
  [image: Cover page]


  Fast and Curious


  

  

  “I hate being left to guard the base there ain’t nothin’ to do here!”


  Tech E. Coyote connected the nanowires to the Deconstructor and looked up from his microscope. “Why don’t you complete some exercises in the training room?”


  “Not supposed to go when I’m on guard and anyway I beat all the programs twice already today.” When Rev Runner “paced” back and forth, he dashed from one side of the room to the other, and Tech had difficulty following him unless he wore his Freeze-Frame Specs, which he hated doing because the strobe effect made him nauseous.


  “Where’s everyone else?”


  “Duck and Slam are out on patrol and Ace and Lexi locked themselves down in the basement they said to practice their fighting but heh heh heh anyway you know what I mean.”


  Tech grinned. “Their secrecy is rather endearing.”


  “They are both rabbits and would anyone really be surprised I mean come on after all that’s what rabbits do.”


  “No kidding.” Tech rubbed his eyes. “Rev, could you just stand still for a minute?”


  The bird screeched to a halt, his beak split in a grin. “Sorry Tech.”


  “I swear, you do that just to annoy me.”


  Rev arched an eyebrow, and grinned. “Roadrunners do love to annoy coyotes you should know that brainy boy.”


  “I’m quite familiar with the biological instincts that drove our ancestors,” Tech said, grinning back. “Of course, here in the twenty-eighth century, we’re expected to be better than our instincts, aren’t we?”


  “Speak for yourself I don’t know about you but I don’t get much chance to indulge my instincts.” He paused deliberately and then said, “Least until Zodavia hires a female roadrunner.”


  “You might have to wait for another meteor to hit for that to happen,” Tech said. He stretched his long limbs back in the chair, and after a moment, Rev selected a nearby chair and sat down as well he draped one feathery arm over the chair and looked at Tech.


  “You have a girlfriend before this whole meteor thing happened?”


  The coyote shrugged and looked away. “Not really. Science was my girlfriend.”


  “I dated Science in high school and she was kinda fun but lousy in bed you know?” Rev grinned. “Y’ever dated a girl I mean one that didn’t go crazy and try to kill us all later on?”


  “I didn’t date her, she was just a student of mine,” Tech said, folding his arms. “And why are you so interested?”


  “Hey just tryin’ to be a pal when I’m out on patrol with Ace he can’t shut up about all the bunnies he’s bagged and Duck is the same way though I’m pretty sure he’s making most of ’em up and I can never understand what the hell Slam is saying but I know I never heard you talk about a girlfriend so just thought I’d ask and you can ask me if you want.”


  “I don’t want,” said Tech, which was only true because he’d run background checks on all the Loonatics and knew that Rev had in fact had three girlfriends. He was about to go on, but Rev was giving him the oddest look, sort of an arched eyebrow with a hint of a grin that was, he realized, an invitation. “But hey, if it’ll make you happy. You have any girlfriends?”


  “Couple girlfriends here and there sure,” Rev said. “Couple boyfriends too.”


  Tech froze in his chair. That couldn’t be true. He’d checked several times, once out of burning curiosity and later out of wistful hope, and none of the male Loonatics had any same-sex partners in his history. Of course, he thought in understanding, as his ears came down from their initial perk of surprise, Rev had somehow found out about his own preferences and was teasing him. Well, fine, he could play along with that. “Really?” he said, looking back and smiling at the roadrunner.


  “Sure it’s no big deal but we kept it kinda quiet on accounta I was seeing Lodi at the time and I didn’t really want her to know I was fooling around but it never came to that cause she dumped me.” He grinned wider. “Girls huh who needs ’em right buddy?”


  “‘Can’t live with ’em, can’t live without ’em,’ I believe the saying goes,” Tech agreed.


  “I dunno about that I could live without ’em if I found the right guy know what I mean?” Rev leaned back in his chair and gave Tech a sideways look.


  “Oh, uh, I…” Tech felt his fur prickle and flush, and three loose screws jumped from the table to stick to his paw.


  Rev looked at the paw curiously. “You fixin’ to fix somethin’ there?”


  “No, I, uh, I don’t know why I did that.” He willed his magnetism off, and the screws dropped to the floor.


  “Shouldn’t leave ’em around I might trip and fall on ’em,” Rev said, looking amused.


  “Sorry,” Tech mumbled, and picked them up again, turning to deposit them on the table.


  “You’re kinda cute when you get flustered I never saw it before but you are.”


  “I am not flustered!” he said, feeling the heat in the back of his neck as he turned to face Rev. The screws jumped from the table to his paw again. He shook his paw in annoyance as the roadrunner watched with definite amusement.


  “Little trouble with the magnetism there?”


  “No. I mean, yes, but don’t worry about it, I’ve got it under control.” He dropped the screws onto the table, took a breath, and scooted the chair away from the table, which brought him closer to Rev. “So anyway, you were going to go guard something?”


  The roadrunner leaned forward and chuckled. “Don’t tell me you didn’t know cause I sure can tell about you what’s the matter gay-dar in the shop or something?”


  “No, it’s in the third drawer from the left over there.” Tech gestured at the workbench. “But I mean, what makes you think that I’m, y’know…”


  “Cause I see the way you look at Ace and yeah he’s pretty hot but he’s straight as an arrow more’s the pity and I see you look at me sometimes but I guess you never saw me lookin’ back at you huh?”


  “Looking at me?” Tech said faintly.


  “Sure you’re pretty well built we all keep in good shape right so what’s not to look at plus you’re cuter than Duck or Slam by a long shot.”


  “I’m cute?”


  “Jeez Tech don’t make me say it twice okay a guy’s got some pride ya know.” Despite his words, Rev looked more amused than anything else, leaning one arm back on his chair and grinning widely.


  Tech stared at him, and felt a familiar prickling of attraction. Sure, the fast-talking bird was annoying, sometimes, but he was also the least pretentious of the group, and though he didn’t have Ace’s muscular build, he was pretty sleek and definitely sexier than anyone but the head bunny. And sure, Tech had had those thoughts, but he’d been celibate since getting his powers (okay, since well before getting his powers), and it was pretty unusual for him not to get those thoughts about any nicely built guy he was hanging around.


  And of course, once he admitted to those feelings of attraction, all his talking skills went right out the window. “So, uh, what, I mean, are you, like, uh… what are you saying?”


  Rev flicked his wing, making the feathers ripple down it to his hand as it spread open. “Not saying anything just that if you wanted a little help relaxing sometime you could just ask not for like some kind of long relationship or nothin’ but just friends helpin’ friends know what I mean?”


  “Friends helping friends.” Tech giggled and covered his muzzle to stop himself. He looked at Rev, who was grinning, but earnest, and dang if he wasn’t feeling more than a little interested. “You serious?”


  The roadrunner flicked his eyes up to the ceiling. “I figure you got a way to turn the cameras off or at least make ’em look somewhere else for a bit don’tcha?”


  Tech followed his gaze up. “Oh yeah,” he said. “That’s easy. And I can lock the doors too.” He looked back down and saw Rev grinning wider, head tilted slightly to one side. When the roadrunner didn’t say anything, Tech said, “What?”


  “Well what are you waiting for?”


  The coyote laughed, a short, sharp chuckle, and got up, amazed at how his heart was pounding. I feel like a teenager again, he thought, and part of his mind spun off to wonder if that effect could be induced synthetically, and if it would really make people feel young again, and then whether feeling young was just about being uncertain and insecure, and deciding probably not, but in combination with a Revitalizer, it could produce a definitely interesting effect. And while his mind was occupying itself happily with that problem, his shaky body was tapping in a few lines of code to divert the security cameras away from a certain region of the control room where there happened to be a comfortable couch. With the flick of a couple switches, he locked the doors, and for good measure, he activated another little device that the rest of the team didn’t know about, a time delay on Zodavia’s calls that she’d given him after he’d complained about his concentration being interrupted.


  When he turned, Rev was tapping his fingers on the arm of the chair; at least, he assumed that’s what the blur of his hand was. Tech walked over to the couch and sat in the middle of it. He looked up at the ceiling and then over at Rev. “So, uh,” he said, “this is…”


  A red blur streaked through the room and then Rev was standing over him as he said the last word, “safe.”


  “Safe huh?” Rev grinned and hooked his fingers under the bottom of his lycra shirt and peeled it off in one smooth motion, dropping it to the floor next to the couch. He smoothed the feathers down on his chest and plopped himself down in one corner of the couch, leaving about a foot of space between him and the coyote. “Come on over then,” he said, patting the couch beside him.


  Tech looked over, and shifted on the couch as he felt his groin stirring. Rev was really into it, and he was really going to get… what? He didn’t know what friends did, as opposed to what boyfriends or girlfriends did. Should he move over right away? He didn’t want to appear too eager, but then again, Rev had told him to. He scooted over a few inches closer, and Rev reached over to grab his arm. “Hey,” he said, but allowed himself to be dragged up against the roadrunner.


  Rev’s body was warm, the feathers soft where their arms touched. “C’mon relax,” he said, his hands flickering down Tech’s side. “You wanna enjoy this right?”


  “That is the point of… heehee!” He squirmed, giggling despite his tension at the flicker of fingers on his stomach. “Hey!”


  The roadrunner chuckled behind him, slowing his fingers down and rubbing more firmly. “Sorry didn’t know you were ticklish that better?”


  “Yeah, that’s nice.” He closed his eyes at the soft, delicate touch gliding over his lycra uniform.Then the fingers were wriggling inside the uniform and pushing through the fur underneath. “Uh… Rev?”


  “What am I going too fast?” Rev laughed. “We’re not on a date here right we both know what we want.”


  “Yeah, I guess.” And the fingers did feel good, very good. It had been a long time. Tech lay back and tried not to worry about whether his stomach was as trim as Rev’s; it wasn’t, of course, because he didn’t run around all the time. The rate at which Rev burned off calories was phenomenal, though of course the super-powered part of his speed didn’t burn off calories in the usual way. Tech had done tests of the bio-electrical part of the super powers of each of them, and… and…


  “Rev?”


  The fingers that had slid down past his waistband paused, and then kept going, down the side of his hip. “Yeah?”


  He squirmed a little, just a bit, and then he felt the warmth of the fingers around his sac, and pressing against the base of his sheath. “That feels good,” he whimpered.


  “S’posed to,” Rev said, and his fingers explored a little further up, feeling the hard warmth above the soft furred sac. “You really are ready for this aren’t ya?”


  Tech moaned, pressing back into the roadrunner’s slight frame. “Yeah,” he whispered.


  “Me too,” Rev said, and curled his other arm around the coyote, sliding the hand under his shirt while his first hand explored the coyote’s whole hard length. Tech hooked one arm over the back of the couch to brace himself, because he was afraid he was going shudder himself off the couch if he didn’t. His mind skittered around in different directions, remembering the last person to touch his sheath (Billy Greenbolt, three years ago, just before they broke up), taking in Rev’s distinctive scent (arid and sharp, with an undertone of ozone), and wondering why none of the gadgets he’d ever made could make him feel these intense shivers, like electric shocks running through him. He arched his head back again and moaned, and felt the warm, hard surface of Rev’s beak slide against his muzzle and up to his ear.


  “Gonna try something here tell me if you like it,” Rev said, and suddenly his stroking hand was moving, vibrating, and Tech felt a surge of arousal through him, his back and tail arching in pleasure.


  “Oh my…” His moan ended in a squeak as his body twisted back against the roadrunner’s, all his thoughts flying off and leaving him nothing but a physical body gasping in delight at the vibrations moved up his shaft to the tip and stayed there.


  “Guess you like it that always gets me off pretty quick too nice side effect of the meteor, ya know.” The roadrunner chuckled and slid his vibrating paw back down to the base of the coyote’s shaft, cupping his tightening sac until Tech whimpered, and then moving back to the tip again.


  “Yeah… there…” Tech moaned, his paw clutching at the couch. He bucked against the sensations, felt them overwhelm him, and then let out a moan and a high yelp, arching his back as his body sang with long-awaited release. He felt the convulsions through his groin, dimly felt Rev’s slender arms around him and noticed that the vibrating hand was just holding him now, wrapped around his spasming erection.


  Only as he relaxed, panting, against the bird did he feel the stickiness and smell his seed. All over his uniform, too. Good thing he’d got that cleaning device somewhere. “Oh… my… goodness,” he panted.


  “That looked pretty good yeah.” Rev grinned and gave his sensitive member a squeeze. He yelped, and a pair of screws flew through the air, hitting him in the legs and sticking there. The roadrunner chuckled. “Didn’t realize magnetism could be such a problem I guess you must not keep any loose metal in your bedroom huh?”


  “Not usually.” He’d noticed the phenomenon before, of course, but it had all happened so fast with Rev, and he’d forgotten about it. He reached into his pocket for a handkerchief and wiped himself off, turning to grin at Rev. “Wow. Thanks. Give me just a moment to get cleaned up here and it’ll be your turn.”


  “Take your time I’m enjoyin’ the show.”


  Tech felt his ears flick around, but he was flattered that Rev liked looking at him. He took a little more time than was strictly necessary to finish wiping up, and then pulled his pants up and turned around, crouching on all fours on the couch.


  Rev grinned back at him, lying back and crossing his hands behind his head. Tech reached out with one paw to smooth down the feathers on the roadrunner’s chest, liking the soft feel of them and the hard lines they covered. Without the black lycra, the bird’s feathers were a softer blue and white, all the way down his tight, thin stomach. Tech explored those lines next, and then, unable to stop himself, let his paw roam down the uniform to cup between Rev’s legs. He wasn’t surprised to find a nice hard length there, not as big as his (he noted with some satisfaction), but still nicely sized.


  Rev leaned back as he touched it and sighed, “Ah yeah you found it Tech nice going.”


  “You’re not really making any attempt to conceal it.”


  “Wanted to make it easy for you well actually wanted to make it hard for you but easy to find.”


  “I get the distinction.” Tech chuckled, still feeling flush from his climax, and not just a little aroused at the hard shape under his fingers. It was intoxicating getting to touch another male, that sense of intimacy, the trust between them, even though it was just “friends helping friends.” He took full advantage of it with his fingers, drawing them up and back down, until he felt the roadrunner’s shivers of pleasure, and then he couldn’t stop himself from pulling down the waistband of the lycra pants. Rev lifted his hips obligingly and shook his red tail free.


  Tech ran one paw along the long red feathers and grinned as Rev leaned his head back down, cracking one eye open to look at him. “I’ve always wanted to do that,” the coyote said.


  “Anytime you want,” Rev said, leaning his head back and closing his eyes again. When Tech slid his paw along the bird’s now-exposed erection, Rev let out a long sigh. “That too hey Tech I should tell ya that since the meteor I tend to come pretty quick just so you know.”


  “Thanks for the warning,” Tech said, but he would have guessed anyway from the ripples shooting through Rev’s slender form, making even his topknot and tail feathers quiver. He slid his fingers up and down, enjoying the effect it had on the quicksilver bird, and then, because he didn’t have any way to gauge how much time he had left before Rev finished, he dropped down to his stomach on the couch and stuck his nose between the roadrunner’s legs. Holding the stiff member’s base, he stuck his muzzle forward and licked it.


  Rev looked down at him with a smile. “Hey you don’t have to do that you know paws are good too and you were going great there.”


  “I know,” Tech said. “But I wanted to do something nice, and I haven’t had a cute guy’s equipment in my mouth in a while. Besides,” he grinned, “coyotes love to eat roadrunners.”


  “Ha ha,” Rev laughed and leaned back, bringing one hand down to rest on Tech’s shoulder. He let it rest there as the coyote lowered his muzzle again, curling his tongue under the bird’s member and guiding it between his warm lips. When he had it resting there, he curled his tongue around it and started licking, moving his muzzle up and down at the same time over the smooth surface.


  The roadrunner’s fingers clenched around his shoulder and he felt shivers in them, as well as in the quivering member he held between his lips, sucking on it as his tongue rubbed and licked. Rev thrust his hips up and back against Tech’s muzzle, humping it faster and faster until he was practically vibrating again, and the coyote’s tongue couldn’t keep up; the best he could do once the roadrunner had gotten that excited was to hold his muzzle still and keep his teeth well away. And of course, Rev kept up a low line of patter all the while. “Holy smokes that feels great Tech you got some nice tongue there I’m not gonna hold on much longer with that just unh keep it up yeah ohhh and you sure know what you’re doin’ course I knew that you always kno-o-o-w what you’re do-do-doing ohhh yeah coming now comingcomingcoming!”


  He was vibrating all over, his erection oscillating in and out with the speed of a machine, so fast it almost hurt Tech’s tongue. His hips arched up, pushing the coyote’s muzzle back, and his tail made a buzzing noise against the sofa. Fingers dug into Tech’s shoulder as the roadrunner squawked incoherent moans and sent hot spurts against the coyote’s tongue.


  As quickly as he’d come, it was over. Rev sank back into the couch, leaving Tech’s muzzle dripping. The coyote licked his lips and swallowed, savoring the same tangy flavor he’d smelled on the bird’s feathers. He stayed on all fours on the couch, grinning as Rev’s head came up and the roadrunner returned his smile with a goofy expression, tongue sticking out of one side of his beak. He let go of Tech’s shoulder and pulled his pants up slowly, shaking his topknot into place.


  “Definitely… worth… it.” He leaned his head back again, breathing hard, and then shook himself. With one hand, he smoothed his chest feathers into place, and with the other, he ruffled Tech’s head between his ears. “You enjoy it too?”


  “Yeah.” Tech smiled, and sat back. “It was a very pleasant diversion.”


  Rev was already reaching for his shirt. He slid it on and winked. “Next time we’re on guard together, then.”


  “Definitely,” Tech said, and before he could think of anything else to say, Rev had fastened his uniform and sped from the room.


  

  

  “Say, I, ah, burned out this weapon during practice.” Ace and Lexi had come up from the basement, no doubt thinking that he wouldn’t notice that Ace had put on his uniform crooked, or that Lexi carried a faint smell of sex about her. “Can you fix it?”


  “Sure.” Tech floated the weapon to his workbench.


  “T’anks.” Ace strolled off, while Lexi came up behind Tech to look at what he was working on.


  “You spend all day working,” Lexi said. “You should take a break sometime.”


  “Matter of fact,” Tech said, “I took a break just a little while ago.”


  “Really? What did you do?”


  He grinned at her. “I went for a little run.”


  “A run? Where?”


  “Just around the room.”


  Lexi gave him one of those “I will never understand you” looks, and walked away. Tech smiled a smile to himself, and bent back to his nanowires.


  Beep!


  

  

  There were days when Tech E. Coyote seriously considered hanging up his uniform and walking away from the Loonatics. Somewhere else, he thought, there had to be another team of superheroes granted powers by that freak meteor. It was just too improbable that they had been the only ones. And any other team of heroes would have to have a less grating collection of personalities.


  If it wasn’t Ace with his cocky attitude and his smug know-it-all grin, which he used to disguise the fact that he really wasn’t all that bright, it was Lexi with the planet-sized chip on her shoulder about being the only female on the team, pushing too hard to prove herself and challenging everyone else on the team. Except Ace, to whom she simpered and pandered, apparently oblivious to the fact that she was playing up the stereotypical female part to the one guy on the team who clearly was gender-biased. Then there was Danger Duck, or Duckinator, or whatever he was choosing to call himself that hour, cartoonishly obsessed with his appearance and status. He should have been the leader of the team, with his power set, unpredictable though it was, and it was a testament to how incompetent he was that someone like Ace with eye beams—eye beams, for crying out loud!—was the clear choice as team leader. And if Tech had to pick up one more piece of dirty laundry or pizza crust from Slam Tasmanian’s filthy habits, he was going to find the devil and shove it down the nearest available orifice.


  And then there was Rev.


  Two weeks and three days ago, they’d been alone on duty together, and the roadrunner had come on to him, and out of surprise, general horniness, and, yes, he could admit it, a little bit of attraction, Tech had responded. They’d had a nice time, nothing too serious, and had parted ways with a casual promise to get together again sometime. It had taken Tech all of two days to work up to his previous level of horniness, but longer for him to work up the nerve to try to do something about it. What if Rev had changed his mind? What if Tech hadn’t been all that good? He hadn’t had a guy in his mouth in a long time, and he might not have been. He replayed the details of their encounter obsessively in his mind, remembering each word and gesture and searching for any clue that Rev might have been disappointed. He’d been unable to find any.


  Of course, he’d been unable to find any clues that the roadrunner was seeking him out, either. Rev lounged around the base with the same casual flair he always had, bantering with the others and giving no indication that he even remembered what he and Tech had done… well, okay, there were some. More than once, Tech had caught Rev’s eye across a room and had gotten what he thought was a smile. But if it was a smile, then why wasn’t Rev pushing to get him alone more often?


  More and more he was wondering if giving in had been a mistake. It had at least changed his behavior around Rev, and the fact that the roadrunner’s behavior hadn’t changed much was making him even more self-conscious.


  And now, today, the first time they’d been scheduled to be alone at the base, Duck had done something to his flyer and insisted that it needed to be fixed that afternoon.


  “I’ll do it tonight,” Tech said, trying to get Rev’s attention. The roadrunner was fiddling with a little handheld game, his fingers a blur as he worked the buttons. It was a game Tech had designed for him, one that could withstand and even make use of the roadrunner’s enhanced speed. Now he wished that he’d made it a little less absorbing, or at least had included an override that he could program with a message, like “Look up!” “And how exthactly will that get me to the show this afternoon, pray tell? Are you going to build a time machine into it? Why can’t you fix it now? You have nothing better to do.”


  So not true, Tech thought, looking desperately again at Rev. “You don’t set my schedule. Ace does.”


  “Ace says you should fix my flyer. You want me to call him?”


  If Duck was willing to call Ace and admit to his authority, then he must be really sure he’d be backed up. “Fine,” Tech said. “Give it here.”


  “I don’t know what the big deal is Tech you fix everything else in five minutes and I’m sure you want to get Duck out of here as much as I do,” Rev said without looking up from the game.


  “Thhhanks,” Duck said sarcastically over his shoulder.


  “I can’t just fix this in five minutes,” Tech said. “His powers have upset the balance between the gyrostabilizers and the impulse mechanism. I could fix it temporarily, sure, but I don’t know when it might go out again. In order to really fix it, I need him around to do some power demonstration so I can take some readings.”


  “Better make sure your instruments are set to go as high as I can,” Duck said. “I don’t want to have to pull any punches.”


  “I hope you’re not planning to lob any of your gooballs around here that could really foul things up no pun intended of course why don’t you go down to the danger room or something?”


  “Hey!” Tech’s ears perked up. “Yeah! I mean, it’d be safer down there and I can set the instruments to record the data I need. They’re already set to record certain events, it would just take a little modification.” He was already visualizing the modifications in his head. “Yeah, I can do that. Come on, Duck. Rev, I’ll be right back.”


  “Whatever,” the roadrunner said, absorbed in his game.


  It took him only five minutes to make that modification. He knew he should test it out, but he was so anxious to get upstairs again that he told Duck, “Now, just Quack around inside the danger room for about ten minutes. Then throw your eggs around for ten minutes.”


  “Ten minutes?”


  “Yeah, I uh, need data on them going in different directions and at different targets. Then, uh, finish up by combining in rapid succession, like teleport and throw an egg and teleport and so on, like that. Got it?”


  “Yeah, sure.” Duck shrugged. “Can I run a program while I’m doing this so I have something to throw at?”


  “You shouldn’t. I need baseline data for each of the powers and information on their interaction, and if you’re running a program, you’d be tempted to use something else.”


  “This is going to be so boring!” Duck folded his arms. “Why don’t you just write me a new program?”


  Because I’m so goddamn horny that I want to punch you just so I can end this conversation and go back upstairs. “Because I… it… oh, fine.”


  That took another ten minutes. Tech coded the program to start five minutes hence, then changed it to ten, eager to get a few extra minutes with the roadrunner. “I’m going back upstairs to monitor the readings,” he said. “The program’ll start in a few minutes. Just wait ’til then, and remember what I told you.”


  “I got it,” Duck said, as though Tech had tried to remind him how to put his pants on. “Eggs, then quack, then everything.”


  He’d gotten the order wrong, but it didn’t matter as long as he only did one thing at a time. “Yeah, great,” Tech said, and ran for the elevator.


  But when he got back upstairs, Rev was gone. “Rev?” he said, looking around the control room and poking his head into the adjoining spaces. His voice echoed back from the metallic walls and died into the constant background buzz of machinery. On his way back from the adjoining room, he noticed that the balcony door was open. The roadrunner must have flown away somewhere.


  “Well, that’s just great.” He stood and stared at the open door, and then walked out to the balcony to see if he could figure out where Rev had gone. Of course, he had a locator on all the Loonatics in his system, but he didn’t feel like using that. It felt too much like spying, and if Rev didn’t want to hang around with him, then he didn’t want to be some kind of creepy stalker teammate. It was just frustrating, was all.


  He walked back in and saw the row of red lights blinking on his console before he remembered that he’d forgotten to turn on the monitoring in the danger room. “Dammit!” he cursed, running over to hit the right switches. Duck had been teleporting already, but he thought he would still have enough data. “Hey, Duck,” he called through the danger room speakers, “just add a few minutes of teleporting to the end of the other stuff I told you, okay?”


  “Roger.” For once, Duck replied without sarcasm or annoyance. Must be tired from all the teleporting.


  Normally, Tech loved nothing more than to watch data roll in, but the numbers flashed meaninglessly across his screen as he stared through them, getting more and more depressed. Surely Rev couldn’t have thought that he didn’t want to be alone, that he’d wanted to keep Duck here? He’d made those comments, had leapt at the idea of the danger room, had gotten them twenty-five minutes alone, which should be plenty, and…


  He heard the flutter of wings, and felt the air shift behind him. A hand reached under his tail to goose him, and a familiar voice said, “Beep beep.”


  He jumped and turned, and saw Rev grinning at him a few feet away. “Hey,” he said, unable to suppress his own grin. “Cameras are still on.”


  “Well lights out time I’d say then huh whaddya say pal?” Rev cocked his head and raised an eyebrow, and Tech swiped at the camera panel and felt the wild surge of his magnetism pull against more things than he intended, plunging the entire room into darkness except for the blinking red glows of the instrument panel and readout.


  “Sorry,” he said, reaching out toward the roadrunner-shaped shadow beside the panel. His fingers closed around feathers, and he felt the brush of a beak near his ear, and heard a low chuckle.


  “Not quite what I had in mind but it’ll do here open up.”


  “Huh?” he said, as a rich, sweet aroma filled his nostrils. He opened his mouth and two fingers gently placed a small square on his tongue. “Mmm? Mmm.”


  Beside his ear, the sound of Rev chewing. “Lemon raspberry that’s your favorite right mine’s caramel I got a little bored and just ran out to get a couple things cause I was feeling a little hungry and there’s this little snack shop with great candies and it’s only a few hundred miles away so I thought what the heck—”


  Tech savored the lemon raspberry candy, the smooth, delicious flavor almost as delightful as the fact that Rev had remembered. He turned during the roadrunner’s speech and grabbed the back of Rev’s feathered head, impulsively pressing his muzzle to the bird’s beak.


  Rev stiffened in surprise and then returned the kiss. His beak wasn’t as hard as Tech would have thought; it had some pliability to it, enough to meet his muzzle. He tasted sweet and sticky over his sharp, arid scent, and pressed himself up against Tech, wrapping his slender arms around the coyote’s body and pushing his hip into Tech’s already-hard sheath.


  Tech could wrap his whole arm around the roadrunner and still place his paw on his own side, and he did, holding the bird against him tightly. He felt feathery hands sliding along the lycra of his uniform and then down to his belt, and he chuckled as fingers slipped through to his fur, breaking the kiss to whisper into the dark, “So you do like me.”


  “Sure Tech why would you think I didn’t after last time?” The whisper came back to him as Rev lifted his shirt and pushed through the fur on his back.


  “I guess I was just eager to get together again.” He squirmed as Rev’s hands lifted his shirt further, and moved to the roadrunner’s belt, wedging his paw down between them and unfastening the clasp. He could feel Rev’s hardness matching his own now, hot even through the uniforms, and though he’d intended just to brush the roadrunner’s soft feathers, his paw moved downward as of its own volition, inside the pants, brushing fur along the taut length.


  Rev sucked in his breath. “Yeah I see that now or feel it rather you are really hot…” He trailed off in a soft chirp as Tech gave him a squeeze, fingers tight around the long shaft.


  “Quiet,” Tech whispered with a grin, “or I’ll have to find something to stuff in that beak.”


  “Aw Tech you don’t have to find something for me I think I got a pretty good idea where to go look.” Delicate fingers brushed around his hips and lowered his pants, and caught his erection before it had a chance to spring free. He shivered at the soft touch and felt the ruffle of Rev’s feathers move as he exhaled.


  “Yeah, you do,” he said.


  Rev’s topknot, even more red in the instrument lights, swayed gently. “You really want that cause it freaks some guys out but I promise it won’t hurt I had a little practice.”


  It took Tech a minute to drag his mind back from the beautiful tickling going on up and down his shaft to focus on what Rev was saying. “Uh, well, I was kinda just kidding, but… um…” The thought was turning him on, no question. “Yeah. Sure.”


  The roadrunner brushed his beak against Tech’s muzzle. “No sweat.”


  He dropped to his knees and pushed the coyote back against the panel, trapping his tail between his bare rump and the glossy metal. His fingers remained wrapped around Tech’s length, sliding down to the base and squeezing there. The coyote gasped. “No, uh, vibrating with the beak now…”


  He heard a soft chuckle and saw red feathers wiggle. “C’mon pal I told you I know what I’m doing you trust me right?”


  “I, uh, oh god yes,” he moaned as a feather-light tongue brushed across his tip and he felt the warmth and firm pliability of Rev’s beak close around him. The roadrunner just held him steady while his tongue did all the work, rubbing and flicking quickly along the tip of the coyote’s shaft. Warm breath enfolded him as the tongue licked faster and faster, and Tech had to brace himself with both paws against the instrument panel, trying in vain to grip the metal. His hips pressed forward into Rev as the roadrunner started to slide his beak very gently up and down, allowing his tongue more play.


  Tech closed his eyes and tried to keep quiet, but couldn’t help moaning again when he felt another hand slip under his sac to cup his balls, lifting and rolling them, fingers sliding through his soft fur and then up behind his sac. He spread his legs to give Rev’s hand better access, knowing where it was going, whimpering when it arrived at the tight hole under his tail and played there. His trapped tail tried to arch, and had to settle for brushing up against Rev’s wrist as his fingers started to press there in time with his beak’s movements.


  Clattering sounded around the room, and a couple loose bolts struck Tech’s paws and stayed there. Rev stopped and looked up, but didn’t say anything. “It’s okay,” Tech gasped. “Please…”


  “Mmm.” It was the shortest sound he’d ever heard the roadrunner make, and it made him happy to know that Rev was enjoying this as much as he was. Well, maybe not as much. He felt like his loins were on fire, as though the heat building there could melt right through the metal behind him if he were turned around, and his breath was coming quicker and faster.


  And why, a distant part of his brain wondered, does it matter so much that Rev enjoys it?


  Shut up, he told himself, and focus on enjoying it yourself.


  The first was more problematic than the second. He squirmed happily, aware that Rev was drawing out the experience and loving every moment of it. The roadrunner’s tongue brought more heat to him, pushing it down into his legs and up into his belly, until he moaned again and felt his knees buckle. “Only got… fifteen minutes…” he managed to pant out.


  Rev kept his fingers pressed tightly against Tech’s tail hole, and lifted his beak from the now-dripping shaft. “Five for you five for me five to clean up works okay for me,” he said, and dove right back to it, licking drops of pre from Tech as the coyote struggled to hold back a howl.


  He tried counting in his head, but kept uncharacteristically missing numbers and losing count of the seconds, and when Rev thrust forward and got Tech’s shaft rubbing against the base of his tongue, slurping while his topknot brushed the coyote’s stomach fur, all the numbers he’d ever known flew right out of Tech’s head. He could hear himself making a series of low, moaning barks, and could feel acutely every touch on his sensitive member, from Rev’s beak closed gently around the base to the slick surface of the tongue rubbing hot passion into his tip, and his toes and tail were curling, and he thought he felt Rev’s finger actually press into him, but he wasn’t certain because everything in his body was firing all at once, his knees buckling and muzzle yelping his pleasure as his shaft trembled, convulsed, and emptied him into Rev’s waiting mouth.


  He thrust forward, away from the panel and into the roadrunner’s beak, gasping and bracing himself so he didn’t just collapse to the floor. The climax seemed to go on and on, his body jerking tightly forward, until the last few spurts dribbled from him and all the energy left him all at once feeling warm and gooey. His knees did buckle then, dropping him partway to the floor before he recovered his balance and pushed himself upright.


  He heard a couple soft smacks of Rev’s beak, and glanced down to see the roadrunner’s grin in red highlights. “You taste pretty good there pal sure hope the mikes were off cause you were pretty loud too.”


  “Was I?” He still felt dizzy. “Yeah, they’re off… part of that panel there.” Bolts dropped from his paw as he gestured toward the panel he’d shut off earlier. “Kills… light and sound… whoof.” Talking was too much effort; he was still panting from his release.


  Rev stood up, his grin very close to Tech’s muzzle. “You are awful cute when you come you know that?” he whispered.


  Tech felt his ears flicking self-consciously as he rubbed his muzzle against Rev’s beak. “You can see it… anytime you want.”


  “Might take you up on that sometime but for now I think we only got about ten minutes left right?”


  “Oh. Yeah. Give me… a second here.” He rubbed a paw up and down Rev’s slender neck to his chest, down his uniform to where his shirt remained lifted, through the feathers underneath. It took him a few more gulps of air to recover his breath, in which time his paw had drifted down to find a very hard erection. It felt good under his fingers, and Rev chirped in his ear when he stroked and squeezed it, so he kept doing it while he recovered a little more of his strength, until he felt ready to go on.


  Dropping to his knees was easy. His arm wrapped nicely around Rev’s waist while his other paw guided the hard, slender length into his warm muzzle. The taste was nicely familiar now, giving him the warm comfort of familiarity as he licked his way up and down, sliding his lips over the skin and thinking he should make the most of them, since Rev didn’t have any himself.


  A feathered hand rubbed behind his ears, and he heard the roadrunner’s whispered patter, “That feels great Tech I love the way you do that thing with your tongue ohhhh yeah that one you’re pretty good with that uhh ohh yeah I’m gonna try to keep it slow but no promises you’re gettin’ me pretty excited here…” True to his word, his muscles quivered with restraint, and his shaft was still pushing into Tech’s muzzle and back out again fast, but nowhere near as fast as he was capable of. Tech pushed a paw up into the feathers covering the roadrunner’s stomach and applied his tongue harder, rubbing and licking up the taste of him, his tail thumping the ground as he felt a different kind of warmth. Again, he wondered, why? Just doing a favor for a friend, right?


  Before he had time to think about it, the room was lit with a flash of light, and the single least welcome voice in all of Acmetropolis was saying his name. “Hey, Tech, when you said ‘add a—’”


  Tech lifted his mouth and turned to his left. Duck’s figure, lined in red, stared at them both for another second before he vanished with another flash.


  “Shit.” He looked up at Rev. The roadrunner’s erection was already drooping in his paw.


  “Well nobody can kill a mood like Duck I always say.” Rev was still looking off at the space where Duck had been.


  “Sorry,” Tech said, staying on his knees. “I guess I killed the mike… he must have been trying to call from the danger room. Shit.”


  “Oh well it was bound to get out sooner or later I guess.” Rev shrugged lightly.


  “So… what now?” The warmth had fled. Tech felt a swelling sensation of shame in his chest, the feeling of being “found out” that he always dreaded, the feeling he got in grad school when one of his inventions didn’t work, the feeling he got when his mother walked in on him in the kitchen after he’d dropped a dozen eggs on the floor, the feeling he’d worked his life to avoid.


  Rev chuckled. “We got probably five more minutes so you can finish up there and then we just go about our business and if we have to talk to Duck we will.”


  “Finish…” Tech gaped up at the grinning beak, and realized that Rev was getting hard again.


  “Sure why not you know Duck may be able to kill a mood but I’m pretty good at getting it back and it won’t take too long and anyway you owe me one.”


  Tech looked warily at the space where Duck had been. “You sure?”


  “Nah but I figure nothing worse can happen so I might as well get my blow job eh?”


  “You know, that makes an odd kind of sense.” Tech shook his head. What worse could happen? He licked Rev’s member and then closed his lips around it again. Duck could fetch the whole team, but he would think Tech and Rev would have gotten dressed immediately. Besides which, he was much more likely to keep the information to himself until he figured out a way for it to be useful to him. And if Duck had to figure something out, that meant they had at least an hour.


  Rev whispered down to him again, encouraging him as he started to slide his muzzle along the smooth, hard length, licking it and feeling the ripples in Rev’s feathers as the bird twitched with every lick and stroke. Before long, he was thrusting again, and faster, and although Tech tried to hold the roadrunner’s rear to slow him down, he pushed back against the coyote’s paw with the same force he was pushing forward into the long muzzle.


  Tech waited to hear the whispered, “Closer… closer,” and grinned when he did. As Rev squawked and pushed hard into him, his hips a thrum of pleasure, Tech’s tail wagged against the floor, and he closed his eyes to greet the warm splash on his tongue.


  He helped Rev pull up his pants when he’d finished, and got his own uniform in order, and he’d just reached out to turn the lights back on when Rev surprised him by wrapping slender arms around him and poking a kiss at his muzzle. “Don’t worry about Duck we’ll handle him and anyway what are they gonna do if they do find out?”


  “Kick us off the team?” He returned the embrace, reaching a paw down to stroke the roadrunner’s tail feathers.


  “That’s okay we could just form our own super-team then and honestly y’know even if it weren’t for the sex you’d be the guy I’d want to form my own super-team with Tech.”


  “Yeah,” he whispered. “Same here.”


  “Just gonna go freshen up,” Rev whispered. Tech flicked on the lights with a clench of his power, but the roadrunner was already gone.


  

  

  “Oh, Tech,” Duck called across the room. “Have you finished working on my power-assisted flying cape yet?”


  Tech gritted his teeth. “Not yet,” he growled. “It’s a tricky design.”


  “How come he gets a flying cape?” Ace said. “I told you to work on the Scrambler the Ringmaster was usin’. We gotta figure out how that t’ing woiks.”


  “I know, Ace,” Tech said. “I, uh, reached a dead end, and Duck’s project sounded like…” He took a deep breath. “Fun.”


  Ace gave him a long look and then shrugged. “Okay, you’re da whiz. Just don’t let that slide.”


  “Oh,” Duck said, “Tech’s not letting anything slide. Is he, Rev?”


  “I never know what you’re talking about when you’ve been drinking,” Rev said shortly.


  “I have not been drinking, and I’d think you should be more polite to me!”


  Duck’s fists were clenched. Tech shot a warning glance to Rev and got a wink back, which Duck didn’t see because Ace had stepped into his field of vision. “You have been actin’ awful funny lately,” he said to Duck.


  “I’ve been acting funny?” He drew out the “I” for at least three full seconds. “I have been acting funny? Oh ho ho, if only you knew. I am far from the funniest member of this team. Far from it.”


  “Well,” Ace said, “that’s certainly true. I guess yer not drunk.” He walked away, leaving Duck sputtering.


  Tech bent back to his work, shaking his head. He heard Rev say, “I guess I gotta get out on patrol you ready Slam?” and heard the devil’s answering growl. Though he didn’t see anything, he felt the briefest touch of a beak on his whiskers and a hand on his tail, felt the breath of wind, and heard the whispered, “Beep!” as the roadrunner zipped by.


  After that, even Duck coming to stare over his shoulder couldn’t dim his smile.
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  Ever since the meteor had struck Acmetropolis, Tech E. Coyote had found the process of inventing to be a strange one. He was seeing pathways and connections he’d never figured out before, and they always, always worked. It was as if someone had taken the bumbling inventor out of graduate school and said, not quite like that, look, just turn slightly to the right, doesn’t that make more sense? Usually, his gadgets came from his own knowledge, but sometimes, it was as if someone was showing him what to do, guiding his paws, and that made him feel a little uneasy when the rest of the team praised him for his inventions.


  Uneasiness or no, sometimes he wished that that power applied to other areas of his life as well.


  “Listen, Jet,” he said into the small phone, “I don’t technically get paid in money, not the kind I could send you.” Even if I wanted to.


  “You could at least call once in a while,” his older brother said. “Mom asks about you all the time.”


  “I bet she does,” Tech said, and then cursed himself for saying it out loud. “So how’s everything back in the Warren?”


  “Sucks. Not like you care.”


  Beep. Thank the powers. “Hey, I have another call coming in.”


  “That’s okay. I’m sure we’ll chat in another six years.”


  There were at least a dozen things he could have said to that, but none constructive. He sighed, and clicked over to the next call.


  “Tech!” The voice was familiar, as all the calls had been that day, and like most of them, he couldn’t place it. “Hey, it’s Sal! Long time no hear!”


  For the first time that morning, Tech’s ears perked up. “Sal! What’s it been, three years? You back from the pole?”


  “I am, and what do I find but my furriest colleague part of a super-hero team! Let me tell you, either you need a new photographer or a new uniform because those things do not flatter you. Primary colors are so fifties. And those gloves and boots—clunk city!”


  It felt good to laugh. “If I leave the uni at the base, will you be seen with me in public?”


  

  

  They met at the Orbital Donut, a balcony cafe on the fiftieth floor of a skyscraper near the university they’d both attended. Sal was writing his doctoral thesis on sociological conditions in the poorer neighborhoods near the poles of the city-planet, but he brushed past that in a sentence and spent the first fifteen minutes talking about his latest flame. “He came to the expedition as a replacement a year ago and oh-my-god Tech, he was gorgeous, and a beautiful mind to match. Sure, he’s Sculpted, but what self-respecting gay man isn’t, these days?” He swung his shoulders back to show off his perfectly formed chest. “So anyway, he came back with me and is serving as inspiration while I finish writing. And what inspiration he is, let me tell you.”


  Tech grinned. “I’m really happy for you, Sal.”


  “So am I.” Sal licked his lips. “So what about you? You ever find someone?”


  “Nah. I mean, well, kind of. I don’t know.”


  Sal’s bushy black hair swung forward as he leaned across the table. “So there is someone. Dish!”


  “No, not really. I mean, he’s just this guy, and we kinda…” Work together. “…met one day and just hit it off. Physically, you know.” And more, lately. “I don’t know if it’s going any further.”


  “But you want it to.” Sal picked up a donut and chewed on it.


  “I don’t know. Things are already getting too complicated. Someone found out about us.”


  “Someone on your team?”


  “Yeah.”


  “The roadrunner? He seems like he’d be the sort to go poking his beak into all kinds of places. With that super-speed and all, he could be in and out before you even noticed.”


  Tech choked on his coffee and tried not to giggle. “Uh, no, not him. It was, uh, Danger Duck.”


  Sal rolled his eyes. “You sure can pick ’em.”


  “I didn’t pick ’em. We were pulled together by… oh, I probably shouldn’t tell you.”


  The young man held up a hand. “Say no more, my fuzzy friend. I don’t want to be burdened with any trade secrets. Just glad to see you’re doing well. This whole superpower thing is pret-ty sweet.”


  “I guess.” Tech remembered another question he’d had for Sal. “Oh, I didn’t just ask you here to catch up and talk about our personal lives. I wanted to ask if you observed any effects of the meteor down in the Warren.”


  Sal shook his head. “There was a tremor, a big one, lots of property damaged. Not too many people killed, though. They’re still rebuilding—the few people who care enough to.”


  “Nothing supernatural?”


  “Not unless you count the layer of ash that got all over everything for weeks and was supernaturally resistant to water.” He made a face. “But remember, I was half a world away from the impact. You were right at ground zero, kind of.”


  “Yeah.” Tech stroked his whiskers.


  “Why d’you ask, Brainy?”


  “Just a theory I’m working on.” He got up. “I need to hit the john. I’ll be right back.”


  The bathrooms in the Orbital Donut were actually located upstairs, through a door and into a small windowed hallway right underneath the observation platform that looked out over the university. Coming out of the bathrooms, Tech paused at the staircase and then jumped as he felt hands slide around his midriff from behind, and a familiar whispered voice. “Hey sexy hope you don’t mind me followin’ you here but I thought it’d be better for us to meet somewhere where ol’ snoopybeak can’t see us and it’s a pretty view from here and hey you look real cute out of your uniform anyone ever tell you that course you look cute in it too so…”


  Tech giggled and pressed back against the roadrunner’s slender form. “Rev, sheesh, aren’t you supposed to be on patrol?”


  “Yeah I told Ace I was goin’ to the bathroom so we only got a few minutes how about it huh?” His hands slid down Tech’s hips and felt the warm bulge in front.


  The coyote squirmed. “What, here? But…”


  “Hey don’t worry I locked the door to the corridor and anyway you know me won’t take too long and if I know you it’s been about three days so won’t take you too long either so whaddya say hmm?” His hand squeezed and rubbed, and Tech was getting very hard, not just from that but from feeling the roadrunner’s arousal pressed against his tail.


  “I don’t know…” he said, looking around nervously. “I gotta get back…”


  Rev’s hand stopped, and came back up to his middle. “Okay pal sorry don’t wanna come on too strong you know I just thought since we were both away from the base for once we might catch a little time together but I know it’s a little weird doing it out in public like this so no hard feelings?”


  Turning around, Tech saw the roadrunner’s apologetic smile, and the locked door behind him. He looked over his shoulder at the small balcony looking out over the city, and back at Rev. Slowly, he grinned. “Don’t be silly,” he said, reaching his paw down to feel Rev’s erection. “Of course there’s hard feelings. Why don’t you go first?”


  Rev grinned back as Tech flicked his waistband open and slid his paw around the hard, slender length. “Muzzle?” he said, meeting the roadrunner’s eyes.


  “Yeah it’ll be faster than paw and besides you got such a good one like that and such a way with that tongue of yours if you don’t mind oooooh…” He panted as Tech dropped to his knees and wrapped his lips around his length, curling his tongue around it. The coyote perked his ears and wagged his tail as Rev panted, gathered breath and fidgeted from one leg to the other, making a clicking sound on the tile floor that sped up as Tech did. His hips shivered quickly, thrusting his shaft into and out of the coyote’s muzzle, and at a certain point, Tech stopped trying to move at all, just flicked his tongue up as the roadrunner’s tip sped past it over and over. He rested one paw on the bird’s vibrating rear and enjoyed the sympathetic motion as Rev squeezed his shoulders and panted out strings of words. “Ooh Tech you’re so hot I can’t even tell you best I ever had and just love the feel of your fur too it’s nice and soft like your tongue I’m tryin’ to slow down tell me if it hurts but it’ll be over pretty soon now…” Indeed, his feet were a blur of motion, dancing across the floor, the clicks merging into a low buzz of sound. Tech could still count the individual thrusts; his lips still stroked the hot flesh as it slid in and out, so he knew Rev was holding back. “Oh man getting closer Tech just keep it there like that I’m getting closer and closer and coming coming…” The roadrunner sucked in a breath and then moaned, his hands tightening on Tech’s shoulders, and the coyote tasted the warm splash of seed on his tongue. He pulled Rev’s hips against his muzzle, struggling to contain the roadrunner’s motion, and licked and swallowed. The scent of bird filled his nostrils as he drew in a deep breath and pressed his fingers into the warm feathers under Rev’s tail.


  “Uhh… whoo.” Rev moaned, tightened, and then leaned forward against Tech, panting fast. “Wow I almost lifted off there pal for a quick one that was awful good now get ready cause I gotta take care of you and then get back across town before Ace starts to wonder where I am.”


  Tech laughed softly, and rather than stand, leaned back on his elbows, uncurling his legs from under him and stretching them out. He undid his belt and pants while Rev pulled his up, and watched his shaft pop up into the air as the roadrunner knelt down between his legs. “Good you’re nice and ready just the way I like you now let’s see what we can do with this.”


  “You can do whatever you want.” Tech leaned his head back, looking up at the ceiling and panting softly as Rev’s delicate hand curled around his length. The touch of the fingers on his skin thrilled him, and he had to admit that here in this public corridor, even with the door locked, it was exciting. Exciting but safe, like a roller coaster. His mind wandered as Rev’s fingers teased him and his hips squirmed from side to side, and he reflected on how a roller coaster appealed to the part of you that wanted to be scared, and he wondered if there were anything he could build that would duplicate that experience, except for arousal, and then he figured that the holovids did that, with all the pretty movie stars strutting around. None of them were critters, though, which was why the Loonatics in general preferred adventure or comedy to romance holos.


  Rev’s fingers were stroking faster now, and Tech’s muscles were trembling in response. He thought about warning Rev not to get his uniform messy, and decided to trust the roadrunner, and besides, he didn’t really want to talk, not with his breath coming faster and his paws scrabbling on the tile as he spread his legs and wagged his tail. Rev was making his fingers vibrate, and the sensation coursed through Tech, from the tip of his hard shaft down into his hips and out to his paws, toes and fingers curling inwards, and up to his muzzle, clenched shut as he moaned through it.


  Short, hot breaths came fast through his nose, and though he tried to quiet the moans, he wasn’t able to. His stomach muscles tensed, his legs knotted, and he felt the surge of pleasure building in him as Rev kept stroking, the ecstatic tension almost unbearable. His body shuddered, seeming to gather itself, and his arousal jumped, pushed, surged, paused for a gasping moment, and then peaked with a convulsive moan deep in his throat.


  He felt nothing but the tremors in his aching member at first, and then realized that Rev’s fingers had been replaced by the roadrunner’s warm beak, closed around his length, the slender tongue licking as Tech covered it with spurt after spurt. Rev kept on licking, until Tech squirmed away from him, lying back on the tile and panting.


  “Oh, gosh,” he said. “Oh my.”


  “Mmm.” Rev snapped his beak shut, and Tech saw him lick around it. His fingers started to pull Tech’s pants up around his hard member. “So who you gotta get back to I didn’t know you knew anyone here at the university still it’s not a date is it cause if it is then you prob’ly shoulda said no to me just now.”


  “No… not… a date…” Tech panted. “He’s a friend… called me after… that article.”


  “Oh yeah that article I got like a dozen voicemails after that from people wanting money or interviews or something so I just deleted ’em all I don’t have time for that.”


  “I answered the phone… Sal just got back… wanted to meet up for coffee… we used to hang out here a lot.”


  Rev patted the hard bulge in Tech’s pants. “Well let this go down and you’ll be okay to go back and meet him you’ll have to tell me about him when we’re back at base now I gotta run Ace is gonna think I have diarrhea or somethin’ but thanks it was great and I definitely think we should get out more often.”


  “Thank you.” Tech sat up and then, because Rev’s beak was right there, gave him a kiss. Rev kissed back, brushed Tech’s ears with his wing, and sped off.


  Tech remained on the floor until someone knocked at the hall door. “Just a second,” he said. He smoothed his shirt and pants down and got up. “Sorry,” he said to the blonde who was waiting to get in. “Didn’t realize this locked.”


  “What happened, you fall in?” Sal said when he got back to the table.


  “Sorry. There was, um, a line.” Tech let his gaze drift off to the window. He wondered where Rev was on patrol.


  “Oh. My. God.” Sal leaned forward and peered at him. “You just got some in the men’s room!” he whispered.


  Tech felt his ears flush and he folded them down. “What?”


  “You did!” Sal laughed and looked around. “So are you going to introduce me?”


  “I… what are you… I mean…”


  “Come on, Tech. Who got you your first gay critter porn holo, huh? Who stayed up with you keeping your ears out of the toilet after the Tri Kap party? Who told you all about his amazing night with Jeffrey Sherkey? I told you about my boyfriend.”


  “Look, I, uh, he’s not… I mean, I can’t, he just stopped in and he took off.” His ears felt blazing hot and he looked around at the other tables to make sure nobody was listening. They didn’t appear to be, but that didn’t mean they didn’t have miniature directional mikes and invisible earpieces.


  Sal covered his mouth and giggled. “Hee hee hee. Oh, Tech, it makes me so happy. I thought you might never know the small joys of sneaking a quickie in a public restroom.”


  “Sal!” Tech picked up a piece of bread and chewed at it.


  “Really, Tech, it’s good for you to live a little. There’s more to life than books and wires.”


  Tech fidgeted with his silver, picked up his tea, and sipped at it. “So your research was going well?”


  “Went well. It’s over now.” Sal grinned at him and leaned back. “You really don’t appreciate how lucky you are, you know?”


  “I know, I know,” Tech said, shifting to accommodate the warmth in his groin. “But I can’t believe there are that few people having passionate sex. I’m more interested in your research.”


  “I was talking about my research,” Sal said. “So it’s passionate, is it?”


  “Oh. Well, I got a call from my brother this morning. So I am appreciating how lucky I am.”


  “Ah.” Sal’s grin faded slightly. “Thanks for putting me in touch with them. They were helpful.”


  “Good.”


  “So, what did you want to know about my research?”


  Tech hesitated. “Did you run into Ralph at all, when you were down there?”


  Sal frowned, and shook his head. “No. I haven’t talked to him since he was arrested. I didn’t even know he was back there.”


  “I don’t either. I was just wondering.” He fiddled with his fork, and he could feel Sal’s question. “You know, I should be getting back.”


  “You sure?” He nodded, and Sal stood. “Well, let’s do this again. It’s great to see you, and I would like you to look over some of my research when you have a chance.”


  “Absolutely.” They shook hands and walked out to the lobby.


  “And I want to meet this boyfriend of yours,” Sal said, poking him in the shoulder.


  “He’s not…”


  “I know, I know.” Sal grinned. “I still want to meet him.”


  “I’ll see what I can do.” Tech watched as Sal got into the elevator.


  “You’re not parked in the garage?”


  “Nope.” Tech grinned, and pointed upwards.


  Sal shook his head. “You are really getting into this superhero thing.” He chuckled as the doors closed. “See ya, Tech.”


  

  

  Should’ve asked him, Tech told himself as he walked up to the roof. What could it have hurt? He’s the only person you know who’s been down to the Warren, who’s objective enough to get the info you’re looking for. But he was nervous about talking about his theory, which was nothing more now than elusive connections bouncing around in his head.


  Preoccupied in his thoughts, he didn’t even notice the bright red light blinking on the console of his one-coyote miniplane until Zodavia’s voice echoed through the speaker. “Tech, get back to base. I need to brief the team on a new threat.”


  “On my way,” he said, which she undoubtedly knew, because she had a tracker in the jet, and he wasn’t able to go any faster than he was already going, so there was really no point to her call at all. “And why,” he said aloud to himself, “does the whole team always end up having to respond to every new threat?”


  The cockpit was too cramped to try to put on his uniform, so he had to wait until he got back to base to change. Stripping down, he touched his sheath and couldn’t restrain a grin and a shake of his head, wiping a little residual stickiness from it before sliding into his smooth-fitting lycra. As he snapped the buckle shut, he felt the circuits in the lycra activate and the force field surround him. It subsided when it detected that it was within the base, but the green glow remained as he walked into the main room.


  “About time, Tech,” Ace said, looking up from the center console where glitters of rainbow were already announcing the arrival of Zodavia’s avatar.


  “Yeah, where you been?” Duck said. “Rev’s right here.”


  Rev looked bored and didn’t say anything. Lexi gave Duck a look. “We know where Rev is.”


  “Yes, but I wasn’t sure Tech did.” Duck folded his arms and tried to give Tech a knowing smirk, but the coyote wouldn’t look at him, instead taking a seat at the table beside Rev with the other brightly colored heroes and looking up at the rainbow.


  “Loonatics,” Zodavia announced.


  There was some guy causing trouble over in North Haverbrook, apparently, just a guy with a gun, only not. He’d already taken out police and several onlookers. “So why do we need to get involved?” Ace said.


  “Nobody can get near him,” Zodavia said. “You will have to figure out why, and neutralize him.”


  “Can’t get near him?” Duck said. “What, does he smell as bad as Slam?”


  Slam spat something that sounded like, “Showers are for sissies,” but Tech could have just been imagining that. Zodavia continued, unruffled.


  “Ace, take the team to the North Haverbrook City Center tower. The local police have cordoned it off. Neutralize the gunman and report back here.”


  “Sure thing, Zodavia,” Ace said.


  “What kind of gun does he have?” Duck said. “Is it a super-blasto-matic? A death laser? A magneto-radial displacement spectrum atomic cyclotronic power energy blaster?”


  Tech rolled his eyes. Trust Duck to ask the right question in the stupidest possible way.


  “I don’t have that information. You’ll have to determine that yourself. Zodavia out.”


  “Of course we have to do all the work,” Duck said as the rainbow glitter faded out. “Tech, you figure out what he’s packing. Lexi, you see if you can hear anything. I will coordinate the operation from the plane.”


  “So,” Lexi said to Ace. “What’s the plan?”


  Duck folded his arms and scowled.


  They piled into the jet, Tech taking the pilot’s seat while Ace and Lexi sat up front, discussing strategy. “Twenty-two minutes to North Haverbrook,” Tech said.


  In the seat next to his, Rev stretched his long legs out and winked when Tech looked at him. Tech eyed the roadrunner’s legs and raised his eyebrows appreciatively. Rev let just the tip of his tongue show at the edge of his beak. Tech reached for his seatbelt buckle and mouthed, “twenty minutes,” suggestively.


  “Ahem.” They turned to see Duck looking back at them. Rev looked at the ceiling of the jet and whistled a couple notes, while Tech turned back to his console, ears burning. At least Slam, in the seat next to Duck, was busy scratching himself and hadn’t noticed anything.


  “All right, team,” Ace said. “Duck and Rev, you go check out this nutjob. Youse guys can get outta the way fastest. Rev, distract him while Duck quacks in behind him. If you can take him out, great. When you chicken out, at least try to see what he’s carrying.”


  “Hey,” Duck said. “I just don’t see why I have to do all the work on this team all the time.”


  Tech and Rev rolled their eyes to each other. Ace ignored him. “Tech, you’ll have cameras on Duck and Rev so that even if they don’t notice, you’ll be able to see something they might miss. Lexi will try to get close enough to hear what he’s sayin’. Slam and I will stay here.”


  “That’s basically exactly the same thing I said,” Duck said, folding his arms and leaning back.


  “If you leave out the intelligent parts,” Tech said in an undertone, and Rev snickered. Lexi flashed him a grin from the front of the plane too. Bending back over his controls, he pretended to be plotting a course—something the computer was doing automatically—while sneaking sideways looks at Rev, currently stretched out in a way that showed off his slender body nicely. The coyote adjusted the fabric of his uniform around his crotch, feeling his sheath harden, and grinned. Down, boy, he told it. I can’t be horny again already. This was the first mission since he and Rev had deepened their relationship, and he was determined to be as efficient as ever.


  The town hall, for a center of government, had pitiful facilities. Tech chose to stay in the jet, because the onboard portable fusion generator had more power than was available from the building’s outlets. He activated Duck and Rev’s uniform cameras and ran through the tests, and then had an idea. “Hey, Rev. C’mere a second, there’s something wrong with your camera.”


  He hadn’t finished the sentence before the roadrunner was standing in front of him, rigidly at attention. “Yessir Tech wouldn’t wanna run out without all my gear in proper working order what’s wrong with it?”


  “Just need to tweak something here.” He watched Rev’s monitor until the green circle of his fingertip covered the screen, and he felt the roadrunner’s breathing against it. “Be careful,” he said under his breath, rubbing gently.


  “Always am don’t you worry,” Rev whispered, with a wink and a lopsided grin, and before Duck could get his pained exclamation out, Rev was at his side, talking more loudly. “C’mon Duck whaddya say there’s evil out there for us to take care of so let’s get on the move.”


  Duck looked pointedly at Tech. “Is my camera working okay?”


  “It’s fine,” Tech said.


  “Stop stalling and get out there,” Ace said.


  “Stalling? I am not the one who is stalling,” Duck said. “Tech just…”


  “I was right here,” Ace said. “I know what he did. Now get!”


  “But you don’t… gah!” Duck threw up his arms and fitted his arms into his flying cape, which automatically billowed out behind him. “For a leader, you sure don’t know much.”


  “Less chat, more scat,” Lexi said, getting her own flyer on. “Come on, Duck.”


  As they crowded into the airlock, Tech heard Duck say, “I am a duck, not a cat. You don’t say ‘scat’ to a duck…” The airlock doors closed, unfortunately, before Tech could hear what one did say to a duck.


  “Hey, Tech,” Ace said. “Do you think Duck’s been acting a little strange lately?”


  “Just lately?” Tech grinned.


  “Stranger than usual, I mean.”


  “I haven’t noticed. But then, I try not to notice him.”


  Ace cocked a finger in his direction. “Good point.” He flicked a switch on his own console and set one of Tech’s hovering microphones in front of him. “Duck, Rev, Lexi, can you hear me?”


  “Loud and clear, boss.”


  “No problems here but I gotta say North Haverbrook is a dump don’t these people have any civic pride I almost tripped a dozen times already.”


  “I think they got other things on their mind than garbage detail right now, Rev. Duck? You there?”


  There was a pause, and then over the speakers: “Yes, I’m here.”


  “He’s on the roof of that apartment building a mile away. Rev, you…”


  “Already on it chief I got the location locked in and as long as there isn’t a couch in the street or something we should be there in about ten seconds.”


  “T’anks for slowin’ down for Duck and Lexi.” Ace grinned. “How’s the cameras woikin’, Tech?”


  Tech had been looking only at Rev’s, cringing as every obstacle in the street appeared and vanished. He felt like he were playing some old-time video game where he was a passenger rather than the driver of a racecar. If he hadn’t left his Freeze-Frame Specs in the lab, he could’ve put them on, though of course then he would miss most of what Rev was seeing. “They’re working fine,” he said.


  “Let me know when Duck’s in position.”


  “Make sure Rev gets there first,” Tech said. “And hope the guy doesn’t have eyes in the back of his head.”


  “Right. Slam?” The devil looked up. “Get ready to jet over there in case we need to bring down the building he’s in. I don’t wanna do that, but if we have to…”


  “Rah guh rah!” Slam agreed.


  Tech went back to watching Rev’s monitor, ducking as the view darted through streets and alleys. “Ace, tell Rev to vary his speed, too. If he keeps a constant velocity, the guy could anticipate where he’ll be.”


  Ace relayed that, and Rev chattered back, “Thanks for the tip Ace but no way is anyone gonna be able to tell where I’m gonna be heck I don’t even know from one second to the next.”


  “Tech says…”


  “Oh Tech said it sure thing sorry didn’t realize.” The view on the monitor became more jerky instantly, as Rev speeded up and slowed down, in addition to darting from side to side.


  “That’s better,” Tech said.


  Ace gave Tech a mock-angry look. “I know you’re da brains, but does he have ta rub it in like that?”


  “They’re getting close,” Tech said. He was having difficulty remaining focused. He wanted to view Rev as just a teammate doing a job, but he kept remembering the roadrunner’s touch on his stomach, the beak against his muzzle, and when he remembered, he worried that Rev was going to put himself in danger with his cocky attitude.


  “I see the building going to go make some noise now,” Rev said over the speaker. His monitor went crazy, disorienting Tech until he realized that Rev was running up the side of the building across the street from the shooter. They could hear him yelling, “Hey ugly betcha can’t hit me can you I bet you’re as blind as you are stupid!”


  The coyote’s eyes flicked to Duck’s camera, showing the top of the apartment building a mile or so away. “Ace, tell Duck to get closer. I can’t see anything.”


  “Duck, get closer.”


  “I’m working on it!” Duck squawked back. His monitor blinked out and back several times, bringing him, by Tech’s calculation, about thirty-one feet closer. “How’s that?”


  Rev was still chattering. “Whoops missed me boy you sure are no good with that peashooter are you what’cha shooting anyway blanks?” He lowered his voice to say, “Hey Ace how much longer I gotta do this for?”


  Ace looked at Tech for his answer. “He’s gotta get on the roof, even if it’s just for a second,” the coyote said.


  “Duck, or Rev?”


  Tech paused. Rev could certainly get up to the roof, even if just for a fraction of a second, and he was more likely to do it than Duck. Tech could always rewind his monitor footage and pause it to see the info he needed in one or two frames. But that would put Rev in more danger. “Duck,” he said.


  “Duck, get closer. You gotta get on the roof.”


  “I’m trying to figure out where his blind spot is,” Duck said.


  “Just quack in and quack out.”


  “Don’t tell me how to quack.”


  Ace rolled his eyes. “Just do it.”


  Tech watched Duck’s monitor as the apartment building flickered closer and closer, until he could see the guy and the long silvery gun he was holding. He frowned, studying it more closely. The guy was sighting along it, moving very fast, and Tech had no doubt what his target was. Duck stopped on the roof of an adjacent building, two stories lower so Tech couldn’t see the guy any more, and his voice crackled over the speakers again. “You want me to just egg him out?”


  “No, just get up and back so we can get a look at him.”


  Rev’s voice crackled through the speakers as his monitor lurched. “Hey I heard that one come really close you guys wanna tell me when I can get outta here it’s starting to get a little uncomfor—” Tech was watching his monitor as he stopped talking, and saw the dizzying view swing around crazily. He thought he saw a silver flash cut through the air just in front of the monitor.


  “Tell Duck to get up there now!” he yelled to Ace. “He’s getting too close to Rev.”


  “Duck, go now,” Ace said. “Rev, get outta there!”


  “What?” Duck reacted to the second order after he’d already popped up to the roof.


  As Rev’s monitor straightened out and showed the streets whizzing by away from the apartment, and the roadrunner chattered, “Bout time guys hope this was all worth it I’ll be back in a few seconds,” Tech shifted his eyes to Duck’s monitor and saw a bald man turn, appearing to look right at Tech through his monitor. His eyes were black and it seemed to take him no time at all to swing around a long silver cylinder. Tech saw a flash a moment before the monitor shimmered and showed a different rooftop.


  “He got it,” he said.


  Ace nodded. “Good work, Duck.” He cocked his long ears. “Dat’s funny. He’d usually respond to something like that.”


  Duck’s monitor wasn’t moving. Tech stared at it and an uneasy feeling crept up his back, lifting his fur. “Tell Rev to get back there.” He replayed the images he’d seen in his mind and those connections snapped into place. “He’s gotta get Duck back to the ship.”


  “What’s the matter?” Ace said.


  “Just get him back there! We don’t have much time!”


  “Right. Hey, Rev! You gotta go pick up Duck. Lexi, try to keep this joker occupied to cover Rev.”


  “I gotta go back figures Duck couldn’t pull it off okay what’s the matter with him?” Rev’s monitor spun so quickly it made Tech a little queasy.


  “Tech?”


  He looked at the monitor, then back at Ace. “I think the guy has a neural disruptor.”


  They could hear the crackle of Lexi’s brain blasts through Rev’s speaker. Tech held his breath as Duck’s monitor lurched and then showed the underside of Rev’s beak. Buildings whipped past on both monitors simultaneously. “Come on, Rev,” he said under his breath.


  “What’s a neural disruptor?” Ace asked.


  Tech kept his eyes on Rev’s monitor. He could see the orange glow of Duck’s uniform at the bottom edge of it. “Experimental weapon they were working on in one of the university labs a decade ago. Government contract. It took me a second to recognize the gun, but I’m sure that’s what it is. It fires tiny projectiles about this long,” he held up two fingers an inch apart, “with circuitry embedded that overrides the subject’s parasympathetic nervous system, resulting in temporary paralysis and permanent brain damage in a matter of ten minutes.”


  “Well, this is Duck we’re talkin’ about,” Ace said, but didn’t smile. “How long since he got hit?”


  “One hundred thirty seconds.”


  “Slam, open the airlock. Override it if you hafta.”


  “Raw gaw bah!” Slam punched the airlock button and then wrenched the inner doors apart. Klaxons went off as a red blur streaked into the ship and screeched to a halt in front of Tech. Rev dropped Duck to the floor.


  “I think somethin’s really wrong with him he didn’t say a word when I picked him up or when I banged his head against the airlock which was a mistake honest can you fix him Tech I got back here as fast as I could without hurting him I swear I did.”


  “I think so.” Tech knelt beside Duck and brought out his portable scanner. “Get an oxy mask and an adreno pill. Once I get the projectile out, we’ll need to administer the adreno as soon as possible to get his systems back to normal.”


  Ace stood up, but Rev beat him to the storage locker and came back with a pile of boxes. “I got the oxy mask right here should we put it on him now or wait til you’re done and what color box is the adreno pill in oh never mind here it is.” He was throwing boxes over his shoulder, scanning the words as he did.


  Ace and Slam ducked the rapid-fire barrage of boxes to stand next to Rev. Tech was already scanning the duck’s prostrate form. “If any of you see a silvery sliver, let me know,” he said. “The scanner should pick it up pretty quickly, but…” It beeped in his paw. “There it is.”


  The sliver was embedded in Duck’s wrist. Tech reached over with a pair of tweezers and grabbed it, pulling slowly until it slid free. “Give him the pill and put the mask on him now. Slam, hold him, he might twitch a bit when he gets the pill.”


  The devil flopped down on Duck as Ace dropped the pill in his beak and lifted his head, pouring water in after it to make him swallow. Rev clapped the oxy mask on as Duck’s body shuddered under Slam’s weight. His free hands glowed, and a moment later his gooey eggs were spraying all over the cabin. Tech had just gotten the sliver sealed into a sample tube when he was knocked over, his chest dripping in heavy, glowing goo. Ace and Slam were sent flying as well; only Rev managed to dart out of the way of the projectiles. “Hey!” Ace yelled. “Duck!”


  Duck’s eyes shot open. He looked around and then vanished with a sizzle.


  “Dat’s just great,” Ace said. “Might ‘twitch a bit,’ you say. Tech, can you get dis stuff offa us?”


  “Not without my lab tools,” he said, pulling at the sticky mass. “What an inconvenient time for Duck to hit his targets.”


  “Well, da ship won’t take off with the airlock busted.” Ace worked his way to the control panel just as Lexi came in through the shattered airlock.


  “Omigod, what happened in here?” She looked at the airlock and the glowing masses of goo. “Did Duck explode?”


  “If only no he just went nuts after Tech saved his life by giving him the adreno pill and you shoulda seen him he like leaped up off the ground and was spraying his eggs everywhere I tell ya it wasn’t easy to dodge ’em and then he just looked all crazy and poof he quacked outta here and we haven’t seen him since so now we hafta figure out how to get this ship home cause we hadda destroy the airlock to get Duck here in time to save his life and now of course the ship won’t take off any ideas Tech?”


  Rev had been darting around the ship and stopped in front of Tech. The coyote grinned at him, remembering a time not too long ago when he’d have wanted to slap the roadrunner after that kind of outburst. Now Rev was giving him an expectant look and he wanted to meet those expectations. “I could levitate the ship back to base, but we’ll have to stay low so we don’t get depressurized. If the rest of you want to take your backpack flyers back, I can manage the ship.”


  “Dat’s okay, Tech,” Ace said. “I don’t feel like bein’ seen like this.” He had been hit along the left arm, which was now pinned to his side. Poor Slam had been hit directly in the face and was now trying to chew his way free, with little success.


  “All right. Get in your seats, then.” He strapped himself into his own, and focused on lifting the whole jet off the ground. It took enough concentration that he didn’t think about anything else until they were back at the base, though he did see Rev and Lexi standing in the open airlock waving to gawking onlookers as the ship floated past, and thought he should tell them to be more careful, but it was taking most of his concentration to keep the ship from smashing into buildings. Rev zipped over to his side at one point and asked if he needed anything.


  The roadrunner’s hand on his shoulder gave him confidence. He grinned up at the anxious bird and shook his head. “Thanks.”


  The task got easier as they neared the isolated tower, and the other buildings seemed to fall away from the ship. Ace worked the locks and Tech floated the ship into it, letting it down to the floor a bit harder than he’d intended and then sinking back into his chair. His whole body ached.


  “Nice job, Tech,” Ace said.


  “You can say that again Ace who else coulda gotten us back to base safe like that amazing job Tech you rock.” Rev grinned, running from Tech to the airlock and back, and then out into the base.


  “Jeez, settle down, bird,” Lexi said, stepping out around the red blur into the hangar.


  “Hey Tech tell me what you need from the lab and I’ll bring it back so you can get degooed I know what your workbench looks like so you just need to tell me what drawer it’s in and I’ll have it back here faster than you can say ‘Hey Rev could you get the stuff I need?’”


  “That sounds great.” Tech didn’t really want to get up, between the goo weighing him down and the fatigue from levitating the ship. “The solution on the second shelf in the green jars, and the magnetic protein destabilizer in the third drawer down, left side.”


  “You got it buddy.” The last word faded out as Rev tore off to the lab, returning a second later with his arms full of the supplies. Tech used the destabilizer to get rid of the goo, and the cleaning solution to wipe traces off their uniforms.


  

  

  “I wonder where Duck disappeared to,” Lexi said, just as they returned to the common room.


  “The question is,” Duck said from the center table, “where did all you disappear to?” He had his arms folded, and overrode their attempts to answer. “I mean, there I am risking my life against this crazy gunman and I take care of him all by myself and it must have been a terrible strain because I blacked out and woke up here at the base and all of you were gone! Didn’t anyone consider how that would make me feel? You people are so wrapped up in yourselves. We’re a team, though you wouldn’t know it from how I do all the work.”


  “Duck,” Ace said, “shut up. You’re starting to sound like Rev.”


  “Yeah you really need to take a breath once in a while and anyway you got shot and Tech got the needle out of you and brought you back from the dead so you should be thanking us instead of goin’ on about how we don’t do anything for ya cause that gets old after a while not to mention you shot up the ship with eggs and we busted the airlock getting you back on board so Tech had to levitate the whole ship back all by himself and that wasn’t easy let me tell you so just pipe down okay?” Rev delivered this speech from various points all around the room.


  Duck’s head spun around trying to follow the red-suited bird, and eventually he gave up. “Will someone who speaks English please translate that?” he said to the others.


  “You got shot,” Tech said. “Rev risked his life going back to pick you up off the rooftop where you fell, and we had to have Slam damage the airlock of the ship to get you back in, not to mention like Rev said, you threw eggs all over the ship.”


  “And Tech saved your life,” Ace said.


  Duck turned to look at the coyote. His breathing seemed to be returning to normal. “I think I would remember lobbing eggs all over the ship.”


  “You were hit with a neural disruptor. It’s normal for your short-term memory to suffer minor damage when something like that hits, so I’m not surprised you don’t remember the eggs. We had to give you an adreno pill, which is why you feel so hyped up. The pill reverses the effects of the neural disruptor by balancing out the depression of the parasympathetic nervous system with a shock to the sympathetic nervous system.” Tech trailed off when he saw Duck’s beak hanging loosely open.


  “I said, someone who speaks English,” he said.


  “The guy shot you and you woulda died if Tech hadn’t gotten the neural thingy out an’ given you that pill,” Ace said.


  “And I don’t remember it because…”


  Ace turned to Tech. “Remember the part about getting it out soon enough to prevent brain damage? I don’t think it woiked.”


  “Someone else explain it to him,” Tech said. “I need to get started on figuring out why this got through our uniforms’ force screens and preparing quicker countermeasures for the next time we run into this guy.”


  “Next time? So you didn’t finish him off?” Duck stared at them.


  “We were too concerned with getting you out of there safe,” Lexi said.


  “Yes. Well.” Duck looked around, and finally dropped his head. “Thanks.”


  “Yer welcome,” Ace said. “Let’s call Zodavia and report.”


  “Can you do it without me?” Tech said. “I really want to get started on this.”


  “Sure,” Ace said. “Go ahead.”


  Tech walked down to his lab, but when he flopped down in his desk chair, he pulled out the sample tube and just stared at it. He could see reddish stains on it, and he thought about how much of that was his fault. Had he been worried about Rev enough that he’d pulled him out too soon, leaving Duck a sitting… well, duck? Had he acted in the best interests of the team? Had his relationship with Rev almost cost Duck his life? They joked about him, but Tech didn’t want to get anyone killed. They dispatched opponents with such ease sometimes that it was easy to forget the danger they all put themselves in every time, the need to work together as a team. He turned the sample tube over in his fingers and thought as the metal rattled against the plastic inside.


  “Hey cutey how’s it goin’ down here we reported to Zodavia and we’ll probably have to go find this guy but for now he’s layin’ low so we got the rest of the day off and Duck’s in the infirmary getting checked out and Ace and Lexi went off to well you know so I just thought I’d come down here and see if there’s anything you need and to say that I thought you were pretty terrific today the way you saved Duck even if he doesn’t remember the rest of us sure will and we won’t hesitate to remind him believe you me so you think maybe he’ll leave us alone now?”


  “Thanks,” Tech smiled. “I appreciate that. I don’t know about Duck. I mean, this is Duck we’re talking about. Who knows?” He didn’t mean it to come out quite as distant as it did, but the guilt was still weighing on him.


  Rev cocked his head and walked around behind him, putting both hands on his shoulders and squeezing. “You okay there is there something wrong anything you wanna talk about?”


  He considered it. The strong hands felt good on his tired shoulders, and he wanted to unburden himself further. But he’d only recently felt comfortable with Rev in this new dynamic, and the prospect of introducing guilt into the equation worried him. Would Rev suggest breaking everything off? Would he be upset that Tech was taking things so seriously? Would he say the coyote was worrying too much? Tech wanted to figure out how he felt before broaching the subject with Rev. “Nah,” he said. “I’m just trying to figure out this problem.”


  “Probably best for you if I don’t stick around then and distract you huh I got plenty of other stuff I can be working on I guess like maybe going down to the danger room and running drills or playing that game you made me I’m stuck on this one level but I know I can beat it with a little more time and I’m just babbling on right now so I should get going sorry about that.” He gave Tech a quick affectionate peck on the top of the head and another squeeze on the shoulders.


  “Actually,” Tech said, “if you wanted to keep rubbing for just a couple minutes.”


  “Oh sure thing and I’ll shut up so you can concentrate just go ahead and let me know when you want me to stop.”


  “Thanks.” Tech closed his eyes as Rev kneaded his shoulders. “That feels great.”


  He only took advantage of the roadrunner’s generosity for ten minutes or so, because he couldn’t work his microscope while he was being massaged, and he needed to look more closely at the weapon. Rev waved cheerfully and then zipped off to the danger room, and Tech opened the sample tube, letting the problem at hand push aside the question of his own actions.


  The needle was a fascinating puzzle in and of itself. The nano-circuitry was nothing special, of course, but it was embedded in a polystructural xion matrix that was exceedingly difficult for him to pin down. He tried to measure its energy output or intake, but his results varied so much that he kept throwing them out until he realized that they were matching the intensity of the measuring device, and then the connections snapped together in his head.


  “Of course,” he murmured, “the polystructural xion matrix senses and initiates a feedback loop based on proximate energy sources and matches them to facilitate intrusion past any protective energy field.”


  “Does that mean something in English?”


  He looked up and blinked to clear his blurry vision. Lexi was looking back down at him. “Where did you come from?”


  “I heard you babbling and realized we’d all forgotten you came down here. Are you, like, okay?”


  Her pink ears twitched. Tech flicked his own. “I think so. I’m making good progress.”


  “You want something to eat?”


  He waved toward the fridge. “I’ve got food here.”


  “Yeah, but you’re not eating it.”


  “It’s only been what, an hour?” His stomach growled, warning him that his estimate of time might be off.


  She stared at him. “It’s been a day and a half. Listen, maybe you better get some rest.”


  “I’m fine. I just need to run a few more tests.”


  “But—”


  “I’m fine.” He bent back to his bench and tried to ignore her.


  She sighed. “Tell you what. I’ll send Rev down.”


  That got his attention. “What? Why, uh, I mean, what would he have to say that would change my mind?”


  “Oh, Tech.” She giggled. “I hear lots of stuff. Don’t worry, I think it’s cute. Doesn’t make a difference to me.” She left him bemused and scratching his head, his train of thought completely disrupted.


  He’d only just turned himself back to the study of the weapon when he felt two hands on his shoulders and heard the roadrunner’s voice in his ear. “Hey cutey Lexi says you haven’t actually slept or eaten or anything in a while and she seemed to think I could do something about it so is it true and if it is then you gotta get out of his lab pronto because I am not gonna let you waste away like that.”


  “I’m fine,” Tech said, and just then his stomach growled.


  “Hey I’m not Lexi and even I heard that you better eat something cause otherwise you’re gonna faint I had an uncle who didn’t eat for a week and he passed out in the middle of a meeting at work only they thought he was just sleeping so they left him there for another day before anyone realized what was going on anyway if you really want to solve this problem you need food and rest and I’m gonna make sure you get it got it?” Rev punctuated his patter with squeezes to the coyote’s shoulders, which Tech realized were aching again.


  “I think Lexi knows.” Tech said, leaning back even though he really wanted to continue his research.


  “She probably knows a lot of things but I guess you mean about us since she asked me to come down here and talk to you and winked when she said it but she didn’t care and I don’t think she’s gonna be a jerk about it like Duck is and by the way he said something to me last night again but I just said ‘next time maybe I’ll leave you on the roof’ and he shut up so that felt pretty good let me tell you.” Rev kept working on his shoulders while he talked. “So what d’you say gonna take a break and get something to eat and get some rest or do I have to take more drastic measures?”


  “What drastic measures?” Tech craned his neck around and saw Rev’s grin. “You know, coyotes can go a while without eating. I really need to keep working on this a little more. I’m at a really critical—”


  He barely saw Rev’s movement, but the hands on his shoulders lifted and he heard his fridge door slide open and shut. When he started to say “really” he was lifted and carried through the corridors of the base, and before he finished the word “critical” he was being deposited on a soft bed. He looked around and saw holos of the desert on the wall, cacti on small shelves around the room, a poster of Trick Daly on his basherball bike, a few models of different kinds of aircraft, and a glove and ball lying on the floor. Rev stood over him and dumped the energy bars he’d taken from Tech’s fridge on his stomach.


  “Now you’re gonna eat those while I stand here and watch you and then you’re gonna sleep and I’m gonna lock the door yeah I know you can rig the lock and get out but I’m trusting you not to cause you need your strength and that guy hasn’t come back yet so we got some time you got that?” He folded his arms and looked sternly down at the coyote.


  “Yessir.” Tech couldn’t help grinning. He unwrapped the first energy bar and ate it, chewing slowly because now that he was lying down on a soft bed, he realized he was pretty tired. “I didn’t know you were into airplane models.”


  Rev glanced over at the models. “I like to do ’em when I’m bored I try to see how long it takes me to do ’em but there haven’t been any really interesting ones since the Dragonfly X541 that one was cool it had two sets of wings and three sets of stabilizers and the model had a real working engine I needed to buy a whole new toolset to put the engine together and wow! it was powerful enough to get into orbit and I kinda lost track of it but it was still the coolest thing in a while and it made me wanna ride in the real Dragonfly only they decommissioned the last one two months before the meteor hit so I won’t ever get to do that and don’t stop eating!”


  Tech laughed and finished the second bar. “That’s pretty neat,” he said. “Did I tell you I got to walk through a Dragonfly?”


  Rev’s eyes widened. “No you’ll have to tell me about it sometime but,” here he grinned, “no more tricks to try to stay up you’re going to go to sleep and believe me I’m going to check in the lab and if I see you there I’m going to bring you right back here so don’t even think about it just get a good night’s sleep okay?” He pointed a finger at Tech.


  “Sure,” Tech said. He yawned, to punctuate the point.


  “All right then I’ll see ya in the morning or something don’t worry about me I’ll nap on a couch if I get tired just sleep.” He grinned and then darted out, closing the door behind him.


  Tech lay back in the bed and inhaled Rev’s sharp, familiar scent. It was so nice to be worried over and fussed over, and he actually closed his eyes and yawned again with every intention of going to sleep. He only got up to turn off the light, and found himself standing by the light switch looking down at a cactus. Its sharp spines reminded him of the projectile in the lab, and that reminded him that he’d put Duck in danger, and that part of the reason he had was because of this relationship he had with Rev that was making him feel so good. And that brought back all the guilt, and even though he went back to bed and lay down with the lights off, sleeping after that was out of the question.


  Fifteen restless minutes later, he snuck out of the bedroom and made his way up to the lab. He didn’t want Rev to worry about him, so he took some of his measurements and diagrams and the notes he’d made on the force fields in their uniforms. He could cross reference them there from his bedroom, and hopefully Rev wouldn’t look for him there if the lab was empty.


  It was going to be tricky modifying the force fields to reject the weapon’s projectiles, and he’d gotten through about two and a half hours of calculations and hypothesizing before the door to his bedroom swooshed open. In the second it took him to look up, the world spun and rushed around him and he found himself lying on Rev’s bed again, looking up at an angry roadrunner.


  “Come on Tech you promised you’d get some sleep not go sneaking off to your room again what do I gotta do to make you take care of yourself huh?”


  “I ate,” he protested. “I just couldn’t sleep.”


  Rev sat on the bed next to him. “Why not?”


  Tech found himself unsettled by the short question and the concern in Rev’s eyes. “I just can’t leave a problem like that alone.” The roadrunner didn’t say anything. “It’s a really tricky thing. You know, it almost killed Duck, and it shouldn’t have been able to get past the force field. If we’re going to take him on again I need to make sure the force fields can stop it so I don’t risk anyone’s life again.”


  “You couldn’t have known about the device so you couldn’t really have known you were risking Duck’s life I mean sure we gotta assume we’re in danger every time we go out but those force fields are pretty reliable and you can’t beat yourself up over that so just relax and get some sleep and tackle it in the morning.” Rev put a hand on his stomach.


  “No, I mean…” He caught himself, but not in time. Rev tilted his head again, his topknot dipping to the side. “Nothing.”


  “Hey now that’s not gonna fly come on give it up what’s eating ya you’ve been acting all weird since we got back so come clean cutey okay this is me here right?” The roadrunner’s fingers rubbed his stomach.


  Tech looked up at him. “I feel like… like I called you away too soon. Cause I was worried about you. And I left Duck to get shot at. I should have stuck to the plan.”


  Rev was quiet, his expression not revealing anything, and Tech felt all the worries come rushing back to him. But when the roadrunner talked, his voice was softer. “Gee Tech I had no idea you were really worried about me I guess I see what’s eating ya but you know we’re a team and we both looked out for Duck when we had to I really don’t think it made that much difference that guy was pretty dangerous and if Duck’d been a little faster he wouldn’t have gotten shot no matter what I was doing really what I’m trying to say is thanks thanks a lot for worrying.” He leaned over and touched his beak to Tech’s muzzle. “But you can stop worrying now so you can get some sleep and I think to make sure you don’t sneak out again I’m gonna have to take your uniform off.”


  “What?” Tech had been enjoying the kiss and the surprising relief he felt from sharing his guilt, and from Rev’s sensible reaction to it. Before he had time to react further, Rev’s hand was unfastening his pants and then both hands were pulling them down.


  “Don’t worry I’m not gonna start anything I know you’re tired and we’ll have time for that later but I feel like if I leave you here you’re just gonna get up and go wander around again and I am determined to make sure you get some rest so get those hips up and let me take this uniform off and then you stay here and sleep.” Despite his statement, Rev did let one of his hands cup Tech’s sheath as he slid the pants down the coyote’s hips, but it only lingered there a moment before going back to pull off the lycra pants.


  “You don’t really—come on, Rev.” Tech laughed as the roadrunner pulled his pants over his feet and he felt the warmth of the force field vanish. He looked down at his brown fur and shook his head. “All right, all right.” He stripped his shirt off and handed it to Rev, who folded it quickly and stood up.


  “Okay now get in bed and get to sleep and I’ll be back in about eight or ten hours to check on you and you better not leave this room ’til then or else.”


  Tech grinned. “Or else what?” He wagged his tail against the bed.


  Rev’s eyes flicked to the tail and back, and he grinned. “Or else I won’t be here when you wake up to make it worth your while to listen to me.” He winked, and then walked deliberately to the door and out, closing it behind him.


  Tech rolled over onto his stomach, pulling the covers over him and rubbing his bare fur into the soft sheets. He pressed his nose into the pillow, inhaling Rev’s scent again, and this time when he closed his eyes, they stayed closed.


  Connections


  
    2
  


  

  It had been a long time since Tech E. Coyote had woken up in someone else’s bed, much less with the bed’s owner still in it. He yawned, stretched, and froze when his paw brushed feathers.


  Rev Runner yawned and rolled over, cracking one eye open and grinning at Tech. “Sorry,” Tech said. “Didn’t mean to wake you up. I thought you said you were going to sleep on a couch somewhere.”


  The roadrunner slipped one hand behind his head, propping it up on his elbow. “I was but Slam was practicing his drums in the common room and the only room I knew was empty was yours I didn’t want to go there without asking and anyway I promised to be here when you woke up so I didn’t think you’d mind too much.”


  “I don’t.” Rev’s shoulders and neck were bare to his blue feathers, his topknot purple rather than the red it became when he wore his uniform. Tech was completely naked under the sheets, and also good and hard, though whether that was from waking up next to Rev or just waking up, he wasn’t sure. He extended his powers very gently, enough to determine that Rev at least wasn’t wearing anything metallic under the covers.


  “So you got a good night’s sleep and part of a good day’s sleep too it’s 12:48 in the afternoon and we have a meeting with Zodavia at 3 do you have to rush off right away to finish your work or can you take a couple minutes to wake up properly?” Tech felt light avian fingers brush his stomach fur under the covers. Before he could answer, they encountered his shaft, hesitated, and then gripped it warmly. Rev didn’t say anything, but his smile broadened.


  “You make a persuasive argument for taking the time to wake up properly.” Tech grinned, sliding his paw under the covers until it met feathers. His fingers fit around the curve of the roadrunner’s narrow stomach, the soft barbs silky under his paw pads as he slid down to the gentle bump of slender hips.


  Rev’s fingers teased him up and down, tickling around his tip and then slipping down to his sac. “Funny thing nobody ever said I was good at arguing mostly I just talk until people get bored of arguing and go away but I figured that was just outlasting them not being good at it.”


  “Trust me,” Tech said, “you’re good at this kind of argument.” The warmth of Rev’s skin always startled him. He pressed his fingers against it, feeling the rough shafts of the feathers below their softness, and the heat of skin below that. His claws traced their way through the forest of rachides as easily as a xion matrix, along the lines of bone, down to the thighs pulsing with restrained energy and finally, as Rev’s fingers tightened in anticipation around him, to the roadrunner’s hard, slender shaft.


  Rev closed his eyes and inched closer. His hand cupped the coyote’s sac and then circled his length again, more firmly. Tech tightened his paw’s grip as well and stroked up and down, looking around the small bedroom. It was nice, he thought, to have some privacy, the luxury to take their time and enjoy themselves without having to rush. He grinned. “You mind going slow once in a while?”


  One eye opened. “Pretty funny there cutey course I don’t mind going slow when we have the time I just don’t wanna keep you from your work cause it’s pretty important you figure out what’s going on before we have to go out and find that guy with the gun again which I’m pretty sure is what Zodavia’s gonna send us out to do in a couple hours think you’ll be ready by then?” Despite not wanting to keep Tech from his work, Rev’s hand remained busy, sliding over each inch of the coyote’s length, teasing the tip with a skillful thumb, caressing it as though he were discovering it again for the first time.


  Tech shivered all up and down his body, his tail bristling at the waves of pleasure Rev’s fingers were giving him. “I will be. I can figure something out. It’s just a matter of… of…” He couldn’t remember what it was a matter of, the sharp sweet scent of the roadrunner and the heat of his arousal driving other thoughts out of his head. He held onto Rev’s length, loving the slick feel as it slid between his pads, and felt the roadrunner’s shivers as well, though Rev was always vibrating at least a little bit. The stroking and shivering resonated back and forth between them, building slowly with waves cresting ever higher.


  Rev’s shivers had become more and more noticeable, and he’d started his low murmuring patter of “Oh Tech you do it just right I love your fingers and you’ve got a real nice cock too all warm and hard and…” Tech smiled, listening, and it didn’t occur to him until Rev’s voice had gotten quicker to ask his question.


  “Rev, would you want…” Rev looked up at him, beak hanging open. “Would you want to do something sometime with… you know… something besides paws? And beaks?”


  The roadrunner’s eyes creased with laughter. “You mean like real screwing heck I think I might be up for that but ohhhhh if you stop now,” his hand, still stroking, tightened, “I think you’d have one upset roadrunner here cause I’m gonna make a mess of my sheets in a few seconds here ahhh Tech don’t stop don’t stop!”


  Tech recognized, by now, the familiar tightening of Rev’s body, the clenching in his arms and the rising scent of arousal. He slid his other arm under the roadrunner and lifted him, rolling onto his back and pulling Rev on top of him so that a few seconds later, he had a nice view of Rev’s beak hanging open and his blissful expression as he gasped, “ohTechohTechcomingcomingahhhhhh!”


  His shaft convulsed in Tech’s paw, shooting hot seed over it and onto the coyote’s stomach, where it lay on his fur and slowly cooled. The scent reached Tech’s nostrils a moment later, making him inhale to savor it as he kept pumping, looking up at Rev as he did. The roadrunner’s beak was closed, his teeth gritted as he moaned in time with his spurts and finally shuddered to a stop.


  He weighed so little on Tech’s hips that he felt almost like a dream, unreal and hollow, but his hand was solid. He’d kept a grip on Tech’s shaft and now moistened his fingers with his seed, stroking slowly as his breathing evened. The coyote lifted his paw from the twitching shaft and set it on his stomach, angling the other behind his head and looking up.


  Rev opened his eyes and grinned when he saw Tech looking up. “I like this going slow thing I think it might catch on now let me see how slow I can go with you but I’m not gonna be able to resist giving you a little vibrato here and there cause I know how much you like that and it’s fun to watch you just let me catch my breath here for a moment whew you sure know how to use those fingers of yours.”


  Tech grinned back. “Take your time,” he said, already panting now that Rev was stroking again, and unable to keep from squirming when the nimble fingers vibrated up and down his shaft. Rev grinned more widely and settled himself astride the coyote’s hips, stroking and sometimes making his fingers vibrate against sensitive areas. The sensations built again, aided by the smell of the roadrunner that hung in the air, and after a little while Tech closed his eyes, and after another little while he arched his back, and then just when he thought he was going over the edge, Rev slowed his strokes.


  He cracked one eye open and saw the roadrunner’s grin, and gave himself up, helpless under the teasing fingers. Once again Rev played him to the edge and brought him down, and then the third time, just as he was thinking he couldn’t take much more of this, the stroking, pumping fingers didn’t stop. Tech wondered what musical frequency his body was singing at as his back arched again, his ears standing straight out from his head and his toes curling as Rev guided him upward to his crescendo. He yelped and moaned and squirmed and felt his seed shooting out of him to land on his stomach with Rev’s, and the climax went on and on and then was over. His body sank back to the sheets, but Rev was still stroking him, so he grabbed the roadrunner and pulled him down, hugging him tightly and squishing his stomach against Tech’s sticky fur.


  Rev squawked a protest too late. “Aw jeez Tech look at that I’m all messy now and mmmmmmf.”


  Tech held the kiss and then sank back again, exhaling, his paws stroking down the thin strong curve of Rev’s spine to his tail feathers. Rev snaked his slender arms under Tech’s shoulders and hugged back lightly.


  “We should do this more often,” Tech said.


  “I could probably go every day if you’ve got the stamina for it but I know coyotes get tired out easily and have trouble keeping up with roadrunners if you want to try I’m game though.” Rev grinned at him, rubbing his beak against Tech’s whiskers.


  “No, I mean… this.” Tech gestured to the bedroom and returned his paw to Rev’s back.


  Rev looked around, his topknot bobbing. “Yeah the privacy is nice I admit plus I like getting to look at your sexy coyote body there even with the lycra don’t get to see how nice it is all the time just glimpses in the locker room and here I can stare and not worry that Slam or Ace is gonna notice.”


  “I like it too,” Tech said. He dragged his claws down Rev’s rear, feeling the taut muscles under the plumage, and ruffled the feathers as he pulled his fingers back up the roadrunner’s sides. “And I like… I like sleeping here, too.”


  “I wouldn’t mind stayin’ in your room once or twice I guess and you could stay here some of the time if you like no reason not to since you don’t snore and I don’t either least my last girlfriend didn’t complain about it.” Rev settled back against Tech.


  The mention of his last girlfriend sent a discordant note through Tech’s mood. He shifted, his paws stilling. No reason to react that way, he told himself. He’s not seeing her any more. But why would he mention her now, just when we’ve decided to sleep together?


  “I guess I should get to work,” he said. “I need to come up with some kind of solution before 3, right?”


  Rev lifted his head, tilted it, and then nodded. “Sure Tech wanna shower first on second thought let me shower first then I’ll get dressed and go get your uniform while you shower here and then you’ll be all set wanna listen to some music while I’m in the shower I’ll put something on for you.” He gave the coyote a quick peck on the nose and flipped himself out of the bed, walking to the audio unit in the wall. Fast dance music filled the room, 32/32 by the sound of it and filled with hagiophone trills.


  “Sorry did you want to listen to something else I can key in one of your classical pieces if you want just gimme the number and I’ll put it in.” Rev had turned, his expression amused and slightly anxious, as if he were waiting to see if Tech had gotten a joke he’d made but it was no big deal if not.


  Tech, whose discordance had been smoothed over by watching the roadrunner’s elegant, lanky body prance naked around the room, made a show of looking at Rev’s dripping shaft and then jerked his gaze up to the roadrunner’s eyes. “Oh, huh? No, no, this is fine. You listen to dance music a lot?”


  Rev grinned at him, shaking his tail feathers. “What d’ya mean dance music you should hear the stuff I dance to this is slow the kind of stuff I go to sleep to okay I’m gonna hop in the shower be out in a second.”


  For a moment, Tech wondered if he meant that literally.


  He turned his mind to the xion matrix problem for the ten minutes Rev was showering, but was no closer to a solution when the roadrunner got out and said, “Your turn,” so he lounged in the bed.


  “I’ll wait ’til you get dressed,” he said, turning his body so his head hung off the edge of the bed and he was looking upside down at Rev’s naked body, feathers, glistening with moisture. Rev grinned and walked over to him, his shaft bobbing just above Tech’s muzzle. The coyote lifted his head and took a couple licks before Rev moved away and started pulling his uniform on.


  “Aww,” Tech said, remembering the feel of his claws through the feathers, how they’d moved so easily through them and now would be foiled by the lycra barrier. And then he felt like a world-class idiot.


  “The suits!” he said.


  “What?” Rev paused in the middle of pulling his shirt on.


  “The suits! Our environment suits. They’re designed to withstand meteorite impacts in space. I don’t think the needle darts are slender enough to pierce them. Can test that pretty easily, but I bet it works.”


  Rev crossed his arms, a familiar red and black form where the cornflower and lavender had been. “You want me to get your space suit and uniform both?”


  “Sure, could you?” Tech rolled out of bed and headed to the shower. He paused with his paw on the doorframe, looking at the motionless roadrunner. “Thanks. What?”


  Rev grinned and just made a motion with his hand in a little circle. Tech’s smile broadened as he made a slow pirouette, showing off his tail and sheath and shaking his hips. Rev whistled, gave him a thumbs-up and a wink, and was gone.


  

  

  The space suits resisted the projectile just fine, even when Tech loaded it into a magnetic cannon and fired it. It took him three tries to hit the suit, though, and that sent his mind down another connection.


  This guy, whoever he was, had hit Duck with a split-second warning, turning nearly a hundred and eighty degrees around in the two seconds before Duck had quacked out. Tech tried the feat himself, and missed ten times out of ten, even knowing where the space suit was. He enlisted Ace’s help, and then Rev’s, and even the martial-arts trained rabbit and speedy roadrunner only hit once out of ten times each.


  “What’s this all about Tech are we gonna have mandatory target practice now cause usually I don’t carry a gun not that I mind once in a while.” Rev stroked the barrel of the gun when Ace wasn’t looking and winked at Tech.


  The coyote grinned at him. “No, I was just thinking about how that guy hit Duck. Either he got an incredibly lucky shot off, or he’s got some kind of enhanced power like we do.”


  Ace rubbed his chin. “I was wonderin’ about dat.”


  “And the neural disruptor might not be the only gun he has, in that case.” Tech looked up at the wall at his own arsenal. “He could have an energy blast, or a magnetic reversal gun.”


  Ace followed his gaze. “Or an antimatter gun?”


  “Well, no.” Tech let his eyes linger on it. “That one’s a custom job. I had to make the antimatter for it myself, and it took me three months to do. I don’t think there’s anyone else in the world who could figure that out. And have the facilities to do it,” he added.


  “As long as we’re safer this time,” Ace said. “I don’t plan ta get close enough ta let him shoot. Me’n’Lexi’ll take him out and Duck or Rev can wrap him up.”


  “I want to talk to him,” Tech said, holding up the neural disruptor needle. “Because I can only think of two places he could have gotten this, and I don’t like either of them.”


  “We’re gonna do our best to take him alive,” Ace said. “If you’re all set, come grab some pizza before Zodavia’s call. I got Slam his own pie so we can share the other one.”


  

  

  “Loonatics,” Zodavia began, looking down at them, “the mystery gunman has been identified from the footage you took. His name is Zebediah Fudd.”


  “That’s a name that sounds like trouble,” Duck said. “What were his parents thinking, naming him ‘Fudd’?”


  “What’s his story?” Ace asked.


  “Avid hunter,” Zodavia said. “Mostly just at shooting ranges. Army training. Top marksman in his group every time. Won three shooting competitions. Then disappeared for a year and a half until three days ago.”


  “Any locations he was known to frequent before his disappearance?” Tech asked.


  “He grew up in North Haverbrook,” Zodavia said. “He is probably still there. The locals mistrust law enforcement and are likely helping to hide him.”


  “After he shot all those people there?” Lexi said.


  “The people he shot were government workers. City hall functionaries, police, and a tax auditor.”


  “And a superhero,” Duck pointed out.


  “We’ll have to comb the town,” Ace said. “I don’t like it.”


  “Are there any indications that he might have been affected by the meteor?” Tech said.


  Zodavia turned to face him again. “He disappeared mere months after the meteor’s impact. There are army records of him assisting with the cleanup afterwards, and then nothing. That is a highly probable circumstance.”


  “So what are we gonna do?” Ace said.


  “Go to North Haverbrook,” Zodavia said. “Comb the town. Zodavia out.”


  Ace rolled his eyes. “All right,” he said as the rainbow sparkles faded. “I guess we oughta split up into teams of two. It’s not a big town, so I t’ink we can search it pretty quick in three groups. I’ll take Lexi, Duck, you take Slam, and Tech, you can take Rev.”


  Rev mouthed, “Yeah take me,” at Tech, making the coyote grin, until Duck cleared his throat.


  “And what am I supposed to do with Slam?” he said.


  “Gah roo guh.” Slam accompanied his words with a suggestive hand gesture.


  “Very funny. I’m taking Tech.”


  “Hey,” Tech said.


  “Any objection to splitting up with Rev, Tech?” Duck said, leering at him. “You two don’t need to be together all the time, do you?”


  “Put a sock in it, Duck,” Lexi said. “Leave Tech alone.”


  Rev and Tech exchanged glances and shrugs. “It’s okay I like Slam I’ll go with him and I bet we find him first anyway you ready Slam?”


  “Ah rah dah!” Slam spun around a couple times. Tech marveled at his ability to shrug off Duck’s insult so easily. Rev zipped to his side and together they were first out into the jet. Ace and Lexi followed, Ace not-so-subtly patting her butt to scoot her along.


  “Sorry about that, Tech,” Duck said, practically preening as they shut off the equipment. “But you know, I was worried you and Rev might get distracted out there and Mister Fudd might catch you in a, shall we say, vulnerable position. So it’s really all for your own safety.”


  “You’re a prince,” Tech said.


  “If we could just get a tracer on him I could track where he is but we gotta find him first,” Rev was saying as Tech closed the airlock behind him. It stuck a little where Slam had ripped it open, but the Flightronics guys had done a good job with the replacement parts. The engine and the computer console, both luckily undamaged, were the only things Tech had to fix himself; everything else was part of the standard Flightronics X71 body. They had a standing contract that Flightronics was happy to honor, since the Loonatics went through an average of one jet every two or three months.


  “If we find him again,” Lexi said, “he’s not getting away.”


  “I second dat,” Ace said, powering up.


  “You traced those alien ice vikings okay,” Duck said, strapping himself into the seat ahead of Tech.


  Rev had himself strapped in before he even opened his beak. “That’s cause Tech analyzed the signature of their albedo and programmed them into the satellite to record on my system and you remember we didn’t get all of ’em just the ones on the boat this guy doesn’t have any emissions that I know of at least not any we can track I bet he stinks but the satellite can’t pick that up can it Tech?”


  Tech grinned, and shook his head. “Not unless we deploy a scent-specific bot to relay radio signals based on the chemical composition of the surrounding air. Actually,” he said, half to himself, “that’s not a bad idea.”


  Duck turned around. “Say what?”


  “A sniffer,” Tech said. “It won’t help us find this guy because we don’t know what he smells like, but it might be useful in the future.”


  “Just make sure you keep it away from Slam,” Duck said, “or it’d overload the system.”


  Rev rolled his eyes, but Slam didn’t take any notice, or appear to. Tech called up his work journal and scribbled some notes as the jet took off.


  “We’ll wear our suits like Tech said, and take the bikes,” Ace said once they were on their way. “You don’t have to bike, Rev, if you don’t want to. Go through the town and talk to people, see if anyone knows Zebediah and where he might be hiding. Tech, anything on the ’net about him?”


  Tech shook his head. “Nada. I’m running a few infobots out and we’ll see if they bring anything back. It’s not uncommon for people in these less developed areas of Acmetropolis to take special measures to keep themselves off the ’net.”


  “Wish I could keep myself off the ’net you see those pictures someone posted the other day I don’t know who has the time to do that kind of thing,” Rev said.


  “There are far more disgusting sites about me up there than about you,” Duck said.


  “I’d think dat stands ta reason,” Ace said, and Tech snickered along with everyone else while surreptitiously sending another infobot to grab some of the sites about Rev for later perusal.


  North Haverbrook was, as Rev had observed, kind of a dump. Tech and Duck kept skirting piles of debris in the streets as they rode to their assigned starting point, a rather seedy bar called “The Monorail” that filled the air outside with barks of drunken laughter and the clink of glasses. Even before evening hit. Charming, Tech reflected.


  The bikes shimmered and vanished as Tech hit the cloak. He pulled another device from his belt. “Now, I synthesized a simulation in the identity projector and I suggest we take turns…” He looked up to see the doors of the bar swinging closed. A moment later, he heard Duck’s voice inside.


  “Hey, you swamp rats. Anyone here seen Zebediah Fudd?”


  Tech covered his eyes with his paw and sighed. The silence forced him to follow Duck inside.


  He activated his suit’s visibility adjustment compensator and saw a smoky room full of blank, unshaven faces staring at his partner. Of course, in the environment suits, they looked either silly or frightening. Tech was pretty sure that this crowd wasn’t frightened.


  Duck turned his head slowly from side to side, hands on his hips, his scornful expression a sure precursor to some kind of remark that was going to get them in trouble. “What my companion here means to say,” Tech said quickly, “is that we want to buy everyone here a drink.”


  The bartender held out his hand. After a dirty look at Tech, Duck walked over and handed him their expense chip. The bartender plugged it into his counter and handed it back. “That’s right nice,” he said. “Now get the hell out.”


  “Next time,” Duck said, blinking in the sunlight, “let me stick to my plan.”


  “Your plan wasn’t working either,” Tech said. “If you’d let me finish…”


  “What, were you going to offer them all a blow job, too?”


  Tech snapped his muzzle shut and started walking down the street, his footsteps clanking on the concrete. Duck followed him. “Or is it just Rev? Seriously. He’s not even the best-looking bird on the team!”


  At that, Tech spun around. “What, are you jealous?”


  Duck lifted his bill haughtily and put a palm to his chest. “Jealous? Ha! Think I want your stinky coyote slobber all over me? I have dozens, nay, hundreds of eager young ladies happy to attend to my every need.”


  “Really. Funny how we never see them around the base.”


  “I don’t bring my romantic liasons to work.”


  “You spend an inordinate amount of time complaining about how bored you are,” Tech said. “One would think you could just open up your little black book and go get some entertainment.”


  “The issue is not me, the issue is you and Rev and those disgusting things you do.”


  Tech felt a flush at the back of his neck. “What we do is none of your business.”


  “It is when you do it in the control room. We all walk on that floor!”


  “What?” Tech stared at him.


  “I mean, I don’t want to step in something…” Duck shook his head. “I can’t believe I’m even talking about this.”


  “I can’t either,” Tech said. “Let’s just go to the next bar.”


  “Walking?”


  Tech turned and walked on down the street. “You can quack if you want,” he said.


  Duck hurried to catch up with him, walking beside him in silence as they rounded a corner. Tech made a mental bet with himself how many steps it would take Duck to open his beak again. He was off by two. “Really, though. Rev?” Tech didn’t answer. “He’s so annoying. But I guess it would be over in about five seconds, right?”


  “That’s hysterical,” Tech said. “You think that one up all by yourself?”


  “I’m really just curious. What could the attraction possibly be?”


  “I am not having this conversation with you.” Tech pulled out the alternate identity hologenerator and pulled up the Zebediah identity again. “Can’t you just go on blackmailing me and shut up about it?”


  “Blackmail? I’m not blackmailing you. I’m just making sure you know what I need to remain happy. Because when I’m not happy, I complain about stuff. Like things I saw that I didn’t want to see.” Duck stuck his tongue partway out of his beak.


  “Like every time you look in a mirror?”


  “Har har. Did you think that one up yourself?”


  “Here.” Tech thrust the hologenerator at him. “This will make you look like Zebediah. Unfortunately we have no voiceprint, but the program does an estimation based on his height, weight, throat thickness, and the way he dresses.”


  “And why am I the one who gets to look like a shaved monkey with a glandular problem?” Duck didn’t take the device, just looked from it up to Tech.


  “Because you can quack out of trouble. And,” Tech said, to get the argument over with, “you’re a better actor than I am.”


  “While that is true, it doesn’t mean I have to do all the work.”


  “Could you maybe at least do some of it?”


  Duck put his hands on his hips again. “I did try, back in that other bar.”


  Tech shook the hologenerator. “You call that trying?”


  “No, I call you trying.” Duck folded his arms. “You remember what I said about making sure I’m happy?”


  “For the love of…” Tech said, and then told himself, just relax, breathe. It’s okay, you’ll do a better job anyway. “All right, fine.”


  He ignored Duck’s smug look and flicked on the hologenerator. A moment later he got at least some measure of satisfaction from Duck’s startled yelp and jump backwards. “Great Goose!”


  “I gather it works?” Tech was curious to hear that his voice was higher-pitched than he would have thought.


  “Down to the ugly hunting jacket and the sloping forehead,” Duck said. “So what now?”


  “Now I go to the next bar and see if anyone spills anything.”


  “And what do I do?”


  “You stay out of the way.”


  The first two places Tech visited as Zebediah, a bar and a library, yielded no information, but at least nobody threatened to throw anything at him. The locals definitely recognized him, though. At both places, he saw someone press an alarm or pick up a phone, and he got out of there soon after. They moved on to the third place, yet another bar, where Tech told Duck to keep an eye out for police and intercept them if they tried to go inside. He looked at the dancing beer holos in the windows and thought he was getting a pretty good, if depressing, picture of Zebediah’s habits.


  “Evening,” he said, casually raising a hand and sitting down at the bar.


  The bartender, a sallow woman with greasy black hair, froze in the middle of wiping the bar. She stared so long that Tech thought at first he’d forgotten to turn on the hologenerator again, but then she reached under the bar, pulled out a bottle, and set it in front of him. “Take that and git back to yer in-laws, Zeb.”


  “What’s the matter?” He tried to feign ignorance.


  “You know better’n this. Law’s all over lookin’ for ya. Them super-freaks are nosin’ around too. Elm says a couple of ’em came by his shop. Spend yer time how ya want, but don’t bring trouble inna my bar.”


  Tech refrained from saying that Trouble was not only already in the bar, but looked like a regular with a usual drink order and everything. The patrons were seedier, if that was possible, than the clientele of the Monorail. He lifted the bottle, though he didn’t dare drink because his muzzle wasn’t aligned with the hologram’s mouth. “Thanks,” he said.


  “Stay the hell out,” the woman replied.


  “Another rousing success?” Duck said as Tech walked out.


  “For your information, we have a lead,” Tech said, turning off the suit’s external speakers and switching to the internal channel. “The bartender said he’s staying with his in-laws. Hopefully we can get some records from the ’net that at least show his family.”


  “I thought Ace and Lexi were supposed to be investigating his family.”


  “They are. We should see where they are, and—”


  Duck was already on the team broadcast channel. “Attention, team. We have new information. Everyone meet us back at the jet.”


  Tech shook his head and followed Duck back down the street.


  They’d gotten halfway back when Tech sensed rather than saw a blur of motion, and Rev appeared beside him, falling quickly into step. The roadrunner wasn’t wearing his environment suit.


  “Hey I figured if you guys found something it was probably you and not Duck so what is it where’s this scumbag hiding out me and Slam were asking around a bunch of shops looking for guns too like you said but nothing really came up haven’t heard from Ace and Lexi yet they’re probably holed up somewhere going at it so what’s the info?”


  “He’s with family,” Tech said. “You should still be wearing your suit. It’s dangerous.”


  “I was but I took it off when I heard your news I can run faster without it and I figured if you knew where he was he probably wasn’t anywhere around you so I’d be safe anyway.” He winked at Tech, just when Duck turned around.


  “Oh, when did you show up? Get tired of Slam? Or just horny?”


  Rev stuck his tongue out at Duck and slipped an arm deliberately around Tech’s waist as they walked. Even through the rigid suit, the weight of the roadrunner’s light embrace made the coyote smile. The warm glow of that touch vanished almost immediately as a voice crackled over the speakers. “Horny? What’s dat supposed ta mean, Duck?”


  Rev looked from Tech to Duck as they stopped dead and stared at each other. “What what’s goin’ on what am I missing?”


  “Duck left his broadcast channel open when he said that,” Tech said. “To the whole team.”


  Rev’s eyes widened for a moment, then he grinned and shrugged. “Ah they won’t be able to understand it anyway Slam’s already back at the jet with his suit off so just tell Ace you were talking to some street person or teasing Tech about getting laid or something and it’ll blow over.”


  For a moment, Tech thought Duck might just spill their whole secret right then, but Slam and Lexi started talking on the channel at the same time, making him wince and hold his ears. Slam was babbling angrily about something and Lexi was saying, “Duck, leave Slam alone already.”


  “I was just teasing Tech about something,” Duck said. “I forgot I had the channel on, okay? Signing off.”


  This time Tech heard the click as the channel shut down. They started walking back to the bikes again, and Rev kept his hand on Tech’s hip. The roadrunner chattered as they walked. “You know really I don’t know why it’s such a big deal Duck knows and Lexi probably knows and Slam won’t give a damn so there’s only Ace and if nobody else cares then why should he?”


  “Lexi knows?” Duck said.


  Tech shrugged. “She probably hears a lot of stuff that goes on all over the lab. I’m sure she’s heard us talking.”


  “But she wasn’t there that day. You mean there’s been other times?” He held up a hand. “No. No. I don’t want to know.”


  “She probably hears lots of stuff that we think we do in private like make phone calls or you know other stuff those bathrooms aren’t soundproof,” Rev said, winking at Tech.


  “Ph-phone calls?” Duck looked at both of them. “You think she listens in on phone calls?”


  “I don’t think she listens deliberately,” Tech said, “but I’m sure that if she chances to overhear something, she wouldn’t really be able to tune it out.”


  “You think she tells Zodavia about things she hears?”


  “Come on who talks to Zodavia in their spare time?” Rev said.


  “Yeah.” And then Tech thought of something that made him grin, so he had to say it. “Besides, Zodavia monitors all phone transmissions into and out of the base anyway, so Lexi wouldn’t really have to tell her.”


  Duck’s feathers all went limp, leaving him very sleek and wide-eyed. He turned without a word and kept walking. Tech grinned at Rev, who drew a little closer to him.


  He stayed close as they rode back to the jet, pacing Duck and Tech on the bikes and darting around and over obstacles, coming up on one side of Tech and then the other. When they came into view of the jet, sitting in the decrepit field, Rev put on a burst of speed. No matter how much Tech gunned the bike, he couldn’t catch the speedy bird, who turned around and waited for them in the bike bay, leaning casually against the door.


  “Show off,” Duck muttered, locking up his bike next to Tech’s. He walked back to the bridge.


  Tech followed, walking at Rev’s side. He grinned down and said, softly, “Show off.” He got a wink in return as they entered the bridge and took their seats.


  Zodavia had located two possible residences for them to investigate. Duck shifted back and forth in his seat as Ace read off the locations, until the rabbit looked right at him and said, “You need ta use the head, Duck?”


  “I just want to know why we’re still going after this guy. Can’t we just give his location to the police?”


  “We’re here,” Ace said, “and protecting people is what we’re about. What’s the problem with taking this guy out?”


  “Well, I mean, it’s just so… boring. What videos can I upload to my fan club from this?”


  “Maybe he’ll have a rocket launcher,” Tech said. “That would make for a pretty dramatic video.”


  “I’ll take him,” Lexi said. “With the suit and my enhanced hearing, I can sneak up on him and brain blast him before he knows what’s going on. I don’t need to take any video.”


  “See,” Duck said, “if he were out on the roof again, I could quack around him and make him waste his ammunition, then take him out.” He punched the air.


  “Lexi, why don’t you just listen ta the talk in the buildings to see where he is, and then we’ll send Rev in to get him.” Ace was clearly ignoring Duck.


  Tech felt the creep of worry. “Why Rev? The guy’s sure to be set up where he can see everyone coming in.”


  “He can’t see me Tech you don’t need to worry.”


  “But he’s seen you before. He might have set up something to slow you down, or so he can anticipate you.”


  Rev grinned. “Nothing can slow me down you should know that by now don’t worry seriously I’ll be fine nothing I’d like better than to go get this guy and I’ll even keep my video camera on for my fan club.”


  “I’m sure they’ll both be very impressed,” Duck said.


  “You’re just jealous cause I have twice as many fans as you do but don’t worry I’m sure you’ll pick up your second one someday there’s got to be one other person who likes you besides your mom.”


  “You know, I could call up a crawler from the base and make a few modifications to it to send it through the building and shoot a tranquilizer dart at him.” Tech called up the schematic, and saw the paths immediately. “It’d take like an hour to get it here, with my tools.”


  Ace shook his head. “Easier just ta put Lexi on the bike with the cloaker and then send Rev in. We don’t need yer toys, Tech, but thanks.”


  “But I’d rather…” He looked at Rev and trailed off. For some reason, the roadrunner looked annoyed. “Uh, the cloaker won’t work while the bike is moving.”


  “I’ll just carry Lexi around then,” Rev said.


  “No, I can’t hear when you go that fast, and it musses up my hair. How about if I just ride the bike nearby and then sneak up? I can do that.”


  “That’ll woik. Okay, get to yer bike, and Rev, follow her. Stay on the open channel, botha you.”


  Before Tech could protest, the two of them were out the door. He turned back and saw Duck smirking at him. “I’m, uh, still going to retrieve the crawler,” he said to Ace. “Just as a backup. In case we need it.”


  “Just keep an eye on the video,” Ace said. “Otherwise knock yerself out.”


  Tech kept Lexi and Rev’s monitors up while he sent one of his crawlers instructions to get onto one of the drone flyers back in base. He watched the grimy tenement buildings in Lexi’s monitor and listened to her whispered reports as he programmed the drone to join his jet.


  “I hear the people in that building,” she told them. “They’re talking about some food and stuff.”


  The bridge remained silent. Tech looked up to see Slam fiddling with his console, playing a solitaire game. Ace was resting his chin on one elbow, looking out through the windshield. Duck was either answering e-mail or reading some articles online. He kept his eyes on the monitor as he completed the drone’s instructions.


  Twenty minutes later, though, even he was bored. All Lexi had managed to listen in on was a protracted conversation about who was going to take the garbage out, and a criticism of a television show. Rev’s monitor showed him dashing back and forth. He had the sound off, but Tech could almost hear the roadrunner’s impatient chatter in his head.


  “They’re never going to talk about Fudd on their own,” he said.


  “We need to startle ’em somehow,” Ace said.


  “Oh, I know a way you could startle them,” Duck said, looking at Tech.


  “Dat’s okay, Duck,” Ace said. “You can leave yer Misty Breeze collection back at the base.”


  “She is a rare talent,” Duck said stiffly. “And she’s beautiful. And some of those items have already doubled in value.”


  “Gah rah two cent,” Slam said, looking up from his game.


  “Tech, what about that thing yer retrievin’ from the base? You flyin’ it here on a drone?” Tech nodded. “Can you program it to fly by the buildings? Nice an’ close?”


  “Sure.” He tapped into the drone’s programming and re-routed it to fly past the each of the two buildings. “Okay. It should arrive in approximately eighty-three seconds at the first, ninety-one seconds at the other.”


  “Approximately?” Ace grinned back at him.


  “Give or take two seconds,” Tech said. “Depending on relative humidity and point turbulence due to structure-induced thermals and downdrafts.” To their blank stares, he added, “The air gets funny that close to buildings.”


  “Can you delay the flight so it doesn’t hit the second building ’til a couple minutes later?” When Tech nodded, Ace said into the open channel, “Rev, get ready ta grab Lexi and take her from the first location ta the second if she doesn’t hear anything in about a minute. We’re gonna try to startle them inta talkin’ about Fudd.”


  “Okay,” Lexi’s whisper echoed through the bridge.


  Rev was more effusive, of course. “Great idea Ace anything’s better than standing around here waiting of course I’m not standing but it’s still better than running back and forth here waiting I’ll be ready Lexi just give the word I’m rarin’ to go!”


  “Stay on alert, Lexi,” Ace said. “In about a minute.”


  “Sure thing, Ace,” she whispered back.


  There turned out to be no need for Rev to carry her to the other location. Within a minute of the drone overhead, she was whispering excitedly to them. “Someone just said, ‘Hey Zeb, they’re after ya,’ and someone else said ‘I’ll get my stuff and get outta here, don’t want you in trouble.’ They’re up on the third floor in one of the rooms at the back.”


  “That enough for ya, Rev?” Ace said.


  “Got it Ace I’m on my way Lexi get ready with that brain blast see ya in approximately eleven seconds it’d be seven if I didn’t hafta wear this suit,” Rev said.


  “Make sure and get him quick, Lexi,” Tech said. “He’s probably got some kind of guns on his person and if he has time to figure out what’s going on…”


  “I’m on it, Tech.” She sounded annoyed.


  Tech bit his tongue, wanting to say, I’m just trying to give everyone on the team the best chance of survival. That was true, but in the next ten seconds, as he watched Rev’s monitor intently, all of his thoughts were with the roadrunner, constructing scenario after scenario as everything seemed to move far too slowly.


  One: Grimy concrete building. Even the graffiti on the door was faded and unfinished. Cracks in the stone.


  The shooter had rigged the entrance to blow. Rev’s monitor would flash before filling with rubble.


  Two: Filthy hallway, derelict sleeping on a decrepit wooden bench. Beside him, the door further in hung ajar, puce-colored paint peeling in long strips from it.


  The shooter had an energy cannon pointed at the door and Rev’s monitor would flash bright white and then go black.


  Three: Half-broken banister, staircase with one stair missing, stained wallpaper missing in gaping patches.


  The shooter had rigged the stairs to fall. Tech would see sudden motion, wood fragments, abrupt slowing as Rev tried to climb out of the debris with a broken leg.


  Four: Another derelict sleeping on the landing, a hallway whose torn carpeting exposed the wormy wood beneath. Three doors: two open, one closed, all marked and chipped.


  The derelict was a friend of the shooter and had a concealed gun to take out Rev from behind, his monitor pitching forward onto the ratty carpet and remaining fixed there.


  Five: A quick glimpse of a room. Two startled human faces looked up from a green-grey couch in front of a hideous black velvet painting. Another face, under a red and tan hunting cap with a wide brim, looked right at Tech, coolly. A gun lay across his lap and, incredibly, got halfway up to his shoulder.


  The shooter had a shotgun loaded with incendiary pellets and Rev’s monitor would explode in fire.


  Six: Blur of motion, shine of gun, clatter of it falling to the floor through Rev’s mike. Tan shirt and orange vest obscuring most of the monitor.


  The shooter had somehow acquired super-tensile carbon fiber and set up a net trap, and Rev would be caught and quickly dispatched, his monitor coming to rest on a view of the ceiling that would travel slowly to a view of the sky.


  Seven: Flickering light and dark. Footsteps on wood.


  The shooter had found one of the helmets from the alien ice vikings they had defeated and had set up a sheen of ice in the hall that Rev wouldn’t see, his monitor skidding up to show the ceiling as he landed flat on his back, then quickly filming over with ice as the alien technology froze him where he lay.


  Eight: More footsteps. Shadows shifting.


  The shooter had a small handgun he was drawing even now and would fire.


  Nine: Bright light around the fuzzy edges of the shadow.


  Any second now, the shooter would fire. Any second now.


  Ten: Flash.


  Rev’s monitor stopped. The shadow fell away from it. It tipped backwards slowly, up to the clouds over the dirt-brown concrete, and remained still.
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  “Rev!” Tech yelled, standing before he knew what he was doing. He stared at the monitor, willing it to move, eyes still seeing the afterimage of the flash as a greenish haze over the blue sky. His paws clenched around the armrests on his chair.


  “Sorry guys,” Lexi said over the intercom. “I kinda got ’em both.”


  “No prob, Lexi,” Ace said. “You need help or can you get ’em on the bike?”


  “I can handle it,” she said. “Rev hardly weighs anything.”


  Tech collapsed in his chair, releasing the armrests. Ace was checking something on the monitor, but both Duck and Slam were staring at him.


  Is this how it’s going to be every time? he wondered. Every time I’m sitting here while he’s out there in danger? Picturing all the things that could happen, agonizing because I can’t do anything about them?


  “Hey, Tech,” Duck said. “Don’t worry about Rev. He’s pretty good at what he does.”


  Because of the unfamiliar context, it took Tech a moment to recognize his expression as sympathy.


  

  

  They strapped Zebediah Fudd in the holding cell back at the base, after Tech had divested him of anything metal and Ace had searched him for anything non-magnetic. Sedated, he looked much less dangerous, his oversized hunter’s hat askew on his brow and his orange vest grimy and torn on closer inspection. He had an impressive stock of weapons, though: three small pistols, a slingshot, and a pair of knives strapped to his ankles. In addition, Lexi told them he’d had a handgun out when she’d blasted him.


  Rev had woken up halfway back to base, responding to Tech’s anxious queries with a quick, “Doing fine just got a bad bad headache.” To which Lexi apologized, and Rev told her it was okay. He met Tech’s eye a couple times after that but didn’t smile, and when they got back to base, he went to his room to lie down. The rest of the Loonatics gathered in the main room.


  “Good work, Loonatics,” Zodavia said. “Excellent teamwork.”


  “Thank you,” Duck said before anyone else could talk. “Really, it was nothing.”


  “In your case, I know that,” she said. “Tech, Lexi, and Rev, especially, did excellent work.”


  “Did we uncover anything more on his background?” Tech asked. “There’s something about him that doesn’t correspond to my expectations of his abilities.”


  Zodavia, as always, seemed unruffled. “I expect you will uncover that during the interrogation. Ace, I will read your full report.”


  “I’d really appreciate if you could bring your resources to bear as well,” Tech said. “I know you have access to some other areas that we don’t.”


  “If I have time, I will look into it,” she said. “Is there anything else?”


  “Nah, that’s good. Glad to be of soivice,” Ace said.


  “Again, good work. Zodavia out.”


  Tech sat back in his chair and folded his arms as everyone else got up. Ace came over to stand by him. “You want to do the interrogation or should I?”


  “You go first,” Tech said.


  “Awright. Let’s change into some clean uniforms, eh?”


  They changed along with Slam and Duck in the locker room, and while Ace went off to interrogate Zebediah, Tech went to see to Rev. But the roadrunner didn’t answer his knock—still sleeping, probably—so Tech sat in his lab reviewing the medical data from the prisoner, trying without much success not to worry about Rev.


  The DNA, retinal patterns, fingerprints, blood sample, and dental print wouldn’t really tell them what they needed to know. The skin analysis might tell them where he’d been in the last week to month, depending on how frequently he bathed (Tech was betting on the month side of the scale). The real information would come from the interrogation.


  The blood sample, though, might still be of interest. What was bothering him about Zebediah Fudd was not so much how a hunter from the backwater of North Haverbrook had obtained a highly classified experimental weapon, but how he had the reflexes and accuracy to fire and hit Duck in a fraction of a second. In the fairly long list of non-natural substances found in the prisoner’s bloodstream, he found his answer.


  At least, he thought he did. His database contained a catalog of over a hundred thousand known chemical substances and compounds, but there, in between the alcohol, artificial sweeteners, preservatives, caffeine, and various mild hallucinogens, was a big fat UNKNOWN. He asked the medibase to isolate the compound and identify chemically similar substances, and it replied that it would take it about an hour to complete the search it had already initiated. Tech sometimes assigned the medibase the personality of a snobby butler in his thoughts, because its stilted, artificial voice always sounded reluctantly obedient.


  He killed time modifying his crawler because he’d already had the idea for it, and then got sidetracked on another idea he’d had. By the time the medibase cleared its throat (with his standard alert sound) to let him know it was done, it took him a moment to recall exactly what it was doing.


  A brief scan of the data brought a smile to his muzzle. “Damn,” he said, “I’m good.” The three known compounds the medibase had returned in its analysis were all from the amphetamine family, drugs designed to sharpen senses and speed up reflexes. That didn’t explain the accuracy, but it solved half of the riddle.


  Zebediah hadn’t had any unidentified pills, patches, or liquids on his person at the time of his capture. Maybe because he was in hiding, he’d set them down, or didn’t think he’d need to have quick access to them. Certainly his reflexes had been extra-sharp when Rev had caught him. Three more seconds and he might have succeeded in drawing his gun.


  “Tech?”


  He turned and waved Duck into the lab. “I haven’t finished your fight reel from the battle room yet.”


  “Oh, that’s not what I wanted to talk about.” Duck shuffled his webbed feet. Tech raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. “I didn’t know the thing with you and Rev was, you know, more than just that one time.”


  “You didn’t?” Tech reviewed the past couple weeks in his head. They hadn’t really said anything about it to Duck, nor had he seen them together again after that. He supposed he could see where Duck, self-absorbed as he was, would have missed any other context to what he’d seen.


  Duck shook his head. “I thought he just got horny, you know, and talked you into it, or maybe you were swapping, or… anyway, don’t know, don’t want to know. I thought that was kind of gross. I didn’t realize you guys were, like, dating. And stuff.”


  “Oh.” Tech couldn’t think of a single thing to say.


  “So I just wanted to say, you know, good luck.”


  “Well, thanks.” Tech studied Duck. “Does this mean you’re going to do your reel yourself?”


  “No,” Duck said. “I figure you still don’t want Ace to know. You know, good ol’ wholesome boy scout Ace, never know how he might react.”


  “What about Slam?”


  “What about him? He can barely dress himself, he should care who’s sleeping with who?”


  “Whom. And you shouldn’t put him down so much. It has an effect on his psyche.”


  Duck rolled his eyes. “He can take it. He’s used to it. If he doesn’t want to get picked on, he should shape up. It’s not hard.”


  Tech shook his head. “I can’t figure you out,” he said. “You come in here and wish us luck, a really nice thing to do, and then you go back to being a gigantic ass.”


  “That’s me,” Duck said. “A really nice ass. But don’t get any ideas. I like girls.”


  “Yours isn’t half as nice as Rev’s,” Tech said. “Not that I’ve made comparisons or anything.”


  Instead of sputtering, Duck grinned. “Even if you did, the fact that he’s letting you bang him renders the comparison pointless.”


  Tech laughed. “You really are an ass.”


  “Just finish my reel.” Duck paused and turned on his way out. “And see if you can include any footage of that Zeba-whatsit guy on it. Especially if he gets in the news.”


  “If who gets in da news?” Ace said from behind Duck.


  Tech and Duck exchanged quick looks, but Ace didn’t appear to have heard any of the other conversation. “That guy who shot at me.”


  Ace shook his head. “Maybe the local news, but nobody else cares about the story. Lexi was checking the news channels and didn’t find anything.”


  “Why not? He almost killed me!”


  “And he did kill eight people,” Ace said. “But the authorities want to keep it quiet. These days someone’s liable to try a copycat.”


  “How is anyone going to know how good we are if we keep not telling them?” Duck stomped off without waiting for an answer.


  “I wish he’d get over himself,” Ace said.


  Tech smiled. “He has moments. How did the interrogation go?”


  “He wouldn’t say nuthin’. I think he needs a dose of yer tell-all.”


  “Oh. Why don’t you let me try talking to him?”


  Ace folded his arms. “Why do we have it around at all if you won’t use it?”


  “I just don’t like it,” Tech said.


  “Like it or not, we finally have a prisoner we really need information from. So go do your half of the interrogation and use it. Consider dat an order.”


  “What about his drugs?”


  “Drugs?”


  Tech indicated the medibase. “He was taking some kind of drug to speed up his reflexes. Thing is, it’s a drug we’ve never seen before, which means someone has synthesized it recently. And is distributing it to homicidal backwoods gunmen.”


  Ace stepped back into the lab. “That sounds… interesting.”


  “I thought so.”


  “All the more reason ta use yer tell-all. So do it.”


  

  

  Tech juggled the small aerosol container from one paw to the other, waiting for the secure door behind him to close so the inner door could open. He could smell Fudd from out here, a rancid mix of stale alcohol, sweat, and riceweed. Must be a chewer. He could’ve told Zodavia plenty just by standing out here and breathing in.


  The smell got ten times worse when the door opened. Zebediah Fudd looked up from behind the clear plastic separator, and whatever reaction Tech expected, it was not for the prisoner to stand up so quickly his hat slid off his bald head and point at Tech with a shaking finger. “You… you double-crosser!” he shouted.


  Startled, Tech kept his mouth shut. A detached part of him noted that Fudd’s harsh, scratchy voice was not too far off from his simulation. Maybe half an octave lower. “I shoulda known you were involved with these other critter freaks. All that crap you tol’ me about…” He stopped, narrowed his eyes, and walked right up to the barrier. “Wait. You’re not him.”


  “Are you sure?” Tech folded his arms, playing along. A suspicion had taken root in his mind.


  Fudd didn’t even stoop to pick up his hat. He just sat back down and glared out through the plastic, playing with something between his fingers.


  “All right, then.” Tech moved to stand in front of the marble-sized ventilation holes, preparing the aerosol with the tell-all in it. As he primed the can, Fudd’s arm moved quickly. Something hit Tech in the ear.


  “Hey!” Fudd smirked at him. He rubbed his ear and stepped back, looking at the small rock chip on the floor as he finished prepping the container from a safe angle. The guy had somehow thrown it from ten feet away through a hole barely bigger than the chip itself, and bounced it off the inside of the hole so that it would hit him.


  Tech could even see the small mark on the inside of one of the holes as he fitted the aerosol’s plastic teeth into them. Even though the canister was metal, Tech held it up and depressed the plunger by hand, not showing off his powers in front of the prisoner. Fudd threw two more rock chips into the ventilation holes with uncanny accuracy, making the aerosol shiver each time, but he couldn’t dislodge Tech’s grip. Gas hissed into his space.


  The canister completely sealed the ventilation, so the fumes wouldn’t leak out. After a moment, Fudd started to get a nervous tic, his head jerking spastically to one side. Tech took this as a sign that his drug was working.


  “Now,” he said, “where did you get those guns?”


  His voice echoed behind the glass. The two-way got Fudd’s quick response. “The depot on Tamaron.” He swung his head violently from side to side.


  “When did you last see Ralph?”


  Fudd’s eyes grew wide as saucers. “Last year, end of summer. Dammit!”


  “Where?”


  “Nnnnnnh!” The prisoner clutched his head. He shook it faster and faster.


  “Where?” Tech leaned forward to repeat the question, but Fudd wasn’t listening to him any more. He shuddered, his eyes rolled back in his sockets, and then he slumped back against the wall.


  “Crap.” Tech ran to the wall and slid open a panel, tapping a green button to activate the docbot. He skated through the menus and chose “seizure” while the bot was on its way. It would test anyway, but he’d give it a headstart. He watched the small flying sphere glide into the room and hover over Fudd, and glanced back and forth from the cell to the menu as the bot lowered needles and injected him with whatever it deemed appropriate. When the bot’s readout flashed a yellow, “Vital signs stabilizing,” he exhaled.


  He threw the aerosol in the trash, then thought better of it and retrieved it for analysis for complications with the drug Fudd was taking. He should have thought of that, shouldn’t have let Ace boss him around. Ace was their leader, sure. But Tech was the smart one. Using a largely untested drug, even one as theoretically sound as the tell-all, on someone whose system was showing an unknown synthesized drug was foolish. He should’ve pressed the point.


  Should he? Had he? Maybe he’d wanted to show Ace that the bunny didn’t always know best. Or maybe he hadn’t cared enough about the fate of a guy who’d killed eight people and almost killed a member of his team. Or maybe he’d just dismissed it in the midst of his annoyance with Ace and Duck and his worry about Rev. It wasn’t like him to not think about it, though.


  He paced the lab, trying to dissect his subconscious motivations. He would have to see Sal again, and ask him a few more questions that he’d been avoiding last time. Having made that decision, he went downstairs to check on Rev again, not because he was worried about the roadrunner, but because he wanted to see him.


  Rev was awake, sitting up in bed and watching some program on the vid that he’d sped up to double or triple speed. He flicked it off as Tech came in and smiled. “Hey Tech how’s it going I’m feeling a lot better now still got a bit of a headache but we got the guy didn’t we?”


  “Yeah.” Tech smiled, despite the image of Fudd slumped over and twitching in the cell. His tail even wagged a little bit. “Glad you’re doing okay. I was worried.”


  To his surprise, Rev turned away. “Yeah well I’m fine you didn’t need to worry about me so much you know I can take care of myself always have ever since I was seven okay?”


  “What?” Rev didn’t answer. “Look, all I said was that I was worried.”


  Rev turned back to him. “Yeah you were worried back on the ship when you were trying to keep me off the mission too you know just because I like to suck you off doesn’t mean you gotta start worrying about me or protecting me we all went through the same tests you remember all the guys who didn’t make it but the six of us did and you never started doubting me until this started up did you?”


  Fudd forgotten, Tech came into the bedroom and closed the door behind him, leaning against it and sorting through the dizzying speech. “I wasn’t doubting you. I was…” What was he doing? The uncertainty about his own actions spread now, from the interrogation to his actions on the mission. Rev’s eyes fixed him as he struggled to figure out what to say. People, more complicated and unpredictable than machines, didn’t trigger the same connections in his head, leaving him flailing to justify a course of action. For a moment he found himself wishing Rev were a robot, so he could see the circuits and know what was wrong. He shook that thought away. “I was just worried. That’s all. I worry about the rest of them too.”


  “You worry about ’em but you don’t try to stop ’em from going on missions or doing the jobs we’ve all been doing for a year why am I suddenly different no don’t answer that I think I can figure it out.”


  Tech took a second to collect his thoughts. “Why shouldn’t you be different? I don’t get naked with any of the other team members.”


  Rev laughed, shortly. “Thanks for that mental image even though that’s got nothing to do with it what we do in our spare time is our business and nobody else’s and it shouldn’t affect how we do our jobs that’s something else I’m still as good at it as I used to be I don’t need you to protect me.”


  “It’s not about protecting you.” Tech folded his arms. “And why shouldn’t things be different? Things are different.”


  “Not for how we do our job like Ace and me go to basherball games together but that doesn’t make him keep me off missions or worry about me heck he doesn’t even do that for Lexi you know so I don’t see why it should be any different for us.”


  “Basherball games? Is that all this is to you?”


  Rev met his eyes. “Doesn’t matter what it is to me we’re talking about what it is to you.”


  “What it is to me?” Tech spread his paws. “What it is to me? You want to know? I came down here to see how you are. I have to go talk to Sal again. I was going to ask you to come along. He wanted… he wanted to meet this guy I’m seeing. That’s what it is to me.”


  He waited for Rev’s reaction. The roadrunner looked back at him silently, so he palmed the door open and walked out.


  

  

  “So, ah, my research.” Sal shrugged. “The community is very inwardly focused, mostly believing that the world government doesn’t care about them. The disturbing trend about the militia groups is more and more young people joining them. I actually did a little paper on some of the groups. Don’t know if you saw it.”


  Tech shook his head, taking a drink of his coffee. Flyers swooped lazily past the balcony outside. “I didn’t. I’ll look for it, though. When I was growing up, there were only a few, organized by species.”


  “They still are. There are more now, and they’re a little bigger. I wish I’d had the time to explore them more.”


  “I thought you said your research was done.”


  One corner of his friend’s mouth slid up in a humorless smile. “I said it was over. I didn’t say it was done.”


  Tech frowned. “Why?”


  “No more funding. It was a struggle to get the first grant, and that ran out almost a year ago. I spent most of my savings staying there an extra six months so I could at least get some significant data.”


  “That’s… disappointing.”


  “Tell me about it. I wish people would pay attention to them.” He toyed with his fork, and then looked up at Tech. “The militias are the kind of thing you get when you have a disadvantaged people marginalized like that. Nothing unusual. But there was one group… you asked about the meteor, right? I can see why you’d be interested in it. This new group believed it was aimed at them, that it was a deliberate attempt to wipe out the critters.”


  Tech snorted. “If it was, whoever it was had terrible aim.”


  Sal nodded. “But they believe there’ll be another meteor, unless they stop it.”


  “They’re crazy.”


  “Maybe so. But they are getting a lot of members, and even if there isn’t going to be another meteor, all those kids with all that anger are going to need something to do.”


  “I didn’t say there wouldn’t be another meteor,” Tech said. “I meant, they’re crazy if they think they can stop it.”


  “You don’t think…” Sal looked at him, and then laughed. “Ah, you’re putting me on.”


  Tech shook his head. “I can’t tell you all the stuff I have access to. But I estimate a 78% chance that it was deliberate, and a 34% chance that there will be another one in the next ten years.”


  “Deliberate? But who… I mean, we’re talking about a meteor. That’s like, out of a cartoon or something.”


  “I know. I don’t really have more information than that. And don’t worry, we’re not in any danger yet. The soonest a new one would show up—I think—is 4.8 years. This is just a side project of mine.” He grinned. “A little hobby.”


  “I like my hobby better,” Sal said. “It’s cheaper, and if they come back in five years, the most I have to worry about is that they won’t be as good-looking.”


  Tech laughed. “Would you believe me if I told you the meteor was the least of my worries?”


  “I don’t think I want to hear about any of the other ones,” Sal said. “Okay, yes I do. What could be worse than a meteor?”


  “The meteor caused a lot of strange phenomena, and several of them can’t be explained by the impact or the nature of the meteor.” He probably shouldn’t be saying this much to Sal, but it was such a relief to talk to another academic, someone who wouldn’t tell Tech he was wasting his time with this crackpot theory. The funny thing was that he knew it was crazy, he knew that it didn’t make any sense, but he knew it was right.


  Of course, that seemed to be describing a lot of things in his life, just at that time.


  “So what can explain them?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe Ralph.”


  Sal raised an eyebrow. “Oh, come on. He was bad, but not that bad.”


  “I think he’s worse. He’s arming lunatics—not Loonatics, the other kind—with some pretty advanced stuff.”


  “Like what?”


  Tech lifted a paw and counted off fingers. “Neural disruptors, xion-matrix-shielded projectiles and reflex enhancement drugs. And those are just the ones I know about for sure.”


  Sal whistled. “He’s come a long way since the fusion-powered slingshot.”


  Tech nodded. “He’s got money and support. And I think he’s based down in the Warren. I’ve been hearing rumors of someone with weapons expertise down there, and it just made sense that it would be him.”


  “Made sense?”


  “I can’t really explain it.” Tech grinned and tapped his head. “It’s just these things seem to connect, you know.”


  Air rushed by him, a red blur that stopped at their table and started to speak. “Speaking of connections sorry I’m late traffic was a bitch hey you must be Sal I’ve heard a lot about you I’m Rev mind if I take this seat thanks so what are you guys talking about I miss anything good?” Rev had spun the chair around and sat down before Tech could close his jaw. The roadrunner reached over and lifted it for him, giving him a private wink.


  Sal just stared. Tech tore himself away from Rev’s smile and grinned at Sal, presenting Rev with one paw. “Sal, Rev Runner.”


  “I got that,” Sal said faintly, extending a hand. Rev pumped it enthusiastically. “Did he want to ask me about my research too?”


  “Nah I heard you wanted to meet me and I woulda come with Tech but I had a couple things to sort out so I just came by myself later hope I’m not interrupting anything but it is nice to meet ya so tell me was Tech like this in school too or did he just get this way after the meteor hit?”


  “Oh, he’s always been like this,” Sal said. “I’m sorry, did you say I wanted to meet you? Not that it isn’t an honor, you know.”


  Rev looked at Tech, who cleared his throat. “Well, you did say you wanted to meet the guy…”


  Sal lit up, and extended his hand again. “Oh, I see! In that case, let me shake your hand again, congratulations, I was delighted to hear that someone is showing this boy how to have a little fun. He’s cute, too, even in that uniform. And the whole washroom thing makes more sense now, of course it would be easy for you to get in and out, and listen to me, you must be contagious or something.” He chuckled as Rev shook his hand, matching the roadrunner’s enthusiasm now.


  “Nobody can keep up with Rev,” Tech said, still digesting the roadrunner’s appearance. “We’ve given up trying.”


  “Ah you do pretty well there cutey not that I don’t slow down for ya every now and then and sometimes I even have to catch up with you but that’s okay fair’s fair after all so why didn’t you tell me your friend was this cute maybe you didn’t know but he’s got the same hair as Snap McCoy who won the championship for the Maulers twice in a row three years ago man he was cute!” Rev waved his hands around and leaned forward. Tech couldn’t help but grin.


  “Okay,” Sal said, “I caught that first part, but I think I missed most of the last half.”


  “He said you look like Snap McCoy, who was a basherball player, I guess.” Tech felt a little swell of happiness at being able to translate the roadrunner’s chatter. “But you don’t have his poster up anymore.”


  Rev grinned at him with a sparkle in his green eyes. “Snap retired last year and Trick Daly is the man now he’s not as cute but he’s way more talented and we didn’t come here to talk about basherball cause I know you’re not into it Tech but I am gonna try to make you watch some games I think you’d like some of the strategy so what were you talking about before I interrupted?”


  “Just Sal’s research and some of my theories,” Tech said. “I’ll fill you in a bit later.”


  “Yes,” Sal said. “Right now I want to hear about you two. How long did you work together before you hooked up?”


  They glanced at each other. Rev said, “A year and a month cause that first afternoon was right after the ice vikings and that was three weeks after we had our one year team party where Slam had too much to drink and ripped out the wall and Ace put a lock on the beer cooler which reminds me I gotta get him to take it off because after last night I could really use a drink.”


  “You and me both,” Tech said. Rev shot him a look, but he shook his head minutely.


  “So how did it happen? Glances in the locker room, a moment in the middle of a spectacular battle, a touch, a look, what? Who made the first move?” Sal leaned forward and smiled.


  Tech chuckled. “You have too much imagination. Rev started it, one afternoon…”


  

  

  Sal liked to talk as much as Rev, but not quite as quickly, so it was an hour later that they walked back into the control room, together. Lexi swung around on the command chair and twitched her ears. “About time,” she said, and winked at them.


  “We’ve just been out at coffee with an old friend of mine,” Tech said.


  “But if you could stand to stay on duty for another half hour or maybe an hour we’d really appreciate it we got a couple things to discuss we could do it after our shift if you got somewhere else to go and speaking of that where is Ace right now and everybody else?”


  “Ace and Duck are down in the danger room,” Lexi said. “Slam is out at some wrestling match again. And sure, don’t worry, I can handle things here.”


  “Thanks,” Tech said, and waved to her as they walked through the control room. She waved and turned back to her monitor, where he saw about twelve different chat windows up.


  Rev was pulling him down the corridor on the lower level when Tech stopped him at the kitchen. “Hang on,” Tech said. He ducked into the small room.


  Rev followed him in. “What’s up looking for a little snack I thought you had something to eat at the coffee shop I could use a little something though any of those sandwiches left from yesterday’s delivery?”


  The large silver beer cooler still had Ace’s lock on it. Tech reached up to it with his powers. “You should’ve just told me you wanted a beer,” he said, as the lock clicked open.


  Rev’s beak split in a wide grin as Tech floated one of the bottles down to him by the metal cap. “Aw I shoulda known but I didn’t even think of it thanks cutey this is better than coffee of course I don’t usually drink coffee it makes me sort of jittery this is great even my favorite you gonna have one?”


  He’d been debating that. “Yeah, I think I will.” He floated himself down a bottle and opened it with his powers as Rev opened his with his hands.


  The beer tasted good, cold and refreshing, the smooth taste melting away some of the tension of the day. Rev’s appearance had helped a lot, and as he walked down towards the bedrooms with Rev, he smiled. “Why’d you come to the coffee shop?”


  Rev paused and looked at him, and inclined his head down the corridor. “Your room or mine yours is closer by about two steps but mine’s already got some of your things in it aw heck yours is closer let’s just go there if that’s okay with you nothing in there I shouldn’t see?”


  “No,” Tech grinned. “It’s okay.” He swept the door open with a flex of magnetic fields.


  His wall was covered with erasable boards on which he’d scrawled formulas, some as long ago as his first months on the team, ideas he’d never finished. Rev examined them all in about a second, took another drink at the closed window, and dashed over to sit on the bed. “Why you keep your window shuttered what kinda music you got in here nice sheets I like the pattern come on sit down.” He patted the bed next to him.


  Tech grinned, closing the door and activating some soft music with a sweep of his paw. The soft lights over the music remained on as he dimmed the room lights and sat down on the bed next to Rev. He felt no need to repeat the question that still hung there.


  Rev finished off his beer and set the bottle on Tech’s night table. “I’m not mad at you I just need you to trust me about our work it’s not so the others don’t know it’s just so I feel like you believe I can do whatever needs to be done I gotta say I thought it was really sweet you wanted to introduce me to Sal so I didn’t think I should pass that up and he’s a nice guy we should have coffee with him more often only no coffee for me of course.”


  “Of course.” Tech laughed. “Well, I do trust you, but I’m not going to stop worrying about you. That’s the way I am. And whether you think so or not, I think what we’re doing is changing things. I worry about everyone else, and if one of them got hurt I’d worry, like when Duck got shot, or when Ace was almost killed by those vikings, but… you have a nice body there. I’d miss it.”


  “Nice body ah now you’re just playing with me I know I’m too skinny no matter how much I work out I just burn off everything bang bang bang the good thing is I can have two ice cream sundaes without putting on any weight but I’m not gonna be a model anytime soon.”


  Tech set his own beer down. “Don’t sell yourself short.” He reached out and brushed Rev’s chest through the uniform. “I think you’re pretty hot.”


  “I know you do but that’s just cause I like to undress you too or at least that has a lot to do with it but don’t worry I don’t have any illusions just happy you like me that was something I thought about too hey careful with the paws you’re tickling ayayayayay!” Of course the roadrunner could squirm away from Tech’s comparatively snail-paced tickles, but he allowed the coyote to get his shirt up and tease claws through the feathers up and down his sides.


  The shirt came all the way off soon after that, and sometime after Tech’s shirt was off, but before his pants were unfastened, he thought to swipe at the magnetic lock on his door and make sure it was activated. And for extra protection, he flicked on the sound baffles he’d built to stop Lexi from hearing into the room. After that he yelped and fell back on the bed, the half-naked roadrunner atop him teasing his fur with light, nimble fingers.


  The fur teasing led to teasing on his nipples, which led to shivers coursing through his body and resting in his sheath. Rev looked down at the hardness pressing into his thigh and grinned a beaky grin. “Ooh someone’s getting a little eager already well far be it from me to slow down why don’t we let the little guy out for some air what d’you think?” His hands worked at Tech’s pants as he talked, so the coyote didn’t even bother to answer. He did reach his own paw down to feel the hardness in Rev’s pants, but before he could do anything about it, the roadrunner had slid out of his reach, pulled his pants nearly off, and cupped a hand under his sheath. He grinned up at Tech as he stroked, kneeling between the coyote’s legs.


  Tech panted, watching Rev’s feathery blue fingers slide up and down his hard pink length. His tail, trapped below his thigh, quivered frantically against the bed. “All right,” he said, beckoning with one paw, “turn that cute skinny butt around.”


  “Oh sure if you insist I ain’t gonna argue.” Long purple tail feathers brushed the coyote’s muzzle before he’d finished saying the second word. Tech popped the metal fastenings with a thought while his paws slid the pants down the roadrunner’s slender hips. Fingerpads caressed feathers as Rev’s shaft slid free to hang just over his muzzle. He wasted no time in opening up.


  The taste on his tongue was sweet and familiar, the shape warm and hard. His fingers felt the quick tension under the feathers and gripped tighter; a moment later the roadrunner’s soft beak slid down over his shaft as well, the warmth and the light, flicking motion of Rev’s tongue up and down his length sending shivers through him. He tightened his lips around the hardness in his muzzle and pressed his tongue harder against it with each stroke.


  Rev shivered under his paws and Tech held him tighter, enjoying the tremors in the light, supple frame. He himself was getting worked up pretty quickly, partly from the quick, teasing flickers of Rev’s tongue, partly from the vibrations that seemed to be the result of Rev being unable to vocalize around the length of coyote in his beak. The roadrunner’s quick talk was being diverted into subvocalized vibrations, which led Tech briefly to wonder whether he could reproduce that mechanically.


  His next thought was that he should invent something to slow down their systems, as Rev’s hips pumped faster against his muzzle and the subvocalizations increased in intensity. A moment later—


  —the screen in his bedroom flared to life with Ace’s picture on it. “Tech! Tech!”


  Rev’s head shot up. He squawked a series of incoherent moans, thrusting against Tech’s tongue. The coyote felt the warm splash of climax on his tongue and gulped, holding Rev’s hips to tell the roadrunner not to pull out.


  “Tech! Where are ya?” Ace sounded angry, frantic.


  Tech kept his lips sealed around Rev and swallowed, twice. The roadrunner sagged into him and he gave the blue-feathered hips a quick hug before sliding his muzzle free.


  “Tech! Answer me—”


  He flicked the audio on magnetically, leaving video off. “I’m here, Ace. What’s going on?”


  Rev crawled around to rest his head on Tech’s chest, one hand curled around the coyote’s damp shaft. He grinned weakly at Tech and rolled his eyes at the screen. Tech grinned back and nodded, but when he looked at the screen full on for the first time, his grin faded. Ace looked upset, really upset.


  “The prisoner’s dead.”


  A cold chill ran through Tech. Even the warmth of Rev’s hand couldn’t keep his shaft from shrinking inward. “What?”


  “Dead,” Ace repeated. “Docbot did some stuff and I guess it didn’t woik so well. What did you give him?”


  What did you give him? “I gave him the tell-all, on your orders,” Tech snapped. Rev had gone still on his chest, his hand frozen, topknot flagging.


  “I didn’t tell ya to give him enough to kill him. You shoulda told me there was danger.”


  “I told you I don’t like using it.”


  “You didn’t say he could die! Zodavia’s gonna be furious.”


  Tech sighed. “I got some information from him. I’ll look at the docbot’s results. I should’ve expected something like this.”


  “Yeah, you should’ve,” Ace said. “I don’t give a damn about him—good riddance to bad rubbish—but it don’t look good.”


  “I’ll have a report tomorrow,” Tech said.


  “How about tonight?” Ace said. “I gotta file mine tomorrow. I already put Duck on your shift tonight so you can concentrate on it.”


  “Tomorrow morning.”


  “Early.”


  “Fine.”


  He shut off the terminal so hard the connections snapped audibly, making Rev jump. The hand that had been curled around Tech’s sheath now slid up to his chest and rested there. “Hey I’m sure it wasn’t your fault and anyway you told him you didn’t wanna use that stuff so he shoulda known right?”


  “I guess so.” Tech’s mind was still spinning. The chances of a reaction like that to the tell-all were very, very slim. He’d developed the tell-all himself, after all, and he wouldn’t have made it unsafe even if he did have a little help with it. “Let me look at something real quick here.” He replaced Rev’s hand when the roadrunner lifted it from his chest. “You don’t have to move,” he said, and Rev grinned at him.


  He called up the notes from his files onto a ceiling screen, using the magnetic interface to navigate his archives, and studied them. There was his handwriting, all over the compound synthesis. But the initial notes, the scrawls specifying which compounds to use, were in a different handwriting, similar to his, but less precise, more scratchy.


  Ralph’s handwriting.


  That connection finally clicked in his head. The tell-all was a leftover from his university days, one of the projects they’d worked on together before their falling out, before the arrest, before the meteor. He’d revisited it after the meteor, but had only changed minor things. Still, his hubris had conveniently let him forget Ralph’s involvement. If he’d remembered that, with his current suspicions of Ralph, he might have fought harder against Ace.


  Or he might not have.


  “You okay cutey you look kinda spacey I guess the mood’s kinda broken I can go if you wanna be left alone.”


  It was telling that Tech had time to curl his arm around Rev. Despite his offer, the roadrunner hadn’t moved, and he could’ve been back in his room by the time the coyote’s paw lifted from the bed. “No. I want—I’d like you to stay.”


  “‘Sall you had to say so what’s on your mind that’s got you all quiet anything you wanna talk about I know it always makes me feel better to talk about what’s going on in my mind.” Rev snuggled up closer to him, bare feathers to bare fur.


  Tech looked down at the roadrunner’s green eyes and yellow beak and breathed in his scent, exhaling across the purple topknot and watching the feathers sway back and forth. Did he want to risk telling Rev?


  Turn the question around: if he couldn’t risk telling Rev, who could he tell?


  He pointed up to the ceiling. “Those are the notes on the tell-all from when I worked on it back at University. It didn’t quite work then. After the meteor, I figured out how to fix it up, but bio isn’t my specialty.”


  “You’re pretty good with roadrunner biology and I should know I am one,” Rev murmured.


  Tech gave him a squeeze. “Anyway, I forgot that I worked on it with someone else. You ever heard me talk about Ralph?” Rev shook his head. “He was a fellow student of mine. We kinda gravitated together because we were the only critters at the school. We looked enough alike that people mistook us for each other all the time anyway.”


  “What are the odds that the two students in your class would both be coyotes well I guess when it comes to smarts you guys have a corner on the market but still that’s gotta be weird weird weird!”


  “He wasn’t a coyote,” Tech said. “Isn’t. He’s a wolf. But people couldn’t tell us apart anyway, not at first glance. We were in the lab together a lot. Thing with him was, he was really…” He sighed. “Angry. His family’d lost their home and had spent the last of their money to send him to school. His brother was arrested for stealing. His father was arrested for fighting. That sort of thing.”


  He felt the motion of Rev’s beak as he nodded. “Apple doesn’t fall far from the tree that’s what my mother used to say we were all fast in my family but hey I should shut up and let you talk sorry about that.”


  Tech’s paw smoothed down the feathers on the roadrunner’s side. “It’s okay. We used to work together all the time. We really connected. Not in that way, but just inventing. The thing was, I was just interested in the science. He kept trying to design weapons. Real nasty ones. We had a big fight about it. I didn’t see him after that for a while, until he got arrested. I went to see him in jail. I asked him to stop fighting, and he told me to go to hell.” Rev’s hand pressed down on his chest, but the roadrunner didn’t interrupt.


  “I didn’t hear anything about him after that. Just recently, though, that genetic scrambler we got from the Ringmaster set me thinking about our powers. And that scrambler was pretty sophisticated, more than I’d expect from a clown like that.” Rev giggled, and Tech nuzzled his topknot. “Pun intended. Then this Hunter guy shows up with weapons out of a government arsenal and powers kind of like ours: reflexes, accuracy.


  “I think Ralph’s behind a lot of this.” He was quiet for a moment. “I’d forgotten he designed the tell-all. And one of the things he said—this was right before we had that fight—he said, ‘I know how to make them resistant to this.’ I said, ‘but the whole point is that they can’t resist it.’ He had this nasty wolfish grin. He didn’t say anything to that. And the prisoner definitely knew him. He thought I was Ralph, when he first saw me.”


  “So you think he gave something to the prisoner that maybe killed him when you gave him the tell-all like a time-release poison or something holy cow that’s cold Tech I can’t imagine you ever hanging out with a guy like that just doesn’t seem like you but anyway even if the tell-all did kill him that was Ralph’s doing not yours and this guy was a scumbag anyway killed a bunch of people and almost Duck if you hadn’t saved his life—”


  “We saved his life.” Tech squeezed the roadrunner again.


  “Okay we saved his life the point is you can’t beat yourself up for that you just gotta do your job and keep going and if Ralph really is out to get us or something then we’ll go get him first and I think we really can take him on I mean he’s just one guy and he’s not even as smart as you and we’re a team so what chance does he have?” The roadrunner swung the long feathers of his tail over Tech’s hips, letting them come to rest across his sheath. Rather than twitching, they simply lay there, warm and intimate.


  “I don’t think he’s coming after us,” Tech said, grinning at Rev’s impassioned speech. He held the grin on his muzzle and hesitated. Here was the point where he ventured from history into speculation. The roadrunner’s eyes showed nothing but trust. “I think we’re an obstacle.”


  “An obstacle but that would mean he’s after something else do you know what or have any idea we’re guardians of Acmetropolis so if we’re an obstacle then he must be after Acmetropolis itself whoa wow Tech are you sure how come we haven’t heard of this guy?”


  Something in Tech’s chest loosened and relaxed. He nuzzled Rev’s topknot again, letting his whiskers slide through the barbs of the feathers. “I’m not sure. I need to check it out.”


  “You meant to say we need to check it out right I’m sure it was just a slip of the tongue which usually is okay because you sure know how to use that thing but in this case you’re not gonna get away with it.” Determination met faith in Rev’s expression.


  “Yeah.” Tech’s smile blossomed. “That’s what I meant.”


  Rev nodded. “Okay then just so we got that straight or maybe clear is a better word and don’t worry about the prisoner I’m sure it’ll be okay just get up early and write your report and then we’ll deal with this Ralph character.”


  “You don’t think I should write my report now, and get it over with? Now that I don’t have to sit control room duty tonight?” He teased Rev’s side with a finger.


  The roadrunner shook his head, sliding his lanky form onto Tech’s to straddle him. “If you think you can write like this then go ahead and try it but right now you need to sleep on it and if I have to stay here all night I’m gonna make sure you do besides you wouldn’t kick a naked roadrunner out of your bed would you?”


  Tech wrapped his arms around the slender body, pressing Rev’s feathers into his fur. “Never,” he said, and brought his muzzle up to kiss Rev, marveling at the precious intimacy of that moment, the feeling of finding just the right connection.


  [image: End piece]
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