem snapped back.

				“Forget him,” Puf said, then to Salem: “You carry the sword now, and I’ll help him. Let’s just concentrate on getting out of here before those monkeys come back.”

				As they limped towards the stairs that would take them up to the last level, Puf began to regret his offer. His back was on fire where the bolt had hit him, and Trapjaw easily weighed twice as much as he did, with most of that weight bearing down on Puf’s shoulder.

				“Why the hell did you even save that asshole?” Puf grumbled. “He’s not worth this.”

				“Wasn’t thinkin’,” Trapjaw said. “Just… didn’t want Kozminski to kill any of us, even him. And he did get the sword Agora wanted.”

			

			
				Puf sighed but didn’t argue. On the stairs Salem relented and helped pull Trapjaw up the last dozen steps. A blast of icy air pouring down from the gash in the level above them told them they’d finally reached the top.

				After making sure Trapjaw was comfortable in a sheltered nook, Puf took out the radio and switched it on with numb fingers. 

				“Hello hello?” He’d only used the device once or twice before and hoped he was doing it right. “This is Puf—“

				“Hey-ya,” A voice squawked on the other end. He recognized the griffin that had flown them out. “Still alive?”

				“Sort of. We need a fast evac. Trapjaw’s hurt bad. I’m setting the beacon, get here as fast as you can.”

				“Roger that.”

				Puf activated the beacon and put the radio down where it had a clear view of the sky, then went back to the nook where Trapjaw and Stinky huddled. “They’re on their way.” 

				Neither of them responded. Trapjaw was slumped against the wall, either unconscious or asleep. Stinky shivered— a miserable ball of fur.

				“Hey.” Puf reached out to shake Trapjaw awake, and as soon as he touched him realized he was dead. The cold and massive blood loss had been too much.

				“Shit! Shit!” Puf stepped back. He began shaking, his fists clenched. His gaze settled on Salem, who was sitting on some concrete blocks a little way off, watching the sky for their evacuation. The construct sword lay flat on a concrete block a prudent distance away.

				Furious, Puf covered the space between them in a rush, smashing his fist into Salem’s head before he even knew he was there.

				Puf was sure the blow hurt his hand worse than it hurt Salem, but it was enough to send him sideways onto the pavement and knock his glasses off.

				“What the fuck—?!” Salem got to his knees.

				“He’s dead! He died saving your worthless life, you asshole!!” Puf stamped his feet in rage. 

				“I didn’t ask him to do anything.” Salem managed to find his glasses and rose to his feet. “And what do you expect me to do about it now?”

				“Not a damn thing. I’ve just been wanting to do that all night, you crazy fuck!”

				Salem said nothing.

				Puf waited, half expecting Salem to attack him, but he didn’t move. “Expect to hear more about this when we get back, Blackie.”

				“If that’s what you want. And if you touch me again you will regret it.”

			

			
				“Sure.” Puf turned away. He needed to take whatever Trapjaw had of value on him before the fliers got there.

				Stinky crouched by silently as Puf went through Trapjaw’s clothing. Besides the crossbow and a few bolts all he had on him was a small pocketknife, some old coins from Earth, and a worn photograph of a female canine that looked a lot like him—probably a relative.

				Soon after a flutter of wings announced the arrival of the fliers.

				“Harpy!” Salem yelled.

				There was an answering shriek, and a giant black form swooped down from the dark sky.

				“It’s about time!” Harpy screamed. She had no concept of ‘quiet voice.’ “I’m freezing up here! Do you realize how fucking cold it is?”

				“You guys look like shit.” The griffin exclaimed. “And you stink!”

				“I’ll explain later.” Puf was already shivering. He tried to steel himself for their last task—freeing the captives. He’d failed Lena, he’d failed Trapjaw, but Ant could still be alive. “Here,” Puf held out the crossbow and bolts to Salem. “Blackie—you take this. Can you use a crossbow?”

				Salem snorted, which Puf took as an affirmative. Puf picked up the sword. As much as he wanted to send it back to Agora with one of the fliers, he didn’t dare. It would be invaluable if they were forced to fight again. All of them were exhausted and in no shape for another encounter like the one in the tannery.

				The large vulture creature looked around. “Where’s the dog?”

				“He’s dead.”

				“So what’m I supposed to do now?” From the tone of the question Puf could tell the vulture was hoping to be sent back to Agora’s.

				“You’re going to carry me.” Puf held the sword out and motioned to the griffin. “You carry Stinky and this thing. Don’t touch the blade, and don’t let the blade touch any part of your body. Trapjaw died after having his leg cut off by it.”

				“Agh.” The griffin gingerly took the sword in his talons as Stinky hopped on his back.

				 To spare Harpy and the vulture the strain of taking off from the ground carrying a passenger, Puf and Salem made the slow and tortuous climb back up the frozen rubble to the top level.

				It was with tremendous relief that Puf pulled himself onto the vulture’s back and wrapped his arms around his neck. The creature’s back was soft and warm, and he felt like he could fall asleep right there.

				“Creators, do you guys smell!” The vulture squawked. “And I can’t even smell things that good.”

			

			
				“We know.” Salem growled. Puf grinned at the tone of his voice. Salem usually kept his fur immaculate, and the fact he smelled like a cesspit was not making him happy.

				 “Where are we going now?” The griffin asked.

				“Back to where we started.” Puf said. He closed his eyes as the vulture took off.

				As they flew over Monkeytown they passed through wisps of smoke leaking up from below. He hoped the whole place burned, or at least was rendered uninhabitable. With Kozminski gone maybe the Skinners would scatter and disappear as an organized threat, absorbed by the other human gangs. He could only hope. 

				A large broken shell of a building grew visible on the horizon, the landmark Puf had been looking for.

				“Here.” Puf tugged on the vulture’s left side. “Start going down here.”

				The tower stuck out of the pavement, its side sloughed off and laying in loose piles on the pavement below. The prisoner area was located in that ruin, several levels down. The vulture circled, looking for a place to land, but the exposed section was a fragile skeleton and he didn’t trust it to bear their weight.

				“Just land on the street,” Puf said. The vulture glided to a landing, the griffin and Harpy following with Stinky and Salem.

				 “Go wait for us somewhere sheltered,” Puf said, as the relieved griffin handed the sword to him. “We’re probably not going to leave this way. We’ll call you when we’re ready for a pickup.”

				The griffin nodded and flapped off, followed a minute later by Harpy and the vulture. Puf motioned to Salem. “You ready, Blackie?”

				Salem shrugged. He looked less than enthusiastic, but didn’t protest as Puf led him and Stinky carefully down one of the surviving staircases.

				“How far down are they?” Stinky asked.

				“Three levels. “ Puf said. “Look at it this way—at least it will be warmer down there.”

				As they moved below the upper level smoke from the storage room fire became noticeable. It smelled almost as bad as Stinky’s spray— a noxious mix of burnt hair, fur and plastic. The smell was accompanied by the mutter of human voices, many more than just the handful of guards they were told to expect.

				Puf sent Stinky down the air ducts, hoping she could see what they were facing. It took her a long time to return, and her face was grim.

				“It’s not good.” She said, huddling against the wall. “There’s at least twenty five or thirty people there, most of them armed. I think a lot of the humans evacuated here, away from the gas and fire. There’s no way we can get through them.”

			

			
				“Could you see how many nonhumans were being held?” Puf asked. He was afraid to ask if she saw Ant.

				“Eleven. I counted. They’re all in cages. I recognized most of them. I saw… someone there that looked like you, but I couldn’t tell if it was male or female.”

				Puf closed his eyes, the knot in his stomach relaxing a little. Ant was still alive. Now he just had to get him out of there. “How many humans are in there?”

				“There’re only three humans in the room with them— all the others are outside in the halls or nearby rooms.” Stinky said. “But there’s no way we can get inside without a dozen of the bastards seeing us.”

				“Just throw one of the gas cans at them,” Salem said.

				“I am not using poison gas there! “ Puf snapped. “Are you crazy? That’ll kill the people we’re trying to rescue!”

				“Did you see the woman with black hair—the one that was with Kozminski?” Salem asked Stinky.

				“Yeah. Why?” She looked at him.

				“She’s probably pretty pissed off that I killed him. I’ll go down there and distract them while you go in and let everyone out.”

				“How’re we supposed to get inside without anyone seeing us?”

				Salem gestured at the sword. “That thing can cut through concrete and metal. I’ve heard a construct blade can cut through anything. Just cut your way in from the ceiling. Once everyone’s out then you can use the gas and get the hell out of there.”

				Puf shook his head. He didn’t have any better plan, but he was suspicious that Salem would want to offer himself up as a distraction. “What do you get out of this, Blackie? You get off havin’ humans chase you or something?”

				“Don’t ask too many questions about why I do something,” Salem said. “You do what you came here to do. Now let’s go.” Without waiting to see if they were coming, he headed back to the stairs.

				Stinky glanced over at Puf, her eyes raised. Puf threw his hands up and trotted after Salem, Stinky following a moment later.

				It took a while to find the precise floor above where the captives were being held, with Stinky repeatedly having to go back in the ducts to guide them through the tangle of rooms and hallways. Further away from where most of the humans lived, this building had not been as extensively scavenged, and still had the ruins of furniture and smashed equipment to navigate around.

			

			
				Finally Stinky indicated that they were in the right location. Puf put his ear to the floor, and while he could hear voices below, it was impossible for him to tell how many. “Are you absolutely sure we’re in the right place? If we cut through on a hallway or the wrong room, we won’t get another chance.”

				Stinky put back her ears. “I know what I’m doing. We’re in the right place. The cages are along both walls. If we cut through the center we should avoid hitting anyone in the cages.”

				“What about you now?” Puf looked at Salem. “That ceiling goes crashing down, we go after it; we should be able to kill whatever humans are in there, but what then? Everyone outside will come in after us.”

				“Give me one of the gas cans.”

				After a brief hesitation Stinky handed one of the cylinders over. Salem backed away and indicated the floor. “Cut through. I know what I’m doing. You take care of releasing the prisoners. I’ll make sure we have a way out.”

				Puf growled and stood up, pointing the sword at the floor. It was crazy to trust Salem. If anyone had tried to tell him he’d be entrusting his life and the life of his brother to some plan that Salem wouldn’t even discuss with them, he wouldn’t have believed it for a minute. But they had no time, and he had no other ideas. Each minute brought more human stragglers fleeing the smoke and gas. He thrust the sword through the floor.

				“Do it fast,” Salem said. “It’ll only take them a minute to figure it out.” He loaded Trapjaw’s crossbow.

				All Puf had to do was pace a large circle. The sword moved as if there was no resistance—like he was cutting through water. Almost before he knew it the circle cracked and fell with a crash, sending up a cloud of dust and shouts of surprise from the people below. Without even looking Stinky leapt into the hole, squealing a battle cry. Puf took a breath and jumped after her.

				And fell. Shit, the ceiling was higher than he’d thought! He landed on the shattered remains of the ceiling, agony blazing in one foot as it landed half on and half off one of the broken slabs. He fell to his knees, somehow keeping hold of the sword. Then Salem landed next to him, the crossbow firing an instant later. He heard shouting, human and nonhuman voices, and a human shape rushed at him. He stabbed at it, warm blood gushing over his hands, and the human fell, wrenching the blade from his grip.

				Salem rushed past him and attacked the next human, giving Puf enough time to unhook his razor claws from his belt and put them on. But when he tried to get up he was staggered by the pain in his foot. Was the damn thing broken? 

			

			
				Stinky bounced over. “We got them all—there were only three.” She was interrupted by pounding on one of the doors.

				“What the fuck’s goin’ on in there?!”

				Salem smiled at him, wiping the blood from his sword. “The doors lock from the inside and out.”

				“Oh, really great, Blackie. We’re still stuck in here.”

				“Puffball, is that you?”

				Puf ran to one of the cages, the pain lancing through his foot forgotten. His brother Ant clutched the mesh of his pen, eyes huge. He was thinner, but otherwise appeared unharmed. The humans were careful to keep the pelts undamaged.

				“Thank the Creators you’re here!!” Ant gasped. “Lena! They took Lena last week! You have to find her—“

				The look on Puf’s face stopped him. Ant froze, his chest heaving. Then his face twisted in grief and he slid to the floor. “I tried to help her, but they had us in different cages. I couldn’t do anything…I begged them to take me instead.” He began sobbing.

				Puf held his hands through the mesh. “Someone bring me that fucking sword.” He said.

				Stinky brought it over. Puf sliced through the bars and mesh of the pen, freeing Ant, who was still too wrapped up in his grief to walk out. Puf stumbled and limped from cage to cage, cutting the doors open. Like Ant, most of the captives were thin but unharmed, at least not physically. They were all naked, clothing being the first thing the humans took from them. There was Colt the stag—he’d been missing for months. The humans kept him that long, waiting for his antlers to grow in. Puf was amazed he was still alive. One pen held a cold and miserable snake hybrid, who must’ve been kidnapped from one of the lower levels. A white ewe huddled in the back of her cage as Puf cut the door open. He’d seen her around but didn’t remember her name. He didn’t need to ask to know she’d been raped multiple times. That particular activity didn’t hurt the pelt. Domino the piebald rabbit was there, as was a furious rooster creature everyone called Cocky, and not because he was jaunty. He had an incredible tail and ruff of iridescent feathers, which is probably why the humans grabbed him.

				“Now what?” Cocky demanded. He was seven feet tall and very imposing, with metal-capped spurs on his legs. He’d only been held for a week or so, and was not as subdued as the others. “We’re still locked in here. How’re we getting out?”

				Puf ignored him, watching Salem moving towards the far door, gas canister in hand. What the hell was he going to do now?


			

			
				Salem threw the bolts on the door. The humans had already unlocked it on their side as they tried to get in, and when it opened out they surged forward, shouting angrily.

				The shouts quickly changed into panicked cries at the sight of the gas canister, and they scrambled back, clearing a space around the door.

				“Don’t do anything stupid,” Salem held the can where it could be easily seen. “If you try to put a bolt in me my friends have another can that will come flying out that door. “

				“So now what?” One of the men walked forward. Like most of the males there, he had a beard, ragged hair and was dressed in a hodge-podge of furs and salvaged clothing. He also held a short sword and shield. Most of the humans were similarly armed. “You think we’re just going to let you walk out of here? If you break open that can you’ll all die too.”

				Salem laughed. “We’ve been given the anti-toxin to it, you idiot. Why do you think we didn’t die back in Monkeytown?”

				The humans were silent. After a moment the man said: “Your friends you came to rescue will die, then.”

				“They’re not my friends. You think I care if they die or not?”

				Puf growled, and the freed captives behind him began whispering to each other. Salem was not bluffing—Puf had no doubt he would kill everyone there if he needed to. And if he did, Puf would make sure to run him through with the construct sword before he could take another breath.

				“So what do you want?” the man said.

				“I believe you have the late Kozminski’s whelp there with you. She comes with us.”

				“Why?”

				“That’s not important. Bring her here. I don’t think one female is too much to ask for the rest of your lives.”

				Like the majority of the nonhumans exiled to the City of Ice, most of the humans there were criminals of one type or another, and owed little allegiance to anything or anyone beyond their own survival. With Kozminski dead, the struggle to take his place was already starting, and the late gang leader’s daughter didn’t fit into it. The man conferred briefly with three others, who scattered into the crowd. A minute later there was furious shouting and the sounds of fighting. Then two men came forward, dragging the kicking and screaming black-haired woman.

				Salem threw a plastic zip-tie at them. “Her hands. Then send her over.”

				“You fucking bastards!!” The woman shrieked and struggled, but she was no match for the two adult males, who pulled the line around her hands tight and shoved her towards Salem.

			

			
				“Stinky, get out here.” Salem didn’t take his eyes off the crowd of hostile humans. Not all of them were happy to give up one of their own, and might still act on it.

				Stinky bounced out, her ears swiveling nervously. She did not like being stuck between angry humans on one side and scared and equally angry nonhumans on the other. 

				“Tell Puf to cut through the back door and start moving everyone out now,” Salem spoke very quietly, too quietly for the humans to hear. “And if you have anything left, give it to those monkeys first.”

				“Whatever you say.” Stinky hopped forward a few paces, turned around and flipped up her tail. The nearest humans cursed and raised their weapons, thinking she was making a rude gesture at them. Then she let loose with the remaining contents of her two anal sacs, and there was a surprising amount left over from the earlier uses. The humans staggered back, coughing and gagging. The woman howled, taking an up-close shot right in her face. Her work done, Stinky raced off to deliver Salem’s instructions to Puf.

				Salem stepped forward and grabbed the woman by her hair, jerking her to her feet. She was in so much distress from Stinky’s spray she could barely fight back, tears and snot running down her face as she choked on the stench. At this point Salem had been exposed to the smell for so long he barely noticed it. He threw the woman behind him and backed up through the door.

				“Have fun, guys.” He twisted open the gas canister and hurled it directly in the massed humans. Shrieks filled the halls as they tried to flee, but there were too many to get out before the gas began to spread.

				Salem slammed the door shut and threw the bolts. Puf already had the door on the other side of the room open and was evacuating the prisoners, but he was moving too slow.

				“Puf, move it!!” Stinky wailed. She could smell the gas seeping through the cracks around the door. Even more unnerving were the dying screams of the people outside.

				Puf turned and realized what Salem had done. “Oh you mother fucker!!” He began shoving people through the door. “Move move!! Run as fast as you can!! Shit!! Run for your life!”

				Spurred by the panic in Puf’s voice, as well as the horrible shrieks of the humans, the freed nonhumans scrambled through the door and fled down the hall. Their starvation and weakness from captivity was momentarily forgotten in their mad flight, Puf extorting them to run even faster, yowling with pain every time he landed on his hurt foot. Behind him Salem forced Kozminski’s daughter into a panicked run, her fear of the poison gas worse than her fear of what the nonhumans might do to her. There was a scattering of other humans in halls, who either got out of the way or fled ahead of them.

			

			
				 Slowed by the cold, the snake hybrid fell and didn’t get up again, overcome by the creeping gas. He was the only casualty among the nonhumans. Escaping blindly down the corridors, they hit one of the areas where the upper level had caved through, sending frigid air roaring down the hall and driving the gas back. Circling around the break, Puf finally called a halt in the first sheltered room they found.

				No one spoke for a while, gasping for breath. There was no sound behind them, and Puf was confident there would be no pursuit.

				“You still have the map?” he asked Stinky.

				She passed it to him, and it took a few minutes cross-checking with the locater to determine their position. Like he suspected, they were very close to the isolated entrance that they used to get in only 5 or 6 hours ago. It seemed like days earlier.

				“Why the hell you bring that thing with us?” Ant crouched on his haunches next to Cocky, glaring at Kozminski’s daughter.

				“I got a very generous offer for either her or Kozminski. Your family wasn’t the only one who lost people to the Skinners, you know.” Salem suddenly grabbed the woman and pushed her face-first onto the floor. He placed a knee on her back and began searching her clothing. “And imagine that they thought they could slip something past me. How stupid do you think I am?”

				He pulled a finger-sized blade from her sleeve and tossed it away. The woman screamed and struggled, trying to throw him off her. Salem took a fistful of her hair and yanked her head back. “You shut up and stop struggling, or I will shove a fucking rock in your mouth to shut you up.”

				She wisely lay still after that, although she wept with rage, either at Salem or the people who turned her over to him; probably both. He removed two more small tools from her before he was satisfied he’d found everything. He left her lying on the floor in the middle of the room and leaned against the wall. “I imagine you have something shoved up your glory hole too, but I’m not going grubbing around there, so don’t even bother with the “I have to use the bathroom” dodge. If you have to piss just do it in your pants.”

				“I hope you realize you guys smell horrible.” Ant said.

				“We know.” Puf sighed. “We’re only a couple hundred yards away from the far exit. Let’s go there and call in.”

				“How’re we getting back?” Ant asked. “Monkeytown is miles away from home. We don’t have any clothes or food.”

			

			
				“We’ll talk about it.”

				The ragged group limped down the tiled corridor. The little power allocated to that distant location was gone, and it was so dark they had trouble seeing where they were going. Puf kept on track partly by intuition, and by occasional glimpses of the locater when they passed by fissures in the roof. 

				The door that they’d entered through a lifetime ago was cracked open, and Puf was certain some of the humans had fled through there. Whoever had been there, they were long gone. It was silent outside, and he was heartened to see a hint of indigo on the eastern horizon. A call on the radio summoned Harpy, the vulture and the griffin, and Puf went back inside to wait. He sat heavily down on the floor, rubbing his foot. It had to be broken; he’d never had such pain from a foot injury before. Of course, running on it like a crazy person hadn’t helped.

				“I should kill you for that stunt,” he said to Salem. “They were gonna let us go. Why the fuck did you throw that gas?”

				“I thought you’d appreciate some revenge for Lena.”

				“Why would you care about that?”

				“Puffball, leave it,” Ant said. “He knew Lena too.”

				“What?”

				Salem laughed briefly. “You didn’t know?”

				“Know what?”

				“Lena used to, um.. see him whenever he was at headquarters.” Ant said. “She never told you because she knew you hated him.” 

				“Ah shit. Lena!” Puf took the hat out of his tunic and held it in his lap. It had a few blood spots that had leaked through, but had somehow managed to survive everything else intact. “How could you? With him?”

				“She never complained,” Salem said. 

				“I don’t want to hear it. And don’t think for a second I believe anything about revenge for her. You just like to kill things.”

				Salem looked away, flashing a brief smile. 

				The griffin stuck his head inside the door. “I hope you’re not expecting me to carry everyone here.”

				“No,” Puf said. “Go to Agora, tell him we need clothing, and rations, and escorts home.”

				Salem pulled himself to his feet. He moved slowly enough that Puf knew he was feeling the effects of the punishing trip too. “Take me back with you,” Salem told the griffin. “I’ll talk to Agora. Harpy will take the monkey bitch instead.”

			

			
				Hearing her name, Harpy shouldered her way into the narrow hallway. Several of the smaller nonhumans scuttled back from her talons as she lumbered towards the human woman.

				“I suggest you don’t struggle or say anything while she’s flying with you,” Salem told the terrified human. “The least she’ll do is drop you. She’s also been known to eat off human faces.”

				The woman blanched, and got up without protest. Puf was curious about who put out a contract on her, but was too tired to ask.

				“Blackie,” he said. “Hold up.”

				Salem paused at the doorway.

				“Wait at headquarters for me to get back. I have some coupons saved up; they should be enough to buy us a full service at the baths. Creators know we both need it.”

				Salem nodded, and followed Harpy out into the cold.
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