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   Foreword
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
    
 
   I never planned to write a series of stories.  I only wrote the first one because I had recently created a new species – the chakats – and I wanted to show people what they were like without giving a whole lot of dry facts.  So I wrote the first Forest Tale as supposedly told by Forestwalker, one of three siblings including Quickpaw and my alter ego, Goldfur.  Then I realised that I had more to tell, so there came a second story.  And then a third and a fourth and a fifth….
 
   I make no claim to being a great writer, and in fact the earlier stories are definitely a lot more amateurish than the later, but they did manage to catch the imagination of several people, and together with more art, the species and the universe began expanding rapidly.  Eventually I wrote stories that I was proud to make into proper novels.  However, those stories still had a lot of prehistory that led up to them, and that can be found in this collection of tales.  Some of them were written in collaboration with a couple of dear friends.  The Admiral has his real-life counterpart, and Quickpaw is the alter ego of Christian Neumann.  They and a great artist friend named Roy Pounds II were greatly responsible for helping shape the characters and the family.
 
   When I decided to collate the older tales into one book, I had to make a decision – did I want to just print them as they were, or should I update them?  I decided that for the most part, I would let them stand as they were, warts and all.  I did rewrite the opening part of the first story, and I have had to tweak a few bits here and there to update them according to facts that were only conceived much later, but otherwise they are still the same stories that I wrote so many years ago.  Two out of the original “Admiral and the Chakat” series were dumped though as they were really irrelevant to the storyline.  On the other hand, some rather explicit erotica in other tales has been retained because events therein become relevant later.  And of course some erotica is there simply because of the joy of making love.
 
   In these stories, I have striven to present the highs and lows of one chakat family, their mates, and the acquaintances that they make along the way.  Through them you will learn about their customs and psychology, their loves and their hates, their friends and their enemies.  You will encounter other species and find out how they are both similar and different to the chakats.  Most of all though, I hope you will find their universe exciting and entertaining.
 
    
 
   Bernard “Goldfur” Doove
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   Prologue
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
    
 
   The early 21st Century saw a quantum leap in genetic engineering, but while that was an immense boon to medical science, the less altruistic side to it was the money to be made from it.  The most obvious change was the introduction of modified animals that were smarter, more useful, more… human.  These were the first true anthropomorphs, and while many were used for a variety of tasks that allowed humans to spend less time labouring, there was more money to be made by supplying war beasts to the military, and sex toys to the increasingly decadent populace.  Some countries abhorred the new morphs, as did many religions, eventually becoming a greater source of dissidence than almost anything else.  Disagreements  broke down into fights, and fights into wars.  By the year 2050, the first major battle of what would become known as the Gene Wars began. These battles spread like wildfire through almost every country in the world, involving every human and morph without distinction.
 
   Forty years would pass before a worldwide armistice would be declared.  There were no winners.  Whole nations had been wiped out, much fertile ground had been rendered unusable for centuries, and the human race was reduced to a pitiful fraction of its formerly immense population.  But many morphs had also survived, outnumbering the remaining humans in total, if not by individual species.  To rebuild civilisation, humans needed the morphs badly, and they raised them to the level of humans, undoing the modifications that had kept them enslaved.  Morphs were given equality with humans, and with that incentive, willingly worked alongside their former masters in what would be called the Great Reconstruction.  Utilising the special abilities of various morphs highlighted their usefulness, and new genetic laboratories worked at creating new species to fill those needs that the diminished population could no longer deal with.
 
   Some of the more intriguing creations were the taurforms – possessing the four-legged feral body of wolves, foxes, or felines, but possessing an upright humanoid torso where the neck would normally be.  In principle, they resembled the legendary centaurs, only they were fully furred and with faces befitting their base species.  Of these, one of the latest created was the chakat.  Unlike those before them, they were created with additional goals in mind, something representing much of the best of what humanity had to offer.  Additionally, they were true hermaphrodites.  Some people loathed them, but most came to respect them.  These are the tales of one chakat family and their friends.
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   Episode 1:  Reunion
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The warm Spring sunlight filtered through the leaves of the tall eucalyptus trees to dapple my coat as I padded silently along the narrow forest track.  My jaguar-patterned fur combined with the light and shadow to break up my feline form, making me a barely noticed flicker of movement amongst the dense undergrowth.  The barely discernible trail wove between the towering Mountain Ash and stands of tree ferns, turning into a rock-climb in parts.  Irrespective of the terrain however, the powerful and sinuous muscles of my four legs easily carried me ever closer to my prey whom I could scent clearly amongst the riot of other scents.  The sun and the rain of the season had worked its magic on both plants and wildlife, and my nose could tell me more  about what was happening about me than a human’s full range of senses.  Flowers, rotting wood and leaves, small marsupials, birds and smoke all struggled to make themselves known over the all-pervasive smell of the eucalyptus oil smell of the forest.  However it was the smell of fox that I was targeted on now – male and sweating.  I smiled toothily – easy prey!
 
   A gust of wind made the leaves sigh.  Aside from the ringing call of a bellbird and the muffled murmuring of a creek, the forest was very quiet, which made the rhythmic chopping noise of an axe stand out even more.  The trees made it hard to tell direction from the sound alone, but my nose and the breeze told me that that he was dead ahead of me.  A few more minutes brought me to the edge of a clearing.  I paused there, concealing myself behind a Banksia bush to observe the area.  The track that I had been following led up to a wooden shack, a small curl of smoke coming from its chimney pipe.  To one side was a pile of sawn logs, and working there was a red fox morph, his axe steadily splitting the logs into manageable firewood which he stacked neatly near the door of the cabin.  I watched him carefully and admired his athletic body working tirelessly.  I had to have him!
 
   His back was conveniently almost always facing me as he chopped.  I timed my exit from concealment so that he never spotted me.  I silently stalked him, my broad feline paws moving silently over the intervening terrain, the breeze blowing my way preventing any betraying scent from alerting him.  I timed my approach so that I was within pouncing distance when he put down the axe to pick up the split wood.  I braced all four paws, their retractable claws digging into the earth for a firm purchase.  Now!  I sprang and captured my prey, heaving him helplessly into the air.  He stiffened and cried out in surprise, then struggled for release, but I had an unshakeable grip on him and I roared my triumph.
 
   “Ack!  Forest!  Let me go!” the fox demanded.
 
   I grinned and did exactly as he asked, letting him go in mid air.  He was not caught out this time though, and he twisted his body to land on his feet and one hand.  He straightened up and said, “That wasn’t very ladylike of you.”
 
   “I’m a herm,” I reminded him smugly.  “I’m only half a lady.”
 
   “Very true, as I should well know.  Anyway, it’s about time you got here.”
 
   I shrugged.  “I was held up, and it’s too nice a day to rush to make up for lost time.”
 
   “Well while I waited for you, I’ve split enough firewood to last us for weeks, and I’ve sure built up a thirst.  I’ve got a kettle on the fire – how about a cuppa?”
 
   “No problems, hon.  I wouldn’t mind a mug of tea also.”  I gave him a kiss on the cheek and headed into the cabin, grabbing some of the pieces of firewood with my prehensile tail as I passed and carrying them in with me.
 
   “Show-off!” Kris said.  “I’ll be in as soon as I put the tools away and clean up.”
 
   The structure was a single room with lots of windows that gave it light and ventilation.  It was a hiker’s hut, an emergency shelter not unlike many scattered throughout the national parks in strategic locations.  This one though was little known as the trails had become overgrown during the war years, and forgotten for a long time thereafter.  I had rediscovered the trail on one of my expeditions, and the cabin had been run-down from the neglect of decades.  I had set about fixing it up for my own use.  It had taken many months, but once again it was a safe and secure refuge from the inclement elements.
 
   There was a stone fireplace in one corner with an admittedly impressive pile of fuel next to it, and I added my logs to the heap.  I looked around to see some mugs standing on the cupboard with teabags and sugar already sitting inside.  Grabbing a worn oven mitt, I took the battered and blackened kettle from the hook above the fire where it had been quietly simmering, and poured the water into the mugs.  While I was waiting for them to brew a bit, I looked about the room.  A sturdy square table stood in one corner with a small clutter of condiments and utensils adorning it.  Three mismatched chairs stood around it, not that I ever needed any.  A generous amount of bedding took up most of the wooden floor in another corner – not exactly luxurious, but it was enough for us.  Some storage and utility shelves took up the remaining space.  Good; the place had been left undisturbed since I was last here.  I jiggled the teabags, took them out and put them in the refuse container.  I then twisted around to open the flap of the carisak strapped around my lower torso. I pulled out a flask of fresh milk from the chillpak.  Poor Kris – he must have been dying for a cuppa but he just had to have milk in it, and I had been dawdling along with the supplies. After adding the milk, I replaced the flask and then unbuckled the carisak and stowed it on a shelf to be unpacked later.
 
   Just then Kris walked in, the fur on his face and hands still sodden from freshening up in the creek that ran close by the cabin.  He eagerly grabbed the steaming mug that I held out for him.
 
   “Ah!  At last!  All is forgiven.”  He grabbed his mug and gulped down half the contents without pausing.  How he could drink that nearly scalding hot liquid that way without burning his tongue and throat always mystified me.  A look of bliss crossed his face.  “Thanks, love, I needed that.”  He then kissed me on the nose-pad, something he knew I liked.  He collapsed into the nearest chair and proceeded to work on the other half of the mug's contents while I sipped mine a lot more carefully.  After I had drank half of it, I stepped up behind him and started to massage his shoulders.  His long stint at chopping had left him with some tired and aching muscles. 
 
   “Why don't you stretch out on the mattress and I'll give you a back rub,” I offered. 
 
   “Just like the day we first met, hey?  You weren't slow to offer your healing hands then either.” 
 
   As he made his way over to the bedding, I thought back to that day.  It was about a year and a half ago when I had made one of my visits to the hut.  We chakats are very social creatures but I found that I enjoyed getting solitude occasionally.  I had managed to catch some fish in the nearby lake that morning, and I was preparing them for lunch when I heard sounds coming through the window from the direction of the lakeside trail.  I went outside and focused my ears in that direction and scented the breeze.  I realised that I was due to be visited by one of those hiking groups that rarely made it out this way.  I went back inside and filled up the kettle, anticipating some possible guests.  It was a mixed group that stopped by that day – a human female, a red fox male, a vixen and a tod arctic fox, and a dingo male.  The red fox was Kris, of course, and he had been hobbling gamely along, slowing down the rest of the group.  We shared a meal and some tales of our ventures into the wilderness.  I learned that Kris had suffered a minor mishap while navigating the treacherous cliff trail and, while he was not greatly injured, he had a slightly twisted ankle plus numerous aches and pains that were slowing him down.  I offered to give him a therapeutic massage which he had accepted.  He decided to stay at the hut for a couple of days to get back up to full fitness and during his visit we got to be very intimate.  Since then we had become lovers and this place was our favourite rendezvous.
 
   “It’s been too long since we’ve been out here,” I commented as I worked on his tense muscles.
 
   “Yeah,” Kris agreed, “but that’s the price of having busy careers.  Trying to coordinate our holidays will always be a problem.”
 
   He was right, and the situation had been getting more difficult since we had first met.  Like me, Kris was the adventuresome type, and he loved to hike in the mountains and forests almost as much as I did.  In fact that’s how I earned my adult name of Forestwalker, although I was usually just called Forest for short.  Unlike Kris though, I got to explore the wilderness more often as part of my job as a biologist for the Department of Conservation and Environment.  I also had a bit more leeway with my time off so I could coordinate with Kris who worked as an athletics coach.
 
   “Aahhh, much better thanks,” said Kris as I finished the massage. He turned over and propped himself up on an elbow. “You've still got that magic touch.” 
 
   “Well, then it's my turn for some T.L.C. After all, I hiked the long trail in.” 
 
   “Yes, but you not only do it often, but you are built for that kind of thing,” he said with a grin. 
 
   “So I need to be a two-legger to get a little attention around here?” I pouted. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   “Oh no, we're equal opportunity lovers here and I think I can prove it.”  With that, he kissed me on the nose pad again.  But he didn't stop there. This time, his warm full lips made their way down to my mouth and I parted my own thin lips and let his questing tongue come into my mouth and join with my tongue in an intimate message of caring and desire.  His gentle hands were cradling my head at first, then they moved down to stroke my fur in a sensuous caress.  He started finding the spots that he knew that I really enjoyed being stroked, first in the small of my back, next my belly fur and then his hands started wandering towards my breasts.  Now chakats as a rule do not need clothing at all, but most of us wear halters or vests for various reasons, and other clothing for ornamentation or a fashion item.  I wore a halter top usually so as not to offend some more prudish people, and this one served as some protection in the bush, but suddenly it all seemed too much and I whipped it off in a flash.  Kris’ hands then caressed my large, firm breasts.  My nipples, normally hidden by fur, enlarged and hardened, poking out their bright pink tips. His tongue had been preoccupied with mine all this time but now it made its way down to my nipples and he gently licked them. A ripple of pleasure passed through my body and I urged him on.  He teased the tips of the nipples a bit more with his tongue, then he carefully put his full muzzle over one and sucked.  I could feel the milkwater we chakats store flow into him and, again, a shudder of pleasure coursed through my body.  He knew my fetish well and repeated the performance with the other breast with similar results.  Then, while I was enjoying the lingering sensation, he leaned back and asked, “Well, did I prove my point or not?” 
 
   “This bears further examination,” I replied.  “However, something is getting in the way of our investigations.” 
 
   “And what might that be?” he smiled ingenuously. 
 
   “These!” I exclaimed, and started dragging off his shorts. With some willing help, he was quickly naked.  He was a handsome tod, with thick white fur on his chest and belly, contrasting with the rich red fur on the rest of his body excepting the near black “gloves” and “boots” on his hands and feet.  The white tip of his tail twitched in excitement as his blue eyes regarded me lovingly.  He also proudly sported an erection of a most desirable size.
 
   “I see you have a point to make, I think some close interrogation is called for.”  Then I placed my hand upon his member and stroked it, much as he had fondled my breasts.  I leaned in to kiss him once more, and our hands explored each other intimately.
 
   We were both greatly aroused by then, and we were about to take things to the next level when the door burst open and an arctic fox vixen strode inside, an indescribable look of aggravation on her face. 
 
   “Err… hi, Trina,” Kris said with embarrassment. 
 
   Now I suppose that I should explain something.  On the day that we met, Trina was the vixen in that hiking group, which is not terribly surprising considering that she not only enjoyed bushwalking but she was also Kris’ lifemate.  Now here she stood in front of us, obviously pissed off.  She pointed at us accusingly. 
 
   “I tried to meet you earlier,” she started saying in a very aggrieved tone.  “Then I was delayed and when I finally catch up to you, what are you doing?  You've started without me!”
 
   Kris grinned and I laughed.  I beckoned her over to join us in a cuddle.  Oh, did I forget to mention – she also stayed back at the hut while Kris had been recovering and we all got to know each other very well.  Now Trina and Kris were both my lifemates.  I praised the fates for the day that introduced me to such an open-minded and loving couple.  Now our threesome was complete and our weekend getaway could really get into full swing.I was very glad to see Trina.  My last field trip had been exceptionally long and I had badly missed our family snuggling sessions.  Kris gave her a welcoming kiss then relinquished her to me. We embraced each other and I too kissed her, but in a lingering, deeply felt expression of welcome and pleasure in seeing her again. 
 
   “Whew!” she sighed when we finally broke apart.  “That was wonderful.  I’m glad you’re back, but if that's going to be your reaction after all your long excursions, you will have to do them more often.  Let's see, how did that go again?”  With that, she pulled me back into another kiss that proved that she had missed me just as badly.  Our muzzles were locked for ages as we drank of each other’s feelings, but eventually Trina had to break for a breather.  You can't beat a chakat for lung capacity!
 
   “Well, I'm tired of being ignored,” Kris said petulantly. “I'm going to make that lunch you promised me.” 
 
   “Maybe Trina had other ideas”, I replied. 
 
   “Don't worry,” Trina said giggling, “I was just hamming it up for you.  I'm a bit tired from the trek in and a lunch break is just what I need right now to recharge a bit.  Besides, we've got a hike planned for this afternoon and we're burning daylight.  There's time for games when we get back.” 
 
   “All right by me, love,” Kris said while getting up from the bedding.  He made his way over to the basin and washed using water from the rain tank.  He then started to gather ingredients for the meal. 
 
   Trina said, “Kris, honey, do me a favour.  Put on some pants!  You are just too damn distracting.” 
 
   Kris grinned but obliged whilst we started unpacking the provisions and other supplies that we had lugged in.  Over lunch, we discussed our afternoon's plans: a simple hike around the lake which was to be just a warm-up for tomorrow's overnighter.  We cleaned up and started preparing for the hike.  Although this was only a short walk, being experienced bushwalkers, we knew enough to be prepared for the unforeseen. As I strapped on my carisak, an unusual sound tickled the threshold of my hearing.  I started for the door saying, “Shh! Quiet for a moment, please.”  Outside, I listened intently.  The breeze was favourable too and what my senses told me had me puzzled.  “A couple of people are headed our way,” I announced. 
 
   Trina noted my expression and asked, “What's so strange about that?  I know that this track isn't used much, but it isn't that unusual.” 
 
   “That's true, but what has got me wondering is why they are travelling so hard and fast.  They've worked up quite a sweat.” 
 
   “Well, if they are travelling that fast, we will know the answer in a few moments anyway.” 
 
   Before long, two teenage kangaroo morphs burst into the clearing.  Upon seeing us, one of them came up to us, panting.  He tried to catch his breath for a moment, then gasped out, “We need help.  Our friend has fallen over a cliff and he's stranded on a ledge.  We think he's broken both an arm and a leg but he keeps losing consciousness.  We didn't have any way of getting to him.” 
 
   “Did you leave someone back there with him?” I asked. 
 
   “Yes, there are three more people waiting there for us to fetch help.” 
 
   “Where exactly has he fallen?” 
 
   “It was shortly before the trail came down to join the one around the lake.” 
 
   I was afraid of that. These were obviously inexperienced hikers taking on a track that was a challenge even to the experts.  It was the same place that Kris had had his mishap and the footing was treacherous.  At least they had the sense to send two people for help in case one had another accident.  This whole valley was a dead spot for personal comms, so going by foot was the only way of getting help in an emergency.
 
   “Right, we will organise a rescue.”  I turned to Kris only to find that he had anticipated me and was already bringing out our climbing gear.  I took some long ropes and other equipment from him and turned back to the boys and said to them, “You will have to keep going to get some help flown in.  Keep following this trail until it forks, then take the left branch.  That is the quickest route to the main road. Turn right when you reach it and you will find a ranger station about two kilometres down the road.  Tell them that Chakat Forestwalker sent you and asked to have an emergency helicopter evac from Lakeside Cliffs.  The route there is not too difficult and you should make good time.”  Because of my work here and my many treks into the bush, I had gotten to know the people stationed there very well and my name would help elicit a rapid response. 
 
   “Thanks, Shir Forestwalker,” one replied respectfully.  “Come on Mick, let's get a move on!”  Having gained a breather, they were able to set off at a fast pace. 
 
   Kris said to me, “You had better go on ahead and see what you can do until we catch up.  You can make much better time without us.” 
 
   So I finished fastening down the equipment and took off.  We chakats can make quite some speed even when carrying a load, but we can't maintain it for too long.  Fortunately the cliffs weren't too far away, so I reached them without having to slow down.  There the trail started climbing the hillside in a number of switchbacks.  Then, when the nearly vertical cliffs themselves were reached, it followed what was little more than a goat track.  Loose stones made the footing uncertain and was probably the undoing of the victim.  Being four-footed was certainly an advantage under these conditions.  As I climbed, I began to hear voices calling out to their fallen comrade and occasionally getting a pained response.  I was close now.  I came around a bend and saw three people standing on the trail.  Two were what I thought to be timber wolves, male & female.  The third was a human girl who spotted me coming. 
 
   “Look, it's a chakat, perhaps shi can help us,” she announced to her friends. 
 
   “Hello!  Your two companions alerted us and help is on the way; I'm the advance party.  Now I would appreciate it if you would move away from the edge before you give me more victims to deal with,” I brusquely stated.  The ninnies had been precariously perched on the edge trying to see their companion.  I located a suitable outcropping of rock and anchored my prehensile tail around it.  The mountainside would have to break apart before my tail would lose its grip.  Then I was able to lean far over the edge to peer down to the human male lying awkwardly on the ledge below.  The descent would not be hard, although it was just about impossible without the proper equipment.  I pulled myself back then hauled a rope out of my carisak.  I firmly anchoring it to the same outcrop that I had used for my tail, then donned my climbing harness and attached the rope.  I started my climb down. 
 
   Many people think that a taurform is totally unsuited to mountain climbing, but not only was I a feline and thusly a climber by nature, but as a chakat I had a special advantage.  Not everyone realises that our forepaws are specially modified.  The toes are elongated into blunt fingers and the dewclaw made into a modified thumb, constructed so as not to interfere with walking or running.  The result was a paw-hand that, while lacking the sensitivity to manipulate in fine detail, possessed great strength and enabled me to grasp objects in a hold that could not be broken.  My upper body strength was proportional to my powerful lower torso and so my true hands and arms were deceptively strong.  Climbing was therefore easy when you have four hands and the strength to match.  I was down to the ledge very quickly. 
 
   The boy had landed on his left side, breaking the leg which was lying at a horrible angle.  That alone was enough to make him lose consciousness from the pain.  The left arm looked odd too, but I suspected that was a dislocation.  He had lost some blood and on top of all that, he was almost certainly concussed.  However, although he needed medical aid urgently, nothing looked immediately life-threatening.  Therefore, I did not attempt to move him as I could possibly do more harm than good.  My job was to make sure that he wasn't in further danger and to prepare the way for the people who could help him best.  Because he was so close to the edge of the ledge, I tied an anchoring rope to his unbroken leg, trying to hurt him as little as possible.  That would prevent him from simply rolling off if he tried to move during a period of consciousness.  I climbed back up and started fixing a couple more ropes for those to come.
 
   “Your friend is badly hurt and needs medical attention before he can be moved,” I informed the group.  “My people will be here soon and it's going to get too crowded up here.  “When your messengers get to the ranger station, they will get a chopper out here quickly.” 
 
   “But there's nowhere to land,” piped up the wolf bitch. 
 
   “There's the lake,” I replied.  “Their helicopter has pontoons for that very reason.  I need someone to go down there and wait for it to show up and attract the pilot's attention so he can land as near to the trail as possible.  Then you can point him our way.  Hopefully, by then we may be in a position to haul him out of there.” 
 
   The two wolves elected to carry out that task while the girl stayed to offer reassurance to the victim if needed.  Just then, Kris and Trina arrived with their respective equipment.  Firstly, our climbing expert inspected my lines.  This was Trina's job.  It was she who had introduced Kris, and later me, to the thrills of climbing in many different ways.  She had custom-built a harness and other equipment for me.  Satisfied, she and Kris made their way down.  Now it was up to Kris who not only had a degree in sports medicine, but had training as a paramedic.  He was a bit compulsive about keeping full stocks of emergency medical equipment and he had a well-stocked locker at the cabin.  His pack therefore contained everything he thought he might need for someone who had suffered a fall of this nature.  As he began to work on his patient, Trina yelled up to me, “Forest, can you find me some branches suitable for making a rescue cage?” 
 
   “I will have to go back down to the forest floor. I'll be back as quick as I can,” I replied.  I headed back down the track to where suitable material could be readily found.  By the time I returned, Kris had put a neck brace on the boy, his broken leg was splinted and his arm looked as if it was back in place.  His bleeding seemed to be under control and I presumed that he had been given a painkiller.  I lowered the branches to Trina who efficiently wove them into a make-do stretcher-cage with Kris’ help. With great care, they shifted him into the cage and strapped him in to immobilise him.  They attached one of the ropes and then it was my turn again.  I re-anchored myself and started hauling the cage up slowly.  I could go faster, but of course my companions were ascending with it, making sure that it didn't jar or catch as it moved up. It reached the top virtually without a hitch and I heaved it over the edge. 
 
   Just before Kris and Trina pulled themselves over the lip, I heard a welcome sound.  A helicopter was making its way in our direction.  Those boys had made good time and the rescue chopper would be there to meet us at the lake.  Kris positioned himself in front of the stretcher and I took the rear, and we started down the cliff path while Trina stayed to pack up our gear.  We proceeded cautiously; it was hard enough to travel this path normally, but with this load it became dangerous and I had the added difficulty of the stretcher obscuring my view.  However, I was a lot more sure-footed than Kris and didn't have as much trouble as he did.  Nevertheless, we had safely negotiated the worst of it when we were met by the rescue party.  One of them relieved Kris at his end but I declined the offer.  We made good time back to the chopper where he was transferred to a more suitable stretcher.  All this time, the girl who had stayed back up at the cliff had kept a tearful vigil.  Now she insisted that she went with him as, apparently, he was her boyfriend. 
 
   I knew the pilot and so I called out to him, “Hey, Mark, is it okay for this girl to accompany her friend?” 
 
   “Sure, Forest! We've got room for one more, as long as she keeps out of the way.” 
 
   We bundled her into the chopper and it promptly took off, leaving us with the wolf duo who started thanking us profusely.  This only set off Trina who launched into one of her lectures on how inexperienced and inadequately prepared people should know better than to take on such a hazardous route.  There was a much safer alternative way down from the cliff-top which was clearly marked.  I should know – we had marked it!  The wolves looked pretty dejected by this time and I thought it was time to lighten up a bit.  I pointed out that things had worked out fine; the boy would most likely make a complete recovery and we ended up having a more exciting afternoon than we had planned.  I invited the wolves back to our cabin for some refreshment and we made a leisurely return trip.  We drank tea and ate a light snack and told them that they were welcome to stay overnight.  However, they wanted to find out how their friend was faring and wished to get out of the park before nightfall.  So we pointed out the short route and bade them farewell.  I was glad that they chose to go; I had plans for tonight. 
 
   “Well, I actually enjoyed this afternoon's diversion,” Kris spoke up.  “It was better than the hike we had planned.” 
 
   “We work well as a team, don't we?” commented Trina.  “I wouldn't mind being involved with more rescue work like that.” 
 
   “The trouble with that idea is that someone would have to get into serious strife or badly injured like today's victim so that we could indulge our whims,” I replied.  “I'll be glad if I never have a reason to do that again.  Still, it is good to know that we can.  Besides all that, I have some more interesting teamwork in mind right now.” 
 
   They both smiled at this in wordless agreement.  It was time to unwind in the best possible way.  Trina led the way to the bedding; she was almost as eager as I was to make up for my long absence.  In moments she was stripped to nothing but fur.  Her coloration was rather mixed at the moment.  Her summer coat was coming in – various shades of soft brown supplanting some of the white of winter.  I'm very proud of my jaguar-like patterning which let me blend with the bushland that I love, but Trina's winter coat of near pure white was a glorious sight to see and I was almost jealous of her fine pelt.  Curiously, her hair always stayed white except for one streak of brown.  She struck a sexy pose for me. She had a wonderful lithe, lean (but not skinny) body.  Her frame belied her strength, and she was a fine example of the best of her species.  She had only small breasts, but they were pert and beautifully formed.  She knew she looked gorgeous and wanted to share herself with us.  I certainly found myself getting excited!  Kris, who got to share a bed with her most nights, kindly deferred to me and she and I were soon locked in an embrace.  I wanted to rediscover her body and we started where we left off earlier today, with a passionate kiss.  Our tongues explored each other's fangs and probed deeply within.  Then I broke off as I wished to taste more of her.  I lapped at her neck then moved down to the ruff of fur below her throat.  My cat's tongue gave it a wash and then I homed in on her tits.  She always had a fit of giggling when I played with her sensitive nipples.  She claimed I tickled but she never asked me to stop.  Her nipples were as hard as possible and I loved the feel of them in my mouth.  I dallied a while, then Trina said, “This feels wonderful, but it's time to get serious.  Besides, Kris looks a little left out.” 
 
   I surrendered her heavenly breasts to my partner; I had another goal.  I started washing her fur again.  I slowly moved down her firm stomach, making my way down to the generous tuft of fur at her groin.  There I began licking in earnest, grooming and smoothing her fur away from her moist labia.  As I caressed them with my tongue, she let out a soft moan.  I did it again, a long sensuous stroke that made her writhe in pleasure.  Her love juice flowed copiously and I lapped it up, then I parted her labia and drank of her more deeply.  I found her clit and gave it a long caress with my rough tongue.  She gasped as I empathically sensed a wave of pleasure roll over her and I knew she was ready.  I abandoned subtlety and my tongue became my tool, thrusting its length into her again and again, lapping at her clit.  The reaction was rapid and she came to climax whilst I was still sampling her warm depths.  When she climaxed, she always yipped uncontrollably, the number and intensity were a good gauge of how good it was for her, and I'd say that she had certainly liked this one a lot! 
 
   Now though, I was thoroughly stimulated.  I had an erection that was begging for attention and Trina was still enjoying the afterglow of her orgasm.  Kris came to my rescue.  He moved himself beside me in what was a modified 69 position and started to kiss my male member.  Then, with slow strokes of his tongue, started building up the pressure within me.  I did not want to come too soon and so I diverted some of my attention to his own aroused member that was proudly exposed from its sheath and proceeded to return the favour.  We kept at this for some time, each of us trying to outdo the other in sensuous play, trying to make the other come first.  I was doomed to fail.  It had been a long absence from our love nest and my body was more than primed.  Besides, my empathic talent allowed me to feel his arousal as much as my own, and that was a huge turn-on.  My breathing grew heavy and ragged and I uttered a small growl as my orgasm burst upon me, spurting hot cum into my lover's mouth.  He grinned at me in triumph, but I was content to let him have his victory, for how could I say that I had lost? 
 
   We both relaxed for a while next to our appreciative audience.  We would soon begin the highlight of the evening, but for the moment, we would cherish what we had just done.  Over the past year, my lovers and I had been learning each other's favourite pleasures, and the question that was soon asked of me was: ‘Do you prefer male or female sex?’  I answered that the answer was neither; the experiences were very different and enjoyable in their own right.  Female orgasm was something my whole body seemed to experience like a wave of pleasure passing over me.  Male orgasm was a more focused and intense sensation.  Then too, my cyclic sexual nature meant that the relative strength of each would rise and fall, depending on whether I was in male or female phase, but neither dominated.  I loved both my lifemates equally, no matter what phase I was in.  Right now though, I was in mid-phase, going from male to female, and I had a lot of semen stored due to my recent abstinence, and my cock was eager to perform its function.  In fact, it was already almost back to full erection.  A big advantage I have over human males is that I am capable of several consecutive male couplings; just part of the survival mechanism built into us I guess. 
 
   Trina moved to my right breast and started stroking the fur covering it.  My nipple rapidly responded, thickening and firming, making itself known to her ready tongue which proceeded to lick it, sending an electric thrill through me. 
 
   “I dibs the left one!” Kris claimed, and quickly started to play with my willing tit.  They both started sucking me then, drinking of my milkwater.  Chakat breasts are specially modified in both structure and function.  When not lactating, the mammary glands perform another duty.  They produce a watery fluid that is rich in vitamins, sugars and other beneficial substances which is stored in the modified breast tissue.  This lacks much of the fatty tissue of humanoid breasts but has a fibrous, sponge-like consistency which could store large amounts of this fluid. This construction meant that we chakats always have fairly large, rounded and very firm breasts.  And ladies, it's like having a built-in sports bra; we don't jiggle outrageously when we run!  Thus I have a large reserve of water and energy boosters always at hand.  This substance which we call milkwater is also available to thirsty cubs who can't store as much as adults.  It is also beneficial to those suffering illness.  Best of all though, it gave me a great thrill of pleasure to have a lover partake of me, and tonight I had two, both of whom were doing their best to drain me dry! 
 
   Finally Kris stopped and announced, “Time for the 'Chakat Manoeuvre'!”  This was their pet name for a form of lovemaking that only became possible when I had joined their company.  Trina got to her hands and knees, facing away from me.  I petted the wonderful bush of fur around her mounds and was gratified to feel a prompt response in the form of a rush of warm lubricant.  I straddled her then, lining up my cock and smoothly entering her.  The feeling was electric; I had been aching for this for days!  However that certainly wasn't all there was to it.  Kris then positioned himself behind me and plunged his eager member into my own throbbing vagina.  Then the magic began.  I thrust deeply into Trina, and then as I withdrew in the return stroke, I was met from behind by Kris' forward thrust.  Together we rocked back and forth in perfect co-ordination, our pleasure building exponentially.  Each thrust shoved me up to further heights of pleasure.  I experienced Kris' best efforts to place every last millimetre of his cock as far into me as possible, my clit savouring each long, manly stroke.  My penis in turn plumbed Trina's depths, each thrust a fulfilment of my long pent-up desire.  It was a feat we could sustain only for a short time because the sheer amount of ecstasy it produced in me could not be contained for long.  It was Kris who judged when I had reached my limit and let himself climax just before me.  “I'm coming!” he warned.  Immediately I felt the pulsing of his cock shooting his seed into me, threatening to fill me up, which instantly set off my female orgasm.  As the huge rush of pleasure swept over me, it triggered my own cock, and I pumped surge after surge of semen into Trina.  The process completed when, in turn, she reached her climax, thrusting herself back to more fully receive me.  Forget atomic energy, this was the most powerful chain-reaction in the universe!  I was literally overwhelmed by my simultaneous orgasms, jolting me over and over again.  Additionally the intimate empathic contact with my lovers allowed me to fully experience their own orgasms.  No non-hermaphrodite non-empathic species could ever hope to attain these heights of ecstasy.  I was yowling incessantly as this ultimate pleasure shut out the rest of the world to me until finally I collapsed on the bedding, unable to sustain it any longer.  I just laid there, utterly blissed out and oblivious to the world. 
 
   From previous experience, Kris and Trina knew that I would be good for nothing for some time.  They always claimed that half the pleasure they got from doing the Chakat Manoeuvre was to witness the effect of their double-teaming me.  Whatever their reasons, I was just grateful to have such marvellous lovers.  As I slowly came down from the heavens and I began to be aware again of what was happening around me, I knew that Kris and Trina weren't done with each other yet.  I smiled to myself as I drifted into slumber; our holiday had only just begun and we were sure to get many more opportunities to strengthen the bonds of love between us.  Also, my sister Goldfur was due to join us for a few days on our long hike.  Then we might see how well a foursome could perform the Chakat Manoeuvre.  Shi had also mentioned that shi intended to bring a friend.  Things might get very interesting!
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   The day had dawned still and clear.  There was a chilly bite in the air that made it all the more refreshing.  My fur and Trina’s easily kept us warm, but Kris’ fur was lighter and he preferred to wear a jacket, although I suspected that he wouldn’t need it for too long.  The hike would soon warm him up and the weather promised another warm day.
 
   We had our breakfast before dawn and we were prepared to leave shortly after sun-up.  It was our intention to make our way to the mountains to the south where the trail made its way through a high pass and it intersected with another path from the east.  There we would meet with my sister, Goldfur, who would join us for our hike for the next couple of days.  Shi seldom got the opportunity to travel with us as hir work as a starship technician kept hir a long way from Earth for many weeks.  After about an hour of walking, the trail started winding its way up the mountainside.  Unlike yesterday’s emergency, there was no rush, and we could take greater care negotiating the path, although it wasn’t as dangerous as the cliff-side trail.  We paused at one of the open areas to gaze out over the valley.  The sunlight was reflecting off ripples on the lake and a flock of cockatoos was noisily making its way to some feeding site.  Everywhere else was virtually unbroken green with the bluish tinge that results from eucalyptus oil in the air.  I felt very possessive of this beautiful country and I’m pleased to be able to contribute to maintaining it in its near pristine state.
 
   We proceeded with our hike and it wasn’t long before we had made our way to the junction of the trails.  We were a bit early and nobody else was there yet, but I knew Goldfur would be here soon as shi was very reliable for turning up at an appointed time.  As the moment drew near, I kept watching the trail for hir approach.  The breeze was blowing exactly in the wrong direction to scent hir coming.  Then almost right to the minute, shi appeared around a bend in the trail.  Shi always had this uncanny ability to time things this well and it probably helped greatly in hir profession.  Then another person followed hir around the bend.  It was another chakat, but it was almost like Goldfur’s shadow had been given solidity.  Shi had jet black fur with no other shade to break the solid colour.  Shi wasn’t even wearing a halter or jacket to interrupt the lustrous black pelt.  It seems that Goldfur had indeed brought a friend as shi had hinted, and a very interesting one at that.  As the newcomer came closer, I could see that there was some colour to hir after all, but that was in hir startling crystal blue eyes.  Chakat eyes are frequently golden-green and I had never seen the like of these before. 
 
   I turned my attention back to my sister.  Although we are siblings, shi’s not jaguar-patterned like I am.  By a quirk of our species, our fur patterns are very random, and few siblings ever matched each other or their parents.  In hir case, Goldfur was patterned like a golden-hued cougar, and shi had long blond hair as opposed to my black mane.  Shi stepped up to me, and we embraced and gave each other a welcoming nuzzle.  Hir last tour of duty had taken hir away from Earth for over four months, and I hadn’t seen hir since shi got back a few days ago.  We had only talked over the comm and arranged this get-together and it was then that shi had hinted that shi might have a companion on this outing.  We broke apart and shi gestured hir friend forward.
 
   “Sister,” shi said formally, “Let me introduce my companion.  This is Midnight and shi was the scout-team leader of the planetary survey team of the starship that I was last on.  Midnight, please greet my baby sister Forestwalker and hir lifemates, Kris and Trina.”
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Humph! Baby sister indeed.  There were only eleven months between us, and I wasn’t even the youngest of three siblings.  Goldfur still loved playing older sister, even though we were now both mature adults.  Nevertheless, that wasn’t going to stop me from giving hir new friend a proper chakat greeting.  I stepped up to embrace hir and shi returned the hug with enthusiasm.  Shi felt very cuddly and I looked forward to getting to know hir better.  Shi also hugged Kris and Trina who looked like they enjoyed it as much as I did.
 
   Goldfur and Midnight didn’t feel in need of a rest-break yet, so we decided to continue our hike to the west, following the ridge of the mountain.  This not only was more challenging, but also gave us some magnificent views. As we hiked, I fell into conversation with Midnight.  I was a little surprised that Goldfur wasn’t trying to update me on hir travels and I began to wonder if something odd was going on.  It turned out that Midnight had very similar tastes to mine, including the love of forests.  Only shi had extended hir curiosity to other worlds, while I had focused on protecting Australia’s native bushlands.  We spent a lot of time comparing biospheres of various worlds with Earth’s and almost forgot about our companions.  Occasionally I would notice that the other three were having quite a discussion of their own, although, because I hadn’t paid any attention, I didn’t have a clue what they were talking about.  Then, as Midnight was explaining the survival characteristics of some of the better known furry denizens of the planet Voxxa, I scented smoke.  All thoughts of other-worldly matters were pushed aside.  There wasn’t a fire ban in place at this time, so hikers and campers could make cooking fires, but they always worried me.  More than a few times, I had seen the consequences of a careless fire and once I even had to outrun a fire deliberately started by a firebug.
 
   “Do you smell that smoke?” I asked the others.  “I’m going to dash on ahead to the next rise to check it out and try to see the source.”
 
   “I’ll come with you,” said Midnight.  I guess that shi too would have first-hand knowledge of the effects of wildfire.
 
   For the next few minutes we were silent as we raced to the next vantage point.  As soon as we reached it, we could see the column of smoke that obviously was the source of our concern. Midnight pulled out a pair of small but powerful binoculars from hir carisak.  They must have been part of hir standard scouting equipment.  I had a similar pair for my work.
 
   “It looks okay,” shi said.  “I can see a campsite with several humans and morphs, and they look pretty organised.  The fire looks to be well constructed and safe.”
 
   I sighed with relief.  Bushfires were the closest thing I have to a phobia and I was glad to put my mind at ease.  “I wonder what they are doing over there?  Maybe we’ll bump into them later and find out.  Perhaps they are hikers like us, only doing the route in the opposite direction.”
 
   “It’s pointless speculating,” Midnight replied.  “If we do meet, you can ask them.  Here come the others. Are you ready to push on?”
 
   We continued our trek and while we found the walk enjoyable, there was nothing of particular interest to make the afternoon noteworthy.  As evening approached, we found our campsite at the foot of the ranges in a sheltered spot convenient to a sparkling clear creek.  This being a national park, we had brought our own food supplies along, although, if it had been otherwise, any one of us was quite capable of hunting up a meal.  The chakats in the group had a distinct advantage though, in that we could eat almost anything, including some things that would kill humans and many other morphs like Trina, due to a very efficient digestive system and a strong resistance to poisons.  We soon had our own (very safe) campfire going and we joked and chatted as we prepared our meals. Finally Goldfur and I started catching up on each other’s lives. 
 
   As the sky darkened, we made ourselves comfortable around the fire.  The moon was nearly full and the temperature pleasant – a near-perfect end to the day.  Trina and Kris seemed engrossed in one another and I had Goldfur snuggling up on my left side and Midnight cosy at my right.  Once again I suspected that a little subtle manoeuvring was going on.  Oh well, might as well enjoy it.  It was not that often that I got to meet a new chakat and we had hit it off just great so far.  It was time for some of that enthusiastic tactile interaction for which we chakats were unashamedly famous.  I began to stroke the fur on Midnight’s back.  Shi closed hir eyes and simply welcomed the sensation.  Hir fur was unusually soft and I enjoyed the feel of it between my fingers.  I liked to have my back fur petted, especially along the spine, and I thought the chances were good that shi would too.  Shi started a rumble in hir chest, a chakat purr.  Yes, shi liked it too!  Then Goldfur surprised me by starting the same on me.  Oooh!  What a lovely feeling.  I was definitely in the mood for something more physical.  I took off my halter-top and Goldfur followed suit with hir hiking vest.  Midnight still wasn’t wearing anything but hir fur, but shi looked as if shi was prepared to go a step further anyway.  I reached up to hir face and gently guided hir lips to mine and then left it to hir to make the next move.  Shi was apparently as excited as I was because, after being given this unspoken permission, shi began to enthusiastically kiss and fondle me.  There we were muzzle to muzzle, stroking each other’s breasts, and absolutely revelling in the sensation.  I was aware that Goldfur seemed to be doing hir best to be petting and stroking us both in an effort to heighten this sensual interplay.  Then, when I glimpsed the other two watching us with grins on their faces, I knew for certain that we had been set-up.  At that point, I simply didn’t care.  Our tactile and sensual natures had already nearly overwhelmed us and we were enjoying this too much to want to stop. 
 
   It helped to know why I had been put into this position.  As much as I loved my lifemates, and they me, my mates knew that I needed more interaction with my own kind.  I once confessed that I wondered about having a cub one of these days.  I could not become pregnant by Kris, nor could I fertilise Trina, and though my need was not urgent, they knew that my desire for a child would keep growing.  So now it looked like they had conspired with my sister to play matchmaker.  Undoubtedly Midnight was in a similar situation and we had been thrown together to see what happened.  Not that I was going to get pregnant tonight.  For starters, I wasn’t in season yet; but more importantly, despite our passion, we had known each other for only part of one day and having a cub meant so much more to a chakat than a mere frolic with a new friend.  However, that didn’t mean that we couldn’t enjoy each other to the fullest.  Casual affairs were common for us and, because I believed my lifemates had conspired to bring about this meeting, I knew that there wouldn’t be any jealous feelings on their part.
 
   I was feeling deep pleasure and I was about to step up the pace when our intimacies were rudely interrupted by the sound of a gunshot.  It wasn’t too close but we all heard it clearly and all activity ceased.  Moments later, there was another shot.  This was bad.  Gunfire at night was suspicious in itself, but in a national park it meant poachers.  Even in this day and age, there were still people who hunted exotic animals for souvenirs, fur or even pets.  Bird’s eggs were stolen for a lucrative overseas market for rare birds.  And because the penalties were so high, the type of person who would still risk it, tended to be rather uncaring of other people’s well-being, to the point of killing witnesses.  I thought of this as being my park and I was outraged by what I believed was going on.
 
   “I’m going to have to investigate that but I want some backup.  Kris can’t go because his night vision isn’t good enough for a stealthy look-see.  Trina would be good but her light coloured fur would stand out like a beacon in this moonlight.  Goldfur just isn’t familiar enough with the bush.  Midnight, you’re used to scouting in unfamiliar territory.  Can you back me up?”
 
   “Sure, no problem.  What do you intend to do?”
 
   “I want to confirm their activities.  If they are poaching, I want to ascertain what they are after, how many of them there are and where they’re based.  If possible, I don’t want to let them know that we are here; that could be unhealthy for us.  Grab anything that you think might be essential and follow me.  The rest of you should put out the fire and break camp.  Be prepared to make tracks fast.”
 
   With that, I grabbed my carisak and headed back down the trail in the general direction of the shots.  We had gone perhaps half a kilometre when a couple more shots rang out, disturbingly near.  It was time to leave the path.  I plunged into the bush and heard Midnight following close behind.  I turned to look at hir and found it hard to see hir at all.  Shi was a living shadow and, if shi hadn’t been moving, I would have a hard time detecting hir without hearing or scenting hir first.  As we made our way further into the bush, I began to hear the occasional voice or the breaking of branches.  What clumsy fools these people were.  If they were after animals, most would surely be in hiding and would be safe from capture or shooting.  The gentle breeze was no help as they were downwind.  Then we spotted some lights.  Some were moving, but the strongest were stationary.
 
   “What do you reckon?” Midnight asked.  “Do you think it’s their campsite?”
 
   “Maybe.  I think it’s just a base of operations for the night’s activities.  Poachers don’t tend to hang around long after they have raided an area.  But we still have to confirm that’s what they are doing and not jump to conclusions.  You hang back and I’ll creep up for a closer look.”
 
   “Okay, just don’t get too far ahead.”  With that, shi disappeared into the shadows.  Even knowing where to look, I could not spot hir.  I started to make a silent approach to the lights.  I could smell a number of people and a lot of alcohol.  Worse yet, I could smell blood.  Finally I was close enough to spy through a bush.  I gasped in horror.  So many pelts and carcasses.  More animals still alive, crammed into tiny cages.  I saw one man packing eggs into padding.  This was not a case of a couple of poachers making a bit of money illegally.  This was one end of a big smuggling operation.  These people had their fingers into a bit of everything, and we had practically camped in their backyard.  There were too many weapons around here and I thought that it was time to get far away from here.  I commenced my retreat until a voice loudly commanded, “Stop right there!”
 
   Off to my right was a mean-looking character with a rifle pointed in my direction.  He looked under the weather and had probably been sleeping it off out of sight of his buddies.  I had the misfortune of crossing his path and a fickle breeze, combined with my distress, had prevented me detecting his presence.
 
   “Now what have we here?  A kittykat spy?  What do you think you were doing?”
 
   We chakats are fast, but that gun could hardly miss at that range.  I decided that it was best to answer him and hopefully find a chance to escape.  “I heard some gunshots and I was curious about what was happening,” I began.  I was going to spin a yarn about being a lone hiker and I really hadn’t seen anything, when I realised that he wasn’t really hearing what I was saying.  His attention seemed focused on my chest. 
 
   “Nice pair of tits you got there sister.  Maybe you and I could have some fun together, eh?”
 
   What?  Apparently my turning around had let the camp lights illuminate my form.  I hadn’t taken the time to put my halter-top back on and now, despite the inappropriate situation, all this human could think of were my bare furry breasts.  That wouldn’t stop me from taking advantage of this lecherous boor’s distraction.  I began playing up to him, trying to keep his thoughts on me.  If Midnight was doing hir job, shi would have seen what had happened and would be doing something about it.  I hoped it would be soon.  Somehow I didn’t think that my looks would keep me safe for long, especially if he realised that I was a hermaphrodite.  Many human males were uncomfortable with us because of that, and I’d probably be a candidate for skinning.  A chakat pelt would be a rare prize indeed. 
 
   I felt an empathic spike from the hidden chakat and suddenly a shadow snaked out from a nearby bush and yanked the rifle out of his hands.  It was Midnight’s long, prehensile tail that had disarmed him. I had been prepared to act at any moment and I was on that creep in an instant.  Unarmed, he was no match for a chakat and I knocked him out.  The question was: did anyone hear our scuffle?  I hauled his unconscious form onto my back and then, with Midnight’s help, carted him away from the camp and hid him, gagged and tied up with rope from my carisak.  To our dismay, we heard a couple more men making their way in our direction.  Whether they had heard us or they simply realised that their cohort was missing, we could not tell, but we couldn’t ignore the fact that if they didn’t find him, they might start a serious search.  That meant that my family could be in big trouble.
 
   “Forest, I think that it’s time we started to act rather than react,” Midnight said.  “Goldfur and your lifemates might accidentally run into these people if we simply walk away now.  Besides, we don’t have to let those murderous bastards get away.  I’ve got a uni-com in my pack.  Let’s call in the law.  We couldn’t call them before because we didn’t really have anything concrete to tell them.  Now we have an overabundance.”
 
   A uni-com?  Great!  The satellite-based communicator would be able to reach the authorities where my standard mobile comm couldn’t.  “Right, call them up and I’ll keep watch.”  I made my way back in the direction of their camp.  I stopped at a point out of easy earshot of Midnight, sat on my haunches and opened myself up fully to all my senses.  By focusing like this, I could detect those in proximity to me with great accuracy.  Now I sensed two people, a wolf morph and a human, not far away and on a course that would bring them uncomfortably close to Midnight.  Time for action!  I moved on an intercept course and was soon upon them.  This time luck was on my side.  The path they were on wound between some boulders, which I climbed and awaited their passing.  When they arrived, I saw that they were wary and had their weapons at the ready, but they still didn’t detect me.  The time was right and I pounced.  I succeeded in knocking the rifle out of the hands of one of them and I restrained him with my tail while I concentrated my efforts on the other.  He was strong, which is how he had managed to hang onto his weapon, but he was still no match for me.  My pawhands had an unbreakable grip on the rifle and while he struggled to regain control of it, I knocked him senseless with my true hands.  In the meantime, the other was trying to worm free of the constricting grip of my tail.  I increased the pressure like a python crushing its prey, until the victim blacked out.  It was the first time that I had the reason to try that particular trick and I was rather pleased that it had worked so well.  After checking to see that that I hadn’t overdone it and the man was still breathing after I released him, I then tied them both up.  I was rapidly running out of rope!  I dragged them out of sight from the trail and then went back to where Midnight was waiting.
 
   “Well, anything to report?” shi enquired.
 
   “Two less to worry about.  No others in the immediate area.  And you?”
 
   “Getting action in the middle of the night isn’t easy, but a team will be out here in about an hour.”
 
   “I reckon that too many of those creeps will get away.  What say we have a go at rounding up a few more?”
 
   Midnight smiled a feral grin.  “I’m game.  How many did you see at their camp?”
 
   “There were five including the lecher, but that’s not counting others that might be out trapping or shooting.”
 
   “Yes, but you yourself said that they wouldn’t hang about.  Won’t they wrap up the operation and get out of the area as soon as possible?  They’ve already been here nearly a full day at least.”
 
   “How do you know that?” I asked.
 
   “Our unwilling guest here has really bad taste in loud clothes.  I recognise them from that group at the fire we checked out this morning.  I got a good look at them through the binoculars.  Also, this is about where that campsite should be.”
 
   “Hmmm.  They probably established themselves early to check out the terrain and perhaps any unexpected visitors.  They could have set their traps then and are now collecting their victims.  You’re right.  They probably do plan to leave before daybreak.  For all we know, they might be winding up their operations right now.  No sense in any more speculating; let’s go see what’s happening.”
 
   We took off in the direction of the camp.  Before we reached it, we paused to probe the surrounding area with our senses.  “Two in the camp,” I announced.
 
   “Yes, and another two to the south.  My nose tells me that there’s at least one other on the far side.  Who do you want to take on first?”
 
   “Those two to the south.  The ones in the camp probably won’t be going anywhere and I’d rather not have to worry about people suddenly returning while we deal with them.”
 
   We moved off in full stealth mode.  We wanted no repeat of the events of the first meeting.  We carefully crossed a potholed fire trail that led to the camp.  The two were now about twenty metres away.  They sounded ill at ease.  We paused to listen to them, our sensitive ears easily making out their low muttering.  It seems that they had already noticed the absence of the others that I had ambushed and they were speculating on why they hadn’t checked in.  We split up and made our way to either side of them and slightly ahead of their path, our paws padding silently through the underbrush.  Then we waited for them.  Midnight was utterly invisible to them, and my own jaguar patterning was almost as good in the moonlight.  Being humans, they certainly couldn’t scent us.  It was almost too easy to take them out.  When I was sure that their weapons weren’t pointed at either of us, I gave a signal only Midnight could hear and we jumped them, overcoming them before they could raise an alarm.
 
   “Five down and at least three more to go,” Midnight grinned at me.
 
   “Not bad for a couple of amateurs, but let’s not get too cocky.  Shall we check out that other on the far side of the camp?” I queried.
 
   “I’m not exactly anamateur,” Midnight replied as shi started off in his direction.  About halfway to where we had estimated him to be, we paused to get a sense-fix on him.  We could detect only one person about fifty metres away.  We began stalking him, but we encountered a problem.  He had found a rocky outcrop in an open area that offered no concealment and he looked alert and prepared for trouble.  If this man was confident enough to look out for himself, without someone to watch his back, he could be very dangerous.
 
   “Perhaps I could sneak up behind him?” Midnight offered.
 
   “No.  There’s too much chance of him glimpsing you by accident.”
 
   “Well, unless we’re prepared to use the weapons that we took away from those others, we’re going to be hard pressed to do anything about him.”
 
   “Somehow I think the authorities wouldn’t take too kindly to us shooting these guys, no matter what they’ve done.  I’ve got some authority in my position as environmental watchdog for the national parks, enough so as not to get into trouble for clobbering these creeps, but it won’t let me get away with picking them off with a gun.  Besides, I don’t know about you, but I’ve never learned how to use a rifle properly.”
 
   “Not only is weapons proficiency a necessary part of my training, but I am also an expert marksman.  However I’m not really prepared to use it against a any sapients unless I’m really desperate.”
 
   “That brings us back to square one.  This calls for the oldest trick in the book: a diversion.  If you go to the other side of the clearing and attract his attention by throwing a rock or something, I’ll be able to sprint up from behind and take him out.  We’re faster on our feet than any biped, and I doubt that he will have allowed for that.”
 
   “Okay, but you be damned careful!” shi said, radiating hir concern clearly.  Shi then slipped into the shadows and was gone.  I plotted the best way to attack and moved to my left a few metres for a better approach angle.  Then it was a matter of nervously waiting until the diversion occurred.  Then there was a loud snapping sound as a large branch was being broken.  The human started turning in that direction and I leapt into action. However I was only partway across when I realised that the man had not fixed his attention on the noise and was looking around and would soon spot me.  I was committed now; I had to go on, but my chances were looking grim.  Then Midnight’s voice was shouting, “Hey you over there!  What do you think you are doing?”  Shi must have seen my predicament and was making a target of hirself.  I could just see hir at the far edge of the clearing.  The man was already moving his rifle back in hir direction.  I poured on the speed but, just as I pounced on him, a shot rang out.  I was horrified.  Had I been too late?  I had knocked him unconscious and, taking only a moment to remove his gun, I immediately raced over to where I had seen Midnight. There shi was slumped on the ground and I feared the worst.  Why did shi have to expose hirself like that?  Shi had possibly saved my life by hir distraction, but was it at the cost of hir own?  Then shi groaned.  I turned hir head and saw blood leaking from a wound on hir forehead.  The bullet had grazed hir head, marring hir perfect fur, but had appeared to have done no real damage other than stunning hir.
 
   Shi opened hir eyes and said, “Who dropped a boulder on me?”
 
   “Midnight!  Thank the stars you’re not dead.  What made you do such a foolish thing?  You came damn close to being killed!”
 
   “Would you rather that I had let him take a shot at you, a closer target?  Anyway, you got there in time to deflect his aim.”
 
   “In time?  You’re bleeding and you call that in time?  Partner, I would have been devastated if that creep had killed you.”  I softened my tone somewhat.  “It’s my life you probably saved and I’m very grateful.  You hardly know me and yet you put your life on the line for me.  I look forward to making it up to you.”
 
   Shi smiled.  “With those thoughts in mind, I think that I can find the strength to get up and about.”  With that, shi surged to her feet.  “We’ve got to check out the camp.  They may be wondering about that shot.”
 
   “First, I’ve got to tie up that man.  Have you got any more rope?”
 
   “No, but I’ve got some fishing line.”
 
   “Perfect!”  That man wasn’t going anywhere when I was finished with binding him.
 
   We circled around the campsite a bit because the breeze prevented us from using our noses to the fullest.  Then we crept up to within sight of the remaining people. What we saw was two very upset men, a rather disreputable looking leopard morph and another human, nervously watching their surroundings, their work abandoned.  I suspected that these people were there solely for their skills in dealing with the captured animals and hides, etcetera, and not their proficiency with weapons.  Of course they were still dangerous because they were likely to startle easily and shoot wildly at anything.
 
   “Let’s take a different approach to these and give them a chance to give up quietly.  We haven’t been able to tell if there are any more coming back and maybe those Nervous Nellies would welcome the chance to give up peacefully and trade some info for some leniency.”
 
   “If I go over to one side a bit, I can give a better impression of surrounding them.”
 
   “Watch out for the breeze or the cat might scent you,” I warned.
 
   Midnight nodded and slipped into the bushes as silent as a shadow.  I gave hir a minute to establish hir vantage point, then I called out, “You there in the camp, put down your weapons and put your hands in the air!”
 
   “Shit!” the human cried and he dived between some equipment. The leopard panicked and headed for the large four-wheel drive vehicle parked on the track.  There was a gunshot and the sound of a tyre bursting.
 
   “You were told to drop your weapons and surrender, you bastards.  Now do as you are told!” Midnight yelled out.  Shi had very effectively cut off their means of escape and demonstrated our preparedness to act all in one blow.  Those confiscated rifles were coming in handy after all.  The one who made a bolt for it froze, then dropped his gun.  The other was still trying to hide.
 
   “It’s no use, fella.  One of us will be able to pick you off.  Throw out the gun and come out of there!”  The man needed convincing. I aimed my rifle in his direction, allowing a safety margin for my lack of expertise, and fired a warning shot.  Dust kicked up not far from him and I hoped that would be the last time I had to use the weapon.  I found the thought of actually wounding him very distasteful.  Besides, the noise hurt my sensitive hearing.  “Last chance!” I called.  “You wouldn’t like it if you make us do it the hard way!”
 
   The man lost his nerve and tossed out his gun.  “All right, dammit!  Don’t shoot!”  He stumbled out from behind his cover, hands in the air.
 
   “Keep them covered.  I’m going to secure them,” I called, then I stepped out into the open.  The men were startled to see who had caught them, but they weren’t so stupid as to try anything.  I grabbed some rope from the poachers’ own supplies and tied up the first fellow while keeping a close eye on the other one.  Then, as I started tying up the second, Midnight emerged from hiding.  The men were even more surprised by this vision of a dark huntress and didn’t seem keen to get to meet hir.  I found hir to be surprisingly appealing, but I wasn’t in hir gun sights.  Half-dried blood was stuck to the fur on the side of hir face and shi wore a savage snarl.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   “Okay, you bastards,” shi said, grabbing the human by the jacket and pulling him face-to-face with a jaw full of dangerous-looking teeth.  “One of your group took a pot-shot at me and I’m not in a happy mood.  I have some questions and I want some straight answers, or else!”  Shi threw the man to the ground and then started asking questions.  “How many of you are there all together?”
 
   The leopard said, “There’s five of us only.”
 
   I grabbed him by the shoulders with my claws extended and shook him roughly.  As he grimaced in pain, I said “Liar!  We’ve already counted more than that.  Now we want the truth this time.”
 
   The other one almost started babbling in his haste to answer.  Obviously he wasn’t very good under pressure, not being strong of character.  “There are eight of us.  Three teams of two were out checking traps and gathering anything else of value that they could lay their hands on.  We two were supposed to pack everything to be ready for pick-up by our other vehicle.  Actually, that makes nine men.  I forgot to include that driver.”  The man nearly panicked when he realised that he had made a mistake with the number and thought we might start in on him.  Because of this, I believed him, and that meant this was almost over.  That drunken fool that I had bumped into first must have been the partner of the man in the clearing, and it explained why he was alone.  All we had to worry about was whether the vehicle would turn up before the authorities.
 
   “Did you make contact with anyone by radio or phone?” I asked.
 
   “We were to check in at certain times, in fact, right about now.”
 
   “Pretty much means that we won’t be seeing anyone else if they don’t get a call,” Midnight said.  “So you had better see to it that they do.”  Shi hauled the talkative one to his feet and gave him a shove in the general direction of the equipment.
 
   “But we had already reported that one of us hadn’t called in,” he said nervously.
 
   “Tell them that he was found drunk in the bushes.  It’s true enough.”
 
   Our helpful captive dug out a uni-com.  ‘I have got to get myself one of those,’ I thought.  In the meantime, he made contact and reported that the missing man had been found and everything else was okay.  The voice at the other end told him that the truck would be there in about half an hour.  I don’t think that our friend knew that I could clearly hear both sides of the conversation and I was carefully remembering that voice.  He checked off and I confiscated the com.
 
   “Almost nothing to do now but wait for the police.  They should be here long before that truck arrives,” I said.
 
   “Midnight replied, “Why don’t you gather up the rest of the flock while I guard these two?”
 
   “Not a bad idea.  The sooner we can wrap this up, the sooner we can get back to the others and let them know that everything is okay.” 
 
   It was pretty straightforward collecting our captives.  They weren’t about to argue with the gun, although they weren’t to know that I wouldn’t use it.  Of course the smarter ones would realise that they wouldn’t stand a chance against me in unarmed combat.  Two police helicopters found places to land nearby, guided to the spot by Midnight using hir com and waving a torch.  The truck driver got the surprise of his life when he turned up, but he didn’t try anything foolish when faced with so many law officers.  The only thing that irked me was the amount of time the police wanted to spend questioning us, when all we wanted to do was to get back to our friends.  Finally, we had to insist on leaving, promising that we would go in to their offices soon.  After all, they had enough evidence to put them all away for a very long time even without our statements.  We begged a lift in one of the helicopters to our campsite.  When we reached it, there was no evidence that anyone was there until a bright-furred form stepped out into the floodlight.  Trina had recognised the police markings and had come out to guide us to where the others were hiding.  Midnight’s appearance was greeted with great concern, but after cleaning it up, Kris declared that the wound should not cause any problems, and with the rapid chakat healing metabolism, it would soon disappear.  With this last concern alleviated, both Midnight and I felt the weight of tiredness fall upon us.  Chakats need more sleep than humans and many morphs, and we had had a very long, active day.  We curled up together, our heads pillowed by each other’s back, and went straight into an exhausted sleep.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The next day we had a late start.  Rather than taking the planned route that would have taken every daylight hour as the track wound its way north and back around the lake, we took a much faster, direct course back to our cabin.  There we finally could relax and just chat.  Most of the talking done on the hike had been discussing the events of the previous night.  I had some burning questions to ask.
 
   “Goldfur, you and Midnight were together on that starship for several months, and yet when you get back to Earth, you seem awfully eager to push hir in my direction.  Not that I mind, but why?  Didn’t you get along?”
 
   “Of course we did.  We enjoyed many a night together in bed.  However, we don’t have much in common otherwise but I knew that you two did and would hit it off.  Besides, there was another reason which I had planned to tell you about last night before we were interrupted.  You see, I’m pregnant.”
 
   “Oh, that’s marvellous news!  It will be wonderful to have another cub in the family. But I gather you mean that Midnight was not the sire.  You didn’t tell me that there was a third chakat on the crew.  Isn’t that unusual?”
 
   “Not quite that unusual although we didn’t.  However the sire isn’t a chakat.  He’s a foxtaur, a fellow technician with whom I fell in love and now plan to take as a denmate.”
 
   “A foxtaur?  I thought that the chances were slim to get pregnant by anything else but another chakat.”
 
   “As a biologist, you should know the facts.  It’s known that a pure cat-taur stood the best chance of interbreeding with a chakat, while foxtaurs and wolf-taurs stood a lesser chance, but it looks like we beat the odds.  He had to take care of some business and make arrangements to go back home to see his family first, but you will get to meet him in a couple of days.  We’ve got big plans that we would like to tell you about together.”
 
   “This is wonderful.  What a diverse family group we will be!”
 
   “I wonder what the cub will turn out like?” Trina said.
 
   “The med-techs tell me that due to our dominant genetic structure, the cub will be a chakat with all our physical enhancements, but is likely to take on some of the non-essential traits such as fur colour.  Can you imagine a fox tail as long as a normal chakat’s?  Shi will look gorgeous!” 
 
   I was so happy for my sister.  Shi had found not only someone to love, but was soon to be fulfilled as a mother.  I looked over to Midnight and realised that I wanted this too.  The events of the last couple of days had shown that we not only shared many interests, but we worked well together as partners.
 
   Midnight smiled at me.  “I must confess that I too am at the stage in life where I would like to have a cub, although I would be content to just be the sire for now so that it would not interfere too much with my career.  These manipulative friends of ours seem to know us better than we know ourselves.  If that is your wish, I would like to get to know each other a lot more, and in intimate detail.”
 
   I grinned in return.  Whatever life held in store for us, tonight looked like being a lot of fun.  We took a mattress and retired to a corner of the cabin to begin our learning experience.  Behind me, Kris said to Goldfur, “There’s something that Trina and I would like to show you.  We call it the Chakat Manoeuvre.”
 
   I giggled to myself.  It seemed that I wasn’t the only one who was going to learn something wonderful tonight!
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   Episode 3:  Fulfilment
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   I was enjoying watching the unfamiliar scenery passing by.  We were in a ground car on a back road in America on the way to a foxtaur community where Goldfur’s mate was to introduce us to his family.  We had met Red soon after we had gotten back from our mountain retreat. Kris, Trina and I arranged to have Goldfur bring him over for dinner.  They arrived at exactly the appointed time with Goldfur’s usual remarkable timing.  Red seemed a bit shy and shi had to urge him inside to meet us.  He was a handsome foxtaur – a taurform like us chakats, but based on a fox instead, his coat having the common red fox markings, but the colour was an unusually deep shade of red, thus earning him his nickname.  His fur was well kept and shiny, and his tail was proud and bushy.  His only clothing was a wonderful soft leather vest that looked home-made, but with great craftsmanship.  We all gathered in the spacious living room for formal introductions. 
 
   Goldfur announced, “I would like everyone to meet Garrek, my love-mate.  Garrek, this is my sister Forestwalker.”
 
   I stepped up and embraced him and said, “You are welcome in our home, Garrek.  And please, just call me Forest.”
 
   After a moment’s hesitation, he returned the hug.  He definitely was a shy one!  He said, “I'm pleased to meet you after hearing so much about you from Goldfur.  And all my friends call me Red.”
 
   “Well, Red, I would like you to meet my life-mates, Kris and Trina.”  They stepped forward to greet him and then I said, “And of course you already have met Midnight on your last voyage.  Shi is staying here as my guest for a while.”  Garrek seemed relieved to see a familiar face.
 
   We made ourselves comfortable after passing around some refreshments.  Garrek and Goldfur laid down together on one of the lounge rugs and shi put a proprietary arm around his waist.  He looked at hir and I could see the deep affection he had for hir in his gaze.  Finally he was put at ease.
 
   Trina spoke up, “Red, could you tell us something about yourself and your family, and how you came to meet Goldfur?”
 
   “I come from a foxtaur commune in a wilderness area of California.  My clan has established a village where we enjoy a typical foxtaur low-tech lifestyle.  My people prefer to provide for themselves and often hunt for food and skins, etcetera.  Our homes are simple but well-built cabins clustered about a communal centre.  We don't dislike technology, we just prefer getting along without it.”
 
   “But you are a technician aboard a starship.  Isn't that a bit of a contradiction?” Kris interjected.
 
   “Yes, but I'm not a typical member of the village.  As I said, we have nothing against modern technology.  The community centre is fully equipped with all the latest gadgets which are available for everyone’s use.  There are a few people with a special aptitude for using and maintaining the equipment, and I was one of them.  However, in the course of my duties, I came to learn about other worlds, and I was smitten by the desire to see some of them myself.  And that's how I came to join the Star Corps as an engineer and jack-of-all-trades.  It was on my fourth voyage that I got to meet Goldfur.”
 
   “He makes it all sound so simple,” Goldfur spoke up.  “I practically had to pounce on him and drag him away  from his work.  He gets so wrapped up in it and he was shy about meeting me.  I suppose I saw him as a bit of a challenge, but he was well worth the effort.”
 
   “I hope he realises what he's getting into.  We chakats are never slow to get friendly, and my life-mates are similarly inclined,” I said with a grin.  “Anyway, if you haven't been frightened off by what you've heard, you should fit in well.  On behalf of everybody, I welcome you into our family.”
 
   “Thanks, Forest.  And yes, Goldfur has given me fair warning!” he laughed.  I'm looking forward to getting to know you all well, and I hope that you take the opportunity to meet my clan soon.” 
 
   “Are you planning to go home soon?  It was a long tour of duty, and Goldfur has told us that since you arrived at the North Australian Spaceport, you haven't had the opportunity to make a trip over to America yet.”
 
   “True. We decided that it would be simplest to visit here first to introduce me to hir family.  We will be visiting your parents tomorrow.  But now I'd like to formally invite you to meet mine.  There is a festival due to start in a few days and it would be a perfect time to meet everybody and get to know my people.”
 
   “We'd be delighted,” Trina replied.  “We'll make arrangements immediately.”
 
   Just then the oven timer rang.  Kris got up and headed for the kitchen.  Trina followed saying, “Since dinner is ready, let's sort out the details at the table.”
 
   The rest of us trooped into the dining area.  Since the house was purpose-built, it had a number of unusual features, one of which was a dining room with a bi-level floor.  The large table was located at the junction and thus half of it was at a height suitable for taurforms to squat behind for dining comfort, while the other half had chairs suitable either for humans or humanoid morphs.  Over a delicious roast meal, we learnt a bit more about each other and made plans to fly overseas.  Kris had to decline because he had work commitments, but the rest of us, including Midnight, would all travel there in two days. 
 
   By the end of the meal, Red had overcome his shyness almost completely and had displayed the humour and sharp wit that Goldfur had told us had attracted hir so much.  I was proud of my sister to have found such a delightful addition to our family and I hoped to get a chance to know him more intimately soon.  I was sure that it wouldn't be tonight though.  The way Goldfur’s tail was entwined with his was a sure sign of intimacy, and there was a more personal reason why I would be spending the night with another.
 
   The evening was spent just talking and catching up on many months of news and learning trivia about each other.  However, as the evening hours grew long, it was apparent that all of us had other things on our mind.  Goldfur took the spare room for hir and Garrek, and Kris swept a giggling Trina off to our main bedroom.  Midnight approached me asking, “Is what my nose is telling me true?”
 
   I nodded and replied, “Yes, I've come into heat.  It's time.”
 
   Shi grinned and wrapped hir tail around mine, sending a thrill of anticipation through me.  As we made our way to hir room, I reflected on how well I had gotten to know hir in these few days.  I had not met anyone that felt so right for me since Kris and Trina.  Of course we chakats have one big extra advantage over other species in that we have the empathic ability to sense each other’s true feelings, and we could readily tell the difference between mere sexual attraction and a true desire to be mates.  We had the room to ourselves tonight; Trina, Kris and Goldfur would have scented my sexual readiness, just as Midnight had, and probably Red did too.
 
   I took Midnight’s hands in mine and looked hir in the eyes and solemnly spoke, “Midnight, will you sire my child and promise to cherish and care for hir?”
 
   “I will,” shi replied.  “Forest, will you bear my child and bring hir up happy in the security of the family?”
 
   “I will,” I confirmed. 
 
   We finished together, “In the spirit of love, let our child know joy and fulfilment all hir life.”
 
   With that short but deeply meant ceremony, we committed ourselves as denmates.  This wasn't anything nearly as complex as a life-mateship, but was a commitment to the well-being of the cub we intended to bring into the world.
 
   We both broke into grins then.  The solemn moment was done and the fun was about to start.  We practically pounced on the huge mattress that served as a bed for chakats and other guest furries who preferred sleeping this way.  We embraced as intimately as possible, all seven limbs hugging, holding, twining about the others.  Our tongues lapped at each others muzzles and then we opened our mouths and explored within, tasting of each other.
 
   Then Midnight broke and ducked hir head down.  After only a short time, shi had learned how sensitive my breasts were to stimulation.  Shi teased my right nipple with the tip of hir tongue.  I thrilled to the pleasure it gave me.  My nipples hardened, showing bright pink and firm above the fur.  Then shi started getting serious, nipping and sucking on my teat.  I felt my milkwater flow and my enjoyment leapt to greater proportions.  Hir tail was caressing mine and a handpaw stroked the fur along my spine.  Shi kept at it until shi felt the shudder of my first orgasm.  Shi lifted hir head, a twinkle of pleasure in hir eyes and beads of milkwater still on hir lips.  I smiled my thanks to hir.
 
   “You came very quickly, Forest.  Your body truly is ready, willing and able at the moment.  Not that I didn't want to keep that up for a little longer.  Besides, I haven't even started on your left tit yet!”  With that, shi gave a quick flick of the tongue to the nipple in question.
 
   “Oh, don't let me stop you, Midnight.”  Shi was right.  My whole being was primed for this at the moment, and everything shi did to me was wonderful.
 
   “This is your night, Forestwalker, and it is time to fulfil it.  Show me the way, my love.”
 
   I smiled and got up and turned around.  I crouched on my forepaws and raised my haunches, my tail moved to the side.  Shi placed hir forepaws on my back and mounted me.  I felt hir hot and firm erection enter my oh-so-ready vagina.  Shi settled comfortably on me and moved hir handpaws into a hug about my waist and hir hands came around to caress and squeeze my breasts.  I could feel hir own breasts firmly kneading my back which I found almost as exciting as the stimulation shi was giving my own.  I turned my head in order to lap at the fur on the cheek of my lover, and my tail found hirs and they united as one.  We were truly as joined as was possible, and the realization of my dreams was enough to give me another orgasm.
 
   “Now, Midnight!  Do it now!  I cannot be more ready!”
 
   Shi didn't try to tease me.  Shi started hir thrusts and at last I could sense my coming fulfilment.  I continued to caress hir muzzle with my tongue, my hands firmly held over hir own, still stroking my nipples.  I exercised the muscles of my vagina to stimulate hir cock and we both built towards the climax.
 
   After a deliriously wonderful interval, Midnight spoke.  “This is my...(huff)... gift to you..(huff)... dear one.”  With that, I sensed hir orgasm and the release of the gift of life into me.  That was more than enough to trigger my final climax and we both shuddered and cried out with the gratification of our desires.
 
   For a while, we just laid there, still united both in body and spirit.  Finally we disengaged ourselves and I said to Midnight, “My deepest thanks for your gift.  I will always treasure this moment.”  Thus our mating was fully consummated.
 
   We made love several more times that night, but it was the first time that was, and always would be, of the most significance.  The act of making love came easily to our species, but the creation of a new life was always a serious and meaningful event.  And as this was to be my first, it was an especially moving and emotional occasion.  There were tears of joy in my eyes as I put my hands around Midnight’s face and simply kissed hir.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   That had been two days ago.  Now we were on our way to the foxtaur community to meet Garrek’s family.  I was looking forward to exploring some of this wonderful country that seemed to go on forever, and I was high on the joy of life. My chakat sense of inner-being told me that the mating was a success and I was pregnant.  Tonight I would announce it and share my happiness with my family.  At last I truly knew how my sister felt when shi announced shi was with child, and I hoped that shi and Red would experience this joy together as life-mates.  The road to the future was as enticing as this wilderness route, and I looked forward to walking them both.
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   We were almost upon the foxtaur village before we caught sight of it.  True to their back-to-nature lifestyle, the surrounding forest was virtually untouched.  The woods opened up after a bend to reveal a picture-postcard community.  Modest-sized timber houses that blended into the scenery were grouped in a pleasantly random manner about a large central common with stands of trees and well-tended flower beds.  The only sealed road into the township looped around the parklands to return in the direction we had come from.  The only sign of high technology was a well-designed office-style complex that fitted unobtrusively into the landscape.  This, Garrek had told us, was their way of keeping in touch with mainstream society without having to conform to it.  Garrek drove up to the building and turned into a large underground car-park and service area.
 
   “This is where all vehicles are garaged in town,” Red explained.  “We keep the village free from noise and smells of modern technology as much as possible.”
 
   We disembarked from our car, a vehicle specially designed to be driven by, and carry, taurform passengers. Garrek led the way to the exit where we climbed a ramp that exited on to the parklands.
 
   “Welcome to Mountain Glade community,” Garrek announced.
 
   We paused to admire the foxtaurs' handiwork.  The whole town was a stunningly well-planned arrangement of homes and natural reserves.  Added to this was the fact that the local festival was just starting and the grounds and houses were festooned with banners and decorations.  On the grassy open area, temporary stalls had been set up and handcrafts were intermingled with food stalls and games of skill.  It was early and this was the first day of the festival, so the people attending were still low in number yet.  However, Red assured us that this event attracted a fair crowd from nearby townships and a few people from further afield who had learned of it.
 
   “We don't want to make the event too big,” Red explained.  “It's more of a social occasion for us, and a smaller crowd keeps things more intimate.  Later on, there will be musicians playing in several areas and lots of folks will come to dance.  We'll all get the chance to check it out later.  Firstly though, we'll go over to my home and meet my family.” 
 
   As we followed Red across the common, we noticed that a few outsiders were already there.  Mostly they were humans chatting with the stall-holders, probably business acquaintances from outside the community.  There were a handful of other morph species too, so the foxtaurs probably had a good knowledge of the diverse races.  Nevertheless, our group was attracting a lot of attention.  I padded up to Red and asked, “Why are we getting so many stares?”
 
   Garrek's jaw dropped in amusement.  “Up until I left to follow a career in space, we had never seen a chakat here.  I reckon that hasn't changed.  Now there's a parade of them, and you'll be instant celebrities wherever you go for a while.” 
 
   “It looks like they will be learning as much about us as we will be about them,” I replied.
 
   True to Red's words, we did attract everyone's curiosity along the way.  At one point, my keen ears overheard a very young foxtaur cub asking, “Mommy, why do those foxtaurs look so funny?”
 
   “Those aren't foxtaurs, son,” she replied.
 
   “What are they then?”
 
   “I'm not sure.  Some kind of cat-taur, I think.”
 
   “We're chakats, ma'am,” I said as I walked up to them.  “You've got a cute cub there, full of curiosity.  You will be seeing more of us as we are here for the festival.  Come over and have a chat with us later if you wish.”
 
   “I'll do that, I think,” she grinned.
 
   I trotted to catch up with the others.  We crossed the ring-road and headed down a pleasantly meandering dirt track.  After a short time, we took a side path leading to one of the cabin-style houses.
 
   “Here we are, people.  Welcome to my home.” Red opened the door and let out a series of yips.  Several replies were heard, then a number of foxtaurs came to greet us.
 
   An older vixen immediately hugged Red who, for once, didn't seem to be embarrassed.  I guessed that this had to be his mother.  A mature male stepped out to meet us.  He spoke to my sister first.
 
   “Judging by the description our son gave us, you must be Goldfur.” As he shook hands with hir, he looked the rest of us over.  “And these are your kin?  You made good time coming out here.  I hope you had a pleasant journey.  My name is Rikandor and my mate is Jaleth.  Jal, dear, let our son alone for a moment so that he can introduce his friends,” he said with a grin.
 
   “Thanks, Dad,” Garrek smiled in return.  “Mother, let me formally introduce everyone to you.  This is Goldfur, my mate and the future mother of your first grandchild.” 
 
   The two stepped up to each other and gave each other a warm hug.  Jaleth then held hir hands and looked hir in the eyes and said, “I can't tell you how pleased I am that my shy little boy has found himself someone.  You must really have something special to have drawn him out like this.  I was beginning to wonder what we'd have to do to find him a mate.”
 
   “Mom!” exclaimed Red, his embarrassment plain.  I could swear he was blushing, which is pretty hard to tell when someone has red fur covering his face.  He sure didn't take after his mother that way.  To keep further maternal statements at bay, he hastened to complete the introductions of myself, Midnight and Trina.  Then he finally turned his attention to the younger foxtaurs who had been waiting for their turn and seemed ready to burst with impatience.
 
   “This is my sister Malena and my brother Miktar,” he managed to say before the young vixen couldn't restrain herself anymore.
 
   “Wow, it's great to finally meet you,” she gushed.  “When Garrek told us that he was bringing chakats here, I went to the library to read up on you.  Is it really true that you are male as well as female?”
 
   “Malena!” Red exclaimed, “That's not very polite!”
 
   “It's okay, Garrek,” I interjected.  “Yes, it's true.  Look for yourself.  We have all the parts.”
 
   I grinned at her and waited for Red's expected reaction.  Sure enough, he was mortified with embarrassment.  Malena, however, was completely unfazed.  She did indeed take me up on my offer to look.  I was taking an instant liking to this young lady.  She had the uninhibited soul of a chakat.
 
   “Thanks, Forest,” she said when she was finished looking.  Her parents had a look of resignation to accepting the inevitable.
 
   “You are very different to your brother,” I observed.  “Your attitudes are completely opposite and your looks are so different too.  You must have the palest fur colour of any foxtaur that I've seen.”
 
   “Yeah! Dad says that when Garrek was born, he took all the fur colour and the shyness for two people, so that when I came next, I got neither,” she explained with a grin.
 
   “How old are you?” I asked.  I had been trying to guess her age, but I was probably underestimating it due to her nature.
 
   “I'm seventeen.  Garrek missed my Coming-of-Age ceremony two weeks ago, she accused.
 
   “Sorry, they wouldn't re-arrange the starship's schedule just for your benefit,” Red said with mock contrition.
 
   His father interjected, “Well now that you are here, come inside and bring your guests.  We have some morning tea ready and we can get to know each other a bit more.”
 
   The inside of their house matched the philosophy of the village.  Simple, natural materials were preferred, with hand-crafted fittings and furniture.  Cleverly concealed or artfully blending with the decor were those contemporary items which were essential, such as modern plumbing, electric power and a communicator.  Otherwise, the foxtaurs made do with what they could provide for themselves or barter with the other foxtaurs to get.
 
   The promised snack turned out to be more like a small banquet.  Jaleth had gone overboard with the preparations for this get-together.  As we ate and chatted, I consolidated my impressions of these people.  Garrek's mother was transparently delighted that he had found a mate and it was totally irrelevant to her that shi wasn't her species.  The fact that Goldfur was having his child cemented that for her.  The father was more reserved.  He was a very friendly person and had no problems getting along with us, but he had his doubts about the wisdom of this mixed mating.  Nevertheless, he recognized a fait accompli and had decided to give it a chance.  Malena was almost a stereotypical older teenage girl for whom relationships were a source of constant interest, and this one promised her more than most.  She was the type who would start dating a chakat at the drop of a hat, simply because she thought it would be cool.  Miktar was like young boys everywhere.  He was curious about chakats, but couldn't care less about relationships.  In fact, he was obviously dying to go out and play with his friends by the time we had finished our meal.
 
   Miktar was allowed to escape, while the rest of us continued chatting.  It was late afternoon when Jaleth insisted that we all make our way back to the festival.  
 
   “This is the best time of day to attend,” she explained.  “Lots of people will be coming to the community feast and the music and dancing before and after it.” She then bundled us all out of the house, saying that she and Rikandor would follow after clearing up.
 
   As we strolled back to the common, Midnight said, “Tell us more about this festival.  What exactly are you celebrating?”
 
   “For starters, now that we are in the northern hemisphere, it is the beginning of winter here,” Red started explaining.  “All crops have been harvested and stored, other foods have been prepared and preserved and all maintenance completed before the snow comes.  We now have the luxury of relaxing and enjoying the fruits of our labour.  Foxtaurs from other communities come over to visit their relatives and everyone indulges in a lot of socializing that they don't have time for earlier in the year.”
 
   “Yeah, some really intimate socializing.” interjected Malena.  “Did you know that about half the cubs born in this village arrive about the same time, about ten months later?” she asked with a grin.  
 
   “It doesn't surprise me,” I said, sharing her amusement.  For once, Red wasn't upset by this revelation, which told me that this was hardly a big secret.  In fact, what with the large number of people from other villages visiting, they probably counted on the increase in the gene pool.
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   As we approached the festival grounds, we could see that a large crowd had accumulated.  Probably almost every foxtaur in the village was here by now.  I could hear music and singing coming from various groups.  The sun was setting, but lots of warm light was provided by numerous torches.  We made our way over to one of the groups gathered about some musicians.  Their instruments weren't the usual factory produced stuff.  They had long-necked stringed instruments of unique design, primitive, but great-sounding drums, and a wild variety of wind instruments.  They started off with an enthusiastically rendered tune that seemed to welcome us.  Next, they burst into a humorous ballad that soon had everyone crying tears of laughter.  But it was the third tune that many had been waiting for.  It was an exciting dance tune that soon had many cavorting energetically.  When a 'taur dances, you need plenty of room, but these people were quite skilful and there were no collisions.
 
   “I'd love to join with them,” Trina said.  She enjoyed dancing a lot, and she and Kris often went to nightclubs where she would dance half the night.  “I'm not sure how to fit in with this lot though.”
 
   “Allow me,” Red offered, and led her to join the others.  She very quickly adapted the steps and soon was flying about the lawn, laughing and thoroughly loving it.  I had a feeling that she might be here for a while if no one dragged her away.  I looked at the others, shrugged and decided to join in.  When Red swung by, I cut in.  Trina grabbed Midnight and pulled hir not unwillingly into the fun.  Goldfur reckoned that shi had four left feet for dancing, but I noticed that Malena was leading hir in a more sedate version of the dance too.
 
   Suddenly my partner changed.  Another foxtaur had cut in.  It was then I noticed that there seemed to be a few others hanging around waiting for a chance.  My new partner grinned at me and said, “I think you and your friends are going to be the hit of this festival.  Everyone's curious about you.  I hope you are sticking around for the feast.
 
   “Wouldn't miss it!” I replied just before he was whisked away and another dancer took his place.  I was partnered by a quick succession of foxtaurs, then suddenly, there was the all black countenance of my mate.
 
   “Let's show them something different,” shi said.  Almost reading hir mind, I knew what shi meant.  We linked tails and proceeded to improvise a chakat style dance to the foxtaurs’ tune.  In truth, we got a bit carried away, whirling and leaping until suddenly, the music ceased and we dropped to the ground, panting hard.  A roar went up from the crowd in appreciation of the spectacle.  We grinned at each other while recovering our strength.  This evening had gotten off to a flying start.
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   Trina walked up to me and said, “Come on, show-off, there's lots more to see and do.  I don't know about you, but I've worked up an appetite.” My wiry little life-mate virtually dragged me to my feet and I helped her do the same with Midnight.  
 
   “See you all at the feast!” I called out to the crowd as we regrouped and headed off to see what else the fair had to offer.  We wandered the grounds, looking at all the skilfully created crafts.  When Garrek advised us that the community banquet wasn't due to start for an hour, Midnight and I led a raid on a booth selling snacks.  With an armful of food, we then had fun trying the games of skill and strength, with modest success.  Judging by the degree of difficulty, this village boasted some very competent people.  I came across a booth selling leather-goods.  I paused to examine them more closely and I realized just how competent the artisan was.
 
   “Our village makes a lot of money selling original handcrafts,” Red explained.  “We put out goods second to none.  These are made by Purteshka the Leather-worker.  She can do things with leather that you wouldn't believe.”
 
   There was a display of various tops for both males and females, such as vests, jackets and halters.  The leather was as soft as chamois, and yet, Red assured me, was still strong and durable.  I found one that would accommodate my generous bust and pulled off my halter-top on the spot to try it on.  That wasn't a problem here.  About half the female foxtaurs in the village went bare-breasted.  I had seen nursing mothers unencumbered by any clothing.  Midnight, with hir preference for going around topless, fitted right in.  On the other hand, I had seen vixens of all ages wearing a vast array of practical and ornamental clothing.  The only thing that those tops had in common was that they were all extremely well-made and very attractive.  I put on the top that I selected.  This type had leather drawstrings to make it fit snugly.  It conformed to my curves as if it had been made for me.  The material virtually caressed my breasts rather than confined them.  A shiver of delight shook me.  Midnight didn't know what shi was missing out on.  I saw the vendor smiling at me and I realized that she knew that she had a sale.
 
   I walked away from the booth feeling wonderful.  Midnight commented, “Anything that makes you look so sexy was worth twice the price.  It almost makes me want to buy one too.”
 
   I laughed.  “That says more about it than any mere compliment,” I replied as I put my arm around hir waist and leant up against hir.
 
   The sound of a large gong repeatedly struck, drifted across the common.  Red informed us that it was the signal for the start of the banquet.  We immediately headed for the site.  A roped-off area held numerous collapsible tables which were piled with food.  We paid a small fee to join the all-you-can-eat feast.  Malena told us that this was purely a social event and the money was just to cover costs.  Many of the dishes were provided free after cooking contests held earlier.  Because this was a taur village, only a small number of chairs were provided for visitors.  
 
   Our group claimed a table.  Garrek's parents found us and joined the party.  We were to receive many callers from other groups.  In fact, if it wasn't for the fact that there were three chakats at our table, I reckon that we would have starved without someone to take up the conversational slack.  In between telling the curious foxtaurs all about ourselves, we did manage to dine on some wonderful food.  There was roast venison and duck (non-endangered I was assured), deliciously prepared vegetables of many kinds and loads of pastries and sweets.  We ate and talked until well into the night.  Occasionally some people would leave for the singing and dancing that had started up again.  Finally, we had just about talked ourselves hoarse.  There was just one thing left that I wanted to announce.
 
   “My mates and friends,” I said to get their attention, “This has been a delightful evening getting to our new kin.  But there will be one other that you will get to know in the future.  I would like to announce that the mating between Midnight and myself has been successful.  You can expect to see our cub in about ten and a half months.”
 
   A delighted babble of congratulations arose.  Someone proclaimed a toast and soon there were mugs of delicious home-brewed beer passed around.  We drank a round and then the visiting foxtaurs extended their compliments and bid us goodnight as the banquet crowd started drifting away.
 
   We got up to leave ourselves.  We slowly strolled through the parklands, pausing occasionally to listen to the music of a band or a solitary minstrel.  The night was well advanced by the time we decided to leave.  The festival would still be going tomorrow and we were all feeling pleasantly tired, so we made our way back to Red's home.
 
   Once inside, Jaleth said, “Rikandor and I will be going straight to our bedroom.  You cubs can work out what sleeping arrangements you wish to make with the three other bedrooms.  Sleep well!”
 
   Miktar was trying to look alert, but it was plain to us that the young tod was tuckered out.  We ordered him to his room and he was virtually asleep as he hit the mattress.  We closed his door and the rest of us gathered in Red's room.
 
   “We're not going to disturb your folks, are we?” asked Goldfur.
 
   “Not likely,” assured Malena.  “Put it this way.  I'm hoping for a sister this time.” She gave us a sly look.
 
   “Good.  So how do we arrange this?” I asked.
 
   “Midnight and I would like a night together,” volunteered Trina.
 
   “Perhaps they can sleep with Malena in her room,” ventured Garrek.
 
   “No, brother,” Malena denied, “I had something else in mind.” She got up and padded up to Goldfur and boldly asked, “Will you make love with me Goldfur?”
 
   My sister looked at me and winked.  We had both seen this possibility coming.  She was enthusiastic and fascinated by us, and she had been spending a lot of time with my sister.  However, of course there was one who was rather shocked.
 
   “Malena! Don't you think you are rather young for this?” Red exclaimed.
 
   “Don't be silly, Garrek.  I told you I had my Coming-of-Age ceremony, so I can if I want to.”
 
   “But so soon?  Shouldn't you be putting this off for a while longer?  I mean, you are just barely old enough!”
 
   “My dear, sweet brother, I know you are genuinely concerned for me, so I won't snap at you.  However, I have to tell you that a tod-friend of mine took care of that the same night of the ceremony.” 
 
   Red was stunned.  I thought that I had better ease the shock, so I sidled up to him and put an arm about his waist and cuddled him.  “You have known her all her life, so you can only see her as your little sister.  But she's a young lady now and free to make her own choices.  Let it be, Garrek.  My sister will be a gentle lover and Malena could not be in better paws.”
 
   To give him credit, he didn't try to argue any more.  In fact, I felt him start to relax against me.  Midnight saw that the situation seemed well in hand and excused hirself and Trina, and with Malena's permission, left for the vixen's bedroom.
 
   I felt that now was probably the best time to push an issue which would eventually come up.  “Red, I think that it's about time that you and I got intimate too.” I felt him stiffen again and admonished him, “You said you knew what you would be in for when you mated into a chakat family.  Was that just talk?”
 
   “No, but saying it, and to actually have it happen are two different things.  I admit that I'm not as prepared for the reality as I thought I was,” he said chagrined.
 
   I won't rush things,” I reassured him.  “Malena is more than eager to start.”
 
   “Of course I am, I've been hoping for this for a while.  Shall we begin, Goldfur?”
 
   Malena presented her posterior to my sister who sighed and said, “My dear girl, you have asked me to make love with you, but all you seem to expect is a quick copulation.  No matter how much we enjoy it, making love with someone is more than just sex.  Because I've gotten to know you today, I can enjoy having sex with you as another level in our relationship, but even then it won't be just in and out.”
 
   Shi turned Malena around to look her in the eyes.  “Your tod-friend may have turned a girl into a woman, but I will show you a couple of things about making you into a lover.  Firstly, let's get rid of that jacket of yours.” Shi unbuttoned the light short-sleeved jacket to reveal her modest (but still growing) breasts.  Shi fondled them and said, “Learn what your partner likes.  You will find that the more your partner enjoys himself, the greater your own pleasure will be.” Shi slipped off her own halter-top and embraced Malena.  Shi made sure that hir nipples brushed against Malena's as their breasts caressed each other's.
 
   “Oh! Ooohh! That's really nice, Goldfur.  But my tod lovers won't have your endowments.  You'll have to show me more,” she said slyly.
 
   Goldfur grinned back.  “Your wish is my command.” Shi started to explore her body and noted when shi got a particularly good reaction.  Shi lick-kissed Malena's muzzle and then told her to lie down on her back.  With her paws in the air, she laid completely flat while Goldfur ran talented hands through her fur.  Malena gasped at one point and demanded that Goldfur do what shi had just done again.  As my sister complied, Malena closed her eyes in bliss.  As it turned out, she was one of those who absolutely melted when given a tummy-rub! Goldfur kept up the rub with a hand-paw and reached for her breasts with both free hands.  Shi tweaked her nipples and then leaned over and fondled them with hir tongue.  After a short while, Malena shuddered as she experienced her first orgasm.  Breathing heavily, she looked at Goldfur and beckoned hir closer.  She virtually pulled my sister on top of her and started licking and sucking on hir ample breasts.  I could see that Goldfur was very much enjoying this.  Hir cock was rapidly growing out of its sheath and soon, without interrupting Malena's ministrations, shi positioned hirself over her, between the legs that were now wildly pawing the air.  Both were now ready and Goldfur waited no longer.  Shi smoothly entered Malena who emitted a small gasp of pleasure.  Belly to belly, they rocked back and forth, breasts once again rubbing against one another as they lick-kissed each other almost frantically.  Then Malena paused and tried to speak, saying, “Oh Goldfur, I'm....I'm coming....”
 
   From the first word, Goldfur realized what was happening and brought hirself to climax.  They came together, gasping and growling in mutual bliss.  Then they laid side-by-side panting for a while until Malena propped her upper torso up on one arm and looked at Goldfur and said, “Thank you.  Thank you for giving me so much more than I dreamed.  It was truly wonderful!”
 
   “I hope you have benefited from our little lesson,” grinned Goldfur.
 
   “Oh, yes! I'll never forget this as long as I live!”
 
   “And I hope you learned something too,” I said to Red, “And I don't mean just how to make love.”
 
   Garrek replied slowly, “I never expected to watch my sister having sex.  Even more, I never expected it to be such a learning experience.  My little sister is really a woman now.  She's shown a willingness and enthusiasm that made her grow up so much faster than I did.” He looked directly at her and said earnestly, “I love you Malena, and I wish you well with whomever you choose.  I'll never get in your way again.”
 
   “Thank you, big brother, but I see that I will probably have more to learn also, so I will always value your advice.”
 
   Red then turned to Goldfur.  “Love-mate, thank you for making my sister so happy.  You've made my life even better because of it.
 
   Goldfur was purring as shi replied.  “It's a chakat's goal in life to make those shi cares for happy.  It enriches everyone's life and strengthens relationships.” Then shi stopped being so serious and said, “Besides, it's so much fun!”
 
   Red had to grin at that.  “Okay, but I've got one more question.  You've been pregnant for a few weeks now, and you've got to be back at the height of your female cycle, yet you still were able to perform well as a male.  Am I missing something?”
 
   You certainly are,” I interjected.  “You have got to realize that chakats are probably the most completely bi-sexual species on Earth.  We do have our male-female cycle, and that determines our potency or fertility, but it only gives us a preference for the opposite sex.  No matter what point in the cycle we are in, or whether we are pregnant or not, we always remain bisexual and enjoy sex either way.
 
   “But Goldfur has not had male sex since before shi became pregnant.  Shi had Midnight to satisfy hir there before, but I'm pretty sure shi hasn't since conceiving.  If shi still gets male urges, why didn't shi show them?”
 
   “You underestimate yourself, Garrek,” Goldfur spoke up.  “You have made me very happy and I've always been satisfied taking the female role with you.  Besides, being pregnant does lessen the urges in male phase.”
 
   “There is one other thing,” I continued.  “Many of us have personal preferences.  Both Goldfur and myself have a bias toward enjoying female sex more, which is a help in your relationship.  But I must stress again that we most definitely enjoy male sex! Midnight has a predilection for hir male side which was a factor that contributed to our decision to mate.  But you will find that there is no such thing as a chakat who only enjoys sex one way.  For us, that wouldn't be natural.”
 
   “I see,” nodded Garrek.  “I'll remember that.  Goldfur's happiness is extremely important to me.  Despite my father's misgivings, I think that our relationship will grow, as long as we are willing to learn.”
 
   “That's why it takes so long before you are allowed to become life-mates.  It is so important to learn about and from your partner to make sure that the bonding will be true.”
 
   “Thank you, Forest.  Goldfur certainly has a wise baby sister.”
 
   “Baby sister? Not you too?”  I punched him on the arm in mock annoyance.  “Come here, you will have to make up for that remark!”
 
   Garrek smirked but complied.  Without further urging, his hands were quickly undoing the draw-strings of my top.  “I'm not completely unprepared,” he said.  “You see, I did find out where you are most sensitive.” He slid my top off and put it safely aside.  He cupped a breast in each hand and fondled them sensuously.  Then he buried his muzzle in the fur between my breasts and breathed deeply.
 
   “Your scent really does remind me of a forest.  It's beautiful.” He teased a nipple until it was eagerly rigid and then drank of me.  He sampled them both while I shuddered in pleasure.  “You taste so different from Goldfur, but you are equally delicious,” he assured me.  “You have slaked my thirst.  Can I satisfy your hunger?”
 
   “You can try,” I replied.
 
   And he did! 
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The next morning, I awoke to find Malena in my arms.  She and I had furthered her education after my sister had demanded hir mate back.  And no wonder.  Despite his shyness, Red had proven to be a most wonderful lover.  I looked forward to more opportunities to cuddle with him.  We met Trina and Midnight outside the bedroom door after we all woke up and made our fur presentable.  Trina was her ever bouncy self although Midnight looked as though shi could do with a bit more sleep.
 
   “I can't believe how much energy she's got,” Midnight explained.  “We made love half the night.”
 
   I laughed and replied, “My dear fox-mate has astounding stamina.  It takes both Kris and me to keep her satisfied, you know.  Ow!” Trina had swatted me on the rump.  I lassoed her with my tail.  “See?  She's still full of energy!”
 
   We all made our way to the dining room in high spirits.  Trina threatened to shave my fur if I didn't let her go immediately.  Instead, I swung her around to face me and I kissed her long and deep.  How could life get any better with so many people to love and be loved by in return? 
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   Once again, Garrek's parents kicked us out promptly to tidy up before attending the festival.  The day looked very promising; the skies were almost clear of clouds, although it was evident that there had been some rain overnight.  I noted that Malena had her arm around Goldfur's waist as we strolled to the fairgrounds.  She seemed to have gotten quite a crush on hir.  I hoped that this wouldn't cause more complications.  Garrek had only just gotten hit over the head with the fact that she was an adult now.  I didn't think that he was ready to accept her as a co-lover.  I decided not to worry about it as yet.  She was still young and this might prove to be a passing fancy.  However, I did go with the idea and put my arm around Midnight.  Shi smiled at me and put hirs around me and we continued like that until we got to the grounds.  
 
   
  
 

When we arrived, we found a number of people setting up for the various events.  These were far less formal than official athletics.  They were more an extension of the skills used by the foxtaurs in their hunter/gatherer lifestyle.  Before the events began though, various special interest groups were coming together to exchange goods and ideas, or just to have a good yarn with each other.  Our group decided to split up for a while to take in some of what most interested us.  Trina got involved with a group discussing the merits and shortcomings of housing designs embraced by this agrarian community.  As an architect, she took a professional interest in this and some interesting designs might eventuate from this debate.  Malena's brother, Miktar, took off with a bunch of his mates when we ran across them.  Goldfur and Red got interested in some new tech stuff that the community was considering integrating into the community.  My sister was fascinated by the way they made useful things disappear unobtrusively into the background without diminishing their function.  Malena seemed to be content just to be with Goldfur for the moment.  
 
   Midnight and I were left and we decided to check out the preparations for the games.  Some areas had been roped off for this purpose.  One vixentaur was setting up archery targets and we strolled over to have a chat with her.  She paused her work and greeted us.  
 
   “Hi there! I saw you at the dance yesterday.  Are you going to compete in the games too?” she asked.  
 
   “We certainly want to try out for a few events,” Midnight replied.  “I'm interested in the archery contest, but as I did not realise that there would be one, I didn't pack my bow.” 
 
   “That's not a problem.  I'll lend you a spare.  You aren't the only one who has wanted to have a go at this, but I'm guessing that you would be the first who actually knows how to use it properly.” 
 
   My lover grinned at her and said, “Now that would be telling, but I suppose I can say that I know which way to point it.”
 
   “Well, I'm glad to know my opposition,” she smiled in return.  “Let me introduce myself.  I'm Dilenna.  I've been archery champ for the past 5 years, and I'm intending to make it 6.”
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   We introduced ourselves, then I asked, “Do they always get the champions to do the work of setting up?” 
 
   “These aren't formal events, so there's not any organized club with helpers,” Dilenna explained.  “If I want to defend my title, I have to arrange everything myself, although there isn't too much to do for this event.  Other people do similar things for their events, and they drag their friends in to help if necessary.  We try to keep things simple.  For example, the foot races aren't timed.  It's just a simple process of elimination.” 
 
   Midnight queried her, “So how is the archery contest run?” 
 
   Dilenna replied, “It's the best of three shots in each round.  You play until you are eliminated.” 
 
   “Fine.  I'll drop by a little early to get in a few practice shots if that's okay?” 
 
   “Sure.  I'll look forward to seeing you at the competition.” 
 
   We spent the rest of the time before the first events, chatting with the other people setting up their events.  We got to meet many of the local champions that way.  The exception was the cross-country race.  That task was undertaken by the youths of the village who seemed to take great delight in setting out a tortuous course each year.  It was never the same, so no one could practice the course.  I didn't get to see it, but the culprits were happy to boast about the indignities that they were going to inflict on the contestants.  It sounded like fun! 
 
   One of the first games to start was a soccer match: the locals versus an outside team.  The rules were modified for taurforms, of course.  The teams had been arranged long ago, but I was informed by an enthusiastic supporter that our handpaws would technically rule us ineligible anyway.  I didn't feel the need to point out that chakats had soccer teams too.  I wasn't really that interested in the sport.  
 
   Soon there was an announcement that the foot-races were about to start.  I decided to give it a go, and Midnight said that shi would join me.  The race was called “The Dash”.  It was about 100 meters.  No lines were marked, but a row of cones marked the course, ending at a tape strung between two trees.  We were picked at random from the contestants, 10 at a time.  I got to run first.  To my chagrin, I came in ninth place.  These foxtaurs were fast! Midnight fared little better, coming in eighth.  
 
   The other race was called “The Mile”.  It involved one complete lap of the ring road surrounding the common.  It wasn't exactly an old-fashioned mile but it was close enough and didn't really matter.  We decided to give this a miss.  I wanted to save myself for the cross-country while Midnight's archery contest started soon.  We wandered back to the archery range.  Dilenna saw us coming and ducked inside a supplies tent.  She came out quickly, holding a bow.  She handed it over to Midnight who looked it over thoroughly .  
 
   “This is very well made,” shi commented. 
 
   “Thanks,” Dilenna said, “I make all my own bows.  That's one of my good spares.” 
 
   “It's good of you to lend me this.  You could have easily given me an ordinary bow.” 
 
   “I'm rather proud of my skill.  I'd much prefer that we competed on equal terms.” 
 
   “In that case, I'll do my best to stretch your talent,” Midnight grinned.  
 
   I stayed to watch them practice and then saw the initial round.  Both Dilenna and Midnight scored bullseyes.  I already knew that Midnight was familiar with weapons, but I hadn't thought about bows and arrows.  Shi was showing quite a proficiency and I was impressed.  When the announcement for the field events came, I gave hir a kiss and wished hir luck and scampered over to have a go at the rock toss.  This was basically a shot-put event, but utilising an unevenly rounded-off rock.  The awkwardness of holding it was part of the challenge.  The foxtaurs were no slouches with their efforts, but where they were faster than the average chakat, we had the edge in sheer strength.  One burly male came within a few centimetres of my first throw with the second of his two allotted shots.  My second throw easily outdid that though, and I won that event.  
 
   One interesting point about their games: males and females competed evenly with no division between them in any event.  It didn't matter to them whether the strongest thrower or the fastest runner or the best archer was a tod or a vixen.  It was a good thing that this was so or else there might have been some sticking point due to our bisexual nature.  
 
   I left the spear throw alone.  I knew that more than mere strength was involved there.  I gave the long jump a try and did creditably, but finished out of the placings.  I headed back to the archery event to check out the progress.  It had been a well-attended event due to the fact that many families hunted wild game and were skilled with the bow.  The finals had only just started.  I caught Midnight's eye and shi winked back.  Shi was still in contention.  In fact it turned out to be a showdown between hir and Dilenna.  The final round of three shots came out dead even and I was astounded by the skill of both of them.  To break the tie, it was decided to move the target back and do a sudden death play-off.  Each of their first two arrows thudded home within millimetres of the centre of the target.  Midnight was the first to let fly with hir third arrow.  It hit right on the edge of the bullseye.  Dilenna stepped up and carefully took aim and loosed the arrow.  A cry came up from the spectators - a bullseye! Dilenna had retained the championship.  
 
   Midnight bounded up to her and gave her a delighted hug of congratulations.  “Well done,” shi said, “You really deserve your win.  You really forced me to do my very best to keep level with you.  I truly enjoyed our competition.” 
 
   “Thank you, Midnight.  My instincts told me that you might be a real challenge to me.  I don't think I've ever done so well either.  I hope you can come back and try again next year.” 
 
   “If I can, I will,” promised my mate.  Shi went to hand back the borrowed bow.  Dilenna shook her head and said, “Keep it.  You certainly earned it.  I expect that you can put it to good use.” She gave us a parting hug and went to meet with her other friends.  I put my arm about Midnight's waist and we started to walk over to the other events.  
 
   “I never knew you were such a good archer.  Don't tell me that's another thing that they teach scouts?” I queried.  
 
   “Yes and no.  We are required to learn many weapons and primitive tools.  However, I took a liking to the bow and practiced it a lot.  I was class champion and I've competed regularly since.  Dilenna’s the best I've ever had to go up against in a tournament.  I'll just have to practice some more and try again next year.” 
 
   I smiled to myself.  Somehow I didn't think that shi would be the only one practicing.  
 
   Some more events were just starting.  A team of visiting foxtaurs were playing basketball against the village team.  Now that was a game I enjoyed, but unfortunately, like the soccer games, the team members were all pre-selected.  We settled on our haunches to watch the game.  The local team had a hard time of it, but eventually came up from behind to win.  I reckoned that I learned some good plays that I would have to try next time I got the chance.  
 
   The event that I had been waiting for was finally announced.  Competitors in the cross-country event were told to be at the starting line in 10 minutes or miss out.  I managed to get Midnight interested too, so we both lined up with a bunch of keen foxtaurs, young and old.  
 
   The starter's gun fired and off we dashed.  The course plunged directly into the nearby forest.  The route was marked with ribbons dyed with fluorescent colours.  There was no path and no obvious easy way around.  The rules were simple: while you could choose your own route, you had to pass through a number of checkpoints.  Of course, these had been placed at the most difficult points along the way, so there was no getting around climbing over fallen trees and negotiating gullies.  
 
   There were little traps along the way.  I noted that the marked path led through poison ivy.  My biology studies enabled me to recognize the plant even though it wasn't one I was familiar with due to it being an American plant not found in Australia.  There were a few sorry youngsters who had to learn the hard way.  
 
   At one point, the way led through a bog.  The leaders had already floundered to a near stop trying to force their way through.  I saw the ribbon markers in the midst of the swamp and I knew that the scamps that had set this up almost certainly hadn't waded into that.  I looked upwards to large branches that were overhanging the markers.  If they could use them, so could I! Leaping up the bole of the nearest tree, I rapidly climbed to the large branches that hung over the bog.  By leaping from branch to branch, I made my way over 80% of the muck.  The last stretch was too far to jump and the best branch nearby was a bit small to bear my weight and other foliage blocked my ability to jump on top it properly.  It was too late to turn back, so it was time to take a chance.  I leapt in the direction of the branch.  My trajectory took me just under it, and as I passed, I snagged it with my tail.  The branch broke, but not before swinging me up and extending my leap towards the edge of the swamp.  My forepaws thudded down on dry ground, but my hind legs sank into the bog.  I dragged myself out, fairly pleased with the results.  I had gained the lead ....  well, almost.  I spotted Midnight slightly ahead of me.  Apparently shi had picked a better route than I had.  No time for a rest, I set off after hir.  
 
   The next challenge came quickly.  It was a steep hillside covered with scree.  I got there just in time to see Midnight helplessly sliding back down.  There was no quick way going the direct route, so I turned my attention to the surrounding cliffs.  My experienced eye picked out a way up, so I commenced climbing as Midnight started up the slope again.  I silently thanked Trina for her expert rock-climbing lessons which made this ascent relatively easy.  I heard Midnight curse as shi started to slide down once more.  Shi then noticed what I was doing and decided that perhaps I had the right idea.  By this time though, I had given myself a good lead.  When I pulled myself over the edge, I indulged myself in a moment's rest.  From that vantage point, I could see a number of foxtaurs approaching.  They were very muddy and sorry-looking, but they were still making a race of it.
 
   I took off again.  Heaven knew whether there would be another obstacle to slow me down and let them catch up.  The path seemed to be innocuous enough for a while until it led between two boulders and past a bush.  Suddenly I was sprawling in mid-air, only to land with a mighty splash.  When I came to the surface, I heard the sound of laughter coming from what I realised must be half the village’s cubs sitting around waiting for their victims.  I had to grin.  There was never a dull moment in this race.  I started paddling for the marker on the opposite shore.  To my right, the natural swimming pool ended in a small cascade where the river narrowed and took on a rougher aspect.  I quickly reached the other side and hauled myself onto the bank.  I paused long enough to shake my waterlogged fur free from the worst of its burden, and incidentally spraying a few of the jokers who were too close.  As I was about to take off, I heard another great splash.  Looking back, I saw what I anticipated: Midnight had discovered the river the same way that I had.  This time I got to join in with the laughter.
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   No more time to dally, I continued on the trail.  Despite being unfamiliar with the territory, my sense of direction told me that I was getting close to the point where we started.  I thought that would be the last of the obstacles, but I was wrong.  I came to a large gully, its steep muddy sides looking difficult to negotiate.  There was a bridge for the path of course, but there was also a sign saying that the cross-country contestants were banned from using it.  There was a cub standing guard to make sure that no one ignored the sign.  There were, however, some ropes suspended from several tall trees.  Obviously we were meant to swing over, but I got suspicious.  I looked closely at the rope and tested it.  They were greased! Not wanting a mud bath, I quickly figured a way around this.  I tied a loop at the bottom of the rope and put a knot up higher.  I firmly gripped the loop in one foot-hand and grasped the knot in both true hands and swung over the gully without incident.  Midnight arrived as I was preparing and immediately did the same., but I still retained a small lead.  
 
   I dashed off up the trail and very shortly burst out into the open area.  I could see the finish point.  With an easy trot, I finished the race, with Midnight only seconds behind.  The first foxtaurs came about two minutes later; some slightly muddier ones a few minutes after that.  The race had been greatly enjoyable.  It hadn't stretched our chakat abilities to the limit, but we clearly had the advantage over the foxtaurs in this environment.  
 
   We went over to the refreshment stand and toasted our successes with glasses of chilled fruit juice.  We were relaxing in the shade of a big pine tree when Jaleth trotted up to us with a concerned look on her face and inquired whether either of us had spotted her younger son.  
 
   “No one has seen Miktar since the cross-country race,” she informed us.  “He was with his friends down at the swimming pool, but the only sign of him now is this vest that he left hanging on a branch.” She held up the vest that he had been wearing when we all left the house that morning.  
 
   I looked at Midnight who shook hir head slightly.  Turning back to Jaleth, I said, “I'm sorry, but we haven't spotted him.  We can have a look around if you like.” 
 
   “That would be appreciated,” she accepted.  
 
   “Give us the vest for a moment please,” I requested, holding out my hand.  She handed it to me and I held it to my nose and breathed in, noting carefully the smells adhering to it.  I isolated the scent that was uniquely Miktar's and memorised it.  I gave it to Midnight who did the same, then handed it back to Jaleth.  
 
   “You are going to track him?  I hadn't realised that your sense of smell was that good.  Our hunters use scents to help them, but it isn't good enough for this purpose.” 
 
   “The chakat sense of smell is almost unsurpassed.  We'll find him,” I said confidently.  
 
   We trotted off down the trail leading to the river pool, this time able to utilise the bridge.  Down by the shore, finding his scent wasn't difficult, but it was widespread.  It took us a bit of time to narrow it down.  His path led down the track past the cascade to the lower level.  Another foxtaur scent accompanied him.  
 
   “What's down there?” I asked Jaleth.  
 
   “There's a diving pool, but the cubs are banned from there,” she replied.  “The current is too strong and there are bad rapids nearby.” 
 
   “I suggest you get some people to look further down the river while we investigate this diving pool.” 
 
   Jaleth grabbed a couple of the older cubs still playing around the swimming hole and sent them running off downstream.  She also instructed a young vixen to take a message back to the village.  We then hurried off downstream.  At the diving pool, I sniffed around and found both scents at the edge of one of the rock ledges used for diving.  I voiced my fears to the others.  
 
   “It looks like they ignored the ban.  The scent trail ends here.  
 
   Jaleth was distraught.  “Why has he done this?  Where is he?” 
 
   “Come on,” I said, “There's no time to lose.  The people you sent downstream are covering one bank.  We'll cross over and look down the other.” 
 
   We rock-hopped to cross the river and then made our way down as quickly as the terrain would permit.  I could see how limited the access to the shore was from the diving pool.  If they had jumped in and had been unable to beat the current, they would have been unable to leave before encountering the rapids that I could hear nearby.  We hurried downstream, scanning the river and shore.  Then I heard a shout from the other side.  One of the youths we had sent ahead was waving his arms, trying to attract our attention.  When he saw that he had been noticed, he pointed towards the river amidst the rapids.  We rushed over to where he was indicating.  We spotted two foxtaur cubs clinging to a boulder with the torrent pulling at them.  They weren't far from the shore, but it might as well have been midstream because it was impossible for a swimmer to get out at that point.  
 
   “Hang on, kids, we're coming!” I yelled.  The nearest anchor point was a young tree clinging precariously to the rocky shore.  I wrapped my tail about it and leaned out over the river.  My hind paws were right on the edge and I stretched out almost to my limit.  Miktar was the closer, so I grabbed him by the arms.  “Brace yourself,” I warned.  I heaved his leaden form up and out of the river and swung him to the bank where Midnight was able to grab him before I lost momentum.  That had stretched my strength to the limit.  A foxtaur would not have been able to pull that one off.  The remaining cub was younger and smaller, but slightly further away.  
 
   “Hurry, I'm slipping!” wailed his small voice.  I made a lunge for him, only to see him lose his grip a fraction of a second before I got to him.
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   “NO!” I screamed, desperately trying to grab his flailing arms.  Too late; the current had instantly swept him from my reach.  Without thinking, I released my tail grip to go after him, but my dive was immediately halted by someone grabbing my tail. 
 
   “Forest, you can't go in there.  It's far too dangerous,” Midnight yelled.  
 
   “But the cub....” I moaned.  
 
   “And what of your life, and that of our newly conceived child?  I cannot let you go,” shi insisted.  
 
   I ached to jump in after the cub, but Midnight was right of course.  I pulled myself fully back on shore with Midnight's help.  We then gave chase downstream, leaving Jaleth to tend to her son.  The watchers on the other shore had taken off as soon as they had seen the cub slip.  The going was rugged and slowed us terribly.  The rapids seemed to go on forever and we searched every bit of it.  Then we saw the youths on the other side, standing on boulders in the torrent.  They were attempting to get at something between the rocks.  
 
   “Oh God, no.  Please don't let it be,” I whispered, but my worst fears were confirmed when the limp form of the cub was pulled into view.  We managed to find a way to cross and were soon with the foxtaurs.  Midnight examined the child, but shi pronounced that the child was dead and beyond resuscitation.  He had apparently been wedged between the rocks by the current.  If the journey downstream hadn't killed him, he would have drowned long before we could rescue him.  
 
   I put my hand on the cub's head and said with tears in my eyes, “I'm so sorry.  If only I had been a bit sooner, you would still be alive.” I choked on anything further to say, overcome by the loss of such a young life.  
 
   It's not your fault,” Midnight reassured me, but I would not be consoled.  I could hear more foxtaurs approaching.  Perhaps the cub's parents would be among them.  How did one explain the death of a child? 
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   I was back at Garrek's house and lying down in the bedroom, brooding over the events of the afternoon.  Again and again, the sight of the cub eluding my grasp replayed itself in my mind.  If only I had been just a little faster, he might still be alive.  The story about how this had come about was drawn out of Miktar on the journey back to the village.  The cub belonged to one of the visiting foxtaur families.  He had been playing with Miktar whom he had met the previous year.  Miktar had told him about the diving pool and the cub had dared him to do a dive.  Miktar had double-dared him to jump with him, and after that, both had been too chicken to back out.  After spending some time at the edge of the diving platform, working up the courage, they had finally jumped.  They had thought that the grow-ups were exaggerating the danger, but unfortunately that wasn't so.  They were pulled past the only available point where they could emerge safely.  They had tried to get up on top of some rocks, but had been knocked off two attempts before we had reached them.  They had screamed for help, but no one could have heard them over the roar of the rapids.  How terrible was the harshness of the lesson.  Too high was the price of not learning soon enough.  That poor tod.  Once again I recalled the last glimpse of a desperate child frantically reaching for me as he was pulled to his doom.  I couldn't stand it any more and broke down in tears.  
 
   My anguish was interrupted by a knock on the door.  Midnight stepped in without waiting for me to invite hir in.  
 
   “Forest, you have to pull yourself together,” shi started.  “You did everything possible to save that cub's life.  You aren't responsible for his loss.” 
 
   “How can I not feel responsible,” I replied.  “All I had to do was get there a couple of seconds sooner and he would still be alive.  I was so proud of winning that cross-country race, yet I couldn't move fast enough to save that boy.” 
 
   “Don't you see that that is the point?  No one could have gotten there sooner.  If you hadn't gotten there when you did, Miktar would probably be dead too.” 
 
   “All I can see is the life I didn't save,” I whispered.  
 
   “Then perhaps you need to be reminded.” Midnight opened the door and beckoned someone in.  My sister entered with Miktar in tow.  
 
   “Look here,” Goldfur demanded.  “See this young lad?  He is alive and has his whole future ahead of him because of you.  You cannot dwell on what might have happened.  To be a chakat is to celebrate life, not to mire yourself in sorrow.” 
 
   Goldfur's words were true, but I still could not shake the depression.  Just then, Miktar pushed forward and spoke up.  
 
   “Forest, I'm sorry for all the trouble I caused.  It's all my fault; don't blame yourself.  I've never been so scared in all my life, but you were there when I needed help.  I can't ever make that up to you.  I ...”  His voice broke with emotion.  Then instead, he threw his arms around me in a fierce hug.  An occasional sob could be heard from his muzzle buried in my fur.  Finally it got through to me that here was a member of our newly extended family whom I had had the chance to help, a life potential that could be realised.  This dear child was more important than my feelings of failure; he represented my contribution to the future.  I hugged him tightly in return, feeling the release of the awful tension within me.  Again I cried, but this time with happiness for life renewed.
 
   Midnight and Goldfur smiled at each other.  The crisis had been resolved and the family strengthened.  They left us to finish our catharsis.  When we could let each other go, we dried the tears off our cheeks and groomed each other's fur and went out to rejoin our family.  Trina was helping Jaleth serve the evening meal in anticipation of our re-emergence.  Tonight, this meal would be of greater significance than usual.  We would celebrate the bonding of our two families into one in a manner that knew no difference between species.  This day, our families were united in love and the joy of life. 
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   Let me talk about love and sex.
 
   The smarter people know that they are not the same thing, and yet they are still often perceived as being inextricably intertwined.  I can have sex without being in love, which probably can be said of many people.  However, how many of you can love without sex?  I have done that.  I am doing that now.
 
   I can hear you scoffing already.  Yeah, sure, Forestwalker; pull the other one!  Everybody knows that chakats are the biggest sex fanatics outside of a brothel.  You’re not able to help yourselves!
 
   My species has only itself to blame, I suppose, but when you are virtually totally lacking in sexual hang-ups, and you are a true empathic species, you are keenly aware of the difference between lustful desire and the longing of the heart.  We chakats enjoy sex a lot, it’s true.  So does any other morph, but we have elevated it to something far greater than the sleazy affairs, furtive couplings, or meaningless one-night stands that are so common.  We have made it into a social art-form.  If we like someone, we make our feelings plain.  If the feeling is mutual, than it could lead to some fun sex.  However, while there’s a chance that it could lead to something greater, we never mistake physical intimacy for love.  Sadly this is not true of most other species.
 
   Of course we have one major advantage, one that makes me feel a little sorry that almost all others lack.  We are empaths.  I’m not talking about unusually perceptive and sympathetic people; I’m talking about a real psionic talent.  I can sense your feelings as clearly as my own.  I know when a person has true feelings for me, and when they are just interested in sex or something else that they want from me.  There’s nothing wrong with wanting sex, and because we chakats need to have empathic interaction with other chakats, the fastest and most enjoyable way of doing that is through sexual intercourse.  It’s a win for all involved.
 
   But it’s not love.  Oh, sure, we could be in love, and that can definitely heighten the experience, but it isn’t necessary.  I have had casual sex with many partners, all of them good people and well worth bedding, but I wasn’t in love with them.  My first sexual experience was with my sister, Goldfur, who is eleven months older than me.  I was hir first also.  We grew up almost inseparably, and neither of us wanted any other person to be our first.  Goldfur waited for me to be ready because hir love for me was greater than hir desire to have sex.  Then when I told hir that I was ready, we made glorious love.
 
   ‘Making love’ – what a shamefully misused term that is.  Most people use it when in fact they are just having sex.  Goldie and I made love.  When I met Kris and Trina, we had fun casual sex, but not until our feelings grew for each other did it become making love.  Then I was introduced to Midnight.  Unlike with my vulpine denmates, shi too is an empath, and our feelings for each other immediately resonated.  Goldfur had spent weeks with hir, frequently having sex with hir, but it was never more than a mutually pleasurable and beneficial activity.  For us, it was far different because we immediately sensed that we were in synch with each other.  That is why it took so little time between introductions and declaring ourselves mates.  We had already formed an empathic bond, which comes as close as possible to the trite old ‘love at first sight’ scenario.  We know when we have found a true love.  This ability may be the single best gift given to our ancestors by the creators of the chakat species – Charles and Katherine Turner.  How many billions of people have gone through relationships with uncertainty or deluded themselves as to their feelings?  We have been spared all that, and while not all our relationships will be the ‘death-do-us-part’ type, at least they are always honest and loving.
 
   And now you’re saying, ‘how can you call it true love when you have so many mates?’.  I say, ‘how can you say that it’s not?’  I know without a shadow of a doubt the depth of their feelings for me, and while only Midnight has the same empathic talent, mine also allows me to project my feelings.  They literally can feel my love for them.  Trina claims shi can orgasm just from me projecting my love for hir, but then again my vixen mate is an extraordinarily perceptive and passionate person.  Anyway, for chakats, love shared is love multiplied, not divided.  Chakats most often form triads, but foursomes are quite common also.  Some chakats have quite large extended families with complex interrelationships.  In some ways you could consider us to be emotional junkies because we get so high on making each other happy.
 
   However, life isn’t always that easy.  Sometimes there are challenges that are hard for even chakats to overcome.  Sometimes you can love, yet not be able to go further, even if you desperately want to.  And sometimes even we make mistakes in judgement.  No, not mistakes in our feelings, but in dealing with them in context with real-life hurdles.  Let me tell you about the Admiral.
 
   First of all, you already know that Goldfur works for the Star Corps.  That is the civilian branch of the Federation Stellar Services which is responsible for exploring newly discovered planets, uncovering their resources, and preparing them for colonisation.  The military and policing arm of the Stellar Services is Star Fleet.  Aside from being strong arm of the Federation, they also take the risks of exploring new territory, discovering those new worlds, and risking run-ins with hostile alien species.  So far the closest that the Federation ever came to war is when we encountered the Rakshan Empire.  Fortunately a team of Caitian and Chakat diplomats were able to negotiate a peace accord with them, and subsequently they joined the Federation also.  However, it was the strength of Star Fleet’s navy that first impressed them, and today it has grown even more with the Rakshani as our allies.  It takes a special kind of person to be a leader in Star Fleet though, and Fleet Admiral Boyce Garald Kline Jr of the First Fleet was definitely one of them.
 
   In the normal course of our lives, the Admiral and I would probably have never met, but sometimes circumstances dictated that Star Fleet and the Star Corps would run a joint mission.  There was sufficient overlap in their fields that occasionally the Corps would need the muscle of Fleet, or Fleet would desire the exceptional skills of the Corps.  That is how my sister came to meet the Admiral.  Unusually for such a person, Admiral Kline had worked his way up through Engineering, and while you could take him out of the engine room, you couldn’t stop him from sticking his nose in occasionally still.  Goldfur is a lead technician, and inevitably they met and talked.  These talks grew into a regular thing, and Goldfur told him all about our family.  He was very interested, and when Goldfur invited him to visit us when he next had shore leave, he quite willingly accepted.
 
   Until shi met Garrek, Goldfur had been unmated.  When shi came back from hir tours of duty, shi would either stay with our parents or with me and my mates in the house that we bought after we became mates.  Although our parents would have been quite happy for us all to stay with them indefinitely, they lived quite a long way out into the countryside, and both Kris and I needed to be closer to our work.  Trina was a self-employed architect and didn’t need to commute, but shi did need a dedicated room as her work office, so getting a home for ourselves was the best option.  Goldfur came to my place that time and let me know about the invitation.  Hir description of the human intrigued me, so I went to some effort to put on a fancy dinner for him.
 
   I pretty much forgot about the dinner when I met him.  He was younger than I expected, the youngest person ever to be promoted to his rank.  He was also quite handsome and dashing in his formal uniform.  I was so concerned that so much fur around the house would spoil it, but he reassured me that the special material actually did not attract fur.  I was still flustered though.  The uniform was only an excuse to cover up the unexpected realisation that he resonated with me.  I was completely unprepared for this eventuality, but fortunately Goldfur covered for me and helped get me back on track.  Actually Kris and Trina did too.  By then we had been mates long enough for them to realise that something was affecting me.  I might have been leaking a bit of emotional shock too, I suppose, but by the time we’d gotten the dinner served, I was ready to deal with it.
 
   That evening was one of the most wonderful times of my life, and one of the worst.  We spent a lot of time in conversation, and we learned so much about each other.  My empathic sense told me that he was attracted to me also, and maybe this could have become so much more except for two things – his wives!  
 
   Boyce proudly told us about Commander Rosepetal Silpurr, his First Wife.  She was a Caitian, a cat-like alien with whom he served for many years, and their relationship grew until they decided to become mates.  She insisted on marrying under Caitian tradition which he really didn’t understand the full ramifications of until one day she proposed a Rakshani Star Fleet colleague and friend named Zhane ap Nashene na Zhane for his Second Wife.  Boyce had been surprised but prepared to go along with his wife’s traditions which involved a ‘trial run’, so to speak.  Zhane was not so keen, but because it was the middle of the Rakshan Fertility Festival and she lacked a partner, she decided to agree.  Boyce admitted an attraction for the tall and busty Rakshani, and had no problem pleasing her in bed, although he was surprised at the amount of energy he had that night.  He also followed up by making love to Rosepetal.  Perhaps nothing more might have come of that trial except that not one but both fell pregnant that day.  As a biologist, I would have said that it was impossible for a human and either alien to be interfertile, but he assured me that it was true.  He told me that Zhane decreed that it was a sign from the Rakshan deities and agreed immediately to be his Second Wife.  This was hardly a typical love story, but for Rakshani apparently it was quite normal and acceptable.  Zhane was quite proud to have a mate who not only was only high in the power structure of Star Fleet, but also demonstrably virile.  Love came later, but come it did, and Boyce dearly loved both his wives.
 
   And then he met me.  His attraction for me was real, as was mine for him.  He came back to visit me a couple more times while on shore leave, and that attraction grew into something more.  He was torn between his desire to be faithful to his wives and his undeniable emerging love for me.  I on the other hand had no doubts, but nor did I have the least intention of coming between him and his mates.  Nevertheless I made my feelings plain on his final visit before he left on another tour of duty.  I took him aside and kissed him thoroughly.  I took his hands and placed them on my bosom.  I caressed his face and strong arms as he tenderly fondled my breasts, my final parting gift for him.  “I love you,” I told him.  It was a terrible thing to do to Boyce because he could not deny his own feelings for me, and yet he still wished to stay true to his wives.  I had no answer for that, but he was man enough to tell me what I already knew without the tiniest doubt.
 
   “I love you too, Forest,” he said simply but with great feeling.
 
   And then he left.  He visited me again the next shore leave, and nothing had changed.  We still loved each other passionately, but he still wanted to be faithful.  We did get a bit more daring with our physical interaction, but actual sex was out of the question.  Being with him was both wonderful and also the most frustrating thing I’d ever had to endure.  I first met Boyce before I was introduced to Midnight.  After shi became my denmate, shi got to meet the Admiral on a subsequent visit when hir shore leave coincided with his.  Shi approved of him.  Shi also thought I was an utter idiot for not trying to contact his wives and trying to resolve the situation.  If it was just my feelings at risk, I might have, but I wasn’t prepared to risk the unknown repercussions on Boyce of telling his wives the situation.
 
   So that’s how things stand now.  I look forward to the days when he comes to visit, and I immediately dread the time when he would inevitably leave me again.  Yet I would not trade what little I have of him for anything, because I truly love him, and he me.  And that has nothing to do with sex.
 
   



  
 


TOC
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Episode 7:  The Glade
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Goldfur, who had been preparing for hir departure on hir next deep space assignment, came from hir room with a broad smile on hir face.  “I just got a call.  Guess what?  The admiral is in port!”
 
   “When is he coming?” I asked excitedly.  
 
   “He'll drop in later this morning.  Unfortunately, I might miss him as I will have to be leaving for my tour of duty soon.” 
 
   “Let's hope that he turns up in time to at least give you a farewell,” I told hir.
 
   Time passed while Goldfur busied hirself with hir final packing.  I was tidying the living room when shi walked into the room to say goodbye.  I gave hir a long hug and wished hir a successful voyage.  As shi padded out, shi paused at the doorway and said, “Oh, just one more thing.  I was passing by the entry and saw something that might interest you.”  With that, a human face popped around the door frame.
 
   “Boyce!” I cried with glee.  I bounded up to him as he walked into the room and he threw his arms around me and planted a big kiss on my lips.  Goldfur grinned and left us to our reunion.  In my eagerness to greet him, I knocked him off balance and, locked in his embrace, he pulled me down to the floor too.  I returned his kiss, continuing it until he ran out of breath.  Panting, I said, “Sorry to get carried like that, but I'm so glad to see you again.  You had better not mention this to your mates though.” 
 
   Boyce was panting harder than I, but he managed to grin and reply, “What's there to apologise for, love?  I certainly enjoyed the enthusiasm of your greeting!  As for my mates, they'd probably think it was funny, although they just might get a bit worried too.  Humans aren't supposed to be cross-fertile with Caitians like Rosepetal or Rakshani like Zhane, and also, Zhane thought she was sterile, but the children they conceived that night are very real.  Rakshan deities are as mischievous as their people and enjoyed themselves immensely by making the three of us parents in one night.  Given the way that Zhane’s deities have intervened in our lives in the past and may continue to do so, I think my two mates are glad that you're already pregnant!”
 
   “One of these days you're going to have to introduce me to them.  They sound like wonderful people.” I gave him one more cuddle before letting him get up.
 
   “Oh, they are.  They have wicked senses of humour too.  I guess they have to, living with me and trying to make this most unusual relationship work.”
 
   “Well, we're not on the Zhane’s homeworld now.  If you had a prankster demigod giving you a helping hand then, I doubt if she would be here now.  Still, your record is pretty impressive.  I can see that your mates would be proud to have such a virile sire for their cubs....  as would I.”
 
   “Flatterer,” he replied, secretly pleased.
 
   We continued our conversation with our arms about each other’s waist, our bodies in pleasant contact with each other.  I enjoyed the feeling of my breasts firmly pressed across his strong chest and I could definitely begin to feel his own maleness growing.  Despite being of a bisexual nature, I did have a bias toward my feminine side and greatly enjoyed his attentions.  I liked him all the more because he didn't think of me just as a female, but appreciated me for my entire hermaphrodite nature.  I caught him surreptitiously looking for a sign of a male reaction of my own, but this was the wrong phase for me to get a masculine reflex, my female hormones suppressing any casual urges.  His curiosity about my nature was one of the things I liked about him and I hoped that he wasn't disappointed by the lack of reaction.  Of course, in a week’s time, the story would be different as I swung into my male phase.  Then he might get a truer gauge of the breadth of my feelings.
 
   He disengaged himself from our embrace in order to stroke my flanks and examine the progress of my pregnancy.  His hands lovingly stroked my swelling belly.  “Judging by your hind quarters, no one could mistake you for just a male anymore,” he commented.  With a mischievous look he continued, “After all, it's very obvious ‘up front’ that you have a female side.  And now your beautifully rounding belly shows that you are blessed with the female’s gift of being the carrier and nurturer of new life.” He stroked the fur again, sending a thrill through me.  
 
   I grinned at him and placed my hands under my ample breasts and lifted them for emphasis.  “As if they could overlook these!  Yes, we are very obviously female and we are proud of that.  Sometimes though, it makes it a bit hard to make approaches to females who catch our eye when we are in male phase.  Of course, there are females out there who know what we are and find that an appealing extra, so it tends to balance out.
 
   “Of course they might be looking at your other attribute too,” Boyce noted, nodding discreetly in the direction of my sheath.  It was strange, but despite his relative hairlessness, he seemed so cat-like, sensuous and curious.  That was one of the things that so attracted me, and possibly his mates as well.  Then there was his unusual ability to cross-breed with them.  Points to ponder.  However, even if my maleness was unresponsive, my female side was thoroughly turned on by now.  My nipples felt rock-hard and were doing their best to attract attention, poking through my breast fur and denting my halter top conspicuously.  I hoped that I would get a little relief soon.
 
   Boyce resumed stroking me, feeling the curves of my distended belly.  Just then, there was a small internal jolt.  “Oh!  Did you feel the cub kick then, Boyce?  That one has a lot of energy!”  I rolled further onto my back to allow Boyce to put his hands more fully upon my pregnant form.
 
   Boyce’s mouth and eyes went wide and I sensed his wonder and delight as he felt life move within me for the first time.  “Shi moved,” he whispered almost to himself.  Then more triumphantly, he said, “Shi moved!  Oh, Forest!” he threw his arms around me and gave me a big hug and kiss.  “This is wonderful.  How long has shi been doing this?  This is wonderful!  Just feeling hir move inside of you must thrill you no end.  At last your heart must know what your head and body have already been telling you: that there really is a cub growing inside of you.  Oh, I'm so happy for you!”
 
   At this time, Boyce noticed my prominent nipples poking him in the chest.  They had grown larger due to my advancing pregnancy.  His eyes were drinking in the sight of my large breasts filling my halter top, my nipples very noticeably aroused.  Then his eyes roved over the rest of my form, greedily taking in every aspect of my body.  He moaned longingly.
 
   “Oh God, Forest!  You are so beautiful!  You look so wonderful, laying here like this.  If I wasn't already life-mated, I'd want to take you right here and now!” He playfully put his finger on my nosepad.  “You do realise that you are sexy and desirable beyond words, don't you?” 
 
   He held me close again and I could feel his erection against the swell of my belly as he embraced me and started kissing me thoroughly.  I longed to have him within me, but I knew how much he truly loved his life-mates and I also knew that he would never betray their trust in him or his oath to them.  Although both he and his mates felt free to have relationships with others, they had promised that the most intimate form of love was to be shared only amongst his wives.  There was some regret on both sides, but there were still many ways that we could share each other.  I moaned in pleasure as I experienced his touch at last and I strove to show my own affection in the intensity of my kiss.
 
   When we broke, I told him, “Thank you, Boyce.  I find you truly desirable too.  This closeness we share is wonderful and I'm glad that you can give me this much attention despite your commitment.  If you find me sexy, it's because I feel so strongly for you and it manifests itself this way.
 
   He smiled and stroked my belly while he remained close to me.  I closed my eyes and simply enjoyed his touch for a while.  As I did, I tried to work up the nerve to ask him something that I wanted to ask for some time.  Sitting up slowly, I hesitantly spoke, unsure of myself, not really knowing the limits to the boundaries between us.  However, being a chakat, I had to ask.  “Boyce, will you do one thing for me?” I placed a hand on my full breast.  “Will you drink of me?  Will you taste my milk?  I wish to share this symbol of our love with you.” I stopped speaking, wondering if I had gone too far.
 
   He looked at me with wonder and awe and I knew he realised this was a very intimate and special offer I was making, one that had special cultural significance.  This was something that I would offer to very few people in my life and would bind us closer together than ever.  He looked me in the eyes, sensing my fears.  With quiet dignity, he responded, “I would be honoured to do so.”
 
   Slowly, he reached up to my halter top.  It was held closed by crisscross ties which he undid.  My halter sprang open, exposing the furry globes of my breasts, tipped with the fleshy pink of my exposed nipples.  He dropped his head to my right breast and took its nipple into his mouth.  He swirled his tongue around my nipple, causing it to stiffen even more, as he reached up to pleasure my left nipple.  Finally he drew more of my breast into his mouth and pressed the nipple against the roof of his mouth.  I felt my warm, nourishing milk flow into his mouth and he drank deeply.  He moaned in pleasure at the sweet taste and continued drinking; his hand still teasing and caressing my other breast.  I started purring in pleasure and drew him more tightly to me.  I felt him begin to move his body unconsciously against me, his hardened member clearly felt pressing against me.
 
   When he finally had his fill, he kissed me deeply, then said, “Forest, my love, thank you.  What we have shared together this day is very special to me.  Thank you for giving me this experience.”
 
   “I thank you also, Boyce.”  I gently pulled him to me and cradled his head on my breasts.  A purr of my happiness rumbled through my chest and I hoped that he could feel just how happy he made me.  A broad smile of contentment on his face said that he did.
 
   Sometime later, he said to me, “You know, Forest, as I said earlier, it's a good thing that you are already pregnant because an encounter just like this one was how I ended up with two cubs.  When I agreed to that night with Zhane during the Fertility Festival, I never expected to come out of as the father of not one but two children.  So in similar circumstances, you might see that my life-mates would be a little paranoid if you weren't already carrying a cub.
 
   I grinned.  “Yes, I can see that.  Normally I would be quick to dismiss the possibility of you siring a cub from a chakat because we are built so differently, but you seem to be in the habit of doing the impossible.”  A look of resignation came on my face and I sighed and said, “But we will never find out for sure, will we?”  I brightened up a bit as I came to a decision.  “Still, there is one thing that could bring you a lot closer to it.  Boyce, will you be the Godparent to our cubs?  I know that Goldfur would want this too.”
 
   An expression of delight came upon Boyce’s face.  “Would I?  I'd be absolutely delighted to be a Godparent to a chakat cub or two.  You wouldn't be able to keep me away!”  He jumped excitedly to his feet, then pulled me up onto all fours and started whirling me around (or trying to, at least).  He hugged me again and I laughed along with his joy.  
 
   Boyce was feeling torn.  He loved his two mates and his children, but his love had grown to include Forest and hir sister Goldfur too.  This had been such a loving, intimate moment of sharing between them; an event the memory of which he would treasure all his life.  Oh!  How he would love to take that final step, to join his body with hirs, making them one.  He could see only one course of action and he had come prepared to take it this day.
 
   I sensed his inner turmoil mirroring my own.  I had not told him all the consequences of my actions when I had asked him to share milk with me.  I stroked his chest and noted his manhood straining under his pants.  “How can we go on like this, Boyce? I love you so much, body and soul, but if things keep going like this, surely one of us will get hurt.  But I do so want to keep our relationship growing too.”  I couldn't think of how to go on, so I just leaned my head on his shoulder, seeking his strength.
 
   “I love you completely too, Forest, and I want to mate with you so badly, it hurts.  But..  I can’t!  I love my lifemates truly and I swore an oath to them that I would not mate with any other.  Could you respect me if I were to break that oath, even to be with you?”  He hugged me, seeking comfort in our closeness.  He was quiet for a moment, then continued, “I've thought about this for a while” He sat up and looked deeply into my eyes.  He placed his hand on my chest, above the heart.  “Chakat Forestwalker, I ask if you will become a mate of my heart.  To be joined with me not in body, but in love and friendship, to share in my joy and pain, to walk with me even be we not physically together in the journey of our lives.  I treasure your love and I give that same love in return.  I ask that you join with me in the closest friendship, one that might only be broken by death, but I pray that will last even beyond the grave.”
 
   “Dear Boyce, how could I refuse? I have been guilty of being too greedy in my desire for you.  You have already shared my milk and demonstrated that you care for me; to ask you to break your oath would be utterly selfish of me.  You have offered so much and what you offer me now is so much to be treasured also.  I accept you as mate of my heart and offer my love for all time.  From now on, know that you are also a full member of my chakat family clan.”  My voice began to choke with the intensity of the emotion.  I look into his eyes as if by the very strength of my gaze, I could convey all that I wished to express.  “Please, would you seal this pact with a kiss?”
 
   The tears that flowed from the admiral’s eyes were ones of deepest joy.  Drawing me to him, he closed his eyes and kissed me long and deeply, pouring out his heart and soul into the kiss, pouring forth his love for me.  With this kiss, I empathically projected my emotions into him and I felt him marvel at the intensity of the love I had for him, my heartmate.
 
   We held each other for a long time, wordlessly sharing each other.  Much later, I finally spoke.
 
   “When I told you that you were part of my clan, you actually have been in a way since we shared milk.  I didn't really know how to tell you this as I had been a bit impulsive, but when a chakat formally asks someone to share their milk, it is actually part of a longer ceremony to accept someone fully into their family.  Should that person accept, they are expected to meet with the rest of the family to share milk with all those who are of age and to exchange oaths of love, support and sharing.  As my heartmate, I want you to become fully one with my family.  Goldfur most certainly will want to share with you too.”
 
   Boyce was a bit stunned, then a grin of pleasure lit his face.  “Share milk with your entire family? And you were worried about my reaction? I couldn't think of a better way to be introduced into your family.”
 
   I laughed at his reply.  “You haven't taken Quickpaw into account yet,” I said with a smirk.  “Hir milkwater recently started flowing, so that means that shi is eligible to take part in the ceremony too.  Do you think you can cope with my...  I mean our hyperactive little sister?”
 
   “Oh, yes! I will look forward to that, let me assure you!”
 
   “I'll bet you do!” I replied and snuggled him.  He returned the intimate hug and then reached around me to feel the bulge of my pregnant belly.  He thought he felt something stir within and looked questioningly into my eyes.  “Yes, there's been a lot of movement lately.”
 
   He examined my greatly expanded girth and felt all the activity within.  “Are you sure there's only one in there? The cub seems to be rather restless.”
 
   “They seem to be playing with each other, I think,” I replied.
 
   “They? You are having twins? Oh, Forest! This is wonderful! Why didn't you tell me sooner?”
 
   “Well, I only suspected before.  I had grown a lot bigger than the average pregnant chakat, so I decided that I should have a check-up.  The doctor confirmed that there were two of them.  I only learned that for sure the other day and I was saving the news up for this visit.” 
 
   “I thought that your inner sense told you of these things?”
 
   “That's what gave me my first clue, but it can't tell you everything.  Besides, wasn't it a nice surprise?”
 
   “Yes, it was! How did Midnight take the news?”
 
   “I sent a message to hir ship, but it's very far away and I haven't received a reply yet.”
 
   “I'll bet the rest of the family is happy though.”
 
   I grinned.  “My mother was ecstatic.  Twins are so rare, and here I am getting them in my first pregnancy.  They are going to get spoiled rotten if I'm not careful.”
 
   Boyce stroked my belly proudly.  “As my future Godchildren, you might just have to save them from more of that from me too!” He sighed.  “More than ever, I wish that one of them was mine.”
 
   “I know,” I replied tenderly, and hugged him.  “I wish that it could be too.  But we both have your love, and that is enough.”
 
   “Well, there is one more thing I can offer.  I came here today prepared to give you an alternative.”  He rummaged in his pocket for a moment, then pulled out a small case.  “Here.  This is for you.”
 
   I opened the case to find a datacube and a voucher for time at a VR palace.  “Good heavens, Boyce!  This is a surprise!  No one has ever given me one of these before.  These holosuite programs are a pretty expensive gift.  You shouldn't have, but I'm grateful anyway.”  I gave him a long kiss of gratitude, my purrs telling him just how pleased I was.
 
   He enjoyed the kiss immensely, thinking to himself, “Oh, I can't wait for hir reaction when shi runs that program!”
 
   I broke off the kiss before Boyce started gasping for breath, then started examining the gift more closely.  “Hmmm, it doesn't say what the program is about, and I can tell by the smirk on your face that you're not about to tell me, are you?  And this voucher, that's an enormous amount of time at ...  oh my! ...  the New Worlds VR Palace!  That's only the most sophisticated holosuite facility in Melbourne!”
 
   “Actually, it's as sophisticated as the best in the world.  I should know.  I'm a part owner of the business.”
 
   I found that I could hardly contain my excitement.  “When can we go?” I demanded as I jumped to my feet and started prancing with barely controlled impatience.
 
   Boyce laughed.  “Right now, if you want.”
 
   “Yes!” I grabbed him and indecorously carried him out to our PTV (Personal Transport Vehicle) and almost threw him inside, all with the ease of my deceptively strong species.  I disconnected the charger and was about to jump into the driving seat when I realised that Boyce was climbing out again.  Sheepishly I realised that he couldn't properly sit in the vehicle modified for taurforms.  The seats could be adjusted though and soon Boyce could comfortably seat himself.  When we departed, I drove the PTV manually to the nearest Controlled Highway going into Melbourne, then allowed Traffic Control to take over for the high speed flit into the city.  I entered our destination into the computer and the T.C.  computer automatically routed us to the optimum exit point with recommendations for the best available parking area.  The thirty kilometre journey was accomplished in less than twenty minutes, which was all to the good because I was bursting with curiosity and Boyce had remained tight-lipped.  Instead, he had tried to distract me a bit.  When we made the short walk from the PTV park to the New Worlds VR Palace, only the wish to preserve my dignity stopped me from picking him up and carrying him at a trot to get there faster.  At last we arrived and my reservation was approved.  Boyce and I walked up to the indicated holosuite entrance where I entered the program from the datacube into the local terminal, then waited in nervous anticipation.
 
   “Program complete,” announced the computer voice; “You may enter now.”
 
   “Have fun, Forest!”
 
   “Aren't you coming in too, Boyce?” I had thought that this was going to be a shared experience.
 
   He grinned in reassurance.  “Go on! You will understand soon enough.”
 
   The doors of the holosuite opened to reveal a forest, but one not like those I was used to seeing.  This one was filled with deciduous trees; maple and oak mostly with some beech, white birch and a few other species represented as well.  The trees were in full flower as it was Spring and the forest floor was covered in petals.  I noted that the air was crisp and the time was around eleven in the morning, judging by the position of the holo-sun.  
 
   In one direction, I saw that the petals looked to have been recently disturbed and I could make out a seldom-used forest trail beneath the petals.  I decided that this had to be the way to go and headed off down the trail as the holosuite doors closed quietly behind me.
 
   Not far down the trail, my sensitive ears heard the sound of music.  It was a bright and cheery piece that I recognised as Vivaldi’s “Spring” from his work “The Four Seasons”.  Intrigued, I quickened my pace.  Soon the trail opened up onto a meadow.  From the stone walls and the fruit trees that were around the meadow edges, it looked to me that this was once an orchard, abandoned and allowed to go back to forest.  Blossom from the fruit trees that I now recognised as cherry trees, blanketed the meadow.
 
   At the centre of the meadow, a blanket had been laid down and upon it spread a picnic lunch: cold shrimp, cold lobster, fresh fruit, juices, fowl, etcetera.  Laying on one side of the blanket, waiting for me, I saw Boyce.  He raised his crystal goblet in greeting, saying, “Welcome, Forest, to my forest!”
 
   “Oh, Boyce! This is magnificent.  You knew that I'd love to see this.” I bounded up to him and hugged him so enthusiastically that he nearly spilled the contents of his goblet.
 
   “Forest! Down girl!” he laughed.  “I'm glad that you like it! This part of the program is taken directly from one that I have on my ship.  Whenever I feel really stressed and just need to be alone or whatever, or whenever I feel the need to get back to my roots, I come home here to New England.”
 
   “I knew where this was immediately.  You've described it to me in such detail and I truly understand why you like it so much.  It's the perfect place for a picnic.”
 
   “Would you care for something to drink? This is ngi juice,” he said, holding up his goblet which was filled with a bright pink, opaque liquid.  “It comes from the home planet of one of my life-mates and I've come to enjoy it quite a bit.”  He held the goblet out to me.  With a smile, he asked, “Care to drink from cup, my lady?”
 
   “Why of course, sir.” I accepted the goblet from Boyce and carefully sipped the juice and spent a moment savouring the taste.  “Are you sure this isn't guava juice? It's very nice anyway.”
 
   “Would you like anything else to drink?”
 
   “I'm partial to mango or tomato juice.  Have you got either of those, or is that a silly question in a holosuite?” 
 
   Boyce grinned and held up a flask.  “You guessed it.  This is a magic drink container.  Just rub it and make a wish for any beverage.  Would I kid you?”
 
   “No, that's just the silly-fun thing you'd dream up.” I got into the spirit of the thing and gave it an enthusiastic rub and wished for mango juice.  Boyce passed me another glass, one better suited to chakat mouths, and poured my drink.  He then took a plate of assorted delicacies and started to feed me.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Laughter and light conversation passed between us during the meal until finally we were sated.  Boyce laid back on the blanket and asked me if I would join him.  He wrapped his arms around me and drew me in close for a long, deep, love-filled kiss, breaking off only when he needed air.
 
   “Forest,” he said to me softly, “Mate of my heart, we both know that, due to my oath and the love that I have for my mates and my children, we can never really be together.”  Then he smiled at me gently.  “But here, my love, we can be!  That's why I gave you this program.  Using the facilities here, I have duplicated myself down to the tiniest detail.  That image of me is now interacting with you, while at the same time, the computer is scanning you and reproducing your holo-self in my arms.  I'm actually over there not too far away.”  He waved his arm vaguely in a direction to his right.
 
   I was briefly mute with shock upon realising that this wasn't the real Boyce, but now I protested.  “But I can even scent you! I thought that you had taken a shortcut to get here before I did, but now you are saying that you are just another hologram?”  Despite my protests though, I knew that I was sensing that something wasn’t quite right.
 
   “No, Forest, certainly not just another hologram.  You should regard me as an extension of my real body.  Everything that I do is replicated perfectly by this holo body of mine, and in turn, everything you do is also replicated perfectly in my presence.  The sophistication of this holosuite is such that it can duplicate any image, sound, touch or smell, even if it has to use the incorporated transporter technology to move such subtle things as my scent.”
 
   “But it can’t duplicate psionic abilities,” I said as I suddenly realised what was missing.  “I can still sense you empathically, but only vaguely, and now I know that’s because you’re actually in a nearby room and not right here.”
 
   “That’s true and unavoidable, but I’m still Boyce, even if it’s a virtual extension of myself.  Yet because this me is a hologram, I can technically claim that I haven't broken my vow.  So, dear Forest, I offer myself in the only way that I can.  Mate of my heart, will you have me?”
 
   Various emotions crossed my face as I considered the ramifications until I realised something.  Despite my unconscious doubts, my subconscious mind was already giving me the answer: my body ached for him!  I had resigned myself to never being able to making love with him all the way, but I had never stopped wanting it.  Now here was my loved one offering himself in the only way that he could and still remain true to his oath.  This was Boyce standing there so earnestly waiting for my reply.  My senses had been convinced of it and now my heart was too.  Only my mind had been unsure, but now I saw the logic in it.  “Yes!  Oh, yes!  I will have you, and I will love you forever for this!”
 
   I nearly crushed him in a hug that announced that now that I had him, I would never let him go.  We started kissing and stroking each other with an intensity previously unsurpassed.  No longer did we have to subconsciously restrain ourselves and our passion was let loose.
 
   We both paused for a moment to catch our breath from that initial frenzy.  I asked, “For how long did you book this facility, Boyce?”
 
   He grinned from ear to ear and replied, “Don't worry about that.  Remember that I'm a part owner and I'm entitled to a few perks.  We've got as much time as we need.”
 
   “Good, because we are going to need it.  Now let's get serious.  I've got an itch that needs scratching...  right...  there!”
 
   Boyce’s eyes lit up.  “Then it's a good thing I'm here to scratch it.”
 
   As our love-making became more intimate and tender, the music shifted to fit the mood, turning from Vivaldi’s light-hearted “The Four Seasons” to Pachabel’s “Canon in D Major”, a very romantic piece featuring lots of violins.  Boyce drew me close to him, pressing the full length of his body to mine as he joined himself to me with a deep, love-filled kiss.  As he held me to him with his right arm, he gently stroked my body with his left hand, delighting in the feel of my fur.
 
   The sensuous feel of his fingers sifting through my pelt sent a thrill of pleasure through me.  I felt his strong arm returning the possessive hug I had given him.  I concentrated on returning the pleasure to him through our kiss.  His hand moved down my torso and began to stroke the curve of my belly.  I could feel his manhood grow even harder as he caressed the place where my cubs grew within me.  His touch on my pregnant belly was so tender! I was reminded of the very essence of my feminine side and I marvelled at the way he so appreciated the miracle of life.  
 
   His hand moved lower, starting to move between my hind legs.  “Ooo! What is this?” he suddenly said with a smile in his voice.  With long, delicate strokes, he began to stroke my furry penis sheath.
 
   Oh!  Oooh!  No matter where I was in my cycle, my male organ was very quick to respond this time.  His caresses on my sheath served to bring me to full erection very quickly.  My engorged penis quivered there, awaiting the touch of a lover, straining to fulfil its purpose.  I wondered just how far Boyce was going to take this.  Even now, I still wasn't sure how my very masculine mate would react to my own masculine needs.  Now shi had a delicious dilemma.  Both sides of my sexual nature had been fully aroused and there was now nothing on Earth that would stop my from satisfying my desires.
 
   I sought to distract myself from the confrontation by starting to undress Boyce, starting with his shirt.  After exposing his hirsute chest, I stroked his manly form appreciatively.  My hand wandered down to his pants where it unfastened them and released his manhood.  Both the trousers and the undershorts were rapidly pulled off to show that his penis was also fully erect and awaiting attention.  I drew the claw of one finger tantalisingly up its length.  “Two can play at that game,” I thought.
 
   A soft gasp escaped Boyce’s lips at the erotic feel of my claw running the length of his seven inch cock.  Not wanting to come to orgasm too quickly, for he wished to pleasure all of me, he reached out and ran his hands up underneath my halter top, cupping my large, heavy breasts as his fingers sought out my nipples, gently tweaking and pulling on them until they grew rock hard.  With my help, he removed my top, revealing the magnificent swell of my breasts.  He wondered out loud, “Am I imagining things or are your breasts even larger than the last time that I saw them?”
 
   For a moment, I had had the upper hand, but Boyce was now engaging me in my favourite activity.  As always, whenever he caressed my breasts so appreciatively, I started trembling with the intensity of the pleasure it gave me.  Boyce’s comment had to make me grin though.  “It's not that long since you saw them last, but thanks for the comment anyway.”
 
   Now that we were both fully nude, our love-making began in earnest.  Moulding his body to mine, he drew me in for another long, loving kiss.  As our tongues explored each others, I diverted part of my attention to making sure that my breasts were firmly pressed against his rugged chest.  Not only did I want to feel him intimately in contact with me, but I wanted him to feel how strongly my body was responding to his.  My hard nipples traced sensuous tracks across his hairy chest, sensing each curve of his muscles, and in turn making my nipples even more sensitive.
 
   Finally breaking the kiss for the need to breathe, he then proceeded to kiss and lick the rest of my face.  I unconsciously lifted my chin as his kisses moved to the underside of my jaw, baring my throat to him.  He opened his jaws wide and bit, a gentle but firm love bite such as the male Terran cats gave to their mates during the act of love-making.  “Oh!” I thought, “This must be why his mates are so attracted to him.  He thinks and makes love like a feline.”
 
   He moved lower on me, his hands stroking and caressing my body as his mouth made a trail from my throat to my chest, only briefly kissing my breasts.  He moved on down my torso to my life-swollen belly and my fully aroused penis, quivering with each beat of my heart.  Never having done this before, but having had it done to him a number of times, he began to make love to my maleness.  Gently he blew on me, noting that my penis momentarily became stiffer as he did so.  Moving fully between my hind legs, he gently licked from the base up, the full length of my nine inch long and very thick cock.  
 
   It was my turn to gasp.  It had been too long since I had made love in the male mode and my body was now primed and ready to respond at a touch.  I fervently wished to myself that Boyce would keep that up.  However, my doubts about his reaction to my maleness were rapidly washed away.  Here was a mate who knew how to pleasure a herm completely!
 
   Moving to the head, he swirled his tongue around the base of my glans, tasting the exotic flavour of my maleness.  He continued this for a minute, then opening his mouth wide, he took me as deeply as he could into his mouth.  Sealing his lips about me, he pulled back, applying suction as he went until he only had the head of my penis still in his mouth.  After swirling his tongue quickly around it again, he plunged his mouth downward onto me again.
 
   My thoughts became incoherent as the sheer ecstasy of his sex-play dominated my being.  My penis ached with hardness from his stimulation.  I tried to stretch out the experience, to savour each and every moment of his attentions.  I knew that it couldn't be held back for much longer.  He continued, his hands as well as his mouth pleasuring my maleness.  Occasionally he lightly grazed his teeth over the surface of my penis, adding yet another sensation to what I was feeling, perhaps also adding a bit of a thrill at my vulnerable position.  It was too much!  I could not hold back any longer.  My groans of pleasure turned into a cry of ecstasy as my orgasm came upon me.  He heard my breath become ragged and felt my penis swell even larger and he knew what was about to happen, so he plunged his mouth deeply onto me.  It had been so long, and the release was a mighty climax.  My body automatically thrust my appendage even further into my lover’s mouth.  There was no way for my to restrain myself, and beneath the joy of my coming, I hoped that he could cope with the power of the delivery.
 
   The force of my orgasm was incredible, nearly drowning him with the volume and force of the initial release.  Quickly, he sought to drink my sperm down, tasting the saltiness of a male orgasm for the first time.  He only barely managed to keep up with the incredible quantity of my release.  My orgasm peaked and the flow faltered.  I panted for a while, then sighed in happiness as Boyce gently cleaned every drop of my seed from my softening penis.  He then hugged me, sharing in the afterglow of this first time experience for him.
 
   This had been my first male orgasm in a long time, and it had been shared with someone who not only cared, but deeply appreciated me.  He had done so much to make me happy and the memory of this experience would last a long time.  I rested in his arms for a while, gathering strength for our next round of love-making.  I had something very special in mind for him.  I realised that he wasn't going to fulfil my ultimate wish just yet, but I also knew that was his end goal and I had a couple of ideas about just what was the most enjoyable way to get there.
 
   When I was ready, I extricated myself from his arms.  I asked Boyce to stand up in front of me while I crouched in front of him.  This brought his penis to just below my chin.  I extended my long and slightly rough tongue to slowly lick his manhood all at once.  He still had an erection, but now it hardened, demanding more attention.  He was ready now.  I drew him closer, pushing his penis into the tight cleft between my breasts.  I gave one more lick to the exposed tip, then said, “So how good are you at tit-fucking, Boyce?”
 
   He had gasped from the sensation of my tongue caressing his cock, making him tingle all over.  “Why don't we find out?” he replied.  Gently, he began to thrust himself in and out between my breasts, the feel of my fur upon his bare skin erotic almost beyond imagining.  Each time the head of his penis would appear in the cleft of my breasts, I was ready for it, swiping my rough tongue across its tip.  He made sure that he pressed close against me so that that his thighs would rub up and down my breasts, pleasuring me as well.
 
   Once again, I had the upper hand, but barely.  The thrill of feeling his manhood sliding through the fur of my sensitive breasts was marvellous.  The thick hair on his thighs teased my nipples deliciously and, at each stroke, I tasted the pre-cum at the tip of his cock.  I was enjoying this mightily, but I wanted to get control of this encounter.  Boyce groaned in pleasure as I suddenly captured him in my mouth, my tongue expertly swirling around the base of his glans.  His knees almost buckled and it was only with great effort that he managed to remain standing upright.  As he continued to thrust gently in and out of my expert muzzle, he gently drew my head to him, caressing my hair in long, sensuous strokes.
 
   Meanwhile, my long tongue stroked the entire length of his penis continuously.  My fangs grazed the skin as I closed firmly upon his eager member.  My mouth could just hold his entire length and I savoured it all.  Knowing my feline nature, he knew that I could unman him with one snap of my powerful jaws, but it only added to the thrill of the moment.  Try as he might, under my expert ministrations, he knew that he wouldn't last long.  He felt the familiar flush, the base of his penis began to swell even larger and he knew that his release was inevitable.
 
   “Oh...  F-forest...  I'm...  going to....  AAAAARRRRRR!” he roared upon orgasm.
 
   I felt his penis begin to thrum.  At last, after having only a taste of him some days ago, I would now get to drink of him properly.  The force of his orgasm was powerful, having been held back for so long.  He continued to cry out as he sent jet after jet of his seed into my mouth, his hands clenching me to him and his toes all but digging holes in the ground.  Finally, as his orgasm waned, he lowered both of us to the ground, all but spent.
 
   The experience had been everything I had anticipated.  I took pleasure in drinking his seed and in the thought of how much joy I had brought for my lover.  I held him just as tightly as he hugged me.  At that moment, I felt that I had given him my best and had been vindicated in my choice of mates.
 
   Boyce finally spoke.  “Oh, Forest!  That had to be one of the most incredible experiences of my life.  Thank you!”
 
   “I'm truly happy to have pleased you, Boyce,” I replied, still licking my lips from the result of our intercourse.
 
   He smiled gently at me as he prepared to make his next move.  “You know, all this love-making has made me a bit...  thirsty.” Reverently, he cupped my left breast in his right hand.  “Do you mind if I get myself a drink?”
 
   “Please do.  They were created for a reason and who are we not to put them to good use?  Besides,” I grinned, “I feel full and I need milking!”
 
   Laying down next to me, he pressed his body close to mine as he took my aroused nipple into his mouth, his left hand coming up to pleasure my right nipple.  He swirled his tongue around the hard teat, savouring the feel of it in his mouth, noticing that it became harder and more swollen as he did.  Lightly sucking, he pressed my nipple against the roof of his mouth with his tongue and let my warm, life-giving milk flow into him.  He had been breast-fed as a child and had the pleasure of nursing at his mates’ own milk-filled breasts while they had been feeding their cubs, but he thrilled at the exotic taste of this most-precious of drinks.  Softly, he began to thrust himself against me as my milk continued to flow.
 
   I never tired of just how erotic it felt to have a lover drink from my willing tits.  The sharing of milk was such an important cultural thing for chakats, but to add to that a lover’s attentions, you had something truly powerful, even more so to my femininely inclined nature.
 
   As he finished drinking from my left breast, he felt his penis begin to arouse once again.  He moved to my right breast and hungrily took the nipple into his mouth.  His right hand came up to continue pleasuring my swollen, milk and saliva-covered right nipple.  The energy expended in our previous love-making was now being returned to him by my chakat milk, filling him with new vigour.  When my right breast was finally drained as well, Boyce’s thirst was satisfied at last and his cock was again fully aroused into a throbbing erection.  “Thank you for that wonderful drink, love,” he said as he raised his head reluctantly from my breast.
 
   “No, thank you for being the right person with whom to share my milk.” My sense of fullness was now gone, leaving instead an ache of desire.
 
   Boyce smiled in gratitude, then said, “Now, my love, it is time for me to get you ready for the next step in getting to know each other more intimately.” Kissing me once again on the lips, he began to run a trail of kisses down my body - face, throat, breasts, belly, sheath, until he reached his final destination.  Crouching between my hind legs, he lowered his head between them.  Then, sticking out his tongue, he began to delve the secrets of my hot, moist vulva.
 
   The touch of his tongue was like an electric signal.  It thrilled me to the bone and caused a rush of lubricant to be released.  There was nothing I could do but lie there, soaking up the waves of pleasure that he was sending through me.  He licked at my sopping wet female opening for as long as it took to take in all the love fluid, then I felt him part my nether lips and his tongue entered to explore within.  My body was rocked by a shock of pleasure as he stroked my clitoris.  “Oh, my love, do that again!”
 
   Boyce didn't do so immediately, Instead, he licked my labia and probed more deeply within, building up the tension.  When he sensed that I was ripe, he triggered me again, feeling the shudder of orgasm shake my entire body.  How many times could he tease me into coming, I wondered?  He repeated his actions as creatively as possible, but this time kept me right on the edge for what seemed to be an eternity.  Finally he relented and his talented tongue caressed my clit again.  This time, when I came, I bucked him right off me.  I barely noticed as I coped with the great orgasm sending wave after wave of ecstasy through my helpless form.  Finally, panting heavily, I drew myself up to see him sitting nearby, watching with an almost smug grin on his face.
 
   “Well, who do you think comes out ahead in points?” he enquired mischievously.
 
   “The game's not over yet lover!” I cried and surprised him by pouncing on him.  I had him stretched out full length, my arms trapping his and my rear paws holding down his outstretched legs.  I put my handpaws around his waist and pulled him to me, then rolled onto my side while pulling his head into my well-padded chest.  My hind legs wrapped around him to produce a full length hug.  My penis was still erect and it rested warmly against his upper thigh.  “So, you think you can tease me until I'm at your mercy?  Well, now I've got you, and if you won't mount me, perhaps I will have to mount you!”  I finished with a wicked smile on my muzzle.
 
   Boyce’s eyes grew wide at this last pronouncement.  Forest mount him?  Eep!  He had better do something quick!
 
   “Oh, dear Forest, I am more than ready to mount you!  Feel how much I need to be within you!”  He pushed his hips forward, pressing his aching erection against the curve of my pregnant belly.
 
   I smiled to myself.  My little threat had had the desired effect.  Although I would not have carried it out, it had felt nice just to have my cock resting so intimately against him.  Now however, I could feel his own proud member announcing its intentions, and my eagerness for my ultimate goal returned in strength.
 
   Pressing his head deeply into my chest fur, he kissed me lovingly.  He turned his head to continue kissing my right nipple.  Swirling his tongue about it, he drew it in for a long, tender kiss.  Then releasing it he trailed a series of kisses down between the narrow valley between my breasts then up the side of my other breast, whereupon he lovingly attended to my other nipple.
 
   His loving attentions were rekindling my desires.  My strength was recovering from my last orgasm, kiss by tender kiss.  My breasts greedily accepted his attentions once again and I relaxed my captive hug on him, encouraging him to go on.  As he felt my hold loosen, he moved upward, his body still pressed close to mine all the way.  He pressed his lips to mine, kissing me deeply, wrestling his tongue with mine.  His kisses moved to the side of my muzzle, then to my cheek.  Reaching my neck, he firmly bit down, claiming me as his own.  He had proclaimed himself to be my mate and I accepted with all my heart.  
 
   Boyce began to move to my back and I rolled onto my folded legs.  He continued to kiss and caress me, moving further down my back to my rear.  At last, he knelt behind me.  His erection pulsed and throbbed with every beat of his heart as he saw me raise my hindquarters, moving aside my tail and presenting my femininity to him.  My lover had reached his goal and I surrendered myself to his desires.  I awaited the fulfilment of my own wants and needs from this man whom I had come to love and care for as deeply as my lifemates.  “I am yours, Boyce,” I said simply and meaningfully.
 
   He placed his hands on my flanks and brought his hips close to me until, as if guided by instinct, the tip of his penis touched the entrance to my body.  Then slowly but powerfully, he began to push himself into me.  At last!  I felt him delving further within me, becoming one with me.  His shaft thrust inexorably deeper and deeper, exciting me to new heights as it probed to its limits.
 
   Boyce moaned loudly in ecstasy at the feel of the hot furnace that was my aroused body.  He could feel my powerful muscles contracting around him, making him more intimately joined with me.  Then his hips were firmly pressed to mine in a vain attempt to plunge further still within me.  He remained there for a moment, savouring the feel of the heat of my arousal all around him.  Then he began to pull out of me, his cock retracing its route until only the head of his maleness was still within me, then plunging back into me again.
 
   His strokes were strong and vigorous; the ecstasy they were giving me already exceeding the earlier love-play.  I used my vaginal muscles to do my best to hold and caress his manhood, striving to build us both up to new peaks.  I twisted around on my supple waist to bring myself face to face where he was bent over my lower torso and lick-kissed his face, his eyes, his hair, tasting of his very being.  He reached forward as moved within me to pleasure my breasts with a free hand, bringing my nipples to their own tiny erections of arousal.  His other hand leaned on my body, steadying him but also letting me feel his weight upon me as he mounted me.
 
   It was incredible!  “Oh Forest!,” he moaned, “You're so incredibly hot!  Oh God, you feel so good around me!  So hot and wet and wonderful!”  There was something so incredibly primal, so wonderfully right in making love to me.  His breathing became harsher, his thrusts became harder and faster, his caressing of my breasts became more stimulating as he strove to give me as much pleasure as I was giving him.
 
   My breathing had turned to panting.  I almost gasped my response.  “Boyce, mate of my heart and now my very being, I feel the strength of your love drawing me to new heights of desire.  I have waited so long for this!”
 
   As his pleasure built, an idea came to him.  Taking his hand from my breasts, he trailed it down my body.  Reaching underneath me, he stroked the side of my pregnant belly, smoothing his hands over its gravid curve.  His hand found my erect penis and he wrapped his fingers about it and he began to stroke it in rhythm with his thrusts.
 
   Ohh!  Just when I thought that he had brought me to the highest, he gave me more.  My cock gave its own contribution to the almost unbearably pleasurable stimulation.  He was performing his own version of the “Chakat Manoeuvre” upon me: the complete and total sexual stimulation of my body.  This was marvellous!  This was incredible!  My complete fulfilment was upon me and I couldn't hold it back much longer.
 
   Boyce felt himself beginning to flush and his penis began to swell as his breath became even more ragged.  My prehensile tail had whipped about him, the powerful limb pulling him insistently, striving to make us become totally one.  He felt it tensing even as the moment came upon him.  Thrusting as deeply as possibly while trying to keep giving much attention to stroking my cock, he reached climax simultaneously with me.  His roar upon coming, split the air of the New England forest meadow, the sound echoing from nearby hills.  Wave after wave of some of the most intense pleasure of his life hit him as he shot his seed into my body.  He felt me close tighter about him and he roared again as he sent shot after shot of his male essence into me.  My yowls of extreme ecstasy joined with his roars as my double orgasm shook us both and my own penis spurted my sperm into his hand.  Orgasm followed orgasm, female climax had triggered male, and it in turn triggered another female one.  Such pleasure could not be maintained indefinitely, and I began to come down from the zenith of my pleasure.
 
   It seemed to go on forever; the intensity of our joining, the strength and duration of our orgasms.  How long this went on, he could not say, but eventually it began to taper off.  His thrusts became slower and more languid until at last he was spent.  His maleness still hard and throbbing within me, he lay atop me for a precious while, stroking my belly as he savoured the pleasure of our joining.  I felt his weight upon me as if our love-making had physically joined us.  I could also feel that he was still within me and made sure that no action of mine would let him slip out just yet.  I strove not to drift off into slumber as multiple climaxes usually made me do.  I wanted to enjoy every moment of this precious time with him.
 
   I felt complete at last.  The lover that could never be mine had finally satisfied my needs.  The dull pain that had come from lack of fulfilment had vanished.  The world could end right now and I would be happy.  Nothing could ever take this time away from us and I would always know that however far we were apart, I would feel as close to him as we were now, our bodies entwined together.
 
   We stayed joined for a long time, but inevitably he slipped out of me.  I then pulled him over and curled about him.  He was cradled in my warm furry form and felt no desire to move any more than to put his arm around my waist and rest his head against my torso.  I in turn draped an arm protectively over him and finally succumbed to the weariness of our ultimate lovemaking.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The forest glade was silent now except for the whisper of a light breeze stirring the fallen leaves, and the easy breathing of the two lovers.  Perhaps the world had seen love as strong as theirs before, but never would it be surpassed.
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   Episode 8:  Ceremony
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   “Over here, Goldfur,” I called to the golden form that I spotted amongst the crowd disembarking from the shuttle.  Goldfur and the accompanying foxtaur immediately detoured in my direction, instantly picking out my voice over the excited babble of re-uniting families.
 
   Goldfur bounded up to give me an enthusiastic hug and a quick lick to my muzzle.  “It's great to be back, little sister!”
 
   I gently swatted hir for that.  Shi grinned and then commented, “I'm really going to have to find a new way to tease you.  Looking at how big you have grown while I've been away, I might have to call you big sister soon.”  Shi ran a sensitive hand down my flank, just in time to feel one of the cubs give a kick.  “Oh!  They're lively ones!  Have you told Boyce yet?”
 
   “I told him straight after my check-up.  I was getting so big so quickly, he was getting suspicious, and I wanted to break it to him first.
 
   “That's okay.  I'm looking forward to introducing my cub to him, too.” 
 
   “Speaking of introductions, are you just going to hang back there, Garrek,” I queried.
 
   Garrek grinned and stepped forward.  He was still a shy person, but the greeting hug that he gave was warm and enthusiastic.  He had gotten comfortable with his new family and had obviously missed us too.
 
   “Welcome home, Red,” I said and gave him a quick kiss.  Before he could get embarrassed about me doing this in the middle of a crowded spaceport, I started dragging him along with me in the direction of the luggage claim area.  “C'mon Goldfur, there's lots to do before we turn in for the night.  It's going to be a big day tomorrow!”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The trip back to the house was filled with the little details of Goldfur's latest assignment, the type that you don't bother wasting valuable sub-space communication's time on.  Upon arriving home, we got them settled into their quarters and then laid down on the rugs in front of the open fire with hot drinks.  We might not feel the cold of the late autumn evenings, but the real fire always cheered the place up.  We usually had it going as a courtesy to our less fortunate friends and family who weren't as well-adapted to the cooler temperatures.
 
   Plans were discussed as to when to prepare the family meal and all the minute details involved in an important occasion were dealt with.  Then we made our way to bed, expecting to have to get up fairly early tomorrow morning to get things going.  I shared a communal bed with Goldfur and hir mate that night, enjoying their closeness once more.  No sex was wanted or needed, we just felt so good just to be together again.
 
   The day started off with one of those widespread ground fogs that soon burned away when the sun rose, providing us with a perfect day.  We all ate a hearty breakfast (a 'taur needs lots of fuel! ) and got stuck into our pre-arranged assignments.  We soon had the midday meal of an old-fashioned roast prepared.  Then, right at the appointed time, the doorbell chimed.
 
   I'll get it!” I yelled, and bounded for the door.  I flung open the door to see Boyce standing there all dressed up in his formal admiral's uniform.  “Well, don't just stand there grinning,” I said, “Come on inside.  I'd love to give you a big hug, but I'd leave fur all over that immaculate clothing of yours.” 
 
   “Don't worry, it's that special lint repelling material; your fur won't stick to it.  I want that hug!” he demanded.
 
   I needed no further encouragement and embraced him enthusiastically.  I had to wonder if the material was equally crush-resistant.  I broke the hug to give him a kiss, but then I controlled myself and said, “Goldfur will be waiting to see you, and we'll introduce you to Garrek now.  He won't be participating in this ceremony as that is a private thing between you and us.”  I led him out to where the others were waiting.
 
   Goldfur immediately padded over to him and planted a kiss on his cheek.  “It's so nice to see you again, I'm really looking forward to the ceremony later.”  Shi turned and beckoned Red over to hir side.  “Boyce, I'm pleased to introduce my love-mate Garrek Redfox of the Mountain Glade Taur clan.  Garrek, this is my dear friend Admiral Boyce Garald Kline Jr.  of Star Fleet.” 
 
   “It's a pleasure to meet you, sir,” Garrek started saying, holding out his hand for a polite handshake.
 
   Boyce wasn't going to stand on stiff formality in these circumstances though.  He took his hand, shook it enthusiastically and clapped him on the shoulder, saying, “This is a gathering of family, Garrek.  I'm not your superior officer today.  Congratulations on winning the heart of Goldfur and even more for the cub you have sired.” 
 
   Garrek stood there a little dazed for a moment, then his muzzle split in a grin.  “Then please just call me Red.” 
 
   Goldfur nodded hir head in approval.  This was a good start.  Shi had wondered what would happen when the two men in hir life came together.  Shi stepped between them, put an arm around both and led them off in the direction of the living room.
 
   In the meantime, I had started preparing drinks for all.  I'd let Goldfur catch up with events with Boyce and allow he and Garrek to get a little better acquainted.
 
   The morning passed quickly in this fashion, we 'taurs comfortably sprawled on the thick rugs while Boyce was seated in a exceedingly comfortable (or so we are told) chair parked directly next to me.  His right hand was constantly stroking my life-swollen lower torso.  Sometimes it was a bit hard to concentrate on the conversation whilst his loving hand caressed me.  I felt like leaning back and purring.
 
   We heard the sound of a ground vehicle pulling up in front of the house.  “It sounds like the rest of the family has arrived,” I observed.
 
   We all got to our feet and made our way to the entry.  I opened it just as two mature chakats and one adolescent got there.  Goldfur and I ran out onto the porch to hug and greet our parents.  They were grinning at the enthusiasm we put into it.
 
   “Enough, child!” my mother said with a smile, we have other people to meet too.”  My sire and Goldfur also contained themselves at this command.  My mother was the dominant (but not domineering) partner in the relationship.  Shi was likely to be a clan leader when the time came for the present one to step down.
 
   “Of course,” I concurred.  “Boyce, may I introduce my mother, Chakat Desertsand, and my sire, Chakat Longstripe.  Mother, Sire, I'd like to present the mate of my heart, Admiral Boyce Garald Kline Junior.” 
 
   “Hello Desertsand,” he said, reaching out to shake hir hand with a smile.  “Hello Longstripe,” he said again, shaking the other chakat's hand.  “I'm pleased to finally meet the parents of two such wonderful people as Goldfur and Forestwalker.”  Then he grinned.  “Oh, that's no way to have a greeting.  Let me give each of you a hug!”
 
   Desertsand smiled broadly.  “Now that's more like a chakat greeting!” shi told him.  “There's no need for stiff formality, Boyce.  We're not here to judge you; we're here to get to know you.  Our daughter Forestwalker has already done as much as vouch for you by inviting you into the family.”  Shi hugged Boyce quite willingly, then gave up hir place to Longstripe, who in turn gave him an enthusiastic cuddle.
 
   When they finished hugging, Longstripe said, “He hugs almost as good as you Sandy,” while putting an affectionate arm around hir mate's waist.  “I noticed,” shi replied.  “The ceremony looks like it's going to be fun.” 
 
   I was pleased with this introduction to my parents.  Even though I knew that there wasn't any need to be, I had been nervous, hoping that he would make a good impression.  Of course, there was one other person who had to be introduced.  “Boyce, this is my younger sister, Quickpaw.” 
 
   Quickpaw bounded up and gave him a quick hug and a cheeky lick on the nose.  Shi grinned and said, “Nice to meet you, Boyce.  I'm really looking forward to the ceremony, you know.  It'll be my first one.” 
 
   “Oh, yes, I believe that you have only recently qualified to take part.  Forest has told me the hows and whys of the ceremony, so you are now officially a young lady.  I suppose that you didn't expect a human to be part of your first ritual?”
 
   “No, but that only makes it more interesting,” shi replied unfazed.
 
   “Come into the living room,” I said.  “We can start exchanging a few stories about ourselves and we can have some light refreshments before the midday meal.
 
   As the conversation flowed, I was surprised by the depth of interest that my parents had in Boyce's work.  For two stay-at-homes, they were remarkably well-informed about Star Fleet activities.  I suppose that you never can really know everything about your parents until something such as this occurs.  Perhaps Goldfur knew a bit more about this side of them considering how much time shi spent working in conjunction with Star Fleet personnel.
 
   The time passed very quickly, then the meal was ready.  We all trooped into the kitchen to grab some item of food and brought it to the table.  We had gone with the old-fashioned, and expensive, real beef roast.  No meat-substitute could ever match the taste of the real thing, and this was a special occasion.  There were lashings of roast potatoes, pumpkin, carrots and beans, much of which were grown in our own back yard.
 
   Despite the large amounts of food consumed, the conversation never faltered.  Boyce was chatting with my parents as if they were old friends.  He had previously brought pictures of his mates and children and my parents oohed and aahed over them as if they were their own cubs.  That had been the best touch.  We chakats value family above all else and it was clear to them that Boyce was devoted to his own family.  Now that he was entering ours, we wanted that same commitment.  I had virtually shoved this upon him, yet my instincts had been right.  Boyce was going to be a marvellous addition to our family.
 
   Although we had large portions, for chakats that was just a nice amount to satisfy us and not leave us feeling stuffed.  We didn't want anything to spoil the ceremony afterwards.  After-dinner conversation started to taper off as anticipation started to affect us.  Desertsand declared, “It is time.  Would everyone please make your way to the living room?  Garrek, dear, you don't have a part in this ceremony, but you may stay and observe if you like, or leave if you prefer.
 
   Red replied, “I know how my mate feels about this, and I'd prefer to stay.  That is unless the admiral feels uncomfortable about my presence.”  He looked to Boyce for confirmation.
 
   “No, please feel free to stay.  You're a part of this family too, after all.”  Garrek smiled in gratitude and then moved to the corner of the room where he was out of the way but could see everything happening.
 
   They gathered in a semi-circle with the rug in front of the fire our focus.  I sat on my haunches on the rug and faced the rest.  Darned if I didn't feel nervous.  I looked towards Boyce and said, “As you know, we chakats don't stand on stuffy ceremonies, but we do have some heart-felt rituals.  Today we welcome you into our family.  This ceremony has a form, but no set wording, so please respond as you see fit.”  
 
   Then I addressed the family as a whole.  “When a cub is born into our family, we experience the joy of nurturing hir, watching hir grow and learn and sharing hir life with ours.  Nothing else better symbolises this care and nurturing than the drinking of our life-giving milk, a task that is shared amongst all those who are old enough to lactate.  When we adopt someone into the family, what is more symbolic of becoming one of our own than to share our milk with that person.”  I turned my attention to Boyce again.  “As the one who has brought you to the family, it is my place to be the first to ask you formally.”  I paused briefly to unfasten my halter and exposed my full breasts.  “Will you drink of me?”
 
   “Forestwalker, mate of my heart, my beloved, my heart fair bursts with joy at the love and happiness I feel at being asked to join this family.”  Tears of happiness sparkled in his eyes as he smiled and continued, “Yes, Forestwalker, I will drink of you.” 
 
   Slowly he knelt before me, his eyes seeming to drink in my every aspect.  He wrapped his arms around me, staring into my eyes, communicating his love without words, and then he lowered his sights to my breasts where he could see my aroused nipples poking through the fur.  Gently pulling me close, he dropped his mouth to my left breast.  My arms held him close to me in a maternal embrace as he drew my nipple into his mouth.  Drawing more of my breast into his mouth, he pressed the engorged nipple against the roof of his mouth, then moaned quietly in pleasure as he felt the first flowing of nourishing, life-giving milk flow into his mouth.  I purred in pleasure as he drank slowly, savouring each mouthful.
 
   He was drinking steadily from me, so I had to nudge him to the other breast, while whispering, “Don't fill yourself up before you have tasted of everyone, my love.”  His eyes gave assent, and he reluctantly refrained from drinking more than a few mouthfuls from my right breast.  I was disappointed to have to restrain him like this, but he made up for it by suddenly drawing me in and passionately kissing me.  I'm not sure how long we kept that up, but Quickpaw's grinning face reminded me that there was more to do.  Our lips slowly parted and he released me from his grasp.  “Thank you, Boyce.  I accept you with joy.” 
 
   I turned to the others and said, “Boyce has shown his willingness to join our family.  Who speaks as head of this family?”
 
   Desertsand spoke up; “I claim that right.” 
 
   “Then I present to you my heart-mate Boyce, whom I have sponsored to join our family unit.”  Desertsand stepped forward and I took hir place to observe.
 
   “Boyce,” shi started hir ritual, “Since the day of hir birth, I have suckled Forestwalker and nurtured hir and brought hir up to be a happy and healthy member of our family.  As I am responsible for the ultimate well-being of this family, I offer you the same.  I offer you my life-giving milk and my love and caring.  Boyce, will you drink of me?” With this shi drew off the blouse shi was wearing to display hir firm and well-formed breasts.  Hir nipples clearly showed peering through hir soft red-sand fur.
 
   Boyce replied, “I would be happy and proud to contribute to the well-being of this family and I accept your offer of love and nurture.”  With dignity, he put his arms around hir waist and drew them both together.  His lips caressed hir nipple then drew it in and he began to drink.  My mother's eyes closed and a smile played on hir lips as shi enjoyed his attentions.  Boyce swapped tits without hir losing that look of pleasure.  When Boyce had finished, shi brought his face to hir muzzle and symbolically washed it a few times with hir long tongue.
 
   When shi finished, shi said, “I accept your request to join our family, my dear.”  Hir hand caressed his cheek, then shi turned to face us.  “Who speaks for the security of our family?”
 
   My sire spoke up; “I claim that right.” 
 
   They swapped places.  Then Longstripe took Boyce's hands and earnestly spoke to him, “Since the day I sired Forestwalker, I have worked to ensure that shi and the rest of our family have never lacked for love, food or shelter.  I shared the responsibility and the joy of feeding our child and kept hir safe from harm, as I have done for all our cubs.  Boyce, will you undertake to do the same?  Will you care for all our family as you would your own?  Will you share milk with me? 
 
   Boyce was visibly moved by hir request.  “I so promise, Longstripe.  No one will lack for anything within my power to provide.  I would gladly share your milk and your duties.” 
 
   Longstripe continued, “Then take off your shirt now please.”  Shi released hir breasts from the halter shi was wearing, hir pink nipples clearly visible amongst the riot of black stripes that entirely covered hir white fur pelt.  When Boyce had disrobed everything above the waist, shi said, “I drink of you, Boyce.”  Shi licked the thick hair around his nipples and teased them into firming, then symbolically drank of him.  Shi drew back from him, indicating that it was his turn.  He leaned over hir and caressed hir breasts with his tongue in imitation of hir, then started drinking from hir right breast.  His skill at this was evident on hir face as shi too enjoyed feeding him hir milk.  When Boyce had finished, shi announced, “I gladly accept your offer to share in the responsibilities of this family.”  Shi turned to us and then asked, “Who wishes to speak for Forestwalker?”
 
   “I do,” announced Goldfur.  Shi traded places with Longstripe.  “My friend, Boyce,” shi began, “As Forest's older sister, I have had occasion to help hir throughout hir life.  I have loved and cared for hir and hir happiness benefits the entire family.  I introduced you to hir and I have seen hir joy of life increase since that day.  I will always continue to share my joys and my support with hir.  Will you do the same?  Will you share your life, love and support with hir, with me, with the family?  Will you share milk with me, dear one?”
 
   A tender look crossed Boyce's face, a reminder of how much my sister meant to him.  I had gotten lucky in that I was home more often and was able to meet Boyce frequently.  I have no doubt that Goldfur and my roles could have been reversed, although I like to think that we were fated to be the ones to come together.  Boyce had no hesitation in saying, “I will love hir with all my heart, as love can never be divided, only multiplied.  I will share my life with hir, and with all of you, as you will share yours with me.  I will share your joys and offer my own in return.  I will share milk with you, Goldfur.”  Instead of opening hir halter for him, Goldfur had left it to Boyce to take the responsibility.  He carefully opened the catch and tenderly exposed hir creamy-furred breasts to his gaze.  He then proceeded to give my sister as much pleasure as he had my parents.  Goldfur's face was blissful.  Shi had been waiting a long time for this and shi did nothing to limit his attentions.  However, he broke them off by himself and then offered himself to hir.  Goldfur drew hir long tongue lovingly over his nipples.  Boyce's breath shuddered at the sensation as shi announced, “I drink of you, dear heart.”  Hir symbolic feed done, shi declared to all of us, “I accept Boyce's declaration of commitment.  Who else wishes to speak?”
 
   “I do!” Quickpaw declared excitedly.  Goldfur smiled fondly at hir enthusiasm as shi swapped places.  “My sisters have always been around to care for me and get me out of trouble throughout my life, and I love them for that.  Now you are coming into the family.  I've always wanted to be able to say that I had a big brother to look out for me and share his life with me.  I offer my love and caring in return.  I offer you my milk, Boyce.
 
   Shi pulled off the vest that had been concealing hir moderately sized breasts.  Hir fairly recent entry into adolescence had gained hir the right to participate in this ceremony, but it would be a couple more years yet before shi achieved full breast growth.  However, what shi had was proud and beautiful, the colourful patches of hir calico coat making them look a bit exotic.  Normally shi would only be able to give a little milkwater, but to enable hir to fully participate, shi had partaken of my milk a couple of days ago.  This was how a non-pregnant chakat stimulated milk production.  The hormones in the milk of an expectant chakat triggered the lactation process in any sufficiently mature chakat who wasn't pregnant.  This way the sire (or any other member of the family) could participate in the feeding of the cub.  Quickpaw now had mother's milk filling hir breasts to their full capacity and shi eagerly anticipated hir first time of sharing.
 
   Boyce tenderly knelt by hir.  “I accept your offer, little sister.”  He then carefully took hir breast into his mouth and began to drink.  A startled look came over Quickpaw's face, then a grin and then shi closed hir eyes as shi blissed-out over the sensation.  From the strength of hir reaction, I wondered if shi was going to rival me in sensitive breasts.  When Boyce finished, shi showed signs of disappointment.  Then a hand started to make its way towards Boyce's crotch, only to be intercepted gently by the forewarned Boyce.  It was only a feint though, as a handpaw came from behind to give his buns a squeeze.  Boyce jumped slightly, then looked chagrined for a moment.  Then a devilish look came on his face.  He grabbed hir around the shoulders, pulled hir to him, and planted a long, passionate kiss on hir lips.  Quickpaw's arms were sticking out in surprise; hir prehensile tail stood up rigid as a pole.  Boyce broke the kiss and stood back to let us see a dazed and dreamy look on hir face.  After a few moments, shi shook hirself and declared decisively, “He's in!”
 
   We all burst out laughing.  “Welcome to the family, Boyce!” I cried.  The ritual was over and he was officially one of us.  He had been tried and accepted by all and passed with flying colours, as I knew he would.  Garrek stepped in to offer his congratulations.
 
   “Let me say that it's a pleasure being able to count you as one of my family, Boyce.  I must admit though that I was on the verge of jealousy for a moment there.  That's one heck of a pleasant ritual.” 
 
   “Thanks, Red.  I admit that I could stand doing that again,” Boyce acknowledged with a grin.
 
   “So my mate feels a little left out, does he?” Goldfur asked.  “Well Boyce didn't drink me dry, and I feel in the mood.  Come here, lover, and finish the job.”  It was a mark of how much Red had changed in that he didn't hesitate to make for hir offered tit, despite the rest of the family being there to watch.  He knew that we knew that he appreciated and cared for hir and that this was the right thing to do.
 
   I also knew that I was left wanting a bit more.  “Boyce, if you have any more room left, would you care to complete my day and drink me dry?”
 
   “Of course, my love,” he declared.  “Left or right first?” he teased me, hanging back.
 
   “Shut up and drink,” I declared, backing it up with a grope that succeeded where Quickpaw hadn't.  Boyce yipped, then started to pleasure my right tit.  “What a perfect afternoon,” I thought.
 
   Out of the corner of my, I saw Longstripe picking up hir halter.  “Kids!” shi declared to hir mate, “They so easily get carried away.” 
 
   “Yes, they do, don't they?” Desertsand agreed, then grabbed hir and licked hir nipples and started drinking hir mate's remaining milk.
 
   My sire smiled and then chucked away hir halter.  “There's no way I'm going to let my cubs get more fun out this than me!” shi declared, then turned hir attention fully to my mother.
 
   There was so much love and unity in that room, it was tangible.  My affair with Boyce had turned into a family celebration and all was right in the world.  Well, almost.
 
   “Oh jeez, you guys,” came Quickpaw’s voice, “How much older do I have to get to join in the fun?”
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   Episode 9:  Goldfur’s Story
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Today was the day that the whole family was gathering on one of the few times that everyone was available.  My sister Goldfur and hir mate Garrek had arrived back from their latest tour of duty only a few days ago and had been staying at my home ever since .  This morning, I had driven to the spaceport to pick up my own mate, Midnight.  Shi barely had time to drop off hir luggage and freshen up before we all left for my parents' home.  My life-mates, Trina and Kris came also.  We all piled into the minibus that Kris used for carting around sport equipment, or a horde of chakats, and headed off into the countryside where my parents had their den.
 
   We pulled up to their rustic homestead situated on a hectare of nearly unspoiled land.  The heady scent of the eucalyptus trees of the forest where I grew up, filled the air.  The front door opened before we reached it and my mother and sire came out to greet and hug us all.  
 
   “Come in!” Desertsand insisted.  “Your kin arrived about half an hour ago and their young cubs are off playing with Quickpaw,” shi told Goldfur and me.  “The rest of your cousins are dying to find out about how your pregnancies are progressing.” 
 
   “Patience, mother,” I laughed.  “We're going to be here all day.  There's plenty of time.” 
 
   We entered my old home and immediately felt the warmth and charm that the old place still exuded.  On top of that, I smelled the various scents of my family kindred.  We met a chorus of greetings as we entered the lounge room.  It was a big room, but it seemed smaller due to the large number of chakats filling most of the floor-space.  Another round of hugs ensued, many taking the opportunity to feel our life-swollen bellies.  There was an extra amount of fuss made over both of us, me for my twins, Goldfur for hir half-foxtaur cub.  
 
   Eventually we sorted ourselves into comfortable positions on the rugs.  I felt extra cosy with Midnight settled down on my right side and my two life-mates leaning against my left flank, there being no room for chairs.  Goldfur and Garrek were just to one side of us.  We were the centres of conversation and we answered many questions that our relatives had been saving for this event.  Then my mother's youngest sister inquired, “This is the first instance of a foxtaur mating into a chakat family, isn't it ? How did this come about? We want details!” 
 
   “Yes, Goldfur,” I encouraged hir; “You've given us a general account of the affair but I think it's about time to give us all the events that led up to this day.” 
 
   “All right, it's a long story, but as long as we are all here, this would be a good time to tell everyone and answer all your questions at once,” Goldfur agreed.  “It all started about a year ago on a routine assignment to sector 23 to do a follow-up on a mapping and exploration expedition on the planet RDP2.  The world hadn't earned a name yet, but it was soon to be etched in our memories...” 
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Goldfur stuck hir head around the cabin door and announced, “Lead Technician 1st class Chakat Goldfur reporting, sir!” The human behind the desk marked Chief Engineer snapped his head up from his compu-terminal and a smile broke out on his face.  
 
   “Goldfur! You're on this voyage? I haven't checked the duty roster fully yet.  It's good to see you again.  How have you been?” 
 
   “I've been great, Tom.” Shi grinned and padded over to his desk to give him a proper chakat greeting.  “But look at you! A promotion to Chief Engineer! You have done well.” 
 
   “Thanks! Of course it has its down-side, more administrative work, etcetera, but I'm more than happy with the pay-rise.” 
 
   “I'll bet! So, who have they gotten into fill your old position?” 
 
   “A morph about your age, named Garrek.” A cagey look came upon his face.  “I think that you will like him.  This is his second assignment since leaving his training seminars, but I think that he will go far.  He's got a real knack for engineering.” 
 
   “Well, since I'll be working pretty much hand-in-glove with him, I'd better make a point of looking him up soon.” 
 
   “He intended to start maintenance on the battlemechs straight after we depart, so you will find it easy to track him down.” 
 
   “Right.  I might take advantage of that and start there too.  Did you have any priority items?” 
 
   “Not yet.  I will have a roster ready after we take off, but there aren't any urgent items yet.  You can go ahead with the mecha if you wish.” 
 
   “Okay.  I'll get onto it straight away after I settle in.” Goldfur padded over to the cabin door and turned around.  “Would you like to get together for lunch, Tom?” 
 
   “Sure! 1300 okay for you?” 
 
   “1300 it is then.  Bye!” Goldfur gave a cheeky wave of hir tail as shi left his office.  Tom fondly watched his friend depart.  He smiled to himself when he thought about how shi would react to their new engineer.  “I think things are about to get interesting,”“ he said to himself.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The exploration starship James Cook departed on time and without a hitch.  Goldfur slipped on hir duty uniform, a green jacket with several pockets, with hir name and rank adorning it.  Leg-warmer style shin guards went on hir forelegs in lieu of the standard ship boots.  Shi brushed hir long hair and tied it back into hir usual ponytail.  “All set,” shi announced to hirself.  “Time to meet the new blood.” 
 
   Shi proceeded directly to the mecha maintenance bay.  The federation had been fortunate in that, so far, all contacts with new races had been peaceful.  However, the federation council wasn't so foolish as to assume all such contacts would always be that way.  All exploration ships that specialised in opening up new worlds were equipped with a number of battlemechs for defensive purposes.  They had to be given a regular maintenance at the beginning of each mission so that their small complement of military personnel could run training sessions in them.  Hir job was to run the diagnostics on all the electronic systems whilst an engineer looked after the hardware side of servicing.  As shi walked into the bay, shi noted that these were designed for Quange pilots, necessitating a very large cockpit.  Shi heard a clank come from within one and saw a big, bushy tail sticking out from behind an open panel.  
 
   “A fox morph,” shi thought to hirself.  “What's so special about that to make Tom behave so suspiciously?” Shi walked up to the panel that was still blocking hir sight and banged on it with a fist.  “Hello in there,” shi sang out.  
 
   There was a jerk of the tail and a muffled thud, followed closely by a muted curse as the unseen worker bashed his head.  Then the tail started moving out, followed by a pair of legs covered in red and dark brown fur, and nothing else.  “He's working unclothed?” wondered Goldfur, then immediately realised, “No, the shape of his legs is wrong.” Moments later, it was obvious why.  “He's a foxtaur! I've never dealt with one before.  They don't usually go in for these kind of jobs.” Shi looked him over.  He was the same size as hir and solidly built.  He had luxuriantly long fur with typical red fox markings, only with an unusually intense depth to the colour.  The sore head that he was currently rubbing, did not have the common human-type hair, but a large ruff of red fur that was similar.  “Oh my, he's a handsome fellow,” was hir first opinion.  Shi was currently in hir female phase and found hirself very attracted to him.  
 
   Meanwhile, he had been assessing Goldfur.  From his initial annoyance at being startled into banging his head, his reaction changed to wonder at just who had done this to him.  Whatever it was before him was very obviously female, judging by how well she filled out her jacket, but he had never encountered her species before.  Evidently, she was some kind of feline taur, a cougar by her fur pattern.  Not for the first time, he regretted that his isolated upbringing had kept him from learning more about such things.  Then again, he had chosen this career as a means of learning more about the world around him and it seemed that he was going to be doing a lot of learning today.  He continued to examine her.  He noted her golden brown fur and exceptionally long, animated tail.  He was puzzled by the strangely long digits on her forepaws.  In fact, they almost looked like huge, blunt-fingered hands.  Suddenly he became aware of the intensity of her regard and his initial curiosity was overwhelmed by his usual shyness in the presence of a beautiful female.  
 
   “Umm, hi! I'm...  er...  the new engineer.  I mean, my name is Garrek...” He stumbled to a halt, wondering what he should do next.  
 
   Goldfur realised that shi was making him uncomfortable.  “Down girl!” shi told hirself.  “Plenty of time for that later.” Then aloud, shi introduced hirself.  “I am pleased to meet you, Garrek.  My name is Chakat Goldfur, child of Longstripe and Desertsand, and I'm the head technician for this voyage.  We'll be working together on a number of tasks such as these battlemechs.” 
 
   Garrek stuck out a paw and said formally, “I'm pleased to meet you, Chakat.  My name is Garrek Redfox.” 
 
   Goldfur took the proffered dark-furred paw and they stiffly shook hands.  “You've never met my kind before, have you?” 
 
   “Umm, no,” he admitted.  
 
   “I thought so.  For starters, we are chakats.  We introduce ourselves as Chakat Whoever, so my personal name is Goldfur.  We are rather a friendly lot, so please don't be put off by my forwardness.” Shi realised that his shyness was making him tongue-twisted, so shi decided to bring this up to a professional level.  “Okay, I've got to run diagnostics on these battlemech computer systems.  I'll start with the one you are working on now, if that suits you?” 
 
   “Sure!” he replied, looking a bit relieved.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   “So, how did your first duty period with Garrek go?” Tom asked as they brought their meals to the mess table.  
 
   Goldfur sat on hir haunches as Tom pulled out a chair for himself.  “The maintenance work is going well.  We will be finished by the end of the next shift.  Garrek fixes faults almost faster than I can find them.” 
 
   “Yes, he's got incredible talent.  I swear that he could fix a Swiss watch with a sledgehammer.  However, that wasn't what I meant, and you know it!” 
 
   Goldfur grinned back at him.  “He's definitely cute, you sly devil.  I'm getting pretty close to the height of my female cycle and I definitely want to get to know him better, but I've never met a shyer person in my life.  Once we got down to strictly business, though, things went much more smoothly.” 
 
   “Yes, he definitely needs to be drawn out of his shell a lot more.  I got to know him on his first assignment, and once we had been working together for a while, he loosened up a lot.  Still, whenever he meets a female, he gets all tongue-tied and shy.  He needs to be taught to deal with the female crew-members, and I reckon that you are the one to do it.” 
 
   “I see that you are already exercising your command responsibilities by trying to improve your personnel, but, as you know, I am a hermaphrodite.  Might not one of the regular female crew be a better choice?” 
 
   “I'll bet that he doesn't know what you are as yet and I reckon that you can see both sides far better than a female.  If a chakat can't draw him out, I don't know who could.  There's another factor you need to know, though.  The foxtaurs are matriarchal, socially speaking.  I think that he needs a more aggressive role-model, and you certainly are not a shy and retiring personality.” 
 
   Goldfur purred in amusement.  “Me, demure? I can't even imagine it! Okay, I'll do what I can.  I reckon that this could get interesting.” 
 
   “If our last voyage together is anything to go by, interesting would be quite an understatement,” Tom noted with a twinkle in his eyes.  
 
   Goldfur recalled their trysts whilst they had been travelling together.  The liaisons shi had with this homosexual human had definitely made it one of the more different affairs that shi ever had.  This trip was looking to be anything but dull.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The next few days, Goldfur and Garrek's schedules overlapped occasionally.  The foxtaur's shyness was still present, but at least he could hold a conversation.  Surprisingly, once he began talking, he proved to be quite a witty speaker.  In fact, once he even had hir rolling on the floor with laughter.  He seemed to be quite pleased with the reaction and was encouraged to try a few more jokes.  Goldfur was happy to see him coming out of his shell and urged him to talk about himself whenever an opportunity arose.  The more shi learned about him, the more shi liked.
 
   However, more urgent needs were beginning to press upon hir.  Shi had reached the peak of hir female cycle and had come into heat.  Shi could have taken measures, such as a special herbal brew, to repress hir urges, but shi preferred not to exercise that option, preferring to let nature take its course.  Fortunately, shi had an alternative.  Tom had surprised hir on the second day of their voyage at their next lunch break.  He was waiting for hir with another person already with him: a chakat with jet-black fur.  
 
   “Goldfur! Guess who I ran across? This is Midnight.  Shi is the commander of the scout team.” 
 
   Midnight got up and padded over to meet Goldfur.  “Hello, I am Chakat Midnight, child of Sharpears and Shorttail.  I'm very happy to meet you,” shi announced formally.  
 
   Goldfur was startled to see that shi had crystal blue eyes.  Golden-green colour was normal for most chakats, although shi had seen other shades.  However, this was practically unique.  Shi shook hirself out of hir fascinated gaze and returned the formality.  They then hugged each other in a typical chakat form of welcome, taking the opportunity to capture each other's scent and store it in their memories.  
 
   They settled themselves at the table with Tom.  “I really should have found out sooner whether there was another chakat aboard before this.  I usually check that out on the first day, but I found myself pre-occupied.” 
 
   “I only checked this morning,” replied Midnight.  “When I found out where you were, I checked with the Chief Engineer.  Tom informed me that he was meeting you for lunch, so I thought that this was the perfect opportunity to catch up with you.” 
 
   The three had a lively conversation, getting to know each other.  It turned out that Midnight had been assigned to this ship because it was Star Corps policy of having at least two chakats on a ship whenever possible.  This was so they could tend to their unique physical and emotional needs.  The trio continued meeting for lunch each day.  Midnight and Goldfur turned out not to have much in common and Goldfur didn't regard hir as a potential mate, but as shi was due to come into heat very soon, hir presence was very fortuitous.  Midnight's personality tended towards the masculine.  Although shi still remained as bisexual as the rest of hir species, given a choice, shi preferred to take the male role.  This suited Goldfur completely, but shi was pleased to see that Tom and Midnight seemed to be getting very interested in each other, hir masculine attitude appealing to the human's tastes.  
 
   The day shi came into heat, shi had to deal with a very strong desire for hir admittedly sexy foxtaur workmate.  After hir shift was completed, shi headed not for hir own cabin, but straight for Midnight's.  The door opened before shi could announce hir presence.  
 
   “I scented you coming.  Come in and we'll see what we can do about giving you some relief,” shi said with an anticipatory smile.  
 
   They went straight to hir sleep area, there being no need to say more.  This was one of a chakat's most basic needs and one of the reasons why at least two was the desired minimum number on a ship.  For the two days or so that shi was at peak fertility, the interaction with a lover was the best way of getting relief (other than getting pregnant) that could be provided, with appropriate contraception, of course.  Any chakat would always take this role for another, because not only was it so pleasant, but also of course the time would come when it was hir turn to seek relief.  Even more important though, chakats needed empathic interaction, and the time spent in close physical contact also gave them an intense empathic experience that kept them mentally healthy for a while.
 
   They spent a very enjoyable hour of mutual pleasuring together.  The only thing that Midnight avoided was straight unprotected copulation with Goldfur.  The two were not mated and Goldfur had no plans to raise a cub at this time.  However, this left many very acceptable alternatives.  By the time Goldfur kissed Midnight good-evening, shi was feeling much more relaxed.  Shi also felt hungry.  Shi hadn't eaten yet, and their activities had certainly been very energy intensive, so shi headed for the mess hall.  
 
   Shi found that Tom and some friends, including Garrek, were gathered at one of the bigger tables, drinking coffee and amiably chatting.  Shi brought hir meal over and joined them.  
 
   “Ho, Goldfur!” Tom greeted hir.  “You look a lot more settled than you did on afternoon shift.” 
 
   “Yes, a little stress relief, you know,” shi replied.  
 
   “Oh, right.” Tom realised immediately to what shi was referring.  “Let me know if I can help out there.  I can provide a service that Midnight can't.” 
 
   Goldfur grinned, remembering some of those services.  Because a human could not impregnate a chakat, there were no holds barred in their love-making.  “I'll remember that next time, thanks!” shi affirmed, then got stuck into hir meal.  
 
   The general conversation resumed.  Apparently Garrek had been re-telling one of his amusing stories.  Because shi had heard it before, Goldfur was able to finish hir meal quickly without having to pause to reply to anyone.  There was a huge round of laughter when Garrek gave the punch-line.  There were smiles on the faces of the people at nearby tables also.  Obviously, he had entertained a wider audience than he realised.  Shi was happy that he was now so relaxed around other people and shi hoped that he had gained a lot of self-confidence.  Then a voice spoke up from behind them.  
 
   “May I join you?” 
 
   It was a female voice that shi didn't recognise.  Shi turned to look at the newcomer and was surprised to find that it was a foxtaur vixen.  Two foxtaurs on a ship was slightly rarer than two chakats.  This one was wearing Security badges, which explained why shi hadn't met up with her so far.  Shi looked over to Garrek to see his reaction.  Shi sighed when shi realised that he had become flustered and turned-in on himself again.  “So much for progress,” shi thought.  
 
   The others had all invited the foxtaur to join them.  She told everyone how she had noticed Garrek amongst us and wanted to find out why he was on the crew.  She was not of his clan and knew nothing about his presence until now.  Her motivation for signing on was purely wanderlust.  Now it seemed that it was her eyes that were doing the wandering in Garrek's direction, but he had clammed up and had barely replied to any direct questions.  Goldfur wondered if this newcomer was going to be a help or a hindrance in drawing Garrek out, but definitely felt an air of competitiveness in regards to him.  Goldfur decided that shi would just have to let events take their course for now.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The next day, Goldfur spent the morning repairing a defective food replicator.  The faulty part was easily found and simply replacing it would cure the problem.  However, it took longer to find out why it had failed.  With something as important as a food replicator, you could not take chances.  It turned out to be a case of bad design.  Steam from hot food had been slowly corroding a relay that was protected insufficiently.  Shi wrote up hir report recommending modifications to all similar units, then headed off to the maintenance bays to see if Garrek required any assistance.  Shi found him working on the hydraulics of one of the battlemechs.  Apparently, an overenthusiastic trainee had managed to find a weak point in the armouring and wrecked the hydraulic servos in one of the legs.  In trying to compensate for the loss, the inexperienced pilot had inflicted secondary problems.  This was going to take all afternoon to repair and shi recommended that they take a break before tackling the job together.  Shi had other motives too, though.  Upon laying eyes on Garrek, hir hormone-charged system had immediately sent a wave of desire through hir.  Shi needed a bit of time to compose hirself in order to work unaffected.  
 
   After a relaxing break, they got stuck into the work.  Garrek finished opening all the leg cavities to get at the damaged components.  Goldfur worked from the mobile platform and sent diagnostic reports to him, then started re-calibrating the systems.  The shift was almost over when shi was finished.  Shi climbed down the steps to see how Garrek was doing.  
 
   “Have you got much left over to do?” shi asked him.  
 
   “Almost completed,” he replied.  “I'm just securing the last hydraulic compensator unit, then we can run the final checks on the lot.  There, done!” He turned to Goldfur in satisfaction.  
 
   Shi couldn't resist the urge to give him a congratulatory hug.  He had completed the job far faster than hir initial estimate.  
 
   He was both surprised and pleased with this intimacy.  Although he hadn't told anyone yet, he had a growing attraction for this unusual lady.  Her strong-willed and intelligent attitude towards him had made him do things that he thought he couldn't do.  His present social life was the best that it had ever been because of the confidence she instilled in him.  It had been shaken a bit last night when that vixentaur had joined the group, his old shyness crashing down upon him again; but with Goldfur, he no longer felt this way.  Indeed, he wanted to get to know her better.  He felt emboldened enough to return the hug and nuzzled her in thanks.  He smelled the mating scent on her, but it had little effect upon him.  He would not have minded if it had.  It might have urged him on to tell her how he felt about her.  
 
   He gently pulled out of the embrace, saying, “All we have to do now is power up the system to run the final performance check.  Could you go up and turn the power on?” 
 
   “Okay,” she replied.  She walked over to the stairs and bounded up them quickly.  He watched her fluid, graceful movements for a moment, then turned his attention to the hydraulic servos.  
 
   Rather than climbing into the cockpit, Goldfur reared up to put hir forepaws on the sill and leaned in to activate the mecha.  Garrek called out which systems to put through the test routines and shi kept an eye on the diagnostic board.  Everything passed with flying colours.  
 
   “All right, you can shut it down now.” He was smugly satisfied that all the repairs had worked flawlessly.  He turned to look up to where he could see Goldfur straddling the small gap between the work platform and the cockpit, and froze.  There under her belly, previously obscured from casual looks by the thick fur protecting it, was something that did not belong on his beautiful lady.  His mind reeled, struggling to comprehend.  There was no mistaking the sheath and what it implied, but he could not reconcile it with her obvious female aspects.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
   While he stood there dazed, Goldfur came down to help him replace the panels to finish the job.  “It's nice when everything goes as planned, isn't it?” shi said conversationally, then stopped when shi realised that he wasn't paying attention.  In fact, he looked to be utterly confused.  What had brought this on? Shi went to place hir hand on his arm to reassure him, only to have him jerk away.  
 
   “I...  I've g-got to go,” he stammered, then took off for the exit.  Goldfur watched him go, bewildered and unhappy.  Shi had no idea what had caused this but shi was hurt that he felt that he couldn't talk to hir.  
 
   Garrek headed straight for his cabin.  When the door had closed, he just stood there for a while, trying to think of what to do next.  He considered the facts: she was definitely female.  If her ample breasts weren't enough evidence, his nose could tell that she was a female in heat.  Her attitude toward him had been that of a vixen of his own species.  However, he certainly wasn't mistaken about the fact that she had a penis too and this he could not understand.  
 
   “Chakats,” he said aloud to himself.  “What do I really know about them, seeing as she is the first that I've ever met?” He moved to the computer terminal on his desk.  “Computer! Give me an overview on chakats, please.” 
 
   The screen lit up with a list of relevant articles and he chose one that seemed promising.  The screen displayed the title, “An Introduction To Chakats”, and he began to read.  
 
   A while later, he leaned back on his haunches, deep in thought.  Now he knew what she...  no, shi was and he was amazed.  He still did not know how he stood in relationship to hir and spent the evening pondering their interaction, both work and personal.  In the end, he decided to have an early night and sleep on it.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Goldfur had tossed up whether to track Garrek down and confront him about his problem, but decided that he had the right to try to deal with it himself first.  Hir shift was ending and shi had a rendezvous to keep.  Shi made hir way to the quarters of the chief engineer, having decided to take up his offer when shi saw him at lunch break.  Tom's door opened to show his smiling face.  
 
   “Come in!” he urged hir inside, “I've been looking forward to this all afternoon.” 
 
   “You have? Think about me having to control myself during my phase!” Shi took him in hir arms and they kissed long and thoroughly.  The two former bed-partners wanted to make up for the long time since the last time that they had been with each other.  
 
   Now some may wonder what a homosexual human would see in a furry of feminine aspect, but although even chakats couldn't fully explain it, their sexuality transcended all barriers and preferences.  Male or female, heterosexual or homosexual, human or morph, it did not matter to the chakats and they appealed to all.  Perhaps it was the amount of honest love that they had for their partners that made chakats so universally desirable.  Tom regarded their little trysts as a refreshing change of pace and genuinely enjoyed spending the night in Goldfur's arms.  
 
   Tom disrobed to show that his member was willing and able to do its task.  Their first coupling was without further foreplay.  Shi had the need and he was only too willing to fulfil it.  With practiced ease, he mounted hir, driving himself into hir hot depths.  Shi sighed in pleasure as he stoked the flames of desire within hir.  They moved as one, their ecstasy rapidly building.  Goldfur was already primed by a day of unrelieved sexual need and came to climax quickly, while Tom had spent an afternoon in anticipation and was only moments behind.  Goldfur's yowls of incredible pleasure were joined by Tom's roar upon orgasm.  Then the two panting lovers just laid together, sharing each other's warmth.  
 
   After a while, Goldfur said, “It's time for me to return the favour now, isn't it?” 
 
   He smiled in assent and moved into a comfortable position on his hands and knees.  Goldfur straddled him and proceeded to mount him.  Shi took hir time and gently began to insert hir cock into his anus.  A chakat's penis is larger in proportion to their greater body mass.  Unsheathed, it was only slightly longer, but about 50% thicker than the average human's and shi did not want to cause him any harm.  Shi carefully eased hir entire length into him before starting the long sensual stroking that he so enjoyed from all his lovers.  This was not Goldfur's preferred form of having sex, but with him, it was right and good.  Intimately joined, they built themselves up to climax again and again.  
 
   
  
 

The time for haste was over.  Goldfur's needs had been relieved and the lovers could now spend long periods exploring and pleasuring each other.  It was late in the evening before the two stepped out for a late meal.  Then Goldfur kissed him goodnight and went back to hir own cabin to shower and get some much-needed sleep.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The next morning, when shi woke up, shi immediately realised that the sexual tension had abated.  Hir heat cycle was over and shi was pleased that things could get back to normal again.  Shi could now concentrate on what was bothering Garrek and was determined to resolve it today, if he hadn't already done so.  Shi entered the maintenance bay with a little trepidation, only to find that he had beaten hir there and had enough time to replace all the panels left there yesterday.  He was just tightening the fasteners on the last one.  
 
   Garrek only noticed Goldfur when shi announced hir presence with a “Good Morning”.  He still hadn't decided how he was going to deal with the situation until he turned to look at hir.  There was his beautiful lady with a look of concern on hir face.  Suddenly it was all clear to him.  Here was someone who cared for him, liked him for what he was and enjoyed being with him.  He also knew that he still cared for hir and wanted hir around.  He felt good while shi was with him and he wanted that feeling to last.  His face lit up with a smile.  “Goldfur! It is a good morning, isn't it?” He bounded up to hir and gave hir a quick hug.  
 
   Shi finally relaxed and returned the hug.  “So, are you going to tell me what happened yesterday?” shi asked hesitantly.  
 
   Garrek didn't react as shi expected.  Instead, he looked embarrassed.  “I found out something about you yesterday that shocked me at the time,” he admitted.  “Something that isn't very obvious unless you happen to be at a certain vantage point.” 
 
   “Vantage point?” thought Goldfur; “What does he mean? He was down in the pit and looking up towards me when it happened.  What did he see that he hadn't before? There was only...  oh no.  Shi had forgotten to get around to telling him about being a hermaphrodite.  In high female phase, shi had only been relating to him on that basis and he had been totally unprepared to find out about hir true nature.  “You found out that I'm part male and you freaked out?” shi asked him.  
 
   “Yes, it's true,” he admitted with shame.  “I didn't understand what was going on and didn't know how to deal with it.  Last night, I read up on your species and now I comprehend, but until I saw you this morning, I didn't know how I would react to coming face to face with you again.  Now I do know.  Goldfur, I haven't been this happy in a long time and it's you that have made me this way.  I don't want to spoil it ever and I'm sorry for any hurt that I caused you by my actions yesterday.  Will you forgive me?” His voice was pleading by this stage.  
 
   Goldfur took his hands in hirs to re-assure him.  “Of course, if you will forgive me for not preparing you about my nature.” 
 
   “Done!” He then hesitated, then thought to himself; “You might as well say it now.  You will never get a better time.” He braced himself, then looked hir in the eyes, and said, “I love you, Goldfur.” There, he had said it.  He had just told someone he'd known for only a few days, something he had wondered if he would tell any vixen, let alone someone not of his own species.  He wondered how shi was going to react.  He was overwhelmed by hir response when it came.  
 
   Shi threw hir arms around him and hugged him until his ribs protested.  “Oh Garrek, you don't know how much that means to me! We chakats know very quickly when we have found a suitable mate and I have been doing my best to help build your self-confidence while we've been together.  I wanted you to achieve your full potential, but most of all, I just wanted you.  The time I was in heat and working with you was the hardest of my life.  I had to discipline myself not to throw myself at you.  I love you too, dear one!” 
 
   Garrek nearly collapsed in hir arms with relief.  He had made possibly the hardest decision of his life and won the heart of the one for whom he had come to care so much.  Then an adrenaline rush hit and he bounded up and started bouncing around yipping with joy.  He whipped off his jacket and started whirling it about his head in sheer exuberance.  
 
   Goldfur watched him with a grin on hir face.  “Wow! When he comes out of his shell, he goes all the way,” shi thought.  “Hmmm, this gives me a delicious idea.  I really shouldn't do it, but I can't resist any more.” Shi took off hir shin guards, then hir jacket and finally, shi released hir hair from its usual ponytail.  Shi wanted to feel fully free for what shi was about to do.  
 
   Shi intercepted the still jubilant foxtaur who softly collided with hir, their meeting cushioned by hir proud breasts.  His eyes locked onto hir bare chest, widening with surprise.  Shi put hir hands on his waist to pull him in closer, while he was automatically back-pedalling.  Shi held him firmly and steadied him, then said, “Have you ever done it in a battlemech?” with a wicked grin on hir face.  
 
   “You don't know what you are saying, Goldfur.  You’re in heat and letting your hormones do the talking,” Garrek protested.  
 
   “No, I'm out of oestrus now.  You would realise that if you paid more attention to your nose.  This is just me talking, a chakat in love.  I want you, and I want you now!” 
 
   Garrek stood there, letting his eyes rove over hir gorgeous form, his mind full of wonder that this beautiful person wanted him.  For the first time in his life, Garrek decided to do something outrageous and chose to accept hir offer.  “No, I haven't done it in a battlemech.  Have you?” he asked knowing full well what the answer would be.  
 
   “I haven't either.  Shall we find out what it is like?” 
 
   Garrek merely smiled his agreement and disengaged himself from hir grasp.  Shi took his hand and they walked together up the steps to the cockpit of one of the mecha unencumbered by maintenance equipment.  Although there was plenty of room for the Quange pilot, the two found it to be a tight fit, but they didn't mind being forced into such close proximity.  They started to kiss, their hands and paws roamed over the other's body, touching, caressing, and getting to know their lover.  Their tongues washed their partner's face-fur, tasting each other.  
 
   Garrek had been without a partner for too long.  He needed hir now.  His erection had grown rapidly and was pressed firmly against hir warm, sensuous body.  He had briefly felt the presence of hir own penis too, but no longer cared.  He shifted himself behind hir, a trifle awkwardly because of their cramped conditions, Shi pivoted on hir ultra supple waist to keep kissing him for as long as possible.  Shi moved hir tail aside, inviting him in.  He did so with joy.  He slid smoothly into hir, eliciting a moan of pleasure from hir and sending a thrill through his whole body.  He settled in on top of hir to be in as close contact with hir as possible.  Shi took his hands and placed them on hir breasts.  He took the hint and fondled them lovingly, teasing hir nipples until they were as hard as possible.  He felt the reaction to the pleasure he was giving hir as a shudder passed through hir from top to tail-tip.  He then started to draw back, then thrust himself into hir again.  He picked up the rhythm.  Little mews of ecstasy kept escaping hir lips.  He began to growl as the pressure built up within him until he could bear it no more.  
 
   “Goldfur my love, here I come!” he gasped out.  
 
   “Yes, fill me with your seed and your love!” shi panted in reply, hir orgasm imminent.  He intensified his efforts and felt the onrush of his climax.  He pumped until he felt that shi would overflow.  His growls were joined by hir yowls of joy as shi achieved consummation with him.  Their cries celebrated the fulfilment of their love.  
 
   Garrek collapsed next to hir, his energy happily spent for the moment.  Shi snuggled up to him, hir eyes closed, just enjoying being with him.  Shi was purring.  He didn't know that chakats could do that, but he liked the sensation.  
 
   They just laid there for a while, enjoying the afterglow and their lover's presence.  Then another's voice was heard.  
 
   “A-HEMM!”
 
   Garrek looked up to see the vixentaur security guard glaring down at them.  “Oh my God!” he started to panic.  “How are we going to explain this?” was all he could think of.  
 
   Goldfur was unperturbed, still holding Garrek possessively.  The guard was somewhat aggrieved though.  She had heard the most incredible commotion coming from the maintenance bay and had come to investigate.  She had been very surprised by what she had found, and more than a little annoyed to find the tod, on whom she had designs, entwined in the arms of another.  There was nothing more she could do about that, so she resorted to officiousness.  
 
   “Break it up, you two.  You are going on report for this.  You can't be having sex on your work shift, and in a battlemech at that.  Now get out of there!” 
 
   Goldfur reluctantly agreed that she had a point and disentangled hirself from Garrek.  Shi then reassured hir upset lover and led the way to their discarded clothing.  They both donned their jackets to satisfy propriety and then did their best to straighten their dishevelled fur, all under the watchful eyes of the irate foxtaur vixen.  
 
   “You can go now,” Goldfur informed her.  “We won't be doing this again.” 
 
   “I won't ignore this,” she insisted.  “I will be writing up a full report on this incident.” 
 
   “And so you should,” Goldfur agreed, swiftly cutting off any further objections.  “It's time we got to work.  Come on Garrek, let's finish this job.” Thereafter, shi ignored the guard, encouraging Garrek to do likewise.  She left them, fuming because there wasn't anything else she could do about the situation.  
 
   The moment that she had gone, Garrek said to Goldfur, “What are we going to do now?” 
 
   “You worry too much, dear heart.  It isn't the end of the world yet.  Now think about what we have just achieved and let those happy thoughts carry you through the day.” 
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Goldfur stood in the captain's office, having been summoned there that afternoon.  
 
   “What am I going to do with you?” the captain asked.  “No, never mind.  It was a rhetorical question.  Chakats have always had a great deal of leeway on starships.  They have always been a good example, hard working, caring, and a positive influence on morale.  However, you have stretched that leeway to the limit.  You are officially admonished and warned not to do it again.  
 
   Then he relaxed and smiled.  “You are also officially commended on achieving what all the experts at the academy had failed to do.  Engineer Garrek is potentially one of the most talented people ever to join the corps.  Unfortunately, his introverted nature was a stumbling block, and nothing that the psychs at the academy did had significantly changed this.  However, in just a few days in your presence, he has opened up and become, not just socially active, but also a popular person to chat with.  How did you do it?” 
 
   Goldfur gave him a happy smile.  “I knew that I had found my mate.  I know that it sounds trite, but it was because I had fallen in love with him that I was able to reach him so quickly.  I'm sure that he sensed this without knowing it.  His self-image was improved and he gained the confidence to start dealing with people.  From there it just snowballed.” Shi paused for a moment, a thought occurring to hir.  “I have a question for you sir, if you don't mind?” 
 
   “Go ahead.” 
 
   “Did you deliberately pair us up?” 
 
   It was the captain's turn to smile.  “Very perceptive of you.  Yes we did, although we didn't anticipate the, shall we say, whole-hearted response.  Your profiles showed that you were suitable work-partners and chakats have always been catalysts, so we gave it a try.  Now it seems that we didn't just gain an engineer, but a paired team, and it's about time that team got back to work, don't you think?” 
 
   “Yes, sir!” 
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   “So, what happened to you, Garrek,” I asked.  
 
   “I was given the equivalent of a slap on the wrist and told not to let such activities interfere with my work.  I was puzzled then about why they hadn't said any more, but now I realise that they didn't want to undo any of the good that Goldfur had done.” 
 
   One of the young cubs, with black fur on hir lower body speckled with flecks of white fur, spoke up.  “Is that when you got pregnant, Goldfur?” 
 
   “No, Starshine.  As I said, I was no longer in heat.  Besides, that was right near the beginning of the voyage.  I didn't fall pregnant until much later.” 
 
   “Tell us about it!” shi demanded excitedly.  
 
   “Not yet,” interjected Desertsand.  “Lunch is ready now.  You can continue later.” 
 
   There was a general surge in the general direction of the kitchen.  I hung back to let the hungry cubs have first go.  Goldfur and Garrek got up and shi put hir arm about his waist.  I overheard hir ask him tenderly, “Shall we continue the story, my gorgeous fox?” 
 
   He replied, “Always and forever, my beautiful lady.” 
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   The cubs who had led the charge on the midday feast, got the privilege of ‘volunteering’ to clean up afterwards.  We decided to move our gathering outdoors because, the day that started out grey and frosty, had turned into one of those beautiful mid-winter afternoons.  The sun gave some welcome warmth and cheer to the forest clearing that was our backyard.  
 
   The remaining cubs and several adults started a ball game.  A full stomach in addition to a pregnant belly restrained me from joining in.  As pleased as I was to have twins, they were already proving to be somewhat of a burden at times.  I often wondered how two-legged females coped as they did.  Our four-legged stance enabled us to carry the unborn with relative ease.  I let out an 'oomph' as I lowered myself into a comfortable position beside Goldfur.  
 
   “Serves you right for trying to outdo me,” shi said to me with a grin.  
 
   “Believe me, I won't try to do it again,” I replied with sincerity.  
 
   One of my aunts, called Silverpelt for hir wonderful silvery grey fur, asked, “How are they affecting your work now?” 
 
   I replied, “I have been able to do everything I normally do up until now, but I won't be doing any arduous field trips any more until after their birth.  What about you, Goldfur?  Are you having any difficulties?” 
 
   “No.  In fact, this pregnancy has been totally normal despite the sire being a foxtaur.  Garrek and I will be taking on another short tour of duty with a starship crew and plan to be back two or three weeks before I'm due.  I'll take it easier from then on.” 
 
   Silverpelt said, “Then Forestwalker will have hir cubs a few weeks later.” 
 
   “Not quite,” Goldfur denied, “It will be more like a couple of days.” 
 
   “But you told us that you conceived about a month before Forest did.  Which is correct?” 
 
   “Both.” Goldfur laughed at the confusion shi had caused, but let them off the hook quickly.  “One of the odd things about working in space is that you spend a lot of time just travelling to and from distant destinations.  Much of this is spent under FTL drive, but there is still much done at near-light speed in normal space.  That's when we are subject to relativity and at high relativistic speeds, time slows down for us.  Forest is actually catching up to me because my pregnancy is stretching out a few weeks longer by your time measurement.  I estimate that after this trip, we will be a few days apart at most.” 
 
   “Amazing, but convenient.  We will be able to arrange a birthing party for both of you then.” 
 
   “Yes, it would be lovely to be able to celebrate the coming into the world of all our cubs at one time.” 
 
   Just then, Garrek came over and plonked himself down next to Goldfur, panting a bit from his exertions.  “Darned chakats and their prehensile tails,” he grumbled good-naturedly.  “Those slippery limbs keep stealing the ball from me!” 
 
   We laughed at that.  The game that they were playing was a unique mixture of football and 'keepings-off'.  Almost anything goes in that game, short of violence.  Garrek was definitely at a disadvantage there.  
 
   Goldfur put hir arm around him and gave him a cuddle saying, “Don't worry, I'll still love you, even if you aren't a great star player.” 
 
   I interjected, “Just think how Kris must feel.  He has to try to keep up with only two legs to get him around.” 
 
   “I don't know how he does it,” Garrek admitted.  “He has got to be one of the fittest people that I have ever met.” 
 
   “He's always been very fit, but I think that trying to keep up with a chakat life-mate helps keep him on his toes.  Although, I think he's just about reached his limit now.” I witnessed him make a point for his team, then stop to pant for a while.  He gave a sign to indicate that he was quitting the game and headed over towards us.  He sat down next to me and I pulled him over to hug him and said, “My hero!” 
 
   He grinned and said, “What I go through to win the heart of my fair mate!” He was already breathing easily, a testament to his fitness, so I gave him a long kiss as a reward.  Then we just enjoyed being together for a few minutes whilst conversation flowed around us.  Then he asked, “Speaking of mates, have you seen Trina lately?” 
 
   “I saw her having a cuddle with Midnight a little earlier,” I replied.  “I think that they are glad to see each other again but I think it's also because shi is coming into season and is looking for a little bit of the stress relief Goldfur talked about earlier.  I think you should go see Midnight later too and offer your services.” 
 
   Kris gave a deep sigh, drooping his ears and said melodramatically, “The things that I have to do for my mate.  Okay, it's a sacrifice, but I'll do it.” 
 
   I swatted him for hamming it up so much.  
 
   “Ouch! See the abuse that I have to put up with?” he protested to my sister.  
 
   “How you must suffer,” Goldfur agreed.  
 
   “Keep it up and I'll be forced to kiss you again,” I threatened.  
 
   Kris couldn't keep a straight face any more.  He burst out laughing, his tail flicking mischievously, and said, “Better yet, I'll kiss you first, my love.” He proceeded to do so and very thoroughly too.  I decided to forgive him.  
 
   The game started breaking up.  It was one of those perpetual games with no winners or losers.  Some players would switch sides next time they started.  It was all done just for the fun of it, so no one was keeping score.  Everyone started grouping together again for some lazy conversation and it wasn't long before Starshine came over and asked, “Are you going to tell us the rest of your story now?” 
 
   Goldfur replied, “I think it's Garrek's turn to speak now.  After all, he knows as much as I do and I think we'd all like to hear things from his perspective for a change.” 
 
   There was a chorus of agreement.  “Okay, okay,” agreed Garrek.  “You've talked me into it.  Now where were we...” 
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   “Good morning, my love!” 
 
   I opened my eyes to see the face of my beautiful lady on the pillow next to mine.  It was almost too good to be true, waking up with the one that I loved after an evening of celebration.  Right then, I felt that all was right with the universe and I didn't want a single thing to change.  “A very good morning it is, Goldfur.” I reached over to pull hir over to me to give hir a kiss.  Shi responded with enthusiasm, but shi was also the first to break and bring me down to earth.  
 
   It's time that we got up, Garrek.  It's important that we don't have any more incidents so soon after our little affair.” 
 
   I sighed, but shi was right.  I needed to go back to my cabin to get a fresh uniform too.  We got up together and Goldfur headed for the bathroom, saying, “I'll meet you in the mess hall for breakfast.  We need to discuss some things.” 
 
   “Right, I'll be there soon.  
 
   It didn't take me long to freshen up and I certainly had quite an appetite, so I made it to the mess hall fairly quickly.  Goldfur was only moments behind me and we went together to a table carrying our meals.  We both were ravenous and ate in silence for a short while, then Goldfur said, “The captain said to me that he had gained a mated team.  I think that he is right and we should take advantage of that and apply for a change in status.  We could continue working together on a regular basis then and we would be eligible for other benefits.  A larger, shared cabin is the first thing that comes to mind.” 
 
   “It would make more sense than travelling between cabins,” I agreed, “And anything that will give me more time with you is a great idea.” 
 
   “Thank you, dear.  I like that idea too.” Shi gave me that joyous smile of hirs that I liked so much.  
 
   We did not have duties that enabled us to work together that morning, but at our lunch break, we submitted our form for status amendment.  We proudly wrote our names as declared mates and added our request for upgraded facilities.  Only then did we head off to have our meal.  We had only just sat down to eat when our communicators announced a message for us.  “Status amendment approved.  Please see Lieutenant Forbes after your shift for details of new facilities.” 
 
   I looked at Goldfur.  Shi shrugged and said, “It seems that we were anticipated.” 
 
   It suited me.  This gave unspoken approval for our union and would mean that our being together would not be a problem.  The meal that I ate that lunchtime never tasted so good.  
 
   The trip to the planet code named RDP2 took us 35 days all up.  In the time between our mating and arrival, Goldfur and I worked together almost constantly, then our evenings were spent arm-in-arm while socialising or in more intimate contact in our bed.  In those days, we learned much about each other and shi forewarned me about chakat customs for when we got back home.  
 
   One thing that I noticed was how hir male/female cycle affected hir.  It was definitely an unusual feeling for me to observe how hir interactions with hir friends changed subtly.  It still caught me by surprise the first time that shi eyed a pretty female in my presence.  I was determined not to be bothered by that.  I knew how it was going to be and hir affections towards me never wavered.  I was still wondering how I deserved such a wonderful mate even at the height of hir male cycle.  
 
   A most important milestone in our sexual relationship came at that time.  We were making love as we had done every night since first mating.  I had mounted hir and we were enjoying a relaxed and lengthy coupling, when shi said, “Garrek, my dearest love, would you do something special for me?” 
 
   “Anything,” I replied, “Just name it.” 
 
   “I am now at the peak of my male cycle and I have needs.  I am truly enjoying our joining but I would find it even better if you could do one more thing.  I know that this might be hard for you, but I would like it if you could stroke my sheath.  Just put your forepaw on it and give me the pleasure of your touch.” 
 
   I had known that something like this would happen one day, but I had put off thinking about it because I really did not know how I would react when it did.  It turned out that I was strangely excited.  I had never had the slightest inclination towards males and never considered such sexual activity, but here was my bisexual mate who had lovingly requested this of me and I had no qualms about trying to please hir.  My only hesitation was due to my inexperience.  Without withdrawing from hir, I reached down wit h my right forepaw and put it on hir sheath.  I heard hir intake of breath as I touched hir and felt the quiver of a reaction there.  I immediately felt the beginnings of an erection.  As I slowly stroked my cock within hir, so I also urged hir penis from its sheath.  Then I gently started pleasuring hir cock directly.  Shi moaned in delight and I could not help but get excited myself at making hir feel so good.  This went on for some minutes, then I felt the tensing with which I was more familiar.  Shi was coming to male orgasm and this was turning me on tremendously.  Hir incipient climax was stimulating mine and then we both started bucking reflexively.  I growled in pleasure as I came, but it was Goldfur's yowls of ecstasy that really reverberated through the room.  God, this had to be the best orgasm we have had together yet.  Finally, we were done.  We were both panting, but Goldfur looked absolutely spent.  I was concerned, so I asked hir, “Are you okay my love?” 
 
   Shi gave me a dreamy smile and replied, “Never better, dear.  That was even better than I had dared hope.  Thank you so much for this, you have made me a very satisfied lover.” 
 
   “But you look exhausted,” I protested.  
 
   “I am.  Don't you realise what happened?  You did such a good job that you gave me a double orgasm.  Both my male and female sides came to climax simultaneously.  That is pleasure that borders on overload and leaves us very drained.  However, this is the ultimate in love-making for us and we strive for it whenever possible.  As I said, you have been an excellent lover and I couldn't ask for anything more.  Now just lie with me my love and let me just bask in your presence.” 
 
   What male could not be proud of giving his mate ultimate satisfaction.  This had been the best sexual experience of my life and I wanted to revel in the memory of it too.  I snuggled up to my mate and we put our arms about each other and enjoyed just being together.  We drifted off to sleep together that way knowing that all was right in the universe.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   In the days that led up to our arrival, we continued making love each night, each time learning something new about each other.  Goldfur didn't feel the need to see anybody else and it seemed that Midnight's needs were being attended to by Tom, whom shi had taken to be with whenever possible.  I knew that there would be times when the two chakats would need their own kind, but I was pleased that Goldfur was still satisfied with just me so far.  
 
   We were now officially assigned as a mated team.  Our skills being complementary, we were almost always given the tasks that required at least two personnel.  Those days spent working together were amongst the happiest of my life and the time spent getting to our destination just flew by.  Finally we dropped out of hyperspace and coasted at near light-speed through the star system.  This part of the journey could have been done under warp also, but we were able to do more effective system scans in normal space.  Because we needed time to collate and analyse the results, it did not matter that we could have done that portion of the journey much faster.  Therefore, we spent a few days under minimal power before we started decelerating for our rendezvous with planet RDP2.  
 
   These were very busy days for us.  We got the updated data about the planet at a briefing that involved all the department heads and personnel who would be working planet-side.  This was a very recently discovered world which showed a moderate amount of promise.  It was a young planet, geologically speaking.  There was a large degree of volcanism still, but not enough to prove a problem.  The atmosphere was quite dense and had an adequate oxygen level.  Surface gravity was only about 0.8G, which allowed the luxuriant plant growth to grow to outstanding heights.  Unfortunately, much of the land surface was either rocky or swampy.  An initial team of planetary surveyors and assessors had been left there a few months ago to determine its viability as an agricultural planet or whether there were any exploitable resources.  
 
   We were bringing fresh supplies and relief workers.  The tasks that Goldfur and I were expected to perform were the repairs and maintenance of the teams' equipment.  The survey teams were scattered over several promising sites which meant that we would have to shuttle between them and the main landing site.  Matter transporter would be used to do the bulk movement of supplies from the ship to the surface depot.  From there, it would be distributed to where it was most needed.  This would be done mostly by shuttle because the ship would be away for a couple of weeks doing more in-depth exploration of this solar system.  
 
   When it came for us to go down to the planet, I was feeling extremely excited.  This would be only the second strange new world that I would stand on, and the first had been an already developed world.  This promised to be something vastly different.  The ship transported us to the surface.  It was a bit of a let-down to realise that we were inside an ordinary-looking building, but this was soon dispelled when we stepped out the door.  The view was magnificent.  The landing site was set up in a natural clearing in the midst of unspoiled forest, a sparkling lively stream flowing down one side and pouring over some rapids before plunging back into the forest.  Not too far away, the trees could be seen climbing the sides of a low mountain range.  The air was rich with scents and pleasantly warm and the lighter gravity was putting quite a spring in my step.  All up, it was good to be alive and on this beautiful world with my new mate.  
 
   A weathered looking man with an engaging smile stepped up to us and said, “You must be the maintenance team that I was told to expect.  Glad to meet you.  I'm Gareth Hunt, chief of operations here.” 
 
   We introduced ourselves and then Goldfur asked, “How did you know that we were the maintenance team?” 
 
   “Tom told me to look out for the most unusual pair of engineers coming down this shift.  I thought you most easily fit that description.” 
 
   I smiled and replied, “Not a particularly difficult guess then.  So we have to get our assignments from you?” 
 
   “Yes, and believe me, we've got plenty to keep you occupied for quite a while.  This world is nice to look at, but rather hard on equipment.  Come over to our magnificent base of operations and we'll start handing out your chores.” 
 
   The “magnificent” building was actually just another of the sturdy and functional huts that had been erected for the duration of the survey.  As we entered, we almost bumped into Midnight on hir way out.  
 
   Goldfur stopped for a moment to say, “You got down here quickly, Midnight.” 
 
   Shi grinned and replied, “After being stuck with little to do for so long, I'm eager to get out on a scouting expedition.  My team and I will be gone very soon.  I won't be seeing you for several days, but I hope you enjoy this new world.  You know I will!” 
 
   “Have a safe journey then, Midnight.” Goldfur gave hir a parting hug and let hir depart.  We walked over to the desk behind which Gareth had sat waiting for us.  We sat ourselves on our haunches as he handed over a sheaf of print-outs.  
 
   “We have a few very important repairs that need to be done here first.  The rest of the maintenance and non-urgent work will be done after you have done the rounds of the field teams.  The lists show you who most desperately requires your services.  When you have completed the tasks here, I will assign a shuttle to you.  Let me know in advance any special equipment you need or stocks that you want to withdraw and I'll have it loaded and ready to go when you are.  I've included some maps to this area and a layout for the base buildings.” 
 
   He stopped to dig out a couple of communicators from his drawer.  “These comms are linked to the base computer.  Your ship comms will be useless while it is gone and these ones will be able to guide you around to various worksites and camp facilities.  I was told that you were a mated pair and you have been assigned a cabin to which your comm can point the way.” He leaned back into his chair and grinned.  “I admit that I was a bit surprised to realise that a chakat and a foxtaur were mated, but I must say that you make a nice couple.  Welcome to Pounds' World.” 
 
   “Thank you, Chief,” I said.  
 
   “Just call me Gareth, please.  I'm only 'Chief' to any of my staff that get into trouble.” He got up and indicated that we should go outside.  “I'll introduce you to some of the others, then you can get to work.” 
 
   We went to the largest building at the site where all the heavy equipment was stored.  There we met several staff who handled the day to day running of the camp.  Most were humans but there was a leopard morph who handled security and a petite squirrel femme called Miki who apparently was the base jack-of-all-trades.  Her small size enabled her to get at equipment that we had to disassemble to access.  We were told that there was a wolf morph who was an analyst at the base laboratory and several more on the various field teams.  
 
   For the rest of that day, we got stuck into the repairs that had been awaiting our arrival.  Miki, showed us the equipment that was beyond her ability to fix and then helped us do the work.  She had a razor sharp mind and I was betting that she was soaking up all the things that she was learning while watching us.  Her wit was sharp too and she kept us entertained with a steady supply of jokes.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   The day passed swiftly, then Miki told us it was time to quit.  We had been rather caught up in our work and hadn't noticed the time.  Goldfur and I headed for our cabin, guided by our comms.  There we found all the belongings that we had chosen to take with us already placed inside.  We cleaned up, brushed our fur and left for the mess hall.  Like many such, this was also the focal point of social life at the base and we chatted with the local crew for many hours.  They told us about various discoveries that had been made so far, although nothing truly exceptional so far had been found.  Of course the biologists disagreed and said that this world was full of exciting new life-forms, which was the start of a big debate on just what constituted a significant discovery.  
 
   Goldfur eventually pleaded tiredness.  Chakats tended to need more sleep than the average person, but I was feeling worn out too.  We said our goodnights and left for our cabin.  Gareth mentioned as we passed, “Don't forget that these cabins aren't as soundproof as your regular rooms.” 
 
   Goldfur grinned and thanked him, adding with a wink, “I don't plan to test its limits tonight.” 
 
   As we walked under a sky full of alien constellations, I remarked, “There's someone who's familiar with your kind, I think.” 
 
   My mate giggled and agreed, “Yes, as a species, we tend to be vociferous in our love-making.  Hmmm, I wonder if he's ever dallied with a chakat?” 
 
   “Only a few days and shi is already bored with me,” I said in my best melodramatic fashion.  
 
   “Well there's only so much absolute pleasure I can cope with,” shi countered.  
 
   “In that case, may I suggest spending a few totally dull moments just sitting together under the stars?” 
 
   “That sounds wonderfully boring,” shi agreed.  
 
   We wandered over to a clear grassy area in full view of the brilliantly clear night sky and settled down together.  I put my arm around hir waist and drew hir against me.  Shi put hir head on my shoulder, wrapped hir long tail about mine and we both leaned back to look at the alien constellations.  This was the fulfilment of a dream for me.  A new world with strange and exciting things to learn and someone with whom to share the experience.  I felt the gentle rumble of my mate's purr start up and together we enjoyed the mild evening’s magic.
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   ******************************
 
    
 
   “Rise and shine!” 
 
   I woke with a start, disorientated for a moment.  There was a human security officer standing in front of us and, as Goldfur stirred in my arms, I realised that we had fallen asleep together out there in the open.  Our fur had kept us comfortable during the pleasant weather of the night.  
 
   “Er...  what time is it?” I asked.  
 
   “0600 hours and time for breakfast!” he grinned at us.  “I saw you two there on my patrols last night, but I didn't have the heart to disturb you.  I trust that you had a pleasant rest?” 
 
   We started getting up, a bit stiffly at first.  Goldfur spoke up, “Well, the grass isn't my first choice for a mattress, but I wouldn't trade last night for a dozen nights in a bed!” 
 
   “I will have to try it sometime, but right now, it's the end of my shift and I'm hungry.  Care to join me?” 
 
   It sounded good to us, so we headed straight for the mess hall.  I brushed off a few leaves that were clinging to our fur.  “We will have to make it a fairly quick one.  Both of us are going to have to clean up a bit before going on duty.” 
 
   We had a brief but enjoyable meal in the company of Brett, the security officer.  We promised to get together for a more leisurely dinner sometime, then headed to the cabin we didn't reach last night.  We grabbed our toiletries and fresh uniforms and headed for the communal bathing facilities.  Because they were set up with morph personnel in mind, we were able to have showers and quickly dry ourselves off in time to start our shift promptly.  
 
   We were able to finish the balance of the urgent repairs by mid afternoon and we spent the remainder going over the requirements for the work we would be doing at the survey sites.  I took the lists to Gareth who promised to have everything ready for departure first thing the next morning.  He gave me an authorisation for the use of one of the ship's shuttles and advised me to check it out and get any personal items in it that we would want for the weeks that we would be absent.  “Sergeant Taleta is the person to see.  She is in charge of the shuttles and communications with the away teams.” 
 
   “Taleta?”  She was the foxtauress security guard who had come upon Goldfur and me after we had made love in the battlemech.  Relations with her had been rather strained since then.  
 
   “Yes.  I was surprised to find out that she and you weren't involved.” 
 
   “I only met her several days after meeting Goldfur.  I can't say that we really hit it off, and when she found out about my involvement with Goldfur, well, she really didn't take it very gracefully.” 
 
   “I see.” Gareth thought for a moment then said, “I'm afraid that you won't be able to avoid dealing with her for a while.  Keeping tabs on you is her responsibility.  I will call you up regularly anyway so that you can keep that to a minimum.” 
 
   “Thanks.  I had better get this over with now, I suppose.  We'll check in with you before we depart.” 
 
   I used my comm to locate Taleta, then made my way straight to her.  Shi was sitting behind an operations desk, her attention on something on her monitor.  Shi looked up and her expression hardened.  “What is it you want?” she asked coldly.  
 
   “I'm here to get a shuttle checked out.” This wasn't going to be a very comfortable situation.  I didn't want any hard feelings between us, but it seemed that she was determined to carry a chip on her shoulder.  I didn't understand why she had to be this way.  I barely knew her and I had never made any expressions of interest to her.  All I could think of was that she could not accept that I'd prefer the company of a chakat to a female of my own species.  I handed over my authorisation chit and she took it and processed it without speaking further.  
 
   After keeping me waiting for as long as possible, she then said, “You have been assigned shuttle 12.  Report when you are going to depart and when you arrive.” She then turned her attention back to her monitor and proceeded to ignore me.  I took the hint and left immediately.  Goldfur and I had plenty of time to load the shuttle with all the supplies and we were ready well before the end of the normal quitting time.  There was no point in departing then, so we went back to the base's maintenance shed and helped Miki with some of the less urgent repairs.  
 
   The base threw a party that evening.  They had little excuse for social events usually, but the presence of so many new faces was a good enough reason for them.  We had a very pleasant evening.  Goldfur coaxed me to tell a few humorous stories and we talked ourselves hoarse with our new friends.  We didn't make too late a night of it, as we wanted to get off to a prompt start in the morning.  After a kiss and a cuddle, we finally got to sleep in the cabin bed, which was certainly more comfortable than a patch of grass.  
 
   The next morning, we had an early breakfast, said goodbye to Gareth and departed without any fuss.  We headed at a leisurely pace to the campsite of the team whose equipment most needed urgent repairs.  Goldfur took the controls saying, “This is the best opportunity to have a look around.  Seeing as you haven't been anywhere like this before, you can concentrate on sight-seeing.” I agreed without argument and spent the trip with my eyes glued to the viewport.  This was a beautiful world.  There was plenty of lush growth everywhere from the rain forests to the swamps.  Only the high peaks were devoid of trees, but even there, life continued to cling tenaciously.  The journey seemed to pass in no time whatsoever.  
 
   The next few days were spent going from camp to camp, repairing when we could, replacing when it was beyond our ability to fix in the field.  We met many interesting characters along the way and spent many fascinating hours listening to some of their exploits.  The nights we spent in the shuttle, comfortable and safe from indigenous nasties.  Each night we made love, buoyed up by the enjoyment each day was bringing us.  When Goldfur came back into heat.  
 
   All day, Goldfur was in a touchy-feely mood.  I enjoyed hir attentions but I had to wonder how it was going to affect us when we went to bed.  The time came and for a little while, little unusual happened.  I was enjoying hir mating scent which did not induce an overwhelming desire within me to mate with hir, but instead heightened the excitement of being together.  Then shi pulled away from me a bit to look at me squarely and said, “How do you feel about having a cub?” 
 
   “Last time I looked, males can't have cubs,” I joked.  
 
   “Silly tod! I meant do you want to sire a cub?” 
 
   I realised that shi was completely serious about this, but the question had caught me by surprise.  “I hadn't given it any thought.  I mean, you're a chakat and I'm a foxtaur; how could I sire a cub without going to find another of my species?  You don't expect me to go with Taleta, do you?” 
 
   “Good grief, no!  What you might not realise is that due to our common background from the genetic engineering laboratories, most 'taur species can interbreed to a limited degree.  Chakats and foxtaurs can produce offspring, although the chances of a successful impregnation are smaller.  The resulting cub would be a chakat every time though because of our dominant genetic structure.  What I am asking you is: do you want us to try for such a cub?” 
 
   I was silent for a moment.  Because of our differences, I hadn't even given any consideration towards it.  Would this really be a good idea?  I started to think of all the possible problems that this could cause, which only served to confuse me more.  Then instead of trying to think with my head, I started thinking with my heart.  I looked at how I felt about having a cub and realised that the prospect excited me.  Goldfur was still looking at me, watching my expressions as these things occurred to me and I saw how shi was in fact asking my permission to have a cub.  Shi wanted my child.  Finally, I answered hir with full conviction.  “I would love to sire a cub by you, beloved.” 
 
   Shi smiled wonderfully at me.  “I was truly hoping that you would feel that way.  I want us to try for a cub now, while I am in heat.  Do your marvellous best and perhaps we will beat the odds.” 
 
   That evening of lovemaking was our most passionate yet.  We were united not only in body but in the spirit of our undertaking.  The following morning, we coupled again, as we did that evening and the next morning.  Each time, it was an act of beauty and hope, and a truly incredible experience.  However, despite all this, Goldfur did not become pregnant.  Hir inner sense soon told hir that our efforts were unsuccessful, but they weren't a waste of time.  Our love had been strengthened further in the striving for this goal and we would try again until we did succeed.  
 
   We were not saddened by our failure.  We would continue trying and each time would be a token of our love and our dreams.  Indeed, the weeks we spent together were both happy and fulfilling.  We travelled from site to site, repairing some equipment, replacing others and occasionally making a run back to main base for supplies.  We met many people, making new friends and spending nights around campfires, chatting, telling jokes and singing.  I had brought along my flute, and after being caught practicing, I was constantly being asked to perform.  I like to think that my appreciative audience pushed me to improve my skills with the instrument.  In any event, there were no complaints.  
 
   This assignment was proving to be close to idyllic, and like all such, something eventually comes along to shatter it.  We were taking a badly damaged piece of hydraulic machinery back to the workshop at the main base and we were cruising at normal altitude and speed under auto pilot.  I was watching the scenery as usual when suddenly there was a massive thud and the shuttle started losing way.  Goldfur grabbed the controls and began trying to regain altitude.  
 
   “Garrek, we've lost all power in starboard engine.  Did you see what happened?” she asked urgently.  
 
   I caught a glimpse of something.  I think it was a Glasswing.” We seemed to have been a victim of this world's version of bird strike.  Normally our sensors would enable this to be avoided, but Glasswings were different from the birds that were normally encountered.  They were nearly totally transparent.  They were similar in some ways to bats in as much as they didn't have feathers.  The flesh and organs were translucent and their light bones were hard to pick up either visually or by navigation sensors.  Worse still was that on this world of light gravity and thick atmosphere, aerial life-forms could grow amazingly big, and the Glasswings were amongst the biggest.  They were quite a hazard to aircraft and we were probably guilty of putting too much dependence on the automatic equipment under these circumstances.  Our luck seemed to have run out.  
 
   “Damn,” shi cursed softly, “I can't hold us up.” 
 
   “What about the port engine?  That should be able to keep us aloft.” 
 
   “Collateral damage is causing it to fail.  Brace yourself, we're going in for a crash landing.  I'm looking for the best place to set down.  Try to send off a distress signal.” 
 
   I tried the comm, but was blasted by a burst of static.  The communications array must have been damaged in the accident also, so I hit the automatic distress beacon.  That was on a totally independent circuit and should get through.  Then the ground was rushing up to us.  I saw that Goldfur had found an open stretch of swamp, a far better alternative to the dense jungle nearby.  Goldfur was still trying to kill some of our speed when we impacted and we were thrown forward.  I managed to have braced myself sufficiently and came through basically intact.  A groan from my mate told me that shi might not have fared so well.  “Goldfur! Are you okay?” I cried.  
 
   “I'll live,” shi replied, “But I'm sure going to feel this for a while.” shi started to right hirself when shi let out a yelp of pain.  “Garrek, dear, could you give me a hand?  I seem to have hurt a hind leg.” 
 
   The cabin was lying at an angle and I had to carefully slide down to hir to help hir right hirself.  Shi tested the injured left hind leg and winced.  
 
   “It doesn't seem to be broken, but I won't it very useful for a while,” was hir verdict.  “We had better check out our current situation before worrying about it for now.  Did we get a signal out?” 
 
   “Yes, although it may have been rather brief.  I don't know how our beacon fared after the crash.” The cabin lurched just then, reminding us of the instability of our hastily chosen landing site.  “I will go outside and assess our situation first, I think” 
 
   “Good idea.  I'll try our communicators in the meantime.” 
 
   I went to the main door but a glance was sufficient to tell that it was unusable because it was mostly underwater.  I realised that I would have to try the emergency roof access which would require me to use a ladder, something which was not designed with foxtaurs in mind.  Fortunately the lean of the cabin actually assisted me there and the hatch gave me no trouble.  I crawled on to the roof and looked around.  Goldfur had managed to give us the softest possible landing, but this was now going to work against us.  There was little firm footing to be found until the swamp reached the edge of the forest.  The shuttle settled down a bit further and I started checking out how far the swamp had encroached upon us.  It took only a few moments to realise that we had a major problem.  I put my head down to the hatch and said, “Forget about repairs, you've got to get out of there! We are sinking fast.  If we continue going down at this rate, the water will reach the hatch in mere minutes.” 
 
   “I'll grab a couple of emergency packs,” shi replied and hobbled over to the storage lockers.  Shi hauled out two packs and heaved them up to me, then started climbing the ladder.  
 
   “Do you need any help?” I asked hir.  
 
   “I can still climb better than you, even with one bad leg,” shi reassured me.  The swamp-water was lapping at my paws by the time shi climbed out onto the roof.  I closed the hatch and sealed it.  Perhaps we could salvage the vessel later.  Goldfur eyed the scenery and said, “We are going to get wet, no matter what route we choose.  Make sure your pack is sealed tight and let's head for that islet over there so we can plan our course of action.” 
 
   With barely any room left to do a run-up, we leapt in the direction of the small piece of semi-stable ground.  Goldfur made quite a creditable distance despite being limited by hir injured leg.  We splashed down and started paddling for the bank.  I hovered near Goldfur, concerned for hir, until shi said, “Don't hang back for me.  I'm comfortable in the water, but I might need a helping hand when I try to get out.” I forged ahead and scrambled through some plant growth onto firm footing.  I stood ready to help haul my mate from the water.  I took hir hand and assisted hir up, though it proved not too difficult after all.  Shi shook the excess water from hir fur and I followed suit.  
 
   We turned around to look at our craft, just in time to see it disappear beneath the water.  We were definitely on our own now.  I turned to Goldfur and asked, “Did you have any luck with the comm in that short time?” 
 
   “No, I have no idea if they even heard our original distress signal.  Our personal comms certainly don't have the range, although they will come in handy as homing beacons.  As for the automatic one on the shuttle, I don't know how effective it will be down there.” Shi nodded in the direction our shuttle had gone.  
 
   “So what now?  Normally we should stay by the crash site, but that is utterly impractical.  Travelling, however, could be a chancy business.” 
 
   “I think we should head directly for the base camp.  We know exactly where it is from here and we stand a better chance of meeting searchers once they notice that we are overdue.” 
 
   “What about your leg?” 
 
   “I can get along without it.  After all, not only do I have many more strong limbs, but I have a concerned mate looking out for me.” Shi grinned and went on, “Look at it as an unexpected adventure.  We've got emergency supplies and we've also got a world full of resources.  Times wasting! Let's get going!” With that, shi turned and crossed our small island in the direction of the next nearest.  A slightly unsteady, but still powerful leap put her on its shore.  Shi turned back to me and cal led, “Come on, slowpoke!” 
 
   Hir enthusiasm was infectious and I grinned and followed hir.  We spent most of an hour working our way through that swamp, sometimes on fairly solid ground, many times wading through muck or forced to swim again.  At last, we reached the edge and I climbed up on truly firm footing at last.  I hauled Goldfur out of the mire that was close to defeating hir.  Throughout that short, but arduous trek, shi had been keeping up with me.  However, shi had spent much of hir energy in doing it and was on the verge of exhaustion.  
 
   “Lie down and rest while I prepare us a meal,” I insisted.  
 
   “Thank you, love, I think that's a good idea.” Shi settled hirself on some grass, gingerly placing hir abused leg.  Shi then let out a sigh of relief and relaxed.  “Right now, those high energy rations are looking very good.” 
 
   I fetched some water from the swamp and ran it through the miniature purifier.  I used a heating element to bring it to the boil and made us both some hot coffee.  We both could use something to warm ourselves after the chilly waters of the swamp.  I portioned out some of the rations, then we both ate in silence for a while.  
 
   “I hope we make a lot better progress now that we are out of that swamp, otherwise we'll never get back.” 
 
   “Don't be down-hearted, Garrek.  This forest doesn't look too bad for travelling purposes.” 
 
   “What about navigating?  It's nearly impossible to make out landmarks here.” 
 
   “Don't worry about that.  I have an excellent sense of direction.  The only person that I know is better is my sister, Forestwalker, and shi does this all the time.  Next you are going to bring up my leg again, aren't you?” 
 
   I had been, but stubbornly, I wasn't going to admit it.  
 
   “I would like to rest it, but I think we should keep moving while we have good light.  I have excellent night vision, but even so, I would not like to walk around in unfamiliar territory in the dark.  I will rest properly then.” 
 
   Reluctantly I had to agree.  I packed our stuff again and then set off, Goldfur leading the way and setting the pace.  The rest of the afternoon was uneventful.  It was difficult at times to make progress, but for the most, we followed game trails and crossed naturally open areas.  We set up a camp in one of those clearings where we found enough dry wood to make a decent fire.  This would keep away curious or hungry fauna, we hoped.  This wasn't a secure, patrolled compound like the base camp.  It was a nervous night for both of us as we took turns to keep watch.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   “How's the leg this morning?”  I watched my mate experimentally putting weight on it.  
 
   “Very sore, but usable,” shi pronounced the verdict.  I sighed with relief.  Shi noticed and said, “You've got to remember that my species was specifically designed for survival.  Amongst our capabilities is fast healing.  If I didn't have to continue using it so much, this leg would be fine in no time.” Shi came over and gave me a reassuring cuddle.  “Cheer up! We should be seeing search parties today.  We'll be back in our cabin soon; just you wait and see.” 
 
   Unfortunately, unknown to both of us at that time, there were no search parties.  We had sent a message ahead when we departed the campsite of the away-team.  It was an automated message requiring no response.  The coordinator at the base would either deal with it appropriately or pass it on to the responsible person as the situation required.  It was our misfortune that Sergeant Taleta was that coordinator.  She was departing her post for a meal break when her equipment told her that a message had arrived.  Upon seeing who it came from though, shi said to herself, “Screw them.  They can bloody well wait.” She then stalked off determined to put it off for as long as possible.  This was to be quite a while.  She succeeded in forgetting about the message entirely and the automatic systems merely filed it until someone chose to read it.  Nobody knew that we were making an unscheduled visit and therefore didn't realise we were overdue.  The emergency beacon had failed to get its signal past an intervening mountain ridge in the short time it had been operational.  It was to be a few more days before the next field team on our list called up to complain about our not turning up.  Then all hell broke loose when it was realised that we had been missing for days.  
 
   We assumed that we would be soon found, of course.  Instead, we spent a few days getting pawsore, trying to bridge the distance between us and the camp.  When we realised that there didn't seem to be any search parties about, we assumed the worst and started rationing the supplies.  
 
   “I should start foraging for myself,” Goldfur decided.  “I can eat almost anything that grows.” 
 
   “What about poisonous plants?” I objected.  
 
   “We have a high resistance to poisons and can detect them reliably.  I can select some that I'm sure will be safe for you.  For instance,” shi plucked some purple berries from a nearby bush, “These could be a heavenly snack.” Shi popped a couple into hir mouth and chewed.  Then an awful expression crossed hir face and shi violently spat them out.  
 
   “Goldfur, are you okay?” I demanded worriedly.  
 
   Shi stopped trying to get the remains of the berries out of hir mouth and replied, “Stop panicking! I'm not poisoned.  Just because I can eat anything, doesn't mean that I will.  Those have got to be the vilest tasting things that I've ever tried to eat in my life!” 
 
   Relief made me light-headed.  I started laughing, and then shi joined me.  For a couple of minutes we just held each other, unable to stop giggling.  When we finally got ourselves back in control, I felt a lot better.  Things certainly weren't grim yet and I had renewed confidence in our ability to get back soon.  
 
   We continued our trek towards the base camp and, in truth, the journey wasn't exceptionally arduous.  Goldfur’s leg was as good as new after only a couple of days, healing in the rapid manner of all hir species.  Although there was plenty of wildlife, we were never bothered by any major predator.  The terrain was slowing us down a bit, but the scenery was enjoyable.  Goldfur continued sampling the plant-life with mixed results.  Shi rejected several, but came up with a couple of very acceptable fruits.  All up, this was proving to be an unexpected, but rather enjoyable adventure.  
 
   We had just reached the base of the mountain ridge that had been blocking our comm signals when we spotted one of the other shuttle craft.  Not long after that, our comms picked up a signal.  The search parties had come at last.  I switched up my comm to full gain and sent a reply.  We watched the shuttle immediately start to veer in our direction.  Leaving my comm sending a homing signal, we climbed onto a small rocky ledge to enable the searchers to see us clearly.  They evidently spotted us quickly as they steered directly for the ledge and landed.  The hatch opened to show that our rescuer was a very relieved vixentaur.  Taleta had been one of the first people to go out looking for us.  She had recognised that it was her fault that our absence had not been noticed sooner and this had finally made her realise how stupidly she had been behaving towards us.  
 
   It was a contrite foxtauress that brought us back to base.  She explained her actions without leaving out anything, taking full responsibility.  She would have to submit to corps disciplinary action, but her genuine regret would count in her favour.  Goldfur & I had not suffered from our march and were quite happy to regain her good will.  As time went by, Taleta became one of our best friends and eventually gained what she wanted originally, much to everyone's satisfaction.  
 
   Our shuttle was able to be located and successfully salvaged.  The watery landing had prevented further damage and the closed hatch had kept the inside sealed from harm.  Goldfur and I spent most of a day getting it back in order and then used it to complete our repair and maintenance runs.  The remainder of the stay on that world was interesting but uneventful.  On the evening before we were due to ship out again, the base personnel threw all the ship crew a farewell party.  There was much joking, singing and dancing with our new friends as we prepared to leave them in the morning.  
 
   My mate and I went to our cabin much later than normal, but not alone.  Taleta shared our bed that night.  Neither she nor I had been with one of own species for quite a while and we had quite a pleasant time remedying that situation.  Later, Goldfur joined in and showed her some of what I had found so interesting about hir.  We were a very tired and happy trio that night.  Goldfur and I were secure in the love we had for each other.  Taleta wasn't seeking any commitment but had succeeded in making some life-long friends.  Her possessive impulses had been supplanted by a more meaningful caring for me and we were both the happier for it.  
 
   The ship came back as scheduled.  The scientists on board were filled with the excitement of the discoveries they had made on the system survey, but I would not have traded my experiences on this world for anything in the universe.  The journey home was quite routine.  Goldfur and I worked on salvaging materials brought from Pounds' Planet and then did the regular maintenance routines.  We actually had time to spare which we usually put to use studying all the latest engineering updates and technical journals.  We had plans to take this mated team far in the future.  
 
   There was one other thing that we planned on when the time was ripe.  A few days into our return trip, Goldfur came into heat again.  My love and I were determined to succeed in our quest for a child of our own and we spent many deliriously happy hours pursuing that goal.  The second morning after oestrus had started, shi woke me with a glorious smile on hir face.  
 
   “You are going to be a wonderful sire,” shi said, and gave me a most happy hug.  
 
   “You're pregnant?  Are you sure?” I asked, hardly daring to believe.  
 
   “We know these things.  I am sure.” Shi gave me a lick-kiss and then laid hir head on my chest ruff and purred.  
 
   I almost broke down with tears of happiness.  My world was now complete.  I had the love of the most wonderful person in the universe, a new family, so many new friends, and soon, a child to call our own.  We were late starting our shift that day, but absolutely no one could blame us.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   “That was so beautiful!” Starshine exclaimed.  
 
   Garrek smiled and said, “Thank you, little one.  I'm glad you approve.” 
 
   “Soon the story will be completed with the birth of your cub,” I said.  “Have you given thought about how you are going to name hir?  Are you going to go for chakat traditional or a foxtaur clan name?” 
 
   “We have been thinking about that,” Goldfur replied.  “We think we have the answer, but we will be waiting for the birth before deciding.” 
 
   My mother spoke up then.  “All this talk of cubs puts me in the mood to have another too.  Quickpaw has reached adolescence and I miss having little paws about the place.  What do you think 'Stripe?” 
 
   “I know how you feel, Sandy,” shi replied.  Let's talk about this later.” 
 
   Judging by the smiles my parents exchanged, I had to rank a further sibling as a definite possibility.  The conversations began to fragment then, little groups forming, discussing the events that had just been related and what the future would hold.  Most of the cubs trotted off to start another game.  The rest of the afternoon was your typical family get-together.  Later, several of my relatives took their leave of us and went home.  Several stayed for dinner and more conversation before departing also.  
 
   Eventually, besides my parents and Quickpaw, there were only Midnight, Goldfur, Garrek, Trina, Kris and myself.  Midnight bade me a fond good evening, then walked off in the company of my lifemates.  Having no mates left with whom to snuggle, Goldfur and Garrek asked me to share their den that night.  Garrek reckoned that he had never been cosier, comfortably positioned as he was between us.  We had just finished our goodnight snuggles when a faint yowling was heard coming through the sound-proofed walls of Midnight's den.  We all glanced at each other, then chorused, “Chakat Manoeuvre!” We all laughed at that.  I went to sleep in the arms of my loved ones knowing that my mate's well-being and happiness were in good hands. 
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   By the time that my due date to give birth was only ten days away, I had to admit that I was counting the hours.  My twin cubs were wearing me down, despite the fact that I had been on maternity leave.  I was in my PTV (Personal Transport Vehicle) on my way to the spaceport to pick up my sister as usual.  Goldfur had cut it rather fine this time.  Originally, hir ship had been scheduled to return about three weeks ago, but an extraordinary find had extended the mission.  Shi and hir mate had been concerned that it would go on so long that shi would give birth in deep space instead of at home with hir family.  Fortunately, they made it with a few days to spare.  
 
   Because I had been ordered to take it easy, I had little to do and I had plenty of free time.  I arrived at the port early and watched the coming and going of various craft.  I kept wishing that I would see my dear admiral's shuttle while I was there, but I knew that he was still out in space somewhere.  He had promised to be back in time for our birthing party though and I was quite sure that neither wild horses nor black holes would keep him away.  
 
   The public address system announced Goldfur and Garrek's shuttle arriving at dock 16 and I ambled over there to await their disembarkation.  They were amongst the first to come out.  There were a number of other people with them, all apparently wishing hir well for the coming birth.  Then they spotted me and we were soon in a three-way hug.  I noticed that a few of those other people were eyeing my own pregnant form and smiling.  Obviously Goldfur had been talking about my pregnancy too and they had recognised me.  
 
   The first thing that Goldfur did when we got home was to call our parents to update them.  Hir original estimate of due date had to be revised because of the extra amount of time that shi had been spending at high relativistic speeds.  It was realised that at most, shi would deliver the day before me.  The birthing party had to be rescheduled, but fortunately we had made allowances for the possibility of delay, so there would not be too much trouble.  In fact, it was going to make things simpler.  With the birth our cubs coming so close together, they could make it one big party for the both of us.  
 
   Midnight was already staying at our home.  Since Chakat sires are always present for the birth of their cubs, shi had arranged hir last voyage to finish a week ago and had been staying with us ever since.  Kris and Trina still had their jobs to go to and Midnight's presence had been a great comfort to me.  
 
   We spent a week basically relaxing and chatting about the latest voyages.  The nights were filled with pleasant love-making amongst partners we had missed for some months.  The days flew by and then it was time to go to our parents' house where we would have our cubs.  When we arrived, the first thing we did after greeting our parents was to take a leisurely wander around the back yard.  Because the house backed onto a state forest, the yard was effectively the entire wilderness area.  It was mid spring and the usual bush scents were supplemented by the aroma of millions of flowers in bloom.  The breeze whispered through the leaves as it wafted the smells our way and the steady drip of early rain added character to the soft background noise of the forest.  The unseen bellbirds chimed their ringing calls, interrupted occasionally by the raucous laughter of a kookaburra.  
 
   We arrived back at the house in time for lunch.  Our easy walk had not overtired me despite the burden of two fully grown unborn cubs, but it had given me an appetite.  The birthing party was to start tomorrow.  Because chakat pregnancies were so regular and predictable, these parties could be planned to the exact day with only rare misses.  Goldfur's mother was a bit worried about the timing due to the strange tricks relativity had played, but shi assured hir that shi had kept very careful track of the days.  There was actually more to worry about in the way of preparations for the guests, the first of whom were due this afternoon.  
 
   It was later that afternoon when a PTV pulled up out front and disgorged a single human passenger.  He didn't get a chance to knock at the door because I had spotted him and trotted over to intercept.  
 
   “Boyce!” I cried throwing my arms around him.  “You got here early!” 
 
   He laughed as he tried his best to return the greeting.  “You knew nothing would make me late for this most special of times.  Lord, you are looking big and beautiful.” When I let him go, he put his arms around my pregnant belly and hugged it lovingly, saying, “Soon, little ones, we shall meet each other properly when I welcome you into the world.” 
 
   I took Boyce inside the house, calling out that he had arrived.  My parents were first to welcome him to their home, reminding him that it was as much his now that he was part of the family.  While he was exchanging embraces with them, Quickpaw came tearing inside and pounced on him.  
 
   “Big brother! It's good to see you again,” shi cried as shi nearly knocked him off his feet.  
 
   “Hello, little sister,” he replied with a loving kiss.  
 
   They cuddled for a while until my mother told hir to let him meet some of the other family members that had arrived early.  The rest of the afternoon was spent chatting with Boyce and introducing him to the other members of our clan as they arrived.  We had a large dinner with some refreshment provided by Boyce who had brought along some of the ngi juice of which he was so fond.  After the meal, Boyce went out to his vehicle and came back bearing various packages.  They turned out to be gifts for each of the family members, unusual items brought back from far-flung planets.  A few parcels were left unopened.  
 
   “Those are for the new cubs,” he explained.  “I hope you like your gifts, but they're not free, you know.” He pulled out a portable display.  “Now you have to look at the pictures I took on my travels!” 
 
   We all gave the obligatory groan but, in truth, his travelogue was most interesting and his commentary amusing and informative; far from being the typical vacation snapshots.  
 
   We did not make too late a night of it.  Both Goldfur and myself pleaded tiredness, which is not so surprising considering how close to giving birth we both were.  I said to Boyce, “You will be sharing a den with us tonight, won't you?” 
 
   “That's a rhetorical question, isn't it?” he grinned.  
 
   Goldfur replied, “Then come with us.  Your suitcase has already been put in the room.” 
 
   We kissed everyone goodnight, then headed for the den.  While Boyce was completing his preparations for bed, I dug out a sheet from the closet and we were ready for him to snuggle between us when he came in.  We slept well that night with Boyce firmly cushioned between our pregnant forms.  We didn't even stir when Garrek and Midnight joined us later.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The anticipated day for Goldfur's cub had finally arrived.  Many more family members arrived early that day, not wishing to miss the event.  Everything started normally enough.  Breakfast was a babble of voices excited with the prospects for that day.  Boyce offered to make some of his omelettes and promptly got stuck making them for everyone.  Then everyone pitched in to clear up and we were ready to receive visitors long before the first arrived.  Then Boyce was kept busy being introduced to a steady stream of newcomers with whom he set about endearing himself.  
 
   Births are one of the great social occasions for chakats.  Not only are they seen as the fulfilment of the love between the mates, but the continuation of the clan.  The process of giving birth was not one shrouded in the mysteries of the sterile hospital ward, but a wondrous event to be witnessed by all those closest to our hearts.  Amongst the first to arrive was Brightsong, the midwife, one of our clan who had chosen to specialise in making parturition as comfortable and safe as possible.  Our creators had done everything within their abilities to make giving birth as easy as possible so that the process wasn't the agony it could be for humans, nor the ordeal it could be for the baby.  The birth canal was wide enough to comfortably pass a taurform cub and many other adjustments had been made to ensure a safe, low-stress delivery.  Nevertheless, the midwife helped to make the birth easier and was a comfort to the labouring mother, especially first-timers like Goldfur and myself.  
 
   The morning passed relatively quietly.  It was not until mid afternoon that Goldfur interrupted hirself in mid sentence, then announced that shi had experienced hir first contraction.  The excitement in the room leapt immediately.  When shi had hir second, shi and the midwife headed for the nursery.  This room had seen use only as a guest room for many years, but it was joyfully put back to its original use.  Goldfur didn't go there for privacy; the birth was an event shared by all.  This was done purely for the comfort of the labouring mother and convenience of hir attendants.  A few others joined Goldfur there, whilst the others jockeyed for a position at the door.  Garrek was by hir side, of course.  He would take delivery of the cub under the watchful eye of Brightsong.  Boyce was present by invitation.  He was to be godfather to our cubs and he would give support during hir labour.  I was there too, as well as the proud grandparents-to-be.  
 
   Goldfur's contractions rapidly increased, there being no long drawn-out labour periods for us.  The time came when the midwife decided that it was time for Goldfur to start pushing, and then the strain of the birth started showing.  Garrek stroked hir pregnant belly, softly murmuring encouragement to the cub.  Boyce held hir hand stroking hir hair, urging hir on when shi was told to push.  Brightsong started singing one of hir soothing tunes for which shi was named, making for a more peaceful and comfortable atmosphere.  Then Goldfur had a huge contraction and shi pushed in time with it.  The cub's head appeared and there was a cry of delight from the audience.  Word was passed to those who were out of view and some gave up their position to let others witness it.  From that point, the birth went swiftly and smoothly.  All the long months of concern for the birth of this part-foxtaur cub proved needless as everything went according to normal chakat births.  Garrek supported the upper torso as Goldfur again strained.  The forelegs slipped free, leaving just the lower torso within hir.  Brightsong encouraged hir, then told hir that shi needed to do just one more long, hard push.  Goldfur bore down and the strain showed, but suddenly, the rest of the cub slid free.  There was a cry of triumph from all.  Garrek held the newborn up for everyone to see, hir mewling cries attesting to healthy lungs, then he and Brightsong started cleaning and drying the fur before finally handing it to the happy mother.  
 
   “Welcome to the world, little one,” Goldfur told hir.  “Boyce, say hello to the newest member of our family.” 
 
   Boyce caressed the child's head, saying, “Hi there, darling cub.  You are a much loved addition to this family and I'm proud to be counted as one of your carers.” 
 
   After the mess was cleaned up, fresh bedding was added for the comfort of mother and child.  Goldfur put the cub to hir breast where shi blindly quested for a nipple.  Upon finding it, shi rapidly began drinking hir first meal.  Goldfur sighed and closed hir eyes to better experience the pleasure shi took in this.  
 
   As the cub's fur dried out and fluffed up, we could get a better look at hir patterning.  The most obvious thing was that shi had inherited hir colouring from hir sire.  The same strong red fur predominated and the dark brown markings on the arms and legs were also present.  Oddly though, the paws themselves weren't dark also.  The foxy 'socks' instead were more like 'ankle-warmers' and the paws were covered with the same white fur as grew on hir belly.  
 
   Goldfur had been murmuring something to Garrek, who smiled and nodded approval.  Shi then turned towards us, asking for our attention.  “We have been asked how we intended to name the cub.  We have decided to combine our naming traditions and now that shi has been born, we can give hir the descriptive part of the name.  We have called hir Eudora Whitepaw.  Eudora means 'Good Gift' and we want it to symbolise Garrek's and my joy in being blessed with this perfect cub.” A cheer went up for the newborn child.  
 
   The others came into the room then to say their personal greetings to the cub, then left to allow others their turns.  The nursery had just about cleared when I approached Brightsong.  I said to hir, “You know how I'm due tomorrow?” 
 
   “Yes.  Have you been concerned about anything you saw today?” shi asked.  
 
   “No, but it seems I just had my own first contraction.” 
 
   “Oh! Don't be worried.  You are concerned about this early start, aren't you?” 
 
   “Yes.  Goldfur came right on schedule, despite having a cross-breed child.  My mate is a chakat, so I expected there to be no difference.” 
 
   “But you are having twins, and that changes things greatly.  There have been examples of chakat twins arriving at slightly different times, but on top of this, I think that Goldfur's birthing has triggered the process within you too.  If the next contraction comes after the normal interval, I'd say that everything will go as it should.”  Shi gave me a reassuring hug, then announced to everyone, “It seems we might be having a double celebration this evening.  Forest has gone into labour!” 
 
   The crowd that had been dispersing immediately started gathering again, their excitement renewed.  Not that it had time to abate much yet.  I padded over to my sister's side and sat down beside hir.  I tickled hir cub's ear, smiling as it twitched in response.  I said to hir, “I'm glad you still managed to have your cub before me, Goldfur.  It's only right that the oldest should have a cub first.” 
 
   Shi smiled at me and replied, “Is that a little dig at me in return for calling you little sister all the time?” 
 
   I giggled in response.  “Perhaps.  Still, after having such a head start on me, it would seem silly if I had given birth first.  Now it's my turn.  I'm so looking forward to finally seeing them.” 
 
   “I hope that your labour goes as swiftly and smoothly as mine.  It was hard, but relatively painless, and there are so many loved ones to support you.” 
 
   “Like me,” came Boyce's voice from behind me.  
 
   I turned my face to him and saw him standing next to Midnight.  “I knew you would be there, Boyce.  No one has followed their progress more closely than you.”  I took his hand and rubbed my muzzle against it.  He stroked my hair for a while in return.  Then another contraction came upon me.  Boyce noticed and attracted Brightsong's attention.  
 
   “Your charge requires your attention, Brightsong!” 
 
   Shi smiled reassuringly and said to him, “Stop fussing, Boyce.  You seem to be more worked up about this than anyone else.  All is fine.  Come on over here, Forest, and make yourself comfortable.  You've seen how we did things with Goldfur, so there shouldn't be any surprises.” 
 
   Shi was quite right, of course.  The contractions continued getting closer, their strength growing.  My mates were all around me, encouraging and soothing me.  Boyce was adding some encouragement to the cubs too.  The pressure grew to a painful level, then Bright song said, It's time to push, Forest.  You've seen it done, so you know what to do.” 
 
   I did as I was told, bearing down.  Shi told me to do it again.  “Shi is in a hurry to come out, Forest.  Keep pushing as hard as you can when I tell you.” It was getting harder to obey.  I could feel the cub forcing its way out.  The pressure was painful, but I knew that it would go faster if I intensified my efforts.  I kept it up until suddenly there was a release.  My eyes had been closed from concentrating on pushing and blocking out the associated pain, but I opened them when a cry went up among the others in the room.  Midnight was holding up our firstborn in triumph.  Brightsong was looking hir over and then left hir to others to clean and dry hir.  Shi came back to my side and said, “The other will be ready to come almost immediately.” Just then, another contraction occurred to prove hir judgement correct.  “The same again, Forest.  You did well for the first and the cub is perfect, so concentrate on the second.” 
 
   I could describe the second in detail, but it was basically a repeat of the first birth.  The second cub was in as much of a hurry to be born as the first, for which I was very grateful.  I thanked God that I wasn't a human who so often had to go through hours of painful labour.  This time it was my life-mate Kris who held up the newborn cub for all to see.  Never was a fox so proud of his mate's cub, even if shi wasn't of his blood.  His eyes sparkled and his tail twitched in excitement as he caressed hir.  
 
   When I was cleaned up, my cubs were at last brought to me and I could see what good work that Midnight and I had done.  The firstborn was a beautiful silvery grey with white belly fur and black spotting.  In fact shi mostly resembled a snow leopard.  Shi kept up hir mewing cries until I brought hir to my breast to take hir first feed.  I sighed in pleasure as I felt my milk flow into hir hungry mouth.  Then I was ready to take a look at the second kit.  This one had large patches of black, white and orange fur, randomly patterned all over pelt.  This one had ceased hir birth cries but still seemed to be determinedly seeking something.  I put hir to my other breast and shi rapidly found the nipple and started drinking.  It was a glorious feeling having my cubs nursing at my breasts at last.  I cradled them both and my purring grew until I felt sure it would drown out all conversation in the room.
 
   When all the kittens were satisfied, other people had their turns at my breasts and Goldfur's.  These were both my parents, Midnight and my little sister Quickpaw.  They were going to assist us in feeding the cubs and drinking the milk of a chakat mother stimulated the production of baby's milk instead of their normal milkwater due to a hormone in the milk.  The large size of our cubs meant that having two people to nurse them took the strain off the mother.  Like all chakat sires, Midnight would share the responsibility of nurturing the kittens and that would generally be enough.  However, because I had twins, Quickpaw had volunteered to assist also.  Shi was absolutely delighted and thrilled to be able to help out.  I hadn't been old enough to help feed Quickpaw when shi was born and shi knew how much of a privilege it was for hir.  In Goldfur's case, hir mate was a foxtaur who could not help in that department, so my parents had insisted that they would share that pleasurable duty.  
 
   Quickpaw only needed to drink a little bit to get enough to stimulate the lactation process, then shi unbuttoned hir blouse to offer hir teats to me.  I needed to drink hir milkwater to replenish my own stores of liquid and to boost my energy level with its sweet goodness.  But most importantly, I completely drained hir breasts to make room for the new supply of baby's milk.  I did the same with Midnight and was completely replenished by the time I had drunk hir dry.  Of course, this was also a very pleasurable business for all involved, and I noticed that Boyce had been watching with just a hint of envy.  I was sorry that we could not spare him any, but I was sure that someone would oblige him if he was to ask.  
 
   With all the necessary duties out of the way, Brightsong allowed the other family members to come in for a close inspection of the new cubs.  Admittedly they were more intrigued by my sister's foxy cub, but I didn't lack for attention.  Heck, even I wanted a closer look.  Some offered possible names for my cubs, but Midnight and I would wait a while before deciding on them.  We were not in the unique position that Goldfur and Red had been.  
 
   Eventually everyone's curiosity had been satisfied and the nursery was left relatively empty.  Boyce hadn't left at all and was now proudly cradling one of my sleeping kittens.  Goldfur and I placed the other kittens into their cradle, then prised the remaining one out of Boyce's grasp and put hir with hir siblings.  We then rejoined our family who gave a cheer of congratulations upon seeing us.  We walked with our arms around each other's waist, closer than ever.  We had shared much all our lives and today we shared our ultimate moment of fulfilment.  Today we had completed our own circle of life with all its joys and sorrows, failures and triumphs and new friends and mates to love and cherish.  Now we would turn our attention to the future and building an even better life for ourselves and our children.  As our kin crowded around us, we knew that we would never have to do it alone.  Our family made us strong and the future was looking very bright indeed.
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   I had been eagerly looking forward to returning to Garrek's village.  We had promised to return at the next festival and I wanted to re-acquaint myself with the friends I had made on our last visit.  This time all my mates and my younger sister would be coming and I wanted to introduce Chris to Garrek's family.  Of course, I also wanted to show off my two darling cubs also.  
 
   Goldfur and Garrek had brought Eudora to meet hir grandparents a few weeks earlier, but they had the advantage of being able to commute for next to nothing because of their employment.  The rest of us, except for Midnight, still had to pay our way and, even in these days of quick and economical air travel, a trip across the Pacific wasn't cheap.  Nevertheless, money was the least of our concerns now.  We were excited at joining in the revelries and competitions again and perhaps getting to make some more new friends.  
 
   As we did last time I visited, we left our vehicle at the town's central parking station and started to wander towards Garrek's home.  Almost immediately, a few familiar faces came over to say a quick welcome to us.  One foxtaur that I half remembered competing with told me that he hoped that I would give them the opportunity for a re-match.  I grinned and assured him that it was on.  The cubs were all attracting lots of delighted attention with Eudora's unique nature being the subject of much curiosity.  This visit was getting off to a good start and I optimistically thought that this was going to be a grand experience.  That was up until the moment I heard a female voice behind me.  
 
   “So, you brought the little freak back again, did you?” she said nastily.  
 
   I saw Goldfur's face suddenly go neutral and Garrek's mouth set grimly.  We all stopped and turned to see the foxtaur vixen standing there apparently waiting for a reaction.  I was confused, but obviously Goldfur was acquainted with this person and was on hir guard.  
 
   “Hello Ketta,” Goldfur replied.  “No, we didn't bring any freaks with us, but we did bring our beautiful daughter to see hir family again.” 
 
   “She is a freak.  She isn't a foxtaur and she doesn't even belong here,” Ketta insisted.  
 
   “Shi is Garrek's child and has as much right to be here as you do,” Goldfur refuted.  
 
   “You had no right to take one of our males as a mate.  Now you flaunt it in our face and proudly show your half-breed cub as if it legitimizes your mating.  Can't you tell that you're not welcome in this village?”  With that, she stalked off without letting Goldfur debate the point any more.  
 
   My sister sadly watched her go, then turned to face the rest of us.  When shi saw the stunned look on my face, shi said, “I suppose I had better explain.  I had hoped that this would blow over but it seems to be getting worse.  When we were all here last year, we enjoyed the company of many of the foxtaurs here who liked us and were curious to learn more about us.  However, even then there were some who resented us.  A small group, all of them vixens, weren't pleased that a chakat had mated with one of their clan, but they mostly just kept it to themselves and avoided us.  Then Eudora was born and this seemed to tip them over the edge.  Since the day we visited Garrek's parents after hir birth, they have been harassing us and trying to stir up ill will against us.  This is a strongly matriarchal society and these vixens seem to feel that I had no right going after one of their males and the fact that I wasn't even a foxtaur was unacceptable.  They completely ignore the fact that it was Garrek's choice as much as mine and neither of us could help falling in love.  But I suppose bigots have always been blind.  
 
   Shi sighed, then shook hirself and smiled.  “But don't let it get you down.  By far the most common reaction has been delight, and we have a strong proponent in favour of our mating also.  Come on, they're waiting for us.”  With that, shi started off again in the direction of Garrek's house.  I noticed that Garrek was still looking rather grim though and I knew that we hadn't heard the last of this.  
 
   There was no sign of any problem, judging by the welcome that we received.  Garrek's mother rushed out to hug her son and his father was only a little behind, beaming happily at them.  A year ago, Rikandor had been reserved in his opinion about their mating.  Now it was blatantly obvious that a prouder grandfather couldn't be found.  He greeted us all happily, but was most eager to cuddle his grandchild.  We left Eudora in his safe hands and then I got a chance to introduce Kris and Quickpaw and show off my own cubs.  After a lot of oohing and aahing over them, we finally proceeded inside.  Jaleth then beckoned us to follow her into one of the bedrooms and showed us a crib where there was a beautiful little foxtaur cub fast asleep.  
 
   “Oh! She is gorgeous!” I whispered.  “Garrek told us that you had given birth a couple of months ago.  Your family has been growing a lot lately, hasn't it?” 
 
   Jaleth smiled her pleasure and said, “Yes, and we were very pleased to get another daughter.  Rik and I felt that we both needed another child in our life and we decided to try for one about the time you were here.” 
 
   I grinned back at her and replied, “Malena had hinted as much.  I'm so happy for you.  After having my twins, I know how wonderful it is.  Speaking of Malena, though, where is she at the moment?” 
 
   “She and Miktar are helping out with preparations at the festival, but they should be coming back here very soon.” 
 
   “Good.  I have been looking forward to seeing her again too.”  We made our way back to the living room and I settled down on a rug with the others while Jaleth and Rikandor served up some coffee and muffins.  
 
   We spent a lot of time catching up on news since we last met.  When this morning's incident was mentioned, Jaleth looked distressed and Rikandor was definitely annoyed.  “That fool vixen doesn't know what she is talking about.  Even when I was unsure about Garrek's choice, I gave them the benefit of the doubt.  This has turned out better than I had dared to hope for everyone, but Ketta seems to think she knows better.  She should learn to mind her business.” 
 
   “But Ketta is a very influential person, dear,” Jaleth said.  “Whether her opinion is correct or not is not going to matter so long as she feels she has been slighted.  She will make sure that everyone else knows it too and you know that there are others who are inclined to think her way.” 
 
   “Then what are we going to be able to do to counter it?” 
 
   “At the moment, just being yourself is good enough.  It was also well known that you were wary of this mating.  Just go out and tell people how you now feel.  Arguing directly with Ketta will only make things worse while malicious lies tend to evaporate in the face of truth.” 
 
   “You've always been wiser than me, my love.” Rikandor gave his mate a gentle hug.  
 
   “And don't you forget it!” she replied with a tender grin on her face.  
 
   Goldfur spoke up.  “Our presence at the festival this year will be important.  The doubters will be able to see for themselves and we will get it all out into the open.  Maybe we can clear this all up this weekend,” she ended on a hopeful note.  
 
   Jaleth sighed, then said, “I think you are being a bit optimistic, but for your sakes, I hope you are right.” 
 
   Just then, the front door opened and two more foxtaurs came in.  “You're here!”, Malena cried with delight.  She bounded up to us and gave her brother a hug, then Goldfur.  I was stunned by how much she had matured in the past year.  The lean teenager I had come to know had filled out into full maturity.  Her physique was a young adult at the peak of fitness and her breasts had more than amply filled out to eye-catching dimensions.  She was now an extraordinarily beautiful vixentaur, but she carried it with a total lack of self-consciousness.  I was into my male phase and I felt myself being rapidly turned on.  I was having quite a bit of difficulty suppressing my body's automatic reactions even though this was really not the time for such things.  My turn for a hug was next and she seemed to linger a little longer, making me wish we had a little privacy for a more intimate greeting.  
 
   “Welcome back, Forest.  You too, Midnight and Trina.  And is this your other mate?” 
 
   “That's right.  Malena, I'd like you to meet my lifemate Kris and my other sister Quickpaw.  Folks, this is Malena, Garrek's sister.  And the tod grinning his head off at her is Miktar.” 
 
   “G'day mates!” he said with a creditable Aussie accent.  “Did I get that right?” 
 
   “That was pretty good,” I answered.  “How long have you been practicing that?” 
 
   “Ever since you were last here,” he admitted with an even bigger grin.  He had a grown a lot in the year between our visits.  He obviously was still keen on the outdoor activities as his youthful frame was looking well conditioned and he was growing up to be a very handsome foxtaur tod.  
 
   We settled back on the rugs.  I noted with interest that Malena settled herself down next to Goldfur on the other side from her brother.  I wondered how much of the initial attraction she had for my sister still existed despite the infrequent visits shi made.  
 
   The rest of the morning was spent catching up on events that had happened on both sides of the world since we had last met.  A big lunch had been prepared which we enjoyed with scarcely any lessening of the conversation.  After letting the meal settle for a bit, Jaleth chased us out of the house, promising to meet us a little later.  I put on the special saddle arrangement designed for carrying my two cubs around.  Goldfur had hir own backpack for carrying Eudora, but wanted to hold hir cub in hir arms for a while.  Malena kept chatting with all of us, but I noticed that she kept closer to Goldfur.  Something else was bothering me about her though, then I finally realized.  She was just starting to come into heat.  That ought to make things interesting.  
 
   You would never have known that there was any dissension judging by the amount of fuss that the foxtaurs made over our cubs.  In fact, most were quite amused by the fact that Eudora was so foxy-looking except for hir paws.  We meandered about the grounds, occasionally running across a familiar face and renewing acquaintances.  The setup was the same as last year and this time we headed for the stalls first to see if we could pick up some more of the wonderful local handicrafts.  This year I was determined to get something for Midnight that shi couldn't resist trying out.  I had already found some absolutely gorgeous outfits for the cubs and I had just found a top that I wanted to get for myself when I heard the sound of that unwelcome voice again.  
 
   “So, you wouldn't take the hint and go away,” Ketta announced loudly, obviously for the benefit of the little group of vixens clustered around her.  “There you are, girls.  This is what happens when you let just anyone into the village.  They think they own the place, then they start stealing your mates.” 
 
   I sighed as I looked in Goldfur's direction.  We realised that we couldn't ignore this as Ketta seemed to have come here looking for a confrontation.  I had to stand up for my sister and brother-in-law.  
 
   “Your festival has always been open to everyone and one of the purposes of this event is used for is to look for mates outside the village,” I started arguing.  
 
   “Foxtaur mates!” she spat.  “Not feline freaks!” 
 
   “So the only thing you have against us is that a tod has fallen in love with someone outside his own species and had the temerity to actually have a child by hir?” 
 
   “Foxtaurs should mate with foxtaurs,” she insisted.  “Some vixens already had an eye on him as a potential mate and one of them would have borne normal foxtaur cubs instead of this half-breed dual-sexed monstrosity.” 
 
   “That's stupid,” I said.  “Both our species are the result of genetic engineering by humans.  There's no such thing as a pure breed amongst us.” 
 
   “Speak for yourself.  We foxtaurs are purer than your mixed heritage.  Oh yes, I know all about your hybrid nature and we don't want any part of it!” 
 
   Now I was feeling more than a bit peeved by her constant denigration of my species.  My own ire was raised and I started replying a bit heatedly, 
 
   “Our species was the culmination of all that was learned from previous creations, so we are genetically better off.  You could say that Garrek has sired a superior cub.  We don't flaunt this fact in people's faces, but I am sure that I'm not going to let you put us down like this, along with Garrek.” 
 
   “Foxtaurs have gotten along perfectly well without your 'improvements',” she said in a sarcastic tone.  “And what about simply stealing one of our males away from the village?” 
 
   Garrek spoke up this time.  “Nothing more happened than does at the festival where mates exchange clans for the betterment of the bloodlines.  I am still part of this village and always will be.  The only thing that Goldfur stole was my heart,” he turned to look hir in hir eyes, and continued with deep affection in his voice, “And that shi may keep for as long as shi wants.” 
 
   Goldfur took his hands and returned his gaze.  “You took mine in return, my love, and I never want it back.” 
 
   The love between them was palpable.  They then joined muzzles for a lengthy kiss.  I watched as an expression of disgust crossed Ketta's face and she whirled and stalked away, sycophantic vixens in tow.  But not all of them, I noted.  A few stayed, seemingly curious about this beautiful couple and their child.  I wasn't sure how well I had handled the situation, so I sidled up to one of them to see if I could learn something, but she chose to speak up before I could ask anything.  
 
   “Ketta was spreading rumours about these two and the cub, and I was foolish enough to believe them for a while.  She even implied that the child was some sort of deformed freak, but anyone can see that shi is a beautiful cub.  I'm sorry that I even thought for a moment that there was something wrong.” 
 
   I smiled at her in reassurance.  “Then perhaps you can help improve the situation.  Tell everyone you meet just what the real situation is and perhaps we can stop this before it grows too much.” 
 
   “Willingly.  Now please excuse me; it's my turn to have a play with the cub.”  She grinned at me and I let her go.  I felt much reassured to realize that Ketta and her cronies were not being unanimously believed.  I decided that I'd better not get too cocky though.  Jaleth had warned us that Ketta was an influential person and she might yet cause us trouble.  
 
   We turned our attention back to the stalls, trying to recapture the happy mood we had been in before Ketta's visit.  It was Kris who found the item that I was looking for.  He held up a jacket that had been made to suit a female.  It was one of those beautifully crafted soft leather garments and I strongly suspected that it was made by Purteshka the Leatherworker who had designed my favourite halter.  
 
   Kris brought the jacket over to me.  “This is the kind of style that I'd choose to wear, not counting the allowance for a large bust of course.  If Midnight doesn't like this, nothing will interest hir.” 
 
   I agreed and purchased it immediately.  I found Midnight at another stall, examining some hunting knives.  Shi smiled when shi saw what I was carrying.  “You aren't going to give up until I try that on, I suppose?  No?  Well then, I'd better give it a chance.”  I held it up so that shi could easily slip it on.  As shi fastened it, a look of surprise came over hir face.  “My God, this is so comfortable! I've never felt so unencumbered while wearing a top.”  Shi went looking for a mirror in a nearby stall and examined hirself, noting its handsome design that didn't overemphasize hir full figure; then shi turned back to me and gave me a hug.  “Thank you, Forest.  This is perfect for me.  You have succeeded in getting me something that I want to wear.” 
 
   I smiled back, happy to have pleased my mate.  I said to hir, “Then would you like to show it off at one of the dances?” 
 
   “Let's do it!” shi laughed and, grabbing my hand, took off in the direction of the music coming from entertainment area.  
 
   The rest of the afternoon and evening was spent in a similar manner to last year, up until near the end of the evening feast.  It was then that I noticed a vixen, who had been sharing our table, having an argument with Ketta.  Straining to hear, I realised that Ketta was denouncing the vixentaur for having anything to do with us, but shi was accepting none of what Ketta had to say.  I nudged Goldfur and pointed them out to hir.  Shi sighed and shook hir head.  I saw that Malena had noticed too and she was looking very unhappy about it.  Goldfur put an arm around her shoulder in reassurance.  Malena looked slightly surprised for a moment, then happily leaned her head on my sister's comforting shoulder.  
 
   The rest of the feast was pleasant.  It seemed half the village came around to have a look at our cubs.  Having fed myself, it was time to feed my children.  Snowcloud had begun mewling for a drink, so I nursed hir while Patchwork continued to lap up the attention that the villagers were lavishing upon them.  Goldfur decided that Eudora was due to be fed also and the foxtaurs could look at hir just as well while shi was at hir breast.  This evening was proving to be good for our relationship with the foxtaur clan.  People could see for themselves just what Goldfur and Garrek's cub was like and how we got along with all who came to look.  Ketta was going to have to do a miracle to overcome the impressions made tonight.  
 
   There was one visitor to our table who had formed her own opinions a year ago.  Dilenna the archer surprised Midnight with a present of a quiver she had made for hir.  Midnight was delighted and the two spent much time discussing their mutual love of the sport.  
 
   We all took turns looking after the cubs so that we could all have a full evening of entertainment.  Quickpaw said shi would take first turn because Patchwork had finally decided that shi was hungry too and my little sister had yet to feed a cub that day.  We left Patchwork happily at Quickpaw's nipple and sought out the musicians.  This time we were expected and they started up a lively dance tune for us.  We grinned as we realised that they expected us to do the chakat style dance that we improvised last year.  We didn't dare disappoint our hosts, so we enthusiastically complied.  
 
   Later, Garrek brought out his flute and joined in with one of the bands.  He had been practicing a lot and, now that he had more self-confidence, he was willing to play for the crowd.  I don't know what the standard of ability was in that village, but to my ear he seemed to be marvellous.  Another flautist joined him in a beautiful harmony which brought thunderous applause.  When he was finished, his fell was flushed with both pride and a touch of embarrassment.  He found it hard to accept that he was that good.  
 
   It was quite late before our group made its way back home.  My cubs were both fast asleep in my special backpack, gently rocked by my gait.  Quickpaw had finally ran out of energy and was ready to drop.  When we got to the house, we sent hir and Miktar off to his den.  We took all the cubs to the nursery where we settled them all down without even waking any of them.  This time Jaleth and Rikandor didn't go to their room.  They excused themselves saying that they were expected over at a friend's home for a late supper.  I thought that there was probably a lot more to it than that, but it wasn't any of my business.  
 
   We made ourselves some hot chocolate and congregated in the living room to unwind and work out sleeping arrangements.  Seven of us was a bit too much for one small den.  Of course there was also the matter of who wanted to be with whom.  This time everyone knew that Malena would be involved so there would be no surprises...  or so I thought.  Malena made her way over to Goldfur's side, which was quite expected.  It was obvious that her attraction to my sister had not waned and I counted Goldfur as being lucky to have the attentions of such a delightful vixen.  
 
   Unexpectedly, Malena asked, “Goldfur, could you and Garrek come to my room for a few minutes?  I need to talk with you about something in private.” 
 
   They consented and left for her room.  I was rather curious, but resisted the urge to eavesdrop.  I was to find out soon just what she wanted to ask.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Malena fidgeted a bit uncertainly, then made up her mind to start.  “There are foxtaur customs that normally apply to what I want to ask,” she said to both of them, “But the unique nature of your relationship has made that inapplicable, so I'm winging this a bit.  Please forgive me if I make a blunder.” 
 
   She turned to face Goldfur and then continued, “I have fallen in love with you, Goldfur, and I want to have your cub.” 
 
   My sister was only startled for a moment before putting hir arms around Malena and replying, “I care deeply for you too, Malena, but are you sure about this?  Are you sure that what you feel is love?  Are you prepared for a cub at your age?  And what of your brother; have you considered how it affects him? 
 
   Malena was reluctant to leave Goldfur's arms, but she needed to speak earnestly to all those witnessing her plea.  “I think that I fell for you the first day we met and you taught me how to make love.  Yet, as strongly as I felt for you, even I knew that this might just be an infatuation, so I kept it to myself.  However, when you left, I felt that an important piece of me was missing and there was an emptiness that was only filled when you returned on one of your visits.  You were always prepared to make love with me each time and it was always beautiful, but it made your leaving again that much harder.  Well, I can't keep it in anymore.  I love you Goldfur, of this I'm sure.  
 
   She had been speaking with more and more intensity, peaking with her earnest declaration of love, then she paused a moment.  Goldfur and Garrek kept quiet, knowing that she had more to say yet.  She looked fondly at her brother, and said, “I care for my brother a lot and I wouldn't do anything to hurt him, but I'm not doing anything to threaten his relationship with you.  You know that our foxtaur society is socially matriarchal and I have the right to ask this, but the reason why we have this rule is because vixens outnumber the males and many tods take more than one mate.  It's not unheard of for sisters to choose the same male, but this will be the first time that a brother and sister choose the same mate.  Even so, what I am asking for is your child.  You do not have to formally mate with me.” 
 
   Goldfur replied, “No, Malena.  Chakats do not have cubs outside of a declared mating.  A child is a gift of love and if you don't love the one you are mating with, why would you want one?”  Then shi looked at Garrek and said, “Chakat custom allows any number of mates, but we know that this doesn't necessarily apply to others.  Are you comfortable with the thought of your sister being your co-mate?” 
 
   Garrek grinned, and answered, “Beloved, I can't see why the whole world doesn't fall in love with you.”  Then seriously, he continued.  “I've seen how Malena reacts in your presence and I recognized it as much the same way that I felt.  Even so, this comes as a bit of a surprise, but I couldn't imagine a better mate for my sister.”  He paused a moment in thought, then went on, “The possibility that she would want to continue her relationship with you had crossed my mind, and I was already comfortable with that.  If she wishes to be a full co-mate, then I defer to custom.  It is vixen's choice and I have no objections.” 
 
   Goldfur looked a bit surprised at that.  “Not quite the answer I expected, but certainly reassuring.”  Shi turned back to Malena.  “But what about having a cub?  We can all tell that you are in oestrus at the moment.  You aren't just asking because your body is urging you to do so?  And if not, are you ready for the responsibility of a child?” 
 
   “I decided that I wanted your cub long ago, and not while I was in heat either.  I've thought about what this would mean to both of us and how to take care of hir.  I know that shi will be a chakat and will need to be brought up as such.  In fact, that will be important as it will bring a chakat more intimately into foxtaur society as shi grows up.  And as for being ready, just look at Quickpaw.  Shi could hardly be a better parent and shi's years younger than me.  We tend to have cubs early and I feel that I'm ready, so I decided that because I'm in heat, now would be a good time to try.” 
 
   Goldfur looked at them both, then said, “It seems that I've been the only silly one here then.  I've been holding back, not wanting to let my feelings for you get out of hand and thereby hurting Garrek.  Oh, my darling vixen, I'd be happy and honoured to be your mate.”  Shi embraced Malena tenderly.  
 
   Malena was smiling and crying for joy at the same time.  “You're not the only silly one.  I should have asked a long time ago.”  Then she kissed her new mate, long and passionately.  
 
   Garrek watched them, finding himself remarkably satisfied with the situation, except for one thing: “It seems I might have to find another bed partner tonight,” he thought to himself.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   We all cheered and clapped when the three came back and announced the mating.  I was delighted that my sister had finally realized just how lucky shi was to have Malena's affection and I was already excited by the prospect of another foxtaur-chakat niece.  
 
   Everyone wanted to give the new couple a hug of congratulations.  I sidled up to Garrek and said with a grin, “Now's my chance to get my paws on you for a while.” 
 
   “What makes you think that you were the first to ask?”  His eyes pointed towards another in the room.  
 
   Trina stood there looking innocent for a moment, then hir muzzle split into cheesy smile.  “Hey, I can't help it if I saw the possibility first.” 
 
   I conceded the point, but I knew I'd have my chance later.  I turned to my other two lifemates who were waiting for me.  Before we could begin though, Goldfur announced, “You will have to excuse Malena and myself.  We're going to be a bit busy tonight seeing if I can be as successful with my new foxtaur mate as with my first.”  They then headed for Malena's room.  Goldfur continued speaking to her, “There's this chakat mating ritual we have...” 
 
   Malena interrupted hir, “I know of it.” 
 
   Goldfur smiled fondly at hir as shi closed the door.  “Somehow I knew you would.” 
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   Episode 13:  Crisis
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   “Good morning, everyone!” 
 
   I recognized the youthful voices of Quickpaw and Miktar chorusing their greeting and I prised an eyelid open to survey the situation.  All five of us had fallen asleep on the rugs in the living room and spent the night there.  I found myself in the embrace of Garrek and didn't feel particularly inclined to change that, but it was time to get stirring.  I rolled over and found that Kris had been snuggled cosily between Midnight and myself, our fur acting as his blanket.  That left just Trina coiled into fluffy, white ball of long fur, acting as a pillow for Midnight's head.  
 
   “And a good morning to you too,” I replied.  “No need to stand there just grinning at us, is there any particular reason for waking us now?” 
 
   Quickpaw said, “Eudora woke earlier and I fed hir, but now the twins are stirring.” 
 
   Midnight surged to hir feet.  “It's my turn to feed them.  Get breakfast going; I've got quite an appetite!” 
 
   As shi headed for the nursery, Jaleth emerged.  “Hello there, sleepyheads! Did you have a late night?” she asked with an innocent expression.  
 
   “You could say that,” I grinned as I replied.  
 
   “Where's Goldfur?  Is shi with Malena?” 
 
   “Yes.  Last night they declared themselves as mates and they celebrated that in the privacy of Malena's room.” 
 
   Jaleth smiled happily.  “My daughter has brought herself to ask Goldfur at last, has she?  I've been watching her for the past year and I knew how she felt about Goldfur.  It was quite a strange feeling for me to come to terms with the possibility of this three-sided relationship, but the more I watched it grow, the more I realized how well-suited they were for each other.  Of course, the last two to be convinced of this were probably the couple in question.” 
 
   I laughed.  “You got that right! Goldfur was a little stunned by how everyone, including Garrek, so readily accepted the turn of events.” 
 
   “Well, I'm proud of the choice my two cubs have made.  It is definitely a very different family than this village is used to, but I feel that it is going to be a very successful and loving one.” She paused to sniff the aroma coming from the kitchen.  “Smells like breakfast is almost ready.  Time to give the lovers a call.” 
 
   “I'll do that.”  I padded into Malena's room and found the two nested together, still fast asleep.  I leant over and gave my sister a wake-up lick to hir muzzle.  As shi stirred, I said, “Time to get up, sister.  You and your new mate's presence is requested for breakfast.” 
 
   “Did someone say breakfast?”  Malena's head had shot up at the mention of the word.  “I'm starving!” 
 
   “Work up a bit of an appetite, did we?”  I grinned.  
 
   “We certainly tried our best!” She grinned at Goldfur who lovingly stroked her head and rubbed hir muzzle against hers.  
 
   Breakfast turned into a celebration for the two and Malena was startled by the degree of support that her parents showed for her decision.  I told her that it was because they had the time to get used to the possibility.  Like most children, she didn't realize just how much her parents already knew.  
 
   We made our preparations for the day's events.  I loaded my twins into the backpack, but Eudora was proving to be restless and unwilling to be carried.  
 
   “Why don't you leave Eudora with me?” Jaleth volunteered.  “I need to look after my own cub for a while and get a couple of chores done first.  I'd like to be able to spend a bit of time with my granddaughter too.  You can come back a little later and collect hir.” 
 
   “Thanks, Jaleth.”  Goldfur gave her a quick hug and we were on our way.  
 
   Miktar and Quickpaw took off to find their friends while the rest of us went to check out the activities planned for the day's competitions.  We were going to see whether anyone could use help with setting up and perhaps get into one of the earlier games, but first we had to deal with someone else.  
 
   “Time for our daily dose of misery, folks,” I announced, having spotted Ketta ahead.  She had apparently seen our group and had stopped to wait for us to reach her.  I was determined that she wasn't going to spoil our fun today.  “Good morning, Ketta.  Are you going to be competing in the games today?” 
 
   “Don't act so chummy with me; I'm not your friend.  I don't see the brat.  Have you finally decided to stop shoving it in our faces?” 
 
   Goldfur answered, “Shi's spending some time with hir grandparents.  My daughter is a fact of life; get used to it!” 
 
   “The only fact that I know is that you are an outsider who has no right to be here.” 
 
   It was Malena who leapt to hir defence.  “No, Ketta.  Goldfur is welcome in our village both as a friend to our clan and as my brother's mate, but you have been harping on the fact that it should be vixen's choice.  Well now it is for sure.  I have asked Goldfur to be my mate too and shi has accepted.  Now you don't have any excuse.” 
 
   Ketta was stunned speechless.  She had been using rationalizations as her reasons for her attitude towards chakats, but now that her most important excuse had been bypassed, she was left sputtering, trying to come up with another reason to cover up her own bigotry.  Unable to come up with a retort at that time, she whirled and stalked off in a rage.  A little sadly, we continued on our way.  
 
   “Does anyone know why Ketta hates us so,” I asked.  
 
   Garrek replied, “It's probably a lot to do with me.  You know how she said that some vixens had their eyes on me before I went away?  The truth is that there was one and that was Ketta.  However, she was never forthright with me about it.  Instead, she was stringing me along and, as it turns out, several other tods.  She wanted me all right, but purely on her terms.  There was no love in her attentions and fortunately I realized that fact in time.  It put me off vixens for a while and certainly didn't help my shyness.  Meeting Goldfur was the best possible thing to happen to me after that.  Shi was my beautiful lady and shi wasn't a conniving vixen.  Ketta, however, is not the type who takes losing graciously and still wants her petty victories.  Chakats in general and Goldfur in particular are the enemy as far as she's concerned.  I'm afraid that no amount of rational discussion will ever change her.” 
 
   “Thank you, Red.  At last I have some understanding of what drives her.  I just wonder what life in this village will be like if Ketta continues her vendetta against us.”  I sighed.  “You'd think that after humans had finally almost eliminated bigotry, we morph species would be able to avoid it.  It seems that some still need to learn that lesson.” 
 
   “Oh stop being so maudlin,” Midnight chided me.  “One foxtaur can't spoil the whole day.  Come on, I want to get over to the archery field.” 
 
   I grinned back at hir.  “You're right, of course.  Time to have some fun!” 
 
   We ended up splitting into groups to follow different activities.  We left Midnight and Trina talking with Dilenna, quite sure that they would be pre-occupied for some time.  Goldfur, Garrek, Malena, Kris and myself joined up with a volleyball team for while.  The game was a lot of fun, but Goldfur said shi couldn't stay too long as shi would have to go fetch Eudora.  The game wasn't quite finished though when Rikandor came running up to us and skidded to a stop.  
 
   “Come quickly! Eudora's gone missing!” 
 
   I barely caught a glimpse of Goldfur's expression of panic before shi took off like a furry bullet.  The rest of us took off after hir while Rikandor informed us that Jaleth was notifying the authorities.  We arrived well behind Goldfur to find hir and Jaleth together.  The vixen was explaining, “I was only in the next room a few minutes, getting some things together to take to the fair.  When I came back in, shi was gone.” 
 
   
  
 

Goldfur started examining the room, opening all hir senses to find a clue.  I cautioned everyone else to keep back, then joined hir.  Suddenly Goldfur hissed, then spat out one word: “Ketta!” 
 
   I checked for myself and verified it.  Ketta's scent was definitely there.  Fear gripped at me.  What had that mad vixen done?  She had no idea what she was unleashing.  Goldfur's eyes were lit with rage and shi snarled as shi raced out of the room.  
 
   “Garrek!” I commanded, “Follow hir! No time for explanations, just try to keep hir out of trouble.”  He took off after hir without question.  
 
   “Malena, go get Midnight.  Shi's our best tracker.”  Malena was gone like a shot.  
 
   “Kris, get our comms and your kit and meet us outside.”  As usual, Kris was already on it as I said it.  He was always prepared for emergencies, no matter how unforeseen.  
 
   “Jaleth, Rik said that you were contacting the authorities.  What's happening?” 
 
   “The town guard was going to send over a couple of people to look for what they believed was a lost cub,” she replied.  “I'll go tell them that this is now a kidnapping.” 
 
   “Do that, and tell them that time is of the essence.  There's more at stake than you know.”  She hastened to comply.  “Alert the medics too,” I called out an after-thought.  
 
   “Rikandor, please come with me.  We are going to start searching and let everyone else catch up to us.”  I ran outside and cast about for a scent.  
 
   “Are you going to track Ketta like the missing cubs last year?” Rikandor asked.  
 
   “That's the idea.  Goldfur will be doing the same, but shi will be too overcome by hir emotions to do so efficiently.  It's important that we get to Ketta before shi does.  Come on, this way!” Ketta's trail led back to the well-travelled lane that led to that grouping of homes and was overwhelmed.  Perhaps a bloodhound's nose might have been able to sort it out, but at least we had one trick that they couldn't match.  Just then, I saw Midnight approaching at top speed.  Shi came to a halt next to us, panting, “Malena says Ketta's got Eudora?” 
 
   “That's right.  I found her trail coming from the house and it gets lost here on the lane.  We're going to have to do a full scan of the area.” 
 
   “Right.  She'd be unlikely to head towards the village with the cub, so I suggest you go further down the lane and try to get a bearing on her from there.” 
 
   By this time, Kris had emerged from the house with our comms and Midnight and I grabbed ours, then I trotted down the lane.  Meanwhile, Midnight sat on hir haunches and relaxed and opened up hir senses fully in the way that no one but another chakat could match; hir senses sifting the tiniest clue from scenery.  Fifty meters away, I stopped and did the same.  Fragments of scents, tiny movements, nearly inaudible sounds, all built up a picture within my mind.  
 
   “I've got her!” Midnight called.  “North by northwest!” 
 
   I focused on that area and finally caught an indication to get my own bearing.  They weren't too far away yet.  I trotted back in Midnight's direction.  Shi, Rikandor, Malena and Jaleth met me halfway.  “Is there any trail headed in that direction?” I asked the foxtaurs.  
 
   “There's a path that goes along the cliffs and down to the valley.  It's mainly used by the hunting parties.  It starts over there.”  Rikandor indicated one of the side lanes.  
 
   “Jaleth, send everyone after us as fast as possible.  The rest of you come with us.”  Rikandor led the way to the trail with the rest of us close behind.  It wasn't long before we could pick up the scent to confirm that we were on the right track.  We pushed ourselves to the limit.  Ketta didn't have too much of a start on us, but we couldn't tell how fast she was travelling and every moment increased the danger.  We had left Kris behind and were feeling the strain ourselves when we caught up to Ketta.  It was an unfortunate place to meet because the trail ran along a steep drop down one side.  The vixen whirled about at our approach, then grabbed Eudora's tail and held hir over the edge.  
 
   “Get back or I'll drop it!” she warned.  
 
   “Ketta, you've got to give Eudora back now.  You don't realize just how much trouble you're in.  My sister will be here soon and the cub must be safe.”  I was going to explain why it was so urgent that she comply immediately, but she cut me off.  
 
   “Forget it.  Once I get rid of this freak, maybe the rest of the village will come to its senses.  Meanwhile, it's my insurance.” 
 
   “That's crazy! The people aren't going to let you get away with killing a cub.  What's more, you are in more danger than shi anyway.” 
 
   “Ha! What are you going to do?  You couldn't get to me before I drop the brat anyway.  Then we'll see who is right,” she smirked.  
 
   Just then, my comm beeped.  Kris' voice spoke urgently, “Forest!  Goldfur just passed me like a bat out of hell.  Have you got Eudora yet?” 
 
   I didn't have the time to answer him.  Instead I tried one last time to warn Ketta.  “You're almost out of time.  You must give hir to me now! If Eudora isn't safe when Goldfur gets here, we can't be held responsible for your own safety.” 
 
   “Who do you think you are kidding?  You chakats are always preaching love and peace.  You wouldn't lift a finger to harm me.  No, I think I'll just leave this freak dangling a bit longer.  My arm is getting a bit tired though and the brat's mewling is beginning to annoy me.  Maybe I'll just get this over with right now and then we'll....” 
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   Ketta was cut off by a scream akin to that of an enraged mountain lion.  “Too late,” I whispered to myself.  The vixen's eyes locked on the source of the sound behind me and widened in sudden terror.  Faster than anyone would think possible, Goldfur closed the distance between them.  A paw blurred through the air and Ketta was sent flying to land unmoving in a nearby bush.  Goldfur's swing spun hir body around; shi planted hir feet and hir prehensile tail snatched Eudora from mid air, barely having fallen at all from the moment that shi had dropped from the vixen's grasp.  Goldfur swung hir tail forward to grasp the cub in hir arms, then retreated to a safe point away from everybody, still snarling in warning to anybody who might come near.  
 
   Garrek had arrived moments after Goldfur, badly winded from trying to keep up with hir all this time.  I grabbed him by the shoulder to get his attention.  “Garrek, go to Goldfur.  Reassure hir and calm hir down.  You're one of the few who can approach hir safely at this moment.”  He nodded and slowly walked up to his mate's side.  Shi emitted a short growl of warning then, recognizing him, allowed him to come close enough to put his arm around hir.  He began murmuring to hir, soothing hir fears.  
 
   “Everybody else keep away from them for now until Goldfur is completely calmed down.”  I then went over to see to Ketta.  Long gouges in her fur from neck to cheek were oozing blood.  She was still breathing, thank Heaven, but she was probably badly concussed.  I grabbed my comm.  “Kris! Where are you? 
 
   “Right behind you, love.”  I jumped slightly.  I hadn't been paying attention and had missed his arrival.  “Let me through and I'll attend to Ketta.”  He brought out his kit and started his first aid.  Since Garrek had joined our family, Kris had studied foxtaur physiology to extend his already competent paramedical capabilities, so Ketta was in good hands until more help arrived.  
 
   The situation under control for the moment, I turned my attention to the others in our party.  Rikandor said, “I've got word over my comm.  Both the medics and the authorities will be here soon.” 
 
   “Good,” I replied, then noticed that Malena was looking somewhat stunned.  I put my hand gently on her shoulder.  “Are you all right?” 
 
   She looked at me, then shook herself a bit then said, “I'll be okay.  I'm just a bit surprised at what happened.  I mean, I don't blame Goldfur for wanting to get back hir cub so badly, but the savagery of the encounter was far above what I expected of a chakat.” 
 
   I sighed, then said, “You have just learned in the worst way of a flaw in our nature.  Much is often said about how we care for all and love our mates and family enormously, but this is a trait that is almost too strong.  When it comes to our cubs, the urge to love and protect is almost overwhelming, and in times of extreme stress, we can revert to our raw primal instincts.  Under these conditions, there is no reasoning with a chakat.  If Ketta had released Eudora before Goldfur arrived, nothing would have happened.  However, the moment that Goldfur saw Eudora in peril, nothing would stop hir from getting to hir cub.  Ketta didn't stand a chance.” 
 
   I looked over to where my sister was lying, hugging Eudora to hir breast.  Garrek had managed to calm hir down by now and shi had started suffering the after-effects of hir rampage.  Physical shock was taking its toll and, with the re-assertion of hir normal rational self, the enormity of what shi had done was hurting hir.  
 
   I led Malena over to Goldfur, saying, “Come, Goldfur needs us badly now.”  We took our place beside hir as shi started sobbing in reaction.  We were all holding hir and stroking hir fur in an effort to allay hir pain when the other foxtaurs started arriving.  Foxtaur paramedics took over from Kris and called in their aerial rescue unit.  The town could only afford a small helicopter and one patient was all they could take, so they decided that Goldfur should be carried out on a stretcher.  But before either left the scene, two more foxtaurs arrived.  One was male, the other female, but they were similarly clad in a distinctive uniform.  The vixen was late middle-aged with silver fur lacing her coat.  The tod was burly and alert.  The other foxtaurs were respectful of them as they looked around without hindering anyone.  They started asking questions of everyone and I turned to Rikandor and wordlessly indicated them, asking for clarification.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Quietly, Rikandor explained; “They are Justice and Enforcement.  Those two have the honour and duty to investigate incidents that affect the whole village, determine culpability and exact punishment.  While the village must conform to the laws of this country, within the village, we do not have a legal system but a justice system.  These people have been chosen as the most honest, just and competent foxtaurs in the village and they have first and final authority here.  Don't be afraid of them.  Just answer all their questions fully.” 
 
   I admit that their investigation was thorough.  They took nothing at face value and sought verification wherever possible.  They took a good look at Ketta before she was air-lifted to the helicopter.  When it came our turn to be questioned, I explained that Goldfur was not in any condition to answer questions at this time, then repeated my explanation about my sister's actions.  They seemed satisfied, although they did say that they would follow up when Goldfur had recovered.  I felt strangely awed by their presence and was glad when they were finished.
 
   We were able to get Goldfur out of the forest fairly quickly because the trail was a well-travelled route and therefore properly maintained.  Shi was taken to the med centre and treated for shock and exhaustion.  Shi continued to hold Eudora very possessively and I warned the doctors not to even think about trying to get hir to release the cub into their care at this time.  Garrek refused to leave his mate's side and Malena wanted to stay too, but the medical personnel would only allow one person to stay with hir continuously.  They would allow Malena to stay only a little longer and then she would have to leave and come back later.  I, too, wanted to stay with my sister, but I deferred to Garrek.  I knew that despite all that happened today, Goldfur would be all right.  
 
   Malena excused herself, saying that she wanted to attend to a personal errand while she had the chance.  I wanted to get back to the house where I'd left my cubs in Jaleth's care.  Rikandor had already left to give his mate all the news.  Kris and Trina accompanied me while Midnight chose to go back to the games.  Shi had urged me to join hir to get myself out of the sombre mood that I was in.  Remembering the incident last year and the way that I got myself stuck in a rut of self-pity, I had to agree that shi might have the right idea.  
 
   When we got back to the house, we found Quickpaw and Miktar there.  They had heard about the kidnapping, as indeed so had most of the community by now.  They had come back here to get more information and we all told what we knew.  Apparently the games had pretty much come to a halt and the village was buzzing with speculation.  I reckoned that it was time for all of us to make an appearance to let everyone know the situation and to settle rumours.  Firstly though, I attended to my cubs needs.  Quickpaw pointed out that Eudora's needs could not be fully attended while Goldfur refused to let hir go, so shi and I went back to the med centre when I was done.  
 
   Goldfur was asleep when we got there, Garrek tenderly stroking hir hair.  Eudora had started squirming though, tired of being confined within hir mother's grasp.  Malena rejoined us just as the cub woke my sister.  Quickpaw took the opportunity to step forward and authoritatively demanded that Goldfur let hir take over Eudora's care while Goldfur recovered hir strength.  
 
   Goldfur smiled tenderly at our little sister who acted so grown-up.  “Yes, sir!” shi replied.  Even so, shi was still a trifle hesitant to pass the cub over, but finally did let hir go.  “Please don't let hir out of your sight for even a moment.” 
 
   “You know I won't, so relax and rest,” Quickpaw reassured hir, then left for the house.  It was then Malena's turn to do some insisting, claiming that it was her turn to stay with Goldfur for a while.  Garrek was understandably reluctant, but relented after I pointed out that as a co-mate, she had as much right as he did to attend to Goldfur.  
 
   Malena said, “Stop worrying so much, brother.  Our mate is strong and just needs hir spirits restored, and I have some news that may help do that.”  She put her arm about Goldfur and looked hir in the eye and said, “Goldfur, my darling, I am pregnant.” 
 
   Goldfur wasn't the only one to feel startled, but shi was the one to ask the question that we all wanted to ask.  “So soon?  How could you possibly be sure of that?  You don't even have a chakat's inner sense and we don't know until about a day later.” 
 
   “True, but I didn't rely on that.  I've just been to see the medics and their equipment is excellent.  Their scanners were able to detect a fertilized egg, so I'm quite sure that you have successfully sired the cub I wanted so much.” 
 
   “That we wanted, Malena.  Oh, my beautiful vixen, that's such wonderful news.”  Goldfur's eyes were brimming with tears of joy.  Shi embraced Malena with fervour and Garrek joined with them in congratulations.  
 
   When they finally let each other go, Goldfur's tears were freely flowing, bringing hir the catharsis shi needed.  I thought to myself, “Good on you, Malena, that was a beautiful idea to confirm your pregnancy and let Goldfur know.”  I was determined to find some way of rewarding her for thoughtful deed.  
 
   Just then, a nurse came in and demanded to know why we were crowding the ward again.  She shooed out most of us, leaving just Malena to attend to her mate.  Garrek was a far happier foxtaur now that he was sure that Goldfur was going to be fine, and I certainly had my own spirits lifted also.  We paused outside Ketta's ward to inquire about her status.  The doctor informed us that although she was still unconscious, there wasn't any major injury and they expected her to awaken soon.  This was a relief to all of us as we neither wanted any more strain put on Goldfur, nor wished Ketta any ill will despite her actions.  
 
   The rest of the day turned out to be almost normal.  Midnight was able to get to the archery competition in time.  Dilenna had insisted on holding it up until Midnight came back and, since she still was doing the organizing for the event, she got her way.  Both had been practicing their skills since last year and it was obvious that it was going to be narrowed down to those two again this year.  Once more, it came down to a play-off, but this time all the arrows of both competitors thudded home in the bull's-eye.  I was wondering whether they would have to come up with some extraordinary means of determining a winner when Dilenna called for the crowd's attention.  
 
   “I declare this competition to be a draw! As any more extreme test would start relying on luck as much as talent, I think that it's only fair that Midnight's skill be acknowledged as matching mine.  Congratulations, Midnight!” 
 
   I was impressed by the fact that these foxtaurs all responded with enthusiastic cheering.  These weren't games where it was a case of win at all costs.  No, they enjoyed the spirit of competition far more than most, and they had seen some wonderful archery demonstrated today.  As the crowd raised its voice in approval, Midnight went over to hug her friend.  Neither cared that there wasn't a clear winner.  They both enjoyed the sport for its own sake and the two had become fast friends because of it.  
 
   I still wasn't sure that I was in the mood to compete in the games myself, but various foxtaurs began coming around to ask me to join in various events.  I ended up relenting and found that I did enjoy myself after all.  One event that I had already promised to re-contest was the cross-country race.  As always, the cubs had set up a different, but equally tortuous route.  The little blighters even managed to dunk me again! I had a harder time beating the competition this year, but I still managed to retain my title.  The foxtaurs whom I narrowly defeated swore that they'd get me next year, then dragged me away to buy me a drink to congratulate me.  
 
   Last year, due to the loss of the little foxtaur cub, I never found out what they did after the games.  Thankfully, there were no formalities.  The various sports finished up and both the winners and losers headed for the refreshment stalls.  Then they broke into groups that settled in for long talks or singing or joke-telling.  It seemed even the most hotly-contested sporting events were partly an excuse just to get together and socialize.  Garrek stayed for a while, but started getting fidgety.  I knew that he wanted to get back to Goldfur but didn't want to be seeming to impose on his sister's right to spend time with hir.  I got up and walked over to him.  
 
   “Come on, Red,” I said, putting my hand on his shoulder to get his attention.  “I want to see how my sister is doing and I think you should come with me.” 
 
   Garrek smiled his gratitude.  This gave him the excuse he needed to go to the med centre.  We found Goldfur and Malena engaged in some quiet talk.  My sister looked quite relaxed and happier now that shi had rested for several hours.  Hir chakat physiology had already enabled hir body to recover completely and the attentions of hir mates had soothed hir soul.  
 
   “Oh, Forest!” shi said when shi spotted me.  “Tell Malena that it really is okay for me to leave the med centre now.” 
 
   “Are you sure that you have recovered sufficiently?” 
 
   “Of course I'm sure, but my over-protective mate here thinks that I should stay overnight.” 
 
   Malena was a little indignant.  “I'm not over-protective.  You've had an awfully hard day.  I don't think it's unreasonable to rest up a bit more.” 
 
   “Normally you would be right,” I concurred, “But we recover very quickly.  I think that the best medicine would be for you and Garrek to take Goldfur home and have a quiet night in your den together.” 
 
   “Perhaps shi could spare a few minutes with us first?”  The quiet but authoritative voice came from behind us.  The duo identified as Justice and Enforcement stood there.  The vixen continued, “If Goldfur has recovered hir strength, we require a short time to answer our questions, then shi may go with you.”  Shi looked at Goldfur questioningly.  
 
   Goldfur answered, “I'm prepared to answer your questions now.” 
 
   “Good.  The rest of you will please wait outside while we talk with hir.” 
 
   We trooped out into the hall and the quiet male of the duo closed the door behind us.  My hearing could still make out some of what they were saying, but it was mostly my sister doing the talking.  After about a quarter of an hour, the door opened and the two left, bidding us a good evening.  We went inside to see that Goldfur looked thoughtful but unperturbed.  
 
   “What did they ask?” demanded Malena.  
 
   Goldfur stirred hirself from hir introspection.  “Hmmm?  Oh.  They asked me to tell the whole incident in my own words.  Then they sought corroboration of a few events preceding it.  There was no sense of interrogation about it, yet I still felt awed in their presence.  I felt that they could detect a lie no matter how convincing it sounded.  If I forgot to mention a point, they were on it right away.  It was quite a remarkable experience.” 
 
   Garrek spoke up, saying, “That is the nature of their office.  We choose the best candidates for the jobs.  Whilst they are wearing their uniforms, they may command instant compliance with any edict they issue, but this power is balanced by wisdom.  They virtually embody the will of the village and the power of the position is almost tangible.” 
 
   “Did they say how you stood?” Malena asked.
 
   Goldfur looked a little puzzled.  “No, and yet they've left me with the impression that there isn't anything to worry about.  We'll find out tomorrow anyway.  I've been asked to be present at their office at 10:00am tomorrow.” 
 
   It seemed that there wasn't anything more to be learned tonight, so Goldfur signed hirself out and we all headed home.  Jaleth welcomed us at the door.  “I was hoping that you'd be home tonight.  I have supper ready for you all.  Are you quite all right now, Goldfur dear?” 
 
   “I'm fine, Jaleth.  Stop fussing, please.” 
 
   “But I feel so responsible.  If I hadn't left your cub alone...” 
 
   Goldfur cut her off.  “No Jaleth, don't blame yourself.  Ketta merely took advantage of the fact that there are no locks on any foxtaur home.  It could have just as easily have been Quickpaw or Forest who was looking after hir at the time, or even me.  You can't be watching a cub every waking moment and I know how much you love your grand-daughter so I'm sure that you aren't neglectful.” 
 
   Jaleth smiled her thanks for the forgiveness.  “Are you sure that I can't get you something?” 
 
   “Well, now that you mention it, I'm dying for a mug of tea!” 
 
   “That I can manage,” Jaleth said, hir jaw dropping in a grin.  
 
   Supper was a fairly relaxed affair.  We settled in for some comfortable conversation for a while before sending the youngsters to bed.  We soon followed suit as we were all tired from the day's events.  My sister and hir two mates retired to Malena's room where they would spend a quiet night together.  I watched Malena depart with some degree of frustration.  I was still at the height of male phase and I had been looking forward to spending some time with the pretty vixen, but various events had conspired to make me miss out for two nights in a row.  I sighed.  I couldn't even seek another chakat partner because Midnight had told me shi would like to spend a bit more time with Dilenna and would be staying the night at her place if I didn't mind, so of course I told hir to enjoy hirself.  Then I chided myself; “Stop being so selfish.  You've got two wonderful lifemates waiting for you.”  I made my way to the other sleeping den and practically straight into the arms of my loved ones.  They had sensed my need and were ready and willing to do something about it.  That night proved to be very pleasant indeed.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   After breakfast the next morning, we all started making our way to the village again.  The festival was officially over and many visitors had returned to their own towns.  However, there were still quite a few remaining a bit longer and several stalls were still catering to those who hadn't found the time to browse through them earlier.  Midnight met us on the way and came over to me to give me a welcoming kiss.  
 
   After replying in kind, I asked, “So, are we going to have to expect yet another cub?” 
 
   Shi grinned before replying, “No.  Dilenna is an independent vixen and doesn't want to be tied down with a cub as yet, and I'm certainly happy enough with the two that I have already.  I admit though, it was an enjoyable night.” 
 
   We had a bit of time to kill and Goldfur was delighted to find that the volleyball players were back.  They welcomed us and said that they wanted to finish the game that had been so unpleasantly interrupted.  After that, the minutes flew quickly by and we had to excuse ourselves in what seemed almost no time.  All of us went to the village's central edifice, the one island of high-tech in the nature-loving village that housed the medical centre, communications and administration amongst other things.  We found the office of Justice and Enforcement and joined several other people waiting to see the two arbiters of village law.  
 
   Right at the appointed time, the foxtaur duo stepped out of an adjoining office.  They squatted behind a desk and got straight to business.  As usual, it was the vixen who did the speaking.  
 
   “This meeting is to announce the findings of our investigation into the recent incident.  In summary, the vixen Ketta is accused of kidnapping with malicious intent, the child of Garrek and Goldfur.  Chakat Goldfur subsequently assaulted Ketta in order to retrieve hir cub.  Some people have raised the question of Goldfur's state of mind in this matter, but we have dismissed this as irrelevant in this case.  We have found Goldfur's actions justifiable irrespective of hir mental state at the time and no further action will be pursued against hir.” 
 
   We breathed a collective sigh of relief at this, but we weren't given time to start discussing it because the verdict wasn't completed yet.  
 
   “We have also found that Ketta guilty of kidnapping and assault.  Additional claims have been laid by various community members of harassment and incitement to hatred.  These claims have been upheld.  However, as Ketta is still insufficiently fit to answer questions, the degree of culpability has yet to be determined and the punishment will be decreed later.  Are there any questions?” 
 
   “Does this mean that Ketta is now awake?” Goldfur asked.  
 
   “Yes, she recovered consciousness early this morning.  The doctors have determined that aside from some slight scarring, she will make a full recovery.”  Goldfur was noticeably relieved to hear that.  
 
   “So that's it?  No calling of witnesses or arguing lawyers?” I queried.  
 
   For the first time, I saw them both give a hint of a smile.  The vixen replied, “You are obviously not used to the way we do things, but we don't use a complex legal system here.  We have only one lawyer, and she deals strictly with matters between this community and the rest of country.  It is our responsibility to make judgements and our word is final.  We are only answerable to the community as a whole.  Despite the fact that Ketta hasn't talked to us yet, her guilt is undeniable.  The only thing that she can do is try to influence the degree of punishment that we will determine for her.  Justice is always swift and fair here.” 
 
   “Thank you, I understand now.”  I rather liked this system, although it did mean that the community had to make a sound choice of people for the job.  It seemed that they had got it right with these two anyway.  
 
   As there weren't any more questions, the meeting was declared closed.  I got a bit of a shock then.  The two took off their uniforms and it was as if two new people were in the room.  The vixen was wearing a beautiful leather halter similar to my own whilst the tod replaced his uniform with a smart vest.  The biggest change though was that their serious and awe-inspiring demeanour was replaced with two normal friendly personalities.  The vixen noticed my surprise and came over to me.  
 
   “You look a little shocked.  What's wrong?”  I explained my observations and she started laughing.  “That is part of taking on the role of Justice and Enforcement.  It is something that we are fortunately only called upon to do occasionally.  The rest of the time we live pretty normal lives.  Oh, I should introduce myself properly.  I am Purteshka the Leather-worker.” 
 
   Another surprise! I started almost babbling; “I'm so pleased to meet you finally.  I've picked up several of the items that you made for my mate and cubs, and myself of course.” 
 
   “Yes, I recognized my handiwork.  I'm pleased that you like them.” 
 
   “Oh yes, I do a lot.  So you do leather-working for a living and this is only an occasional thing?” 
 
   “That's right.  Neither my partner Ballarn nor myself get paid for this.  It is a position of honour and prestige but otherwise we don't earn anything for doing our duty to the community.  That means that I had better get back to my real work.  You're welcome to drop by my workshop later if you wish.” 
 
   I assured her that I would be delighted to do so, and then she departed after giving me directions.  My family decided to find a tavern or coffee shop and celebrate.  The rest of the day was enjoyable, but unremarkable.  We had a magnificent celebratory dinner that night and we toasted Goldfur and Malena with good wishes for their cub.  Later Malena came over to have a word with me privately.  
 
   Almost shyly, Malena said, “You know, I could have ended up choosing to ask you to mate with me.  A year ago, I found you both very attractive.  I had to choose one of you then and I picked Goldfur because you had just mated with Midnight.  As it turned out, I still got to make love with you and I have always treasured that.  I'd like to renew that memory tonight, if you will have me.” 
 
   I thought to myself, “All good things come to those who wait.”  To Malena, I replied, “I'd be delighted and honoured for the chance.  And one more thing, if I didn't have three wonderful mates already, Goldfur would have some stiff competition.” 
 
   Malena laughed and threw her arms about me and gave me a joyous hug.  I replied in kind and gave her a lick-kiss on the muzzle.  Tonight was looking like it would be a lot of fun! 
 
   



  
 


TOC
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Episode 14:  Lessons
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   I watched my sister's tail waving and twitching in front of me as we trekked through untouched and pathless bushland.  Forest's cubs were snugly residing in their pouches on either side of hir modified carisak and I was keeping an eye on them to make sure that they didn't try to squirm out and wander off.  Forest also carried some equipment while I carried our camping gear.  
 
   “How's it going back there, Quickpaw?  Are you pawsore yet?” shi called back to me.  
 
   “Nope, you won't get rid of me that easily,” I said cheerily in reply.  
 
   Shi grinned and said, “Good.  These research field trips often take me through some rough terrain in the middle of nowhere and I've been really glad of your help these past few days.” 
 
   “You know that I love to help you like this and I'm having a lot of fun too.”  Shi smiled in understanding and kept going.  
 
   It had been my privilege and great pleasure to help Forest with the care and feeding of hir cubs.  Since their birth, I had put either Snowcloud or Patchwork to my breast to let hir drink hir fill of the mother's milk that I'd been producing since I had sampled Forest's birth milk.  This was a source of great enjoyment for me but, as I was still fairly young, I could only give one full feed a day.  It had lessened the strain on my sister's resources since hir mate, Midnight, had to go back to hir work as a starship scout.  It had a nice side-effect though.  The constant usage had seen a growth spurt in my bust size.  I now had much larger breasts than Chakats my age normally have, and I was often telling Forest that I was trying to outdo hir own exceptionally well-endowed form.  I was hoping that soon I would be able to do two full feeds a day, if Forest would let me, that is.  After all, shi really enjoyed feeding the cubs too! 
 
   Goldfur and Garrek had found a berth for a mated team and had said their farewells about a week ago, taking little Eudora with them.  Midnight had to leave soon after that and Forest had also felt a desire to get back to the work shi loved.  However, having twins had left hir hands full.  I had proven to be the solution.  I would accompany my sister and look after the cubs whilst shi concentrated on hir work.  With our parents' approval, they made arrangements with my school to continue my lessons in the field.  Needless to say, I was loving this, and I could see why Forest liked hir profession so much.
 
   Although shi performed several studies and gathered lots of data on foliage, soil and animal life as we walked, the main goal of this field trip was to check out a sighting of a tiny marsupial that was thought to be long extinct.  We were headed for the region that our records had shown to be their favoured habitat.  Of course, this was way off any man-made path and Forest was leading the way through virgin forests.  We all have a good sense of direction, but my sister's skills bordered on the uncanny.  Shi could navigate under conditions that others would find impossible and shi also had the knack for finding the best route.  I had seen only one person that came close to matching hir abilities and that was Midnight.  
 
   “We're here!” Forest announced.  We had come out into a natural clearing.  To our left, the hillside dropped away steeply to give us a marvellous view of the valley out of which we had been climbing all morning.  I drew alongside of my sister to assist hir unloading some of the supplies from hir carisak.  Then shi was able to attend to hir cubs while I divested myself of my own load and started setting up camp.  I had quickly learned how to best arrange stuff for our convenience.  I pitched the sleeping and storage tents near one end of the clearing where we would get some shade from the summer sun, then I set up some equipment while Forest used that precious time to play with hir kittens.  When I was done, I watched them for a while.  Snowcloud was attempting to stalk and pounce on hir mother's elusive tail while Patchwork was on hir back, batting at Forest's handpaw which kept coming down to try tickling hir.  
 
   Then Forest sighed regretfully, “Time to get to work, I suppose.”  Shi got up and eluded hir cubs for a moment.  I'll set up some live-traps in this area and make some observations.  It should take me about four hours.  I want you to do some studying while I'm gone.  Because of this project, I think biology will be the subject for today.”  Shi handed me a book entitled Marsupial Species and Habitats.  “You might as well get to know our target, so pay particular attention to the Eastern Barred Bandicoot.”  
 
   “Good luck!” I wished hir as shi gathered the traps designed specifically to safely capture our quarry for study.  
 
   “Thanks!  Don't get too wrapped up in that book and forget about the cubs.”  I just stared at hir meaningfully.  “I know, I know.  You won't forget.  Just put it down to excessive maternal concerns.”  Shi secured hir load, then gave me a parting hug and slipped off into the trees.  
 
   We had both been keeping one eye on the cubs.  They were still hyped up from their play session with their mother, so I continued it until they were tired out.  When they had both settled down to sleep, I sat down and opened up my book.  Forest had left a list of chapters to be studied and I immediately turned to the part about our “prey”.  After a few hours of studying, I had my fill of marsupials, so I put the book down and started preparing a meal for us.  I had almost everything ready for Forest's return when Snowcloud woke up, mewling in hunger.  I went to hir immediately, hoping that shi wouldn't wake hir sister yet.  I picked hir up, disengaging the leash that I put on them when I couldn't watch them every moment.  I took hir a little distance away, then settled down in the shade of a tree.  Taking off my halter, I silenced Snowcloud's demands by presenting hir with the teat of my right breast.  Shi put hir tiny hands on it, guiding hir muzzle eagerly to it, then hungrily, shi began to drink.  I softly sighed with the pleasure that feeding hir produced.  My nipples had swollen in size and sensitivity after I had started regularly feeding the cubs.  Now I had to smile ironically at myself.  I admit that I had been a bit of a wild cub.  I never wanted to wear anything except the occasional T-shirt.  I hated anything more constricting and my parents usually had to force me to wear anything but my fur.  But here I was wearing a halter, and a padded one at that.  Normally our nipples are completely covered by thick fur, but feeding cubs had caused them to enlarge beyond its concealing ability.  Now they needed some protection and I had started wearing halters, and I didn't mind a bit.  
 
   I switched the cub to my other breast when I sensed that it was drained.  I still couldn't satisfy the hunger of a rapidly growing cub with the contents of just one, but I hoped that I could soon.  Shi was still suckling when Forest returned.  
 
   “Dinner-time, I see,” shi said.  
 
   “Patch hasn't woken yet, but shi will soon and shi'll be hungry too,” I replied.  
 
   “Then I might as well feed hir while you finish making the meal for the grown-ups in this party.”  
 
   “Okay.”  I saw that Snowcloud was slowing hir efforts and thought that shi had drank enough for now.  I placed hir by hir mother's side and replaced my halter as I went about finishing my preparations for dinner.  I was feeling a bit strange.  Before feeding the cub, I had been feeling a bit tense and distracted.  During the feeding, this had eased as I had enjoyed myself, but I could feel it coming back.  I busied myself with cooking to take my mind off it.  
 
   We both ate with gusto that evening.  The long trek up here had given us both quite an appetite.  If it wasn't for the tethers on the cubs though, neither of us would have gotten much to eat as they started their usual rambunctious play after being restricted for so much of the day.  When we were finished and had cleaned up, we joined the kittens in play for a while.  When they were tired out (and us too!), Forest made hirself comfortable and let them snuggle up to hir and fall asleep.  Shi wasn't done with me though.  Shi proceeded to quiz me on the material that I had read that afternoon.  I had little trouble answering hir as I had found the subject to be quite interesting.  
 
   Finally, shi gave a near jaw-cracking yawn that showed off the entire formidable Chakat dentition and declared that was satisfactory and we had done enough for one day.  It was time for sleep and I slipped into the trees to take care of some bodily needs.  Then I minded the cubs while Forest took hir turn.  We carried the cubs to the sleeping tent and settled ourselves down for the night.  I was still feeling tense and felt a need for something that I had yet to identify and I tried to put it out of my mind and get to sleep.  Eventually, after snuggling close with my sister, I felt comforted enough to relax and nod off.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   I was wrestling with a playmate.  Strangely, I found it impossible to identify hir as we tumbled and sought to gain an advantage.  Then I pinned hir.  Shi gave me a playful lick, conceding the round to me.  I returned the lick and gave hir a hug.  Unbidden, my hindquarters began to rub against hir.  It felt nice and I continued it, my companion just lying there, smiling at me encouragingly.  It kept getting more and more pleasurable.  A low growl began to grow in my throat, getting louder as my hips thrust more enthusiastically.  Then a feeling I had not experienced before came upon me and it rapidly grew.  I let out a yowl as a wave of pleasure burst upon me ....  
 
   Forest had hir hand on my shoulder, gently shaking me as shi kept asking, “Quickpaw, are you okay?” 
 
   I gathered my wits, realising that I had been dreaming.  “I'm all right.  I just...”  I broke off as I noticed when I moved away from my sister, there was a damp spot on my lower belly, matched by one on the fur on Forest's flank.  Embarrassed, I grabbed a handy cloth, wondering how I could have lost control like that.  Then I noticed that it wasn't just damp but sticky and slimy also.  I was puzzled.  A gentle touch on my arm caused me to look at Forest.  Even in the dim light, I could see a look of understanding on hir face.  
 
   “This was your first wet dream, wasn't it?” shi asked.  
 
   The light of understanding dawned on me.  So that's what it was!  I nodded, then said, “Sorry about the mess and for disturbing you.”  
 
   Shi smiled dismissively and said, “Don't worry about it, it's all part of growing up.  Our female side always matures first, then the male.  It's your body's way of telling you that it is ready.  I'm betting that you feel a lot more relaxed than you did this evening.”  
 
   I thought about it for a moment, then realised that shi was right.  The sensation that I could now identify as male sexual tension had eased.  I smiled as I said, “So that's what it's like!  It felt nice.”  
 
   Forest laughed.  “It's a lot more than that, but yes, it is very nice.  Welcome to adulthood, little sister.  There are lots of fun times ahead for you.”  
 
   I grinned in thanks as I finished cleaning up.  Forest settled down again with hir children who thankfully hadn't woken during the incident.  I started to curl up by myself, not wanting to disturb anyone again.  
 
   “Don't be silly,” Forest said.  “Snuggle up with me again.  I doubt that it will happen again tonight and it certainly isn't something to be ashamed of.”  
 
   Gratefully, I laid beside my sister's warm body.  Shi hugged me, then we both settled down to finish our interrupted slumber.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Two hungry kittens pawing at us woke Forest and me at the crack of dawn.  “No peace for a tired mother,” Forest said with a grin.  Shi picked up a kitten in each hand and put one to each breast where they eagerly sought out the nipple and began feeding.  My sister began purring almost immediately.  
 
   “While the kittens are having their breakfast, I'll go prepare ours,” I declared.  We had been doing some foraging for ourselves while trekking here, but we also brought along a sizeable amount of portable foodstuffs too.  They were all highly nutritious foods that ensured our ability to produce high-quality milk for the cubs.  It didn't hurt that they were also a lot tastier than most of the stuff that we had found along the way.  When all the members of our group were fed, we loaded the cubs into Forest's saddlebags.  I carried the equipment needed for the research project.  
 
   We headed into the forest; my sister unerringly heading for the first of the live-traps shi had set.  I was feeling wonderful in contrast to the discomfort that I had been feeling yesterday.  The maturation of my masculine side had come as a total surprise to me.  It was so different from how it was when I had first come into heat some months back.  Then I had my entire family there to help get me through a couple of days of extreme horniness.  I knew that I wasn't ready for my first sexual experience yet and my parents and sisters helped me with ways of dealing with it.  Thankfully, successive heat cycles weren't as strong as the first and I could deal with them more readily.  Now it seemed that I had to learn how to deal with another sexual need.  
 
   We spent all morning checking and resetting the live-traps.  My disappointment grew with each failure.  If the trap did contain some animal, we recorded meticulous details about it, tagged and released it.  Even if it wasn't directly relevant to Forest's research, other people welcomed the additional data and it might prove to be very useful to others.  However, I felt that we were failures when the last trap was found to be empty.  Forest noticed my expression and grinned, saying, “Cheer up!  You didn't think that we were going to find an animal suspected of being extinct on our first try, did you?  That would be highly unlikely.”  
 
   Hir grin was infectious and I smiled back.  Of course shi was right and I had been letting our goal blind me to all the interesting stuff we had been doing in the meantime.  I resolved not to let myself get disappointed so easily and pay more attention to the work we were doing.  However, by this time, the cubs had begun squirming in their pouches, wanting to play.  We let them out on tethers and slowly made our way back to camp.  Very slowly.  Those kittens were interested in absolutely everything.  
 
   When we finally got back, the cubs had burnt up most of their excess energy.  We each gave a cub a quick drink while we munched on some energy bars.  Forest then loaded up again with some more live-traps and prepared to depart.  First though, shi made sure that shi lived up to hir responsibility to see that I continued my schooling.  
 
   “Physics and mathematics today.  The next two chapters of each book.  There will be a pop quiz when I get back,” shi said cheerily.  
 
   I groaned.  Definitely not my favourite subjects, but if I wanted to pursue a career in science, I had to take them.  The afternoon passed quietly enough.  I took a break between subjects to play once again with my nieces and Forest returned in time for the evening feed.  While we each nursed a cub, Forest told me about spotting some evidence pointing to our quarry.  Shi had also found a small rock pool fed by a spring.  A dip in a cool pool sounded wonderful on a warm Summer's day like this.  When the cubs were done with their meal, Forest led the way to hir find which fortunately was not too far from camp.  
 
   We had a marvellous time in the water, The cubs had delightful fun splashing about in the shallows while we relaxed in the deeper areas.  Even at this young age, Chakat kittens can swim, but we kept a close eye on them anyway.  Only once did we have to haul ourselves out when the playful siblings threatened to wander away from the poolside.  The cold water was bliss after the unrelenting heat of the day.  Some people are surprised that felines like us enjoy swimming but, just as Bengal Tigers do it to keep cool, we did too, although we also liked to do it as a recreational activity.  
 
   Finally satisfied, we headed back to the camp for a belated dinner.  Unfortunately, then it was time for Forest to test me out on what I had learned.  I surprised myself on how much that I got right though.  Perhaps I was a little better at it than I had thought.  Forest complimented me on my efforts, then turned the subject over to general chit-chat.  The stars were out when shi announced that shi was feeling sleepy and headed for the tent.  I said that I wasn't really ready yet and wanted to do a bit of stargazing.  I laid on my back out in the clearing some distance from my tent to watch the night skies.  I'm not sure how long I did that, but eventually I started feeling drowsy too and rolled over to get to my feet, only to end up nearly eye-to-eye with a little rodent-like creature.  We both blinked at each other in surprise for a moment before it scampered off.  I couldn't believe my eyes.  That was the marsupial that we had been looking for!  Suddenly, I gathered my wits, jumped up and raced over to the tent, calling, “Forest!  Wake up!  I've just seen an Eastern Barred Bandicoot!”  I shook hir, trying to waken my soundly sleeping sister.  
 
   “Huh?  What's up?” shi enquired, grumpy from being awakened so soon after going to sleep.  
 
   “I've seen an Eastern Barred Bandicoot.  It was just here a minute ago!” 
 
   “What?  Do you think this extremely rare animal is just going to walk up to you and say hello?  You've been dreaming again.  Go back to bed.”  Shi then curled up to resume hir interrupted sleep.  
 
   “But I did see it...”  I started retorting.  
 
   “Bed!” was hir terse command.  
 
   I was annoyed.  I knew what I had seen, but there was nothing that I could do about it.  Or was there?  Forest had supplied me with a datacorder like the one that shi used so that shi could train me in the usage of it and help hir with the research.  There weren't any live-traps left but I could possibly gather some evidence of the bandicoot's presence.  I went back to the area where I had been stargazing and programmed my datacorder to look for signs of the elusive creature.  I left it sitting on a rock to work overnight and then went to bed.  
 
   In the morning, Forest apologised for the abrupt manner with which shi had dealt with me, but still believed that I had been dreaming.  I didn't feel like talking with hir much and, besides, I was feeling a bit on edge again.  This time I recognised it for what it was, but there was little I could do about it for now.  I managed to retrieve the datacorder while shi was busy with the cubs, but didn't have time to review the results before leaving to check the live-traps again.  Forest described the morning as productive even though we failed to catch our bandicoot once again.  This time, however, I enjoyed the work, remembering my sister's advice.  
 
   That afternoon's subject was English, both literature and grammar.  I had been guilty of being a little too free and easy with the usage of our language as a rather wild cub.  When I had taken on the responsibility of helping care for Forest's children, I found that I wanted to take care with other things too, so I was now studying to correct that.  However, as much as I wanted to, I found that I couldn't concentrate on the books.  That same sexual tension was now driving me to distraction.  Worse yet, I was getting an erection totally unbidden.  Over the past few months as my body passed through adolescence, I had experienced this before, but only when I had laid eyes on a pretty chakat or fem.  The first time that it had happened to me, it was a startling experience, and a slightly embarrassing one too.  Then I had simply laid on the lawn until it subsided.  This was very different.  It was as if it had become a totally independent entity, demanding my attention.  From my sex education classes, I knew that the first male cycle for a Chakat could be as extreme as the first heat cycle.  I had thought that I was ready for it, but I was wrong.  I knew that I had to deal with it and, since Chakats are very pragmatic about it, we knew what to do.  We knew that we had a very strong sex drive and we would sometimes need relief, so the answer was simple: I would have to masturbate.  Of course I didn't know how to do it; they didn't give practical demonstrations.  I knew what to do though.  
 
   I rolled over so that my back was up against a tree and my belly skyward.  There was my penis straining from its sheath, engorged to a size that I had never seen before.  I tentatively touched it with one handpaw, sliding one digit along its length.  I gasped a s a thrill went through me.  That felt good!  I put my entire handpaw upon my cock and stroked it.  Oh wow!  I had to do that again.  I grasped it and started sliding my paw up and down, each stroke a wonderful experience.  I did not want to stop it any more; in fact, I could not stop it.  My body kept demanding more.  After a while, I started feeling that sensation that I had only felt half consciously before, a sensation akin to an impending explosion.  The pleasure that my touch was giving me was increasing rapidly and I realised that orgasm was coming.  I yowled in pleasure as it burst upon me.  I felt my semen pumping through my throbbing penis again and again until, at last, it stopped.  My paw gave it one last pump, squeezing out the last of the cum.  Then I was spent.  I let my foreleg drop and panted lightly, enjoying the afterglow.  I now thought I knew why Chakats made love so regularly.  Between their male and female urges, they needed to, but they must have a lot of fun fulfilling that need! 
 
   When I felt almost back to normal, I rolled to my feet.  My penis was back in its sheath where it belonged and I felt a lot more relaxed.  I carefully cleaned myself, then checked on the cubs who, thankfully, had left me undisturbed, then went back to my books.  Now that my stress had been relieved, I could concentrate on my studies and I got through them at high speed.  After that, I had time to look at the results of my efforts with the datacorder.  It showed some very promising leads, recording the presence of a few animals that fit the parameters.  I picked the most likely point to put a live-trap, an inconspicuous path through the scrub that showed several 'hits'.  I had begged the use of a live-trap and Forest had indulgently given me one.  I set it up for that night and then went back to attend to making dinner.  I had fed Patchwork and was wondering if I should try giving Snowcloud a partial feed when Forest finally turned up.  
 
   “Sorry to be so late.  All the live-traps had a specimen in them and it slowed me up.”  Shi quickly dumped all hir equipment to attend to hir hungry cub.  “I'm sorry, my kitten.  Mummy has been very busy.”  As the cub drank thirstily, Forest said, “Shi isn't the only hungry one.  Whatever you have cooked sure smells good.”  
 
   I grinned and served up a large portion of the stew that I had concocted from dried meat and vegetables plus some seasoning of a few of the local edibles.  We both ate a lot that evening.  I knew what had given me my appetite.  
 
   We had a pleasant, quiet evening.  We played with the cubs after Forest quizzed me on today's subjects.  Shi also asked me how I was coping with my male urges and I told hir, “Very satisfactorily, thank you.”  Shi grinned, guessing my meaning.  We went to bed in a contented mood that night, but I had a touch of anticipation for the next day.  
 
   I slept well but I still woke up before Forest, long before we normally had to get up.  I crept out without disturbing anyone and went to check on my live-trap.  I must admit that I was hugely disappointed to find my trap empty.  I had been so sure that I would capture that bandicoot that I had seen.  All I could do was try again.  That day was unexceptional.  I had to study history and biology and I was starting to feel randy again.  
 
   The next day started with the mewling of the kittens.  For some reason, one had woken up early and had decided it was time for breakfast.  Naturally, shi had woken hir twin and both were demanding attention.  However, neither had proven interested in just drinking quietly.  Forest called me over and said, “I seem to have my hands full with just one.  You had better try feeding the other.”  Shi handed the closest to me.  
 
   “Come on, Patch,” I said.  “Let's see if we can get you to drink quietly away from your noisy sister.”  Away from hir twin, shi did quiet down and drank until shi was full.  What a pleasant way to start the day.  I didn't often get to do that.  I took Patchwork back to Forest who had finally finished with Snowcloud.  Then I remembered my live-trap.  I trotted off to check it and I was suddenly nervous with anticipation when I saw that it had been sprung.  I looked inside.  “Yes!” I squealed in delight.  “FOREST!” I yelled.  
 
   My sister was out of the tent like a shot, wondering why I was suddenly shouting.  Shi met me halfway as I ran back to the tent.  “What's wrong?” shi demanded worriedly.  
 
   “Nothing's wrong.  Look!”  I held up the live-trap so that shi could see inside.  
 
   “Oh!  You got one!  You actually caught an Eastern Barred Bandicoot!”  Then shi realised something.  “I suppose now you can say 'I told you so',” shi said chagrined.  
 
   “No, I'm just happy that I was right and pleased that this field trip will be a success.  I don't need to rub it in,” I replied happily.  
 
   “Well, I'm going to give you a great big thankyou hug anyway.”  Shi proceeded to do so and threw in a couple of kisses also.  I enjoyed them immensely.  In fact, I found myself enjoying them in a way that I had never done so before.  When Forest was done, shi took the live-trap over to our work area.  I just stood there dazed, a jumble of thoughts going through my mind.  Then suddenly, everything settled into crystal clarity.  
 
   “Forest, I'm ready.”  
 
   “Hmm?  Ready for what, dear?” shi asked.  
 
   “Ready for my first,” I stated.  
 
   Shi stopped what shi was doing.  “Oh, that ready.  That's wonderful!  Do you know who you want to be your first?” 
 
   “I had thought I did, but now I realise that shi isn't ready.  But you still don't understand.  I am ready now.”  
 
   “Oh!” shi said again.  Shi thought for a moment, then beckoned me over.  “Do you realise what you are asking?  This is not a step to be taken lightly.  Can you wait until you get back from this field trip?” 
 
   “And how long is that going to be?” I asked.  We both already knew the answer to that.  
 
   “Yes, that may be a problem,” shi admitted.  
 
   “May I ask who your first was?” 
 
   Shi smiled in happy reminiscence.  “You're certainly old enough now to be discreet about this, so I will tell you.  Goldfur was my first and I was hirs.”  
 
   “I thought that shi might have been yours, but I hadn't realised that you were hir first too.  Did shi wait for you?” 
 
   “Well, I was a bit of a precocious young chakat and I was ready much sooner than average, but yes, shi did wait a bit for me.  Your sister and I have always been very close and neither of us could think of anyone to whom we'd rather give our virginity.  That was one of the happiest moments of our lives.  I love all my family and my mates, but Goldfur and I share something special.  If we weren't sisters, we would have had cubs by each other long ago.”  Shi paused to look skyward.  “Even now, even though shi is light-years away, I still feel close to hir.”  
 
   “Then you can understand why I would want to ask you.  You already know what it is like and I felt that we shared something special too.  Maybe not anything near as strong as the bond between you and Goldfur, but something good anyway.”  
 
   Forest reached out to caress my cheek.  “You are special to me, little sister.  You are a second mother to my cubs while Midnight is away and you've always brought brightness into our lives.  I only want that you get the best that you deserve.”  
 
   Then I ask you, Forestwalker, will you be my first?”  I almost never called Forest by hir full name and shi realised that the formality meant that I had made up my mind and was serious in my request.  
 
   “It would be my honour and great pleasure to be your first, Quickpaw.”  Shi stepped up to give me another hug, but this time knowing fully how I would feel about it.  I lick-kissed hir muzzle.  Shi opened hir mouth and we shared a more intimate kiss.  Then I pulled away for a moment to ask a bit shyly, “What is the right way of going about this?” 
 
   Forest smiled fondly.  “There is no right way or wrong way, only different ways.  Just because you are ready for your first sexual encounter doesn't mean that you are instantly aware of how to make love.  I won't be judging you, so do what you feel would be good for you.  It's your first after all.  Just remember that the difference between having sex and making love is that in the latter, the experience is shared.”  
 
   “In that case, what I want to do is this.”  I lowered my muzzle to hir breast.  Shi hadn't had the chance to put on a halter yet and hir swollen nipples were proudly displayed thrusting past the fur.  I had always known that Forest was beautiful and I appreciated hir breasts ability to readily feed twins, but only now did I fully realise just how sexy shi was.  I gave hir right nipple a long teasing lick and I felt a tremor of reaction within hir.  Then I started devoting my full attention to hir.  I began fondling hir other breast with my left hand, my right occupied with caressing the small mane of fur that extended down hir back along the spine.  I could sense hir responding happily to all this too.  Then I started sucking on hir breast, savouring anew the taste of hir milk.  Always before, it had been a sharing ceremony, but now it was something far more.  
 
   Forest gave a groan of immense pleasure.  “Oohhhh, keep that up please!” shi murmured.  
 
   On many occasions I had said that I was out to rival my sister's bust size and sensitivity, but now I knew I never would.  Here was someone who knew what shi liked best and revelled in it.  But in doing so, shi increased my own desire and I felt my penis rapidly growing out of its sheath.  I switched to hir other breast and started caressing the fur on hir upper belly.  Shi groaned again wordlessly and I soon felt that my cock was so engorged, it was ready to burst.  I broke off from pleasuring hir breasts and kissed hir again, then asked, “Are you ready for me?” 
 
   “Yes, my beautiful lover, mount me now!” 
 
   I moved behind hir and shi swung hir tail aside in invitation.  I saw hir vulva glistening with the lubricating fluids that hir body had released in anticipation.  Then I placed my forepaws on hir back and brought my hips forward.  My penis found its way almost unerringly to hir nether lips, then parted them and I thrust myself within.  Forest sighed in pleasure, but I gave a shuddering gasp of ecstasy as I experienced true sex for the first time.  Without even thinking about it, I started thrusting in and out, each stroke even more marvellous than the last.  I wanted this to go on forever, but even as I thought it, I knew that it would not be long before I succumbed to this new and powerful pleasure.  Soon I felt it coming.  Like a miniature bomb, orgasm hit me and I yowled in pleasure.  I scarcely noticed Forest's cries join mine as shi matched me in the heights of ecstasy.  When we had finally both come down, I dismounted and laid next to hir.  We were both still panting from our exertions, so we just put our arms around each other until we were ready to talk.  
 
   Forest was the first to speak.  “For someone who said shi didn't know what to do, you did that very well.  Was it all you expected it to be?” 
 
   “Oh, much more than that!” I replied.  “Thank you for being my first.”  
 
   “Believe me, it was a pleasure, but we aren't done yet, you know.”  
 
   “Of course, we reverse roles!”  I had enjoyed myself that it had almost slipped my mind.  I was so pleased to finally satisfy my masculine urges that I was almost ready to overlook the other half of the first encounter.  
 
   “Well, you're not the only one to get male urges.  I'm feeling quite randy myself right now.  I'm very glad that I wasn't in heat when you announced that you were ready.  Now I'm going to show you how well you pleasured me.  I'm going to do exactly the same things to you as you did to me.”  
 
   Shi then proceeded to mirror my earlier actions.  With my masculine side replete for now, I was able to fully enjoy the stimulation shi was giving my feminine attributes.  I might never seriously rival Forest, but I was thoroughly enjoying what shi was doing to my breasts.  Shi continued until I was completely horny and longing for hir.  With a kiss, shi signalled that shi was going to mount me.  I angled my body for hir and felt the weight of hir forepaws on my back.  Then I felt hir cock probing at my vulva.  With practiced ease, shi slid into my vagina.  I cried out in pleasure as shi thrust deeply within me.  The sensation was so different from when I was taking the masculine role, yet equally enjoyable.  With the skill of years of experience, Forest carefully built me up to orgasm so that we came together.  For the second time that day, I visited heaven.  It was marvellous and I thanked God for making me a Chakat and able to enjoy the best of both sexes.  I knew that from now on, I would certainly learn to live with the bouts of horniness now that I knew the pay-off.  
 
   As if reading my mind, Forest said, “Just wait until you get to try the Tri-form Position.”  
 
   My mind boggled at the thought.  “Good grief, I think that I'd explode from pleasure overload!” 
 
   “Pretty close,” Forest agreed.  “I recommend that you get some more one-on-one experience before you try that.”  
 
   I fervently agreed.  We rested together for a while, enjoying the afterglow and regaining our strength.  Finally we were ready and got up and cleaned ourselves.  Then we turned our attention to the little creature that had triggered all this.  Forest had left it in the shade and our modern equipment enabled us to get heaps of information on it without imposing any more stress.  When we were done, a micro transponder was implanted in him and then I took him back to where he had been trapped and released him.  He scuttled for cover, then disappeared.  Such a little thing to cause such a large reaction! 
 
   Forest was putting on hir carisak when I returned.  I loaded the cubs in and grabbed my own stuff.  We had to move a bit faster that morning to make up for the time that we had spent making love.  Fortunately, not too many of the traps had been sprung and we came back to the campsite only a little late for lunch.  When Forest was ready to leave again, I expressed a desire to go with hir this time.  
 
   “Sorry, Quickpaw, you may have grown up a lot these past few days, but some things haven't changed.”  Shi handed me a book and said, “Chapter 12.  See you later.”  
 
   I looked at the book and sighed.  “Physics,” I thought glumly.  “Why did it have to be physics?” 
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   Episode 15:  Truths
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Boyce was restless.  On either side of him in their shared bed his mates, Rosepetal and Zhane, were sleeping peacefully, but he was not.  He tossed and turned, trying to find a comfortable position, but sleep still eluded him.  Finally he just gave up.  Lying on his back in the darkened room and staring up at the ceiling, he knew why he couldn't sleep – he was worried.
 
   Tomorrow, he was going to fly down to Australia to visit his adopted family and he was taking along his mates and children.  Christmas was almost there and they had been invited down for the holidays.  With all the people that were going to be attending the festivities, the get-together was going to be held at the home of Longstripe and Desertsand.  What worried him was how his mates would react to Forestwalker.
 
   Yes, he had told them about hir and how he had been adopted into their family.  They knew that shi was his friend.  They did not know however that he had asked hir to be his mate of the heart and, more importantly, he had not told them of the times he and Forest had spent together in the New England forest at the New Worlds VR Palace in Melbourne.  Technically, he hadn't violated his oath to his mates but now that some time had passed he couldn't shake the feeling that he had violated the spirit of that oath.
 
   Did he regret the times he had spent with hir?  No, and he never would.  It was not that he loved his mates less, but that his love had grown to include Forest as well.  Shi was part of his life now too and he did not want to give hir up.  “What am I going to do?” he agonised.
 
   In his heart, he knew what he had to do – he had to tell his mates about himself and Forest, but he wanted to do so without hurting them.
 
   He lay awake the rest of the night, trying to find a way.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Forestwalker waited nervously at the shuttle terminal.  Unable to keep still, shi had been continually pacing up and down the small waiting area, hir tail lashing in agitation.  Shi was excited that Boyce was coming and wanted to be there the moment he arrived, but the prospect of meeting his mates had got hir more worked up than any other event in hir life.  The other people waiting to pick up friends and relatives were starting to wonder what could be worrying enough to agitate a chakat.
 
   Shi forced hirself to stop and squatted in front of the observation window.  “Come on, Forest,” shi told hirself, “You've met and made friends with complete strangers before now.  This shouldn't be any different, and you have the benefit of having been told all about his mates.” Somehow shi wasn't reassured, but shi was glad that the admiral’s shuttle arrived then to take hir mind off the situation for a while.
 
   The moment that his familiar form came through the door, shi bounded up to him to give him a hug.  “Welcome back, Boyce!” shi exclaimed.  Then shi noticed two feline females watching hir curiously and, for possibly the first time in hir life, felt a bit embarrassed.  Shi pulled back slightly from Boyce and said, “You had better introduce your mates to me now, I think.”
 
   The admiral noticed the slight reluctance on hir part mirroring his own unresolved problems.  Nevertheless, he kept an arm around Forest’s waist as he turned to his mates and said with a gesture indicating who was who, “This is my mate, Rosepetal, my first love and mother to our cub Kayla, and my other mate, Zhane, whom I love dearly and who has also provided us with a fine cub named Kernos.
 
   “I am very pleased to meet you, finally,” Forest told them.  Then, before shi could say more, both cubs had squirmed out of their mothers’ grasps to get a closer look at the strange person that was talking to them.  They excitedly starting touching hir and petting the lower torso that seemed so odd to them.  Forest’s sense of humour rose to the fore and shi giggled.  “It seems that I'm quite a curiosity,” shi told the slightly startled mothers.
 
   The cubs had broken the ice, and the reserved look that had been on both their faces was replaced by wry humour.  The cubs had accepted hir and they could do no less.  They both came up to give hir a greeting hug and it was a relieved Boyce that walked out of the terminal.  “Step one complete,” he thought.  “I can only hope that the rest goes as well.” He smiled at his dear cubs who had been rewarded with a horsey ride on Forest’s back.  Those little scamps were proving to be a very big help and already his mates and Forest were swapping motherhood stories.  “Just wait until they meet Forest’s twins.  I don't think I'll be able to get a word in edgewise then!”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The ride from the spaceport was a pleasant one.  Rosepetal and Zhane talked with Forest as shi drove, trying to learn as much about hir as possible while trying to not be too obvious about it.  Hir easy-going manner and hir good sense of humour stood hir in good stead with them and they began to see why Boyce had become such good friends with hir.
 
   In the back, Kayla and Kernos stared fascinated at the Australian landscape that sped by outside the vehicle’s window.  As they were going out to the home of Forest’s parents, they were headed away from the suburban sprawl and into the countryside.  The land was sparsely vegetated but they were used to seeing such terrain on their mothers’ home planets.  Suddenly, Kayla’s hazel eyes spotted a large moving mass ahead of them on the left side of the road.  
 
   “Look Kernos!” she said to her brother excitedly.  “Kangaroos!”
 
   The moving mob of marsupials, large Red Kangaroos, looked magnificent as they passed.  They paralleled the road for a space, seeming to keep pace with the PTV (Personal Transport Vehicle) for a few hops before they were left behind.
 
   “Wow!  That was neat!” Kernos exclaimed as the herd dropped behind them.  Turning to Forest, he asked, “Are there a lot of interesting animals around here?”
 
   “Oh, there are lots of exciting and wonderful animals to see.  You were lucky to see those 'roos.  Since people started looking after the land better, you get to see more of them closer to civilisation.
 
   “I think it's really neat, the way kangaroos hop around like that,” Kayla added.
 
   Forest smiled to hirself and realised that shi was getting too deep for the kids.  They weren't interested yet in ecology and such, just the cute animals.
 
   Boyce gave a small snort of amusement, smiling slightly as he looked towards Forest.  “They aren't the only ones that hop around like that around here!”
 
   Forest gave a small groan then chuckled.  Seeing the look of complete bafflement on Rosepetal and Zhane’s faces, she explained.  “Boyce, Goldfur, Garrek and I were out on a picnic on one of his visits down here when this group of 'roos came up to us looking for a handout.  They were pretty persistent, hopping after each of us trying to get some food.  Then Goldfur and I got the sillies.  To get away from them, we stood up on our back legs, tucked our fore legs in close and began hopping around like the 'roos!” She laughed.  “With both of us being so pregnant at the time, we each looked like we were carrying a joey!” This drew laughs from everyone.  “It worked though.  The 'roos got startled and hopped away.”
 
   “Boin-gy!  Boin-gy!  Boin-gy!” Boyce added his own sound effects.
 
   “Now you're the one that's being silly Boyce!” laughed Forest.  “At least we didn't try to imitate an emu.”
 
   “What's an ee-myoo?” Kernos asked.
 
   Kayla gave him a nudge and said, “You know!  That big bird that can't fly.”
 
   “Oh sure,” Kernos replied, “Who ever heard of a bird that can't fly?” He had a six-year-old’s utter confidence in being right.
 
   “Just wait until we get to my parent’s place, Kernos,” Forest said.  “We have an emu that likes to hang around the yard.  She thinks she's a chakat and doesn't want to hang around with the other emus.  Then you'll see whether they are really birds or not.”
 
   The ride continued in the same light hearted spirit and soon they arrived at their destination.  The sound of the PTV had been heard and a few people had already come out to greet the newcomers.  Both Longstripe and Desertsand were there, as was Quickpaw and Goldfur with hir two mates.  The chakats could hardly wait to greet their adopted kin, nearly burying him in a sea of multi-hued fur.  The admiral’s two mates were both a little stunned at the enthusiasm of the greeting, wondering what was going to happen when they turned their attention on his mates.  However, after everyone had gotten in their hugs, they released Boyce for long enough for him to introduce everyone.
 
   “Rosepetal, Zhane, these are the wonderful people who adopted me into their family.” He started moving between them, a loving touch identifying them.  “This is Goldfur whom you will remember I told you that I first met on a tour of duty and who introduced me to the rest of hir family.  These are Desertsand and Longstripe, the parents of both Goldfur and Forestwalker, and also to my little sister, Quickpaw.” He stopped to give his adopted sister a longer look.  “Or maybe not so little any more.  Still feeding the cubs well, Quick?” 
 
   Shi glanced down at hir well-filled halter and grinned.  “Better every day, Boyce!”
 
   Boyce fondly matched hir smile.  Then he looked up and beckoned over the waiting foxtaurs.  “These are Garrek and Malena, Goldfur’s mates.  Malena is pregnant with Goldfur’s child while Garrek’s already the proud father of a wonderful cub.”
 
   The two smiled and greeted Boyce’s mates warmly.
 
   “Let me add my welcome too,” a voice came unexpectedly.  A shadow detached itself from the house to reveal the jet black form of another chakat.
 
   “Midnight!  You got here in time!” Forest exclaimed and bounded over to give hir mate a proper greeting.
 
   “And that is one of Forest’s mates, Chakat Midnight, sire of Forest’s twins.”
 
   Kayla plucked at Boyce’s trousers.  “ 'Scuse me daddy, where's the daddy chakats?” she asked.
 
   Boyce bent over and picked up his cub and cradled her in his arm.  “You are looking at them, sweetie.  Longstripe is Forest’s and Quickpaw’s daddy and Desertsand is Goldfur’s dad.”
 
   “But they're girls!” declared Kernos bluntly.
 
   “First time they've come across hermaphrodites, Boyce?” Desertsand asked.
 
   “Yes, Desert, or at least up close and personal, and I really don't know how to explain it properly.”
 
   “How else?  Do it the chakat way and tell it as it is.” Shi looked to the cubs’ mothers and asked, “Is it okay with you if I show them what it means to be herm?”
 
   “Of course,” declared Zhane.  I don't believe in shielding them from the facts of life.”
 
   “I suppose so,” Rosepetal was a little less vehement.  “They should be old enough to understand.”
 
   “Then come over here, cubs.” Shi beckoned them over.  Kayla squirmed out of her father’s arms and joined her sceptical brother.  “You are half right in saying that I'm a girl.  I'm a mother too.  I gave birth to Forest and Quickpaw and fed them with these breasts, just as your mothers did for you.  But Chakats are different from most people.” Shi fuzzled Kayla affectionately.  “You and your mother are females, girls.  Your brother and father are males, boys.  You know what makes them different, don't you?”
 
   “They have a penis!” declared Kayla solemnly.  Boyce was startled a bit, then grinned wryly.  
 
   “That's right,” Desertsand continued.  “Now what makes us different is that we are hermaphrodites...”
 
   “What's a maffodite?” interrupted Kernos.
 
   “Just call us herms, dear.  It means that we are both male and female.  We are all boys and girls at the same time.”
 
   Kernos’ scepticism still showed.  “Oh yeah?  I say that you're just a girl.”
 
   Boyce spoke up, “Kernos, be more polite!”
 
   Desertsand smiled.  “So you want proof?  You are really sure that I'm just a girl?  Kernos nodded.  “Then let me show you something.” Shi lowered hirself to the ground and then rolled over onto hir back, exposing the dense fur on hir underbelly.  A handpaw brushed some aside to expose hir sheath.  “What is that?” shi asked the cubs.
 
   Kernos was finally lost for words.  Kayla however squealed with delight.  “Oh wow!  You're a boy too!  What's it like?”
 
   “What's it like to be just a girl?  I can't explain how it feels, but it is wonderful to be able to be both a mummy and a daddy.” Shi rolled back to hir feet and hugged a cub in each arm.  “And we love our cubs as much as your parents love you.”
 
   Forest came over to hug hir mother.  “I couldn't have explained it any better myself.”
 
   “A most eloquent demonstration,” Zhane admitted.  “You have given me a new perspective too.  I'll have to do a bit of thinking about this.” 
 
   Rosepetal added, “I already knew that chakats are herms, and Boyce has mentioned your nature to us, but it really hadn't sunk in until this moment.  I think that this is going to be a most interesting time together at the very least.”
 
   Goldfur said, “Then let's go inside and have some refreshments and start getting to know one another.” 
 
   There was a general murmur of agreement and everyone started heading for the door.  Garrek quietly slipped between the two feline aliens and quietly added his own observations.  “At least you came forewarned.  The sexual nature of my mate came as an enormous surprise to me.  However, I'll tell anyone who cares to listen that winning the affection of a chakat is one of the greatest accomplishments in the world.  Your mate is a lucky man to endear himself to this family.”
 
   “So it would seem,” Zhane said noncommittally.
 
   Boyce trailed behind in the company of Quickpaw.  He wasn't sure just what his mates were thinking and he was a bit worried.  “Cheer up, big brother!” Quickpaw insisted.  “They'll see that we aren't a threat to them.”
 
   Boyce smiled.  “I suppose you're right, Quick.  It really isn't a bad start.”
 
   “Besides, we haven't broken out the heavy artillery yet.”
 
   “Artillery?” Boyce queried.
 
   Quickpaw giggled.  “The twins are up and playing in the living room with one of the mouse toys you gave them.  I defy anyone not to like those cuties!”
 
   “Hey!  I want to see that too!” and with that, he eagerly urged the grinning chakat inside.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Sure enough, the twins were in the living room when everyone walked into the house.  A snow leopard and a varicoloured blur were in hot pursuit of a grey mouse toy.  Suddenly, from behind a chair in front of the mouse, a red, white and black blur jumped out, bowling the toy over.  The twins caught up at that moment and immediately the three cubs proceeded to “kill” the hapless toy.
 
   Boyce grinned broadly at seeing how much enjoyment the cubs seemed to be getting out of his little present.  “Hello cubs,” he said to them softly.  The three froze and looked up at him.  Seeing who it was they ran over and began to jump on him, inviting him to join in their play.  Everyone laughed as the cubs gave him a playful mauling before Forest, Quickpaw and Goldfur stepped in to help rescue him.
 
   “So, do we get introductions?” Rosepetal asked.
 
   Forest stepped forward first.  “This little one here is Snowcloud,” shi said, bringing the snow leopard patterned cub forward for inspection.  The cub half closed hir eyes, sniffing at the hand of the Caitian for a moment before shoving hir head into Rosepetal’s hand.  In a few moments, Snowcloud was purring loudly as Rosepetal skritched hir between the ears.
 
   “Oh, they are such darlings!” Zhane declared as she skritched a purring Patchwork between the ears.  Quickpaw beamed as shi held hir niece for the tall tigress to look at.  
 
   Zhane asked, “May I hold hir please?”
 
   Quickpaw handed Patchwork to her and Zhane increased the loudness of the purrs with some well placed strokes on hir incredibly soft fur.  Meanwhile, Kayla and Kernos were staring wide-eyed at the cub that Goldfur held.  “Shi looks like a fox!” Kayla exclaimed.
 
   Goldfur smiled.  “That's because Garrek is hir father - shi inherited his colouring.  But shi's still a chakat, see?” Goldfur turned hir over, showing them hir white belly fur and hir tiny sheath before the cub brought hir long foxy coloured tail up between hir legs.  Shi began purring when the admiral’s two cubs began giving hir a tummy rub.  “We decided to combine the naming traditions of our two families and have named hir Eudora Whitepaw.” A few minutes later, Zhane and Rosepetal came over to admire Goldfur’s foxy cub.
 
   Rosepetal turned to Garrek.  “You have a beautiful cub,” she told him.  He beamed at this as only a proud father can.  Zhane handed over Patch to Midnight and complimented hir on siring two such beautiful cubs.  Midnight looked equally as proud as shi cuddled hir child to hir unclad furry breasts where the cub tried to bury hir head in the thick ruff between them.  
 
   “Hey, don't I get a chance to play with my godchildren?” Boyce said plaintively.  Forest, Midnight and Goldfur put down the cubs who immediately started attacking Boyce again.  At Zhane’s puzzled look, Forest said, “Goldfur and I asked Boyce to be the godfather of our children while we were both expecting.  We were very honoured when he accepted.” Zhane looked down to the floor where Boyce, his children and his godchildren were playing together.  The scene brought a smile to her face as she was reminded of the joyous times he had playing with his own unexpected but very welcome cubs.
 
   Boyce held up the mouse toy just then.  It looked much the worse for wear and appeared to be barely functional.  “They're hard on these things, aren't they?  They must be quite the ferocious hunters now!” he said with a smile on his face as he tousled Snowcloud’s head fur.  “Are there many of these left from the gross I sent?”
 
   “Not many,” Quickpaw replied.  “They do tend to destroy them on a regular basis.” This drew laughs from all the adults in the room.  “Even faster when Eudora is over.  I hope you can send another supply.”
 
   “Oh, I think I can come up with something.” With that, he activated the dilapidated mouse toy and set it on the floor.  It took off, albeit a bit slower than earlier.  Instantly, the three chakat cubs were off chasing after it, the admiral’s own cubs chasing after them.  There were smiles and chuckles all around at this display of youthful enthusiasm.
 
   “I'll keep an eye on them!” declared Quickpaw and darted after them.
 
   “Now that you've met the family, it's time to get a bit better acquainted,” Desertsand said.  “Make yourselves comfortable while we grab a few refreshments.”
 
   Everyone made themselves at home in the living room.  Boyce was flanked by Rosepetal and Zhane on a large overstuffed sofa.  There were pretzels and nuts in bowls on the coffee table as appetisers for the big roast dinner that was cooking for the Christmas meal.
 
   Goldfur was the one to start the conversation.  “We're pleased to have you over for our family Christmas gathering, but I was wondering how two persons from alien societies see this Terran celebration.”
 
   Rosepetal answered, “I've been on and off Earth for a long time now, ever since my days at Star Fleet Academy.  I learned the meaning of this religious celebration at that time, but it was the secular sentiments of good will to all that impressed me.  I've celebrated Christmas with my Terran friends, and Boyce too naturally, on several occasions now and I find it to be a wonderful event.” She grinned as she heard some delighted squealing coming from the cubs in the other room.  “I know our children like the idea of getting presents!”
 
   Zhane looked a bit more thoughtful.  “We don't have the equivalent of this on my home world and I find the story of your all-powerful God being born as an ordinary child rather strange.  Raksha’s deities are more down-to-earth in that they are evolved predecessors who sometimes take an interest in the affairs of the younger races.  Boyce however has been trying to show me the symbolism of the event and the effect it has had on your society.  I don't know if I can ever be comfortable with your dogma, but like Rosepetal, I can agree with the spirit of the season.  When we're on Earth at Christmas time, I enjoy the family gatherings and seeing the joy on our cubs’ faces.  But what about you?  I had heard that Chakats didn't practice religion.”
 
   “Not as such,” Forest replied.  “Generally speaking, we don't participate in any organised religion, but the majority of us have a belief in a Supreme Being and the ideas of love and tolerance preached by Jesus fit in well with Chakat ideals.  We celebrate Christmas because of what He stands for and not because of some religious stipulation.  It brings families together and renews bonds of love.  It even brings new friends into the fold.” Shi said this last with a pointed look in the two feline aliens’ direction.
 
   Zhane grinned wryly.  “I suppose I must agree with you then.  The evidence is clear.” She then lowered her voice conspiratorially, “Besides, I think Kernos and Kayla would get very agitated if that fat human didn't come around any more to bring them presents like the other cubs.”
 
   There was a lot of laughter all round at this.  “Yes, if nothing else, this time is for the children,” Goldfur agreed.
 
   The conversation then turned to discussions of their cubs and their families.  Rosepetal, being of the more sociable Caitian race was very quickly at home with the Chakats, but even the more aloof Zhane was soon warmed to their friendly and curious nature and relaxed enough to enjoy the company.  In the back of her mind, there were still questions that needed to be answered, but she no longer had the gnawing doubts about her mate’s relationship with these unusual people.  There would be time enough later to get her answers.
 
   The moment came when Longstripe announced that the food was ready and shi wanted volunteers to help get it onto the table.  Fortunately, the roomy kitchen could accommodate several people, even ones as big as Chakats or foxtaurs, so that the carving of the meat, the distribution of the roast potatoes and pumpkin, the pouring of the gravy and all the other tasks were accomplished with speed and efficiency so that the food was brought to the table still steaming hot.  The extra foodstuffs were piled onto the centre of the very large dining table and then Quickpaw was called to bring the cubs.
 
   Unlike Forest’s home, hir parents’ house was not built with a bi-level floor, but their two-legged friends were accommodated with special cushions that made sitting at the lower table level quite comfortable.  Boyce’s two children had worked up an appetite and were more than ready to eat.  Goldfur took charge of Eudora, Forest gathered Snowcloud to hir side while Midnight claimed Patchwork.  When all were present, Desertsand asked for a moment’s quiet.
 
   “On this special day, and in the presence of our dearest family, we give thanks for the happiness that the spirit of Christmas brings and our gratitude for the bounty of which we are about to partake through the grace of God.”
 
   “Amen,” declared Boyce, echoed by all the adults.
 
   “Now eat before it gets cold!” declared Desertsand.
 
   No one needed any more urging and everyone started eating with gusto.  It wasn't long though before a couple of squirming kittens started pointing out that they were hungry too.  Their mewling was soon silenced as they too joined the Christmas feasting, albeit at their parent’s breasts.  Both Rosepetal and Zhane were still fascinated by the concept of the sire of the cubs being able to feed hir child too.  Rosepetal dug an elbow into hir mate’s ribs and said, “Now if only I could have gotten you to share the feeding duties, Boyce!” Caught off-guard, he almost choked on a mouthful of food, causing him to go red in the face, much to the amusement of all.
 
   He recovered quickly however.  “At least I helped you and Zhane clean up afterwards,” he said.  “After all, we didn't want leftover milk to go to waste, right?” This drew more laughs from those around the table.
 
   The meal continued, Boyce complimenting Longstripe and Desertsand on the excellence of the meal that they had prepared.  With all the hungry people gathered at the table, the food quickly disappeared and it was soon time for dessert.  Quickpaw went into the kitchen and emerged with an enormous plum pudding nearly drowning in thick golden custard.  As dessert was served, Goldfur said cheerily “Time for the presents!  Kayla, Kernos, can you help me out by passing out the gifts?”
 
   The cubs were out of their chairs like a shot.  They dived into the pile of presents underneath the Christmas tree and, grabbing a present each at random, trotted back to the table.  Kayla held up the present she chose and presented it to Forest.  “This one's for you,” she said brightly.
 
   “Why, thank you Kayla,” Forest said as shi took the small parcel from her.  Tearing off the wrapping, shi found a hinged box.  Upon opening it, she saw a pair of ornate bracelets.
 
   “Those are Rakshan ankle bracelets,” Boyce explained.  “They are usually exchanged between members of clans when there is mating or adoption between them.  The patterns indicate which clans and, in this case, one is Zhane’s, to which I belong as her mate.  She designed the pattern to indicate your clan.  Your clan is always worn on the left ankle.  Although you do get to choose which left ankle in your case,” he finished with a chuckle.
 
   Kernos had found a present that had been labelled for Rosepetal.  She had accepted the gift but waited until Boyce had finished explaining, much to the annoyance of Kernos who wanted to see what it was.  When she did open it, she was delighted to find a delicate blown glass sculpture in the form of a rose.  The glass was delicately coloured within the material itself.  “Oh!  This is gorgeous!” she exclaimed.  “I love it, thank you!”
 
   And so it went.  Each family had spent a lot of time and effort in working out a suitable present based on what they had been told about the other.  Midnight received a gemstone similar in colour to hir eyes and attached to a simple leather thong for wearing around the neck.  The three kittens got some new play mice, but ones with a mini brain in them.  “These will learn their attack patterns and will evade capture, forcing the cubs to think harder about how to catch them next time,” explained Boyce.  “The challenge helps them learn.”
 
   Zhane was the recipient of a brooch inlaid with Australian Black Opal.  Quickpaw received a locket on a silver chain with the words “Love from your Big Brother” inscribed upon it.  Kernos and Kayla got several new toys and games from several people.  Longstripe and Desertsand were given a combined gift of a deluxe holographic travelogue of all the worlds that the Admiral had visited.  Garrek was surprised and delighted to get a Caitian flute.  He tried a few experimental notes on it at the table, noting the warmth of the sound it produced.  Malena received a superbly handcrafted Caitian necklace.  “It's an old custom,” Rosepetal explained.  “It is not only a gesture of friendship, but a blessing for the child to come.”
 
   Lastly, the cubs brought over a small box to Boyce.  “This one's for you Daddy,” Kayla announced, then eagerly waited for him to unwrap it.  There was a lid on the box that Boyce removed to reveal a layer protective padding.  Removing that revealed something that made Boyce gasp.  Gently he pulled it out for all his family to see.  It was a porcelain statue of a chakat, but not just any chakat.  The hair and fur colouring were a perfect match for Forest’s jaguar patterning.  Furthermore shi was clad only in fur and it was obvious that shi was gravid.  “I posed for that shortly before I gave birth,” Forest informed him.  “Happy Christmas, Boyce!”
 
   Boyce’s eyes sparkled as he gazed at the very personal gift that Forest had given him.  So special and so lovely!  That shi should have something so beautiful made just for him!  “Oh FOREST!” he breathed.  He turned to hir, tears of happiness shining in his eyes.  “Thank you!” With that, he threw his arms around hir and drew hir close for a deep, love filled kiss.  He didn't care who was watching at that moment and neither did shi, for shi returned his kiss with equal enthusiasm.  Behind him, he could hear his cubs giggle.
 
   Rosepetal’s eyes grew wide and her mouth dropped open as she watched the two of them.  A sudden flash of insight struck her as she added up what Boyce had already told her about Forest and what she had seen for herself that day.  Zhane, from her reaction, seemed to have reached the same conclusion.
 
   The gifts passed out, everyone began to talk amongst themselves in small groups.  When Boyce rejoined them, Rosepetal gently put her right hand on his right arm.  When he turned to her, she said simply “You love hir, don't you?” Zhane was also looking at him, waiting to hear his answer.
 
   He took one of their hands in each of his.  Looking into their eyes he told them the truth.  “Yes,” he said quietly.  “It's not something that either of us expected and it in no way changes the love I have for each of you or our cubs but yes, I do love hir.” He paused, then said, “Our friendship grew so deep that it turned into love and – and that's why I asked hir to become the mate of my heart.”
 
   Both Zhane and Rosepetal gasped, their eyes going wide at this last statement.  He had asked hir to become the mate of his heart?  This put a whole new meaning to everything!  Asking someone to become the mate of your heart was a very serious thing.  It was an oath relationship, one that could not be undone once made and bound those taking the oath together for life.  Male-female relations were one thing, but this was something far more serious.  They knew his feelings for hir, and hirs for him, must be genuine and must be extraordinarily strong for them to take an oath like this.  They glanced between Boyce and Forest in stunned shock, but their looks also showed awe and respect for the two and the oath they had taken together.
 
   “Forest, can I and Rosepetal speak with you and Boyce for a moment?” Forest turned to look at Boyce and his two mates.  Boyce was looking right at hir.  “They know,” his eyes told hir.  If it hadn't been covered in fur, they would have seen hir face go pale.  Nervous, shi walked over to the small group and the four of them went off together to the study.  Forest closed the door behind hir to let them talk in privacy.  Shi then settled on the carpet while the others settled on the only seating suitable for bipeds: a large sofa.
 
   There was an awkward silence for a moment, then Zhane said, “Boyce, you have been hiding something from us and right now, I am feeling a bit confused and hurt.  You obviously care very deeply for Forest, but you have never said that you are any more than good friends.  Now that we know that shi is your heart-mate, how is it going to affect your relationship with Rosepetal and me?”
 
   Boyce was fidgeting under the gaze of both his mates, who sat on either side of him.  Without meeting their eyes, he replied, “I never intended that this would happen.  I was very happy just being mated to you two.  Then one day, I met Goldfur and back on Earth, shi introduced me to Forestwalker.  It was incredible the way we hit it off together; the chemistry between us was marvellous.  I fell in love with hir without even trying.” Then he raised his sight to try to look at both his mates at the same time.  “But I still love you and I have never forgotten my oath to you.  Trying to resolve this situation has been tearing me apart.”
 
   “And you, Forest?” Zhane arched an eyebrow in hir direction.
 
   Forest calmly replied, “I have the love of three of the most wonderful mates in the world, one of whom sired my cubs.  I was not looking for another mate, but when I met Boyce I knew that I had met a kindred soul and I wanted to know him better.  I offered him my love and was overjoyed to get his in return.  However, Boyce has always made a point of his commitment to you two and it has put a strain on our relationship.  We chakats never shy away from showing our feelings and we have love enough to spare for many mates, but even we feel helpless at times like these.  I don't want to alienate you two and Boyce, and yet I do not want to lose his love either.”
 
   Zhane sat there looking thoughtful, so Rosepetal chose that time to speak hir piece to Boyce.  “You have declared yourselves mates of the heart and we are all aware of how deep a commitment this is.  However, this is not the part we have a problem with.  It's the fact that you have taken this long to tell us about it.  We are your mates, Boyce, and no matter the problem, we deserved to be told.  How far has this gone?  Are Forest's cubs really yours?”
 
    [image: ] 
 
   This caught both Boyce and Forest by surprise.  “What?  No!” Boyce emphatically replied.
 
   Forest was a bit less emphatic.  “The cubs’ sire is definitely Midnight.  I conceived before Boyce and I had declared our love.  Anyway, even though I might desire a cub by Boyce, Chakats are not inter-fertile with humans.  A child will never be possible between us.”
 
   Zhane said, “My species and Caitians are not supposed to be capable of breeding with humans either, but both of us have had cubs sired by him.  If the elder gods have decreed, then you will too.  However, I accept that those are not his children.  You have not consummated your bonding.”
 
   “It was not for lack of desire,” Boyce admitted, “And we came as close to breaking my oath as was possible.  I am so sorry that I could not stay as close to the spirit of the oath I made to you two because now I have hurt you and that hurts me too.”
 
   “How close did you come to breaking your oath?” Zhane asked.
 
   “I have a sophisticated holosuite program.  I visited Forest in full sensory holographic form and made love to hir that way.”
 
   Zhane looked startled.  Rosepetal said, “But that's just an entertainment program.  It isn't real.”
 
   “No, this was as real as it could get.  You see, Forest was also there in holographic form.  As I said, it was a full sensory program and it was very real to us.”
 
   Zhane said, “Boyce, would you please wait outside while we talk with Forest alone?  We need to discuss some things without you there to influence the answers.”
 
   Boyce nodded and quietly got up.  He walked to the door, opened it and quickly slipped through, closing it firmly behind him.  Rosepetal leant back into the sofa with a deep sigh.  “This is half our fault, of course,” she said.
 
   Zhane’s head dipped in agreement.  “We should never have accepted that oath from him.  But he was so earnest and it seemed to be very important to him that he declared his commitment to us that way, so we accepted it, despite the fact that neither of us wanted his oath.”
 
   Forest looked a little startled.  “But weren't you just telling him how you were hurt by the way he broke the spirit of that oath?”
 
   That's just it,” Rosepetal said.  “It was his oath all along.  I think that I speak for Zhane when I say that you make a very nice mate for Boyce and we don't object to your feelings for him.  It's the fact that he could not live up to that oath and tried to keep his feelings for you quiet that hurts us.  We would never have made such an oath because our racial customs are far different from yours.  We would never have tried to impose upon Boyce what he chose to impose on himself.”
 
   Zhane added, “He still doesn't fully understand us.  I know this because, although I love him dearly, I frequently do not understand him either.  Our backgrounds are so different that it is sometimes hard to find common ground.  Yet, when he is with us, we are happiest because he truly cares for us and we enjoy living our lives together.” She looked at Forest squarely.  “I'm sure that you can understand that part.”
 
   Forest nodded, then asked, “But why didn't you want Boyce's oath?  On Earth, such oaths give security to those who make the commitment.  Don't you want that sort of thing?”
 
   “Let me tell you a little bit of background on my species, Forest,” Rosepetal said.  On my world, females outnumber the males 6 or 7 to 1.  We form family groups around a chosen male.  Think about your Terran lion species that form their prides.  The females work to provide for the family, the males are the protectors and managers of the household.  Having several co-mates is what is normal for my world.  In fact, it is a point of pride that a female can say: “Look at my mate.  He is so desirable that he has this many females who want to be his mate also.  Then look at me.  I have a mate who is satisfied with just two females.  If it wasn't for his astounding virility as shown by his ability to father children with us, I would not be able to hold my head high in the company of my peers.  I want him to have more mates so I can show him off.  It is this point that I cannot make him comprehend, to my endless frustration.
 
   “I think I see,” Forest said.  “And I guess that you have a similar problem, Zhane?”
 
   “Similar in that it is a clash of cultures, different in that we have very different customs on my home world.  You must understand that, even in this modern age, infant mortality amongst my species is rather high.  Our environment is very harsh and, to maintain our population, my people have evolved to instinctively think of the next generation constantly.  Females are encouraged to find suitable partners from an early age.  We usually have our first child whilst still quite young.  The males take over the care of the cubs after they are weaned and then we are urged to have more.  It is not an ideal situation, but we are not forced into it and we do find a good number of attractive males to have a pleasant time with.  If we are fortunate, one of those males will be a mate of the heart.  Then your mate can fill your spiritual needs as much as your physical wants.  However, our innate need to make more cubs never ends and there will always be more males.” Zhane paused for a moment, then admitted, “Boyce threw me for a moment when he told us about your making love in a holosuite environment.  You see, mating with Boyce has not ended my body’s urge to find more males to mate with, so I am a regular visitor to a holosuite facility.  There I indulge in several love programs suitable for my species and come back to my family in a much restored state.  How can I fault him for doing the same?”
 
   “It seems to me that both of you need to make Boyce more aware of your needs,” Forest said.  
 
   Rosepetal sighed again.  “But like males all over the galaxy, he seems blind to them.”
 
   “Hey!  Don't forget that I'm as much a male as a female!” Forest interjected.
 
   “Doesn't count,” Rosepetal waved dismissively.
 
   “Oh, I don't know, Rose, I think this has possibilities,” Zhane demurred.  “I think that we have a solution to all our problems here.”
 
   “Oh?  Ah!  I think I see.” Rosepetal’s muzzle split in a grin.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The study door opened to show a worried Star Fleet admiral waiting close by.  Forest waved him in and gave him a smile of reassurance.  He opened his mouth as if to speak, only to be cut off by a gesture from Zhane.
 
   “Boyce, we have come to a decision.  Rose and I have decided to forgive you this time.  However, we will be requiring some changes.  You are going to pay a visit to both our worlds where you will spend a bit more time learning our social customs and not go sightseeing.  You will learn what we truly want of you as a mate and to that end, we are releasing you from your oath.” 
 
   Boyce looked startled and started to say, “But...” 
 
   “Uh-uh!  I haven't finished yet.  You may find that what we want is more demanding than that oath, and perhaps more forgiving too.  You see, you aren't the only one who has desires and it may be hard for you to accept some things we'll be asking of you.” She paused, then smiled.  “But it's not all bad news.  Our next requirement is that you and Forestwalker declare yourself as mates immediately.”
 
   Boyce’s hazel eyes lit up with joy.  He turned to look at Forest who was grinning back at him.  “Forestwalker, will you give me the honour and joy of being your mate?”
 
   “I will, dear admiral,” Shi replied.  “And will you make my life even more wonderful by becoming part of your family too?”
 
   “Of course!” he declared and hugged hir in delight.  Then in a slightly puzzled tone, he added, “But I sense that there's more to it than that.”
 
   “Yes there is,” Forest admitted as shi cuddled him, “But it's not a cause for alarm.  You see, this way Rosepetal can declare me as a co-mate and increase her social standing.  There's also the possibility of declaring Goldfur as such and any others with whom you choose to share your love.  As for Zhane, she will have me as a co-mate who can see to her needs and a whole chakat family who will be only too glad to help.  Then there's the large family environment that she has been missing since leaving her homeworld to be with you.  Don't complain, Boyce dear, it's a win/win situation.” 
 
   “Then, I'm the happiest man on Earth!  I have three adorable mates, two darling children and an incredibly wonderful family.  I don't think it's possible for things to get any better.”
 
   Rosepetal was grinning while Forest had laid hir head against the admiral’s chest, purring loudly.  Zhane was smiling in satisfaction too, but became serious for one more time.  She said, “There's just one last thing Boyce, and this time I speak only for myself and not Rose.  I have given you a second chance this time because I think you are worth it.  There won't be a third.  Have I made myself clear?”
 
   “Yes, my love, I understand.” Boyce said solemnly.
 
   “Then give me a hug too, you adorable fool,” Zhane smiled.
 
   Forest relinquished Boyce for long enough for him to exchange a reconciliatory hug with his second mate.  There were traces of tears in both their eyes as they kissed, rediscovering the happiness they enjoyed in each other’s arms.  When they broke, they realised that they had an appreciative audience and grinned.
 
   “Time to rejoin the others, I think,” Rosepetal declared.
 
   There was a general murmur of agreement and they made their way out to the living room, only to encounter Goldfur and Midnight trying to look innocent and failing miserably.  
 
   “Who left the study door open when we were laying down the verdict?” Zhane asked, guessing that the two chakats had heard every word.
 
   Goldfur and Midnight burst out laughing.  “Sorry, Zhane,” Goldfur said, “But we have exceptionally good hearing and we couldn't help overhearing.  Congratulations, Sister, I knew that you would snag Boyce sooner or later.” Shi stepped up to give hir a kiss and a cuddle.  Then did the same for Boyce.
 
   “Thanks, Goldie,” Forest said.  Then hir mate offered hir congratulations.
 
   “You have made a grand choice for a mate, Forest.  Now I can say that my co-mate is an admiral!” shi chuckled and hugged Forest with real pleasure in hir mate’s happiness.  Shi offered the same to Boyce who didn't refuse.  Then shi stood back and assumed a thoughtful pose.  “Correct me if I am wrong, Zhane, Rose, but isn't there one thing all our societies do to celebrate a new mating?”
 
   “And that would be?” Rose asked.
 
   “The newly-mated go to a private room and consummate it!” Zhane answered.
 
   “So what are you still doing here?” Goldfur asked the couple.
 
   Forest laughed and said, “First I'm telling our parents the good news....”
 
   “We know!” came a chorus of voices from the next room.
 
   Forest groaned.  “I come from a family of eavesdroppers!” shi lamented.
 
   Boyce said, “Then we should not disappoint them, should we, my love?” He grabbed Forest’s paw to tow hir towards the guestroom.  When he came to the door, he paused and said, “I carried both Rosepetal and Zhane over the threshold just for tradition.  I wish that I could do the same for you, Forest, but I don't think you'd want a lover with a hernia.”
 
   Forest smiled mischievously.  “No, we can't overlook tradition,” shi declared, then whisked him into hir own strong arms and stepped inside the room.  “Congratulations, my darling mate,” shi said, then started to kiss him long and thoroughly.
 
   Boyce responded with enthusiasm, his whole being expressing the joy he now felt.  When they finally broke, he panted for a moment then said, “I did not dare even hope that one day we could be full mates.  I intend to show you just how happy that you have made me this day.”
 
   The lovers began what would become hours of pleasant love-making.  The admiral’s other mates were content now that their crisis had been resolved.  Rosepetal was already looking forward to telling her family of her greatly increased status.  Zhane was already considering the possibilities of having Forest’s whole family as potential lovers.  “Perhaps these Chakats have got it right,” she thought.  “Time will show me if I made the right decision.” She turned to Midnight who was sprawled comfortably on a rug near her.  “Your mate is likely to be busy for a while, and I hear that you prefer your male side.  Would you like to dally with me for a while?”
 
   Midnight smiled at her.  “How could I refuse an invitation from such a beautiful lady as you?  It would be my pleasure.” 
 
   As Zhane walked into Midnight’s welcoming arms, both somehow knew that a new era had begun for their combined families and they were eagerly looking forward to finding out what it would be like.
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   ******************************
 
    
 
   Episode 16:  Mates
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   “Good morning!” I greeted my sleepy vulpine mates as I headed for the bedroom door.  “I'm about to start breakfast, so don't be too long getting up.”
 
   I nearly bumped into Boyce as he emerged from another sleeping den.  “How are you this morning, dear?” I asked him.
 
   Midnight's grinning black-furred visage popped out from the behind the door to answer for him, “He's fine.  In fact, he's wonderful!”
 
   I returned the smile and said, “Not feeling any heat-cycle induced cravings any more?”
 
   “No, I think I'll be just fine for the rest of the day, thanks,” shi replied smugly.
 
   Boyce spoke up, “Although I feel some hunger-induced cravings right now!”
 
   “Good!” I declared.  “You can help me cook breakfast.  You do the omelettes while I cook the pancakes.”  I put my arm around his waist and led him off to the kitchen.  “And while we're at it, you can tell me all about your night!”
 
   ***
 
   It had been several weeks now since Boyce and I had declared ourselves as mates, and he had visited me whenever he could do so without neglecting his other mates.  On this occasion though, he had arrived after both Kris and Trina had come back from several days absence and I had wanted to spend some time with them.  Midnight was already staying with me, as shi was between assignments, and shi had just come into heat.  Shi was looking for some relief, which Kris was usually happy to provide, but as I wanted to be with my first mate, I suggested that Boyce might be willing to help out.  As it turned out, Boyce had been quite willing to get to know his co-mate more intimately and Midnight had admitted curiosity about him too, so it worked out fine all round.  As a human, Boyce could not get a chakat pregnant, much to my regret, and thus he and Midnight were free to make love without any restrictions.
 
   We finished preparing breakfast mere moments before a hungry horde descended upon us.  After consumption of large quantities of food, we said our goodbyes and went our separate ways for the day.
 
   That evening, when we were making our way to the sleeping dens, I asked Midnight if shi needed a partner as Boyce wasn't there with us that night.
 
   “Strangely, no,” shi replied.  “I'm feeling tired tonight, so I'll just go straight to sleep.  I wouldn't mind having someone to cuddle with me though.”  So I wished my foxy mates goodnight and curled up with Midnight, both of us enjoying just being with each other.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   I woke to a gentle but insistent shaking.  “Erm, whassup?” I mumbled.
 
   “Forest, I'm pregnant,” Midnight announced.
 
   That woke me up.  My mind spun for a moment, then I asked the most obvious question.  “Are you sure?”
 
   “Remember when you became pregnant by me, Forest?  Your inner sense told you that you were with child.  Did you have any cause to doubt it?”
 
   Shi was right.  We knew these things with utter certainty.  “But we didn't have sex! We didn't do it in our sleep, surely?”
 
   Midnight shook hir head.  “No, we definitely didn't.”
 
   “Did you make love with another partner that you haven't told me about?”
 
   Again shi shook hir head.  I had doubted that possibility because shi never would have hidden that from me deliberately.  “My only partner while I have been on heat has been Boyce.”
 
   “But he's a human and it's absolutely impossible to get pregnant by one.  You and he are genetically incompatible....”  My voice trailed off.  Caitians and Rakshani were also incompatible, but both his mates had borne him healthy cubs.  “No, it couldn't be.  Could it?”  I half hoped, half dreaded the possibility.  I shook myself and made a decision.  “We're going to get Boyce over here for tests immediately.  You too, Midnight.”
 
   Minutes later, an emergency comm call to Star Fleet Headquarters had got a puzzled admiral on his way to my house.  When he arrived and we told him of our conclusions, his reaction was a mixture of disbelief and anguish.  “Zhane has always insisted that the fertility rites of her Rakshan festival was responsible for her pregnancy.  Perhaps she was right.  But where does that leave Midnight?” He looked at hir, obviously distressed.  “I never thought for a moment that this could happen, you must believe me!”
 
   Midnight looked at him bleakly.  “What does it matter  The deed seems to have been done.  Now there's a cub growing within me that was conceived without any forethought or love.”
 
   “No, Midnight, never without love,” Boyce insisted.  “I never thought it possible but even so, when we were together, I wasn't just having sex, I was making love with you.  If I didn't care for you, we would not be in this situation.  I am so sorry that this has happened, and I wish it never come to this, but you must realise that I will bear the consequences.  You and the cub will have my love and support always.”  He seemed on the verge of bursting into tears.
 
   Midnight's expression softened.  “You're right, Boyce.  I did feel that you cared when we spent the night together.  But all my plans for the future, all my hopes and dreams have been thrown into disarray by this.  I feel… lost.”
 
   Boyce's resolve stiffened.  “Whatever it takes, I will see that you're life is disrupted as little as possible.  I'm responsible for this and I will see to it that you are taken care of.  I only hope that you accept my apologies for getting you pregnant.  I just wish I knew how it's possible.”
 
   “Well, we're going to get some more substantial answers by running some medical tests on you.  In the meantime, we'll call Zhane and ask her to come over and see if she can throw a little light on the problem.”
 
   “But I had plenty of tests run on me after both Rosepetal and Zhane got pregnant.  They detected nothing abnormal and my genetic pattern is unexceptional.”
 
   “How thoroughly did they check?” I insisted.
 
   “Ummm, well, I was rather too pleased to be a father to be overly concerned about how it happened,” he admitted.
 
   “So it is possible that something was overlooked then,” I concluded.  “I've already contacted a med-tech friend who will give you a complete examination.  No excuses,” I interrupted his attempted interjection, “If you are indeed the sire, we will find out for sure why!”
 
   I drove Midnight and Boyce to the medical centre to meet Chakat Redears, a friend that I had made amongst the medical staff while I was pregnant.  Shi led my two mates off to run hir tests on them.  As shi would have them for quite some time, I decided to go home again.  I had called in to say that I would not be in for work that day so I could devote my attention to the current crisis.  Not long after, I got an unexpected call from Goldfur.
 
   “Hello Sister,” hir comm image said.  “I called your work only to be told that you had taken the day off.  Any problem?”
 
   “Not so much a problem as a puzzle.”  I explained what had happened and shi looked intrigued.  Shi said that it was remarkable if true and was curious to know what the result was when it came in.
 
   “You didn't call me to find out about those two though,” I said.  “I sense that something's troubling you.  Spit it out, Sis!”
 
   Goldfur grimaced and said, “You're right, but I want to talk with you in person.  Can I come over?
 
   “I'll have little to do until the tests are done, so now's a good time.”
 
   “I'm on my way!” shi declared.
 
   Goldfur had been living at either my place or our parents' home because hir job took hir away from Earth so much, there was little point in having hir own place.  However, shi had since acquired a mate, a cub and another mate and my own family had been growing, so shi and Garrek had decided to buy a home of their own.  It wasn't too far away, so visits were regular, but they had also been getting to know their new neighbourhood.
 
   Shi made good time, arriving in about 20 minutes.  I had some morning tea ready and we settled ourselves in the lounge room to talk.  We chatted about hir latest finds in their new location for a while, and I inquired how Quickpaw was doing.  Our sister was currently playing cubsitter for Goldfur, helping with the feeding and caring of Eudora as shi did with my twins.  Shi had been feeling restless and we decided that a change of scene might help hir.  This part of hir adolescence was a particularly trying time for a chakat and we hoped that shi could find a companion soon.  
 
   
  
 

Goldfur said, “Quickpaw seems to be doing fine lately.  Remember when shi asked you to be hir first?  Shi asked me to complete the circle soon after coming to stay in our new home.  We sisters now share a three-way bond.  I'm glad that shi asked.”
 
   I cuddled my sister in congratulations.  “That's wonderful! Shi needs some stability in hir growing years and I'm sure that you'll be able to give hir that.”
 
   Goldfur continued, “That's not all.  We found a chakat about hir age living nearby.  Shi had a problem that I was able to help hir with and shi's been a regular visitor since then.  Shi's called Bronzepelt, and shi 'n Quick seem to like each other a lot.”
 
   “Better and better!” I declared.  After chatting about more family concerns for a while, I decided that Goldfur needed a prompt before shi would bring up the subject that had brought hir here.  “Okay, out with it! What is so important that my level-headed sister needs to consult me?”
 
   Shi sighed.  “I suppose it won't get any easier putting it off.  I met someone a few weeks ago while visiting Garrek's village.  She's a wolftaur named Lupu.  She's a pretty bitch with soft grey fur and a shy demeanour.  Lupu is an outcast from her pack and was getting close to starving.  I caught her trying to steal food but, to her surprise, I invited her to dinner instead of handing her over for punishment.  She was a bit nervous at first but we soon hit it off and I invited her to stay with my family for the time being.”  Shi paused to look at me directly.  “Now she has become very close to me and my family because she's got none of her own left.  As with all wolven kind, she has a pack instinct and it seems she has come to regard my family as her new pack.”
 
   “Why, that's lovely! She must be happy with that,” I commented.
 
   “Yes, she is, and she has become a brighter and happier person because of it.”
 
   “So far I don't see any problem, Goldfur.”
 
   “She's asked me to sire her first litter of cubs,” Goldfur stated bluntly.
 
   So that was it, the thing that bothered my sister so much that shi had to discuss it with me.  “And you don't want to do it?” I asked.
 
   “No, that's not it.  Don't you see?  I'm happily mated with two wonderful people and I have a cub with another on the way.  I can't just forget about that.”
 
   “So you do want to give her what she wants, but feel you can't give her the love she deserves?”
 
   “But I do care for her, Forest.  I like to have her around, especially when my other mates have to be elsewhere.”
 
   I closed my eyes and sighed.  “Then what is your problem?” I asked in exasperation.
 
   Goldfur looked confused for a moment, then slowly started explaining.  “When I first met Garrek, it was as if I had found a missing part of myself.  He filled a need in me that I barely knew existed.  I fell hopelessly in love with him and that love continues to grow every day.  But a male, even one as wonderful as Garrek, cannot fulfil all the needs of a chakat.  When Malena asked to be my mate too, she completed me and our three-way relationship has been beautiful and satisfying.  I thought that I needed nothing more.  Then along comes Lupu and turns my world upside-down with her request.  She's such a beautiful person and I care for her very much, but giving her cubs would seem to me like turning my back on Garrek and Malena.”
 
   I shook my head.  “Goldie, my dear silly sister, you know as well as I do that you can't portion out true love.  You can give away as much as you like and still have plenty to offer.  Besides, I've heard you say that she is close to you and that you care for her, but do you love her?”  Goldfur looked indecisive, started to speak, then stopped.  Rather than force an answer, I went on.  “She's almost certainly deeply in love with you, don't you realise?”
 
   “Huh?  She has never said that to me!” Goldfur was startled by my blunt statement.  
 
   “You told me yourself how she has her wolven instincts and she regards your family as her pack.  Well, every pack has its alpha and you're it! You've given her a place in your pack and she now has a certain status that she lacked.  Her self-esteem and happiness have grown accordingly.  However, because you're the alpha and she's a lowly newcomer, she doesn't feel she has enough status to admit her love or ask for yours, but she can ask for cubs that would make the pack grow.  I would bet anything that she is very much in love with you, so I ask you again, do you love her?”
 
   My sister just sat, staring into space, trying to think.  Finally shi spoke.  “Yes, I believe I do love her.”  Then shi look at me and asked, “But what about Garrek and Malena?”
 
   “Goldfur, don't make the same mistake that I made with Boyce.  I tried to keep our love concealed from some people.  Also, I thought that we could be satisfied with just being mates of the heart.  When it came to the crunch though and everything was brought out into the open, it was Boyce's mates who found the solution.  They still loved him and cared for how he felt, wanting him to be happy.  I think that you're underestimating your own mates.  Malena is from a culture where vixens expect their mates to have more than one lover.  Garrek, aside from the fact that he would love you no matter what you did, still gets all the attention of your female side.  And finally, I'm sure that you have enough love for all three.  I know that I love all my mates and I do my best to make sure that they all know it.”
 
   Goldfur's troubled expression had cleared.  “You're right, Forest.  How did you learn so much about lupine customs?”
 
   I grinned widely.  “I have had one or two wolfy lovers over the years.  It's amazing what you learn.”
 
   “I'm going to explain this properly to everyone and give Lupu what she wants.”  Goldfur declared.
 
   “Not so fast!” I said.
 
   “Huh?  What now?  Have I forgotten some other important lupine custom?”
 
   “No, a chakat one! Ask her to be your denmate, then offer her your seed.  She'll be overjoyed and your relationship will be the better for it.”
 
   Goldfur smiled happily.  “My sister, the matchmaker.  How did you get so good at this?”
 
   I grinned.  “Try keeping my lot happy and you learn fast!”
 
   Goldfur got up and cuddled me.  “Thank you Forest, you've helped me greatly.”  Shi looked me in the eyes.  “We need to renew our bond soon, I think.”
 
   “Soon,” I agreed, “But others need you more right now, so shoo! Go home! I've got real problems to deal with!” I laughed and Goldfur joined with me.
 
   “Okay, I'm going!” Then shi seemed to recall something.  “I'll come over again in a few days and I think I'll have a surprise for you.”
 
   “Just what I needed right now, more surprises,” I said ruefully.  Goldfur left immediately after that while I set about keeping myself busy until I got word from the medical centre.  After what seemed to be an eternity, Redears called.
 
   “Hi Forest,” shi said.  “I have the preliminary findings ready.  Come on over now and by the time that you get here, I will have a demonstration set up to explain everything to everyone at once.”
 
   When I arrived at the centre, I found that Boyce had been joined by his other mates.  I gave them each a quick hug in greeting before all of us were waved into a room where various research equipment was set up.  We made ourselves comfortable as Redears began hir explanations.
 
   “I started with the standard tests, most of which Boyce reckons he had before when he first conceived children by an alien species.  They only confirmed the original conclusion that there was nothing exceptional about his genetic structure.  The same was true for Midnight, which left us back at the beginning which said that it was impossible for a human and a chakat to breed.  I had to check the embryo then, which wasn't easy at this early stage.  However, it did confirm the presence of human genes, so I knew at least that I wasn't wasting my time.  It did reveal some interesting leads though for which I needed some sperm samples.  I ended up having to enlist the help of Boyce's mates.  For some reason, he was a bit reluctant with me.”  Shi grinned.  “I hit the jackpot there and I have set up a demonstration to show what I discovered.”
 
   Shi started to point out various equipment.  “Now, on this screen, you have a microscopic view of a sample ovum from a natural panther.  By the way, it has been rendered infertile, but otherwise is healthy.  I've introduced a small amount of Boyce's semen and we'll see what has happened.”
 
   It was a bit hard to know what we were supposed to be looking for until Redears pushed up the magnification on a sperm cell that had forced its way past the cell wall of the ovum.  The DNA clump seemed to be moving.  “I noticed this strange behaviour and examined it greater detail.  I tried with ova from several different species and accelerated the process.  The results were all the same.  Each time, the sperm cell's DNA adapted to match that of the ovum.  If those eggs weren't inactivated, they would now be all fertilised.”  Shi switched off the monitor and turned to face us all.  “There needs to be some more in-depth investigation, but I have some basic conclusions.  Somehow, in a manner yet to be determined, Boyce's sperm has all been altered.  It is now capable of fully adapting to most, if not all, mammalian species, even alien ones.  He is quite literally the greatest stud on Earth.  It's a bit too soon to determine for sure, but it seems that the child will always be of the same species as the mother with perhaps some distinctive characteristics from the father.  Congratulations, Boyce and Midnight, you are going to have the first human-chakat crossbreed child ever.
 
   Boyce's face had a mixture of pleasure and horror.  He obviously wanted the cub but was appalled that he was definitely the one responsible for Midnight's condition.  Midnight looked stunned, hir last hopes that it was all a mistake were dashed.  Zhane spoke up then.
 
   “I've mentioned this before, but it seems that nobody has taken it completely seriously, so I'm going to try again.  It is my belief that Boyce has been touched by the Rakshan gods.  Before the good med-tech can start objecting, I must point out that our gods are not like yours.  We do not have an omnipotent deity.  Our gods are an ancestral species that have gone on to a higher plane of existence.  There is plenty of archaeological evidence of their earlier existence and many examples of events to prove that at least some of them are still around, taking an interest in the new race that replaced them.  Praying to our gods sometimes induces them to take an active interest.  The Rakshan fertility festival is a planet-wide event dedicated to supplicating the gods for more children.  The high mortality rate of our young requires us to bear as many as possible.  Rosepetal invited me to share her mate on one day of the four day event and that is when we both became pregnant.  Our gods are known for their sense of humour in granting our prayers.  It is my firm belief that one god thought it amusing that he grant the ultimate fertility to Boyce in order that we both conceive.  I believe that adaptive fertility we have just witnessed is merely a continuation of that gift from the gods.
 
   Redears looked thoughtful.  “Hmmm, Starfleet has reported instances of ancestral gods before and their meddling with the younger races.  I would have to take your statement as a very definite possibility.  I'm still interested in just how they accomplished this, so I'll continue my tests.  In the meantime, I don't need any of you any more.  I suggest that you go home and start planning for the child.  I'll let you know of any significant discoveries.
 
   I thanked Redears and started herding everyone out.  I wanted to get us home promptly because I knew that my mate was going to need some comforting.  This was not something that shi had ever considered and hir world had been badly rocked.  Boyce was already looking forward to seeing his latest offspring, but Midnight needed to come to terms with what had happened.  When we got to my home, I asked Midnight to come into the study with me and talk about this.  Shi made hirself comfortable on the rug and I laid down beside hir and put my arm around hir waist, pulling hir closer to me.
 
   “I know that you are upset, Midnight.  You can't just keep it bottled up like this.  Speak to me; I'm your mate and I want to help you.”
 
   “Upset?” shi said.  “Of course I'm upset! I'm going to have a cub by someone whom I never would have chosen as a sire.  In fact, I'm having a child when I hadn't intended to have one at all for some time.  Chakats don't have unplanned pregnancies!” shi wailed.
 
   I stroked hir hair, trying to comfort hir.  “The child was conceived in an act of love.  Boyce may not love you as much as I do, but he cares for his co-mate, as he has already told you.  He's excited about this cub, you know.”
 
   “He would, it's his cub, not mine,” shi said bitterly.
 
   I thought for a moment, then tried another tack.  “You're right, you didn't want it, so there's no obligation for you to keep it.”
 
   Midnight looked up in shock.  “What?!  Abort my cub?  Surely you can't be serious?”
 
   I smiled.  “No, I certainly am not, but it made you wake up.  You said my cub.  You have already made an attachment to your kitten.”
 
   Midnight looked surprised, then grimaced.  “I suppose you're right.  But I still feel upset about the situation.”  Shi looked me in the eyes, trying to convey hir feelings.  “This was supposed to be our cub, Forest.  I may have wanted to put off having a child for a while, but I most certainly wanted to be the mother of your cub.”  Suddenly shi burst into tears and put hir head against my shoulder, sobbing.  “I was waiting for the right time for us to have hir.  I was waiting for you, Forest, for you!”
 
   I hugged hir tightly to me and rubbed hir back, trying to comfort hir.  Midnight had always been a strongly masculine personality, but hir confident and independent nature had been rocked, leaving just hir more feminine side expressing hirself.  “I know, dear heart, I know.  I was prepared to wait until you were ready too.  But there's something you should realise.  You are my mate.  Boyce is my mate.  Your child is almost as much mine as yours.  We are one family, my love, and we share everything.  You know that Boyce loves our twins as much as if they were his own.  I will love your cub as much as if I had sired hir that night.”
 
   Shi looked up and sniffed.  “Thank you, Forest.  I believe you will too.”  Shi snuggled up to me.  “You really are the perfect mate.  I think I'm looking forward to seeing the cub now, but you had better believe that I'm looking forward to the day that I will be the mother to your cub.”  Shi started a soft purr.
 
   “And I'll be counting the days, my love.” 
 
   We stayed together like that for a while, my purrs joining hirs.  Midnight would be okay now.  I felt a little sad that shi wasn't having my child and I would have to put that behind me too, but together we would see this cub into the world and we would love hir as much as our twins.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   A little later, I approached Boyce about Midnight.  
 
   “How's shi feeling, Forest?” he inquired anxiously.
 
   “Good news.  Shi's come to terms with this unexpected turn of events.  Shi's starting to look forward to being a mother now.  I think you should go to hir and show hir how much you appreciate hir and the child shi's bearing for you.”
 
   “I'll do that.  I think shi'll make a fine mother.”  He paused, then put his arm around my waist and cuddled me.  “You know, my lovely mate, this means we can have that child that we both wished for?”
 
   A little sadly, I answered, “Yes, I do, and I'm looking forward to the day that happens.  However, now is not the time.  Midnight's child is something special and shi needs to see that.  If we had a child now, shi would lose a necessary sense of uniqueness.”  Boyce nodded in understanding and I continued, “Besides, there'll be enough newborn cubs in the house in a while.  Kris and Trina told me something the other night when you were with Midnight.  Trina's finally pregnant.  She and Kris have been trying for a while and they finally succeeded while they were away together.  Foxes tend to have large litters, so there'll be anything from 1 to 4 more cubs to deal with.  I don't think it would be right to add another to the burden of caring at that time.”
 
   “I must congratulate them,” Boyce said.  “I can see where that could get complicated though and I agree that it would be best to put it off.  But I won't wait one moment longer than I have to! You know how dearly I want a child from you.”
 
   “Yes, my love, I do.  And when the time is finally right for us, I will come to you with joy in my heart.  For now though, just hold me and tell me you love me.”
 
   “I love you, Forestwalker, now and for the rest of our lives.”  He pulled me close, lowered his head to mine and kissed me long and deep.  Wordlessly, I told him how much I loved him too.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   It was about a week later when Goldfur visited.  Shi had brought the entire family with hir.  Garrek and Malena gave us all hugs, then stood aside grinning while we got to meet a couple of new fur-persons.  Goldfur led forward a shy wolftaur bitch.  She had stony-grey fur which was immaculately groomed.  Shi wore a simple white tank-top that nicely accentuated her curves and her athletic build.
 
   Goldfur proudly said, “I'd like everyone to meet Lupukshawteanae.  She has honoured me by agreeing to be my denmate.  She's also going to be the mother of two more cubs to add to our family.”
 
   Everyone surged forward at one time to congratulate her, nearly overwhelming the poor girl.  She grinned a little uncertainly, surprised at the reception she was getting.  I looked at my sister and asked, “Is she the surprise you were talking about, Goldie?  You didn't tell me that she was on heat that very day.  She'd have had to have been for you to know that she was pregnant with twins so soon.”
 
   “No, that wasn't it,” shi grinned at me, “Although it comes as a pretty close second.  I was talking about something else.”  Shi called out loud, “Quickpaw, come on over!”
 
   From around the corner of the house walked Quickpaw.  I hadn't seen anyone getting out of Goldfur's vehicle, so I had been unaware that shi was here too.  However, shi wasn't alone.  Shi came hand-in-hand with another chakat with fur similar in colour to Goldfur's.  Quickpaw walked up to me and said, “Hello Sis.  I'd like you to meet my Companion, Bronzepelt.  Bronze, this is my sister, Forestwalker.”
 
   I was surprised.  “You've got a Companion?  Oh boy, have you got a story to tell me!”
 
   Quickpaw grinned.  “I suppose I do, but here's the short version.  Despite all the caring and love in the family, I felt something lacking in my life.  Then I met Bronzepelt and we clicked.  Shi was far from hir family and lonely, and we both liked  many of the same things, so we decided that we should be Companions.”
 
   I smiled at them both.  “You make a lovely couple and I'm looking forward to getting to know a lot more about you, Bronze.”
 
   “I'm looking forward to getting to know more about me too,” Bronzepelt said.
 
   “Eh?  Am I missing something here?” I said, puzzled.
 
   “Yes, actually,” Goldfur replied.  “Bronze has had amnesia.  That's the problem that I helped hir out with.  Shi still has some large gaps in hir memory.”
 
   “I see.  Well, I hope that you get those memories back soon.  In the meantime, I hope we can make some nice new memories for you.”
 
   “Thank you, Forestwalker.”  Shi gave me a hug that I gladly returned.  Then I turned to Quickpaw and gave hir one too.
 
   “Congrats, little sister.  Umm, you're not planning on having cubs yet, are you?”
 
   Quickpaw laughed.  “Don't panic, Forest.  Neither of us intends to have children until we have at least finished college.  We became Companions to share our lives and to have someone of our own to cherish above all.  I'm perfectly content with looking after your and Goldfur's cubs for now.  And I hear that I'm going to have another mouth to feed in ten months.”
 
   “Still not tired of nursing cubs, hey?  Well, I'm sure that you will get your fill eventually.  Now you'd better come inside where we can talk until we're hoarse while we have a cuppa.  There are a lot of things we have to catch up on.”  I urged everyone inside.  It took a while, there being so many.  Such a large and diverse family! I smiled happily.  This was a chakat's idea of perfection.  So many people to love and who loved you in return.  I followed everyone inside feeling that most everything was right in the world.
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   Episode 17:  Ketta’s Fate
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The comm signalled an incoming call as I waited for Goldfur to bring out the souvenirs from hir latest trip to the stars.  I flicked the receive switch and was surprised to see a familiar foxtaur vixen's face.  
 
   “Purteshka!  To what do we owe the pleasure?” I asked.  
 
   “Hello Forestwalker.  Have I dialled the wrong number?  I was after Goldfur.”  
 
   “No you haven't,” I reassured her.  “My sister usually stays with me when shi comes back from hir voyages, so shi uses this number as hir contact.  I'll tell hir that you're on the comm.”  
 
   Goldfur hurried to the comm when shi was told who was calling.  “Hello, Purteshka, is there a problem?” 
 
   Purteshka smiled.  “No need to worry, Goldfur.  I heard that you were coming over here so that Malena could have her cub at her parents’ home.  I want you to come over to the council offices to see me about something important when you get a free moment.  
 
   “That's won't be a problem,” Goldfur agreed.  “What's up?” 
 
   “I'd rather give you all the details when you get here.  All I will say is that it's a village matter that affects you.”  
 
   “I'll let you know when we get there and arrange a time to meet then.”  
 
   “Thanks, Goldfur.  I'll see you soon then.  Tail high!” 
 
   “Tail high, Purteshka!” Goldfur and I both smiled at the vixen's usage of the chakat farewell.  Goldfur turned off the comm with a thoughtful look on hir face.  
 
   “That's got you guessing,” I said.  “I wonder if it has anything to do with the coming birth?” 
 
   Shi shrugged.  “Who knows?  I don't think it's a major problem.  Purteshka did not seem to be agitated and I feel she would have told me straight out if there was anything wrong.  I'm not going to let it worry me.”  
 
   Just then the front door opened to admit a foxtaur and wolftaur, Goldfur's two female mates.  Malena was looking beautifully gravid, her time to give birth only days away.  Lupu had taken her shopping for some items for the coming cub and had gotten a taste of the excitement of incipient motherhood which she would join in several months.  
 
   “Hi Forest!” Malena said when she saw me.  
 
   “How did the shopping trip go?” I asked.  
 
   “I had some good luck.  I bought this wonderful backpack similar to the one that Goldfur carries Eudora about in.”  She got it out to show me, then the four of us made ourselves comfortable for a long conversation.  The trip to America was of course the major topic.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Malena wanted her cub born at a chakat-style birthing party but had requested that it be held in her home village.  She wanted her parents present and the comfort of familiar surroundings.  This would limit the number of people from our side of the family who would be able to go, but it would be interesting to see how many foxtaurs attend.  We still had quite a large number of us travelling overseas, but my newest mate had the solution.  Boyce had his own private runabout and he put it at our disposal.  When the day came for us to leave, we rendezvoused at the shuttleport.  The trip over the ocean was achieved in a fraction of the time of a commercial flight.  The only problem that we had was arranging a suitable place for the runabout to land that was sufficiently close to the village.  A fallow field was made available to us and we found Malena's parents waiting for us with a ground shuttle to take us and our luggage to the house.  
 
   Jaleth hugged her daughter and exclaimed, “You've grown so much since you were last over!  I think that you are going to have a fine, big kit.”  
 
   Rikandor took his turn to greet his daughter and then we started introducing the new faces.  My parents had come along, pleased to have an excuse to visit their daughter-in-law's family and hometown.  Lupu was introduced and caused a stir of interest when she told them that she was also expecting.  Brightsong, the midwife, had accompanied us as well, but it was the admiral who caused the most surprise when I introduced him as my mate.  They had never heard of a human mating with any taur species before.  This turned into outright disbelief when they were told that Midnight was pregnant to him.  We spent a large portion of the drive into the village explaining how it was possible.  
 
   It was nice to see the Mountain Glade community again.  It was even better when some familiar foxtaur faces called out greetings.  One cheeky tod came over and said, “Aren't you about six weeks too early, Forest?  Or do you think you are going to have to practice that extra time to beat us again in the cross-country?” 
 
   “No such thing as too much preparation, Reskar,” I grinned back at him.  He was an old friend of Malena and he and I had gotten to know each other quite well when he came visiting.  He went over to Malena to stroke hir swollen belly.  
 
   “You look beautiful, Malena,” he yipped.  “You have my best wishes for the birth.”  
 
   “Thanks, Reskar,” Malena replied and gave him a lick-kiss on his cheek.  I had found out that he had been the tod to whom Malena had given hir virginity.  He was a nice person, but still young, though perhaps a bit more experienced nowadays.  I wondered how Malena's life would be if he had been a bit more mature.  He did not seem too overwrought and my sister was very happy, so I reckoned that it had worked out for the best.  
 
   It was a bit of a tight squeeze to get us all into the spare rooms.  Fortunately, we liked to sleep in close proximity to each other, which only left us searching for space for the luggage.  Having finally stowed all our gear, we started looking at what we could do with the rest of the day.  Malena declared that she wasn't going anywhere and lowered herself onto a lounging mat, She and her family would catch up on events while she took it easy.  Goldfur decided that it was time to call up Purteshka and arrange to meet her.  
 
   “Ah, Goldfur!  I'd heard that you'd arrived,” she said as soon as she answered the comm.  “You'd like to meet me as I've asked?” 
 
   “Yes, the rest of this day is free from any particular appointments and Malena is catching up with the local news.  Anytime today is fine for me,” Goldfur said.  
 
   “Then feel free to come straight over, if you wish.  You remember the office, don't you?  Good.  Oh, bring Garrek too if you can, and whomever else you'd like.”  
 
   “I'm on my way!”  Goldfur turned off the comm and asked me, “Did you want to get to the bottom of this mystery?” 
 
   “Try to keep me away!” I grinned.  
 
   We grabbed Garrek and trotted off to the council building.  We found Purteshka waiting for us in the Justice & Enforcement office.  She came from around hir desk to give us each a hug in greeting.  “I'm very pleased to see you all again.  I'm hoping that you will let me join you at Malena's birthing.  I'd like to participate in a chakat style kit-bearing party.  It seems so...  natural.  
 
   “I'm sure that you would be welcome,” Goldfur said, “But I don't think that you asked me to come here to request that.”  
 
   “Quite right, Goldfur,” Purteshka agreed in a more business-like tone.  “So I won't waste any more time.  It involves Ketta.”  
 
   Goldfur was startled.  Shi hadn't been expecting to hear anything again about the abductor of hir child.  “Wasn't she banished from your clan?  How can she be still causing problems?” 
 
   Purteshka corrected hir.  “To be precise, she was expelled from our community and told she could not have any contact with any her family or friends.  But it would not have been a just punishment if it did not also give a chance of redemption.  She was told that she could return if she could make a true friend of a chakat and to be able to prove it our satisfaction.  Ketta is not making problems, she is claiming that she has made such a friend.”  
 
   That rocked us all.  None of us could believe that such a person as Ketta could ever be friends with a chakat.  She had openly declared that she detested us all.  Her dislike had turned to complete enmity after she had realised how badly she had been defeated by Goldfur and later learned the sentence imposed by Purteshka and Ballarn.  This was not bringing back very happy memories to Goldfur who asked, “So what did you want of me?  Are you going to tell me that you have just taken her word?” 
 
   Purteshka frowned.  “No, we take both the punishment and the request for parole equally seriously.  The person that Ketta is going to have to convince is you, Goldfur.  She may have dishonoured her clan by her actions, but it was you who was mostly harmed by them.  If she can convince you, then we will accept her again on behalf of the clan.”  
 
   Goldfur pondered this for a time, then asked, “When do you want to do this?” 
 
   “Ketta arrived on the morning that I called you at home.  If you hadn't already been planning on coming over in a few days, I would have asked you to make a special visit.  Ketta has been biding her time since then.  We can listen to her plea any time that suits you.”  
 
   “Then let's get it over and done with.  We are getting too close to Malena's time and I don't want anything spoiling that.  I'll ask if any others of my family want to be part of this.”   Shi then stalked out of the room.  I looked at Purteshka and shrugged.  She had hit Goldfur's one raw nerve.  
 
   Garrek spoke up, “I'll get hir to the hearing chamber in half an hour, if that's okay?” 
 
   Purteshka nodded.  “We will be ready.”  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   All the members of both the foxtaur and chakat sides of our family wanted to attend, plus a few others who had gotten wind of the hearing.  We filled the chamber as we waited for Ketta's appearance.  The room itself was fairly plain, although the foxtaurs' quality workmanship showed.  However, in keeping with their lifestyle, it was bereft of the fripperies of the law courts that I had seen.  There was a sturdy carved bench upon a foot-high dais that extended a couple of metres forward of it.  The people attending the hearing all sat on the floor space beyond it; this being a taur village, there was no seating provided at all.  Just then, the chamber door opened and Purteshka entered with Ketta following and Ballarn taking up the rear.  The Justice and Enforcement foxtaurs had donned their robes of office and had assumed that amazing air of authority that had impressed me the first time that I met them.  Their garment was a hooded cloak in the black, red and white of red foxes.  The clan's emblem was the only addition to it, matching the large version attached to the front of the bench.  They sat behind the bench while Ketta took her place in front of it.  I was already surprised by what I saw.  Ketta was no longer carrying herself with her previous unconscious arrogance.  In fact, she was positively subdued.  Her eyes were downcast, her ears partly laid back, and her tail drooped.  Ketta was wearing nothing but her fur.  Lack of garments in itself was irrelevant as many in the village chose not to wear clothing, but Garrek explained to me that it was traditional for those before the court to appear naked to the sight of their peers to show that they had nothing to hide.  
 
   Ballarn called for silence and when the babble of speculation died down, Purteshka announced that the hearing for the request for parole was in session.  “Ketta, to gain re-admittance to the clan, it is up to you to convince Goldfur of the sincerity of your change of heart.  Today, shi is your judge.”  
 
   For the first time, Ketta raised her eyes to meet those of my sister.  “Goldfur, I wronged you and your family in the worst possible way and I realise that now.  I am here to ask you for your forgiveness so that I may rejoin my family.”  
 
   “Is that it?” Goldfur interjected.  “Do you have any idea the hell you put me through?” 
 
   Purteshka said, “Please, Goldfur, give Ketta her chance.  Let her speak her piece.”  
 
   Ketta continued, “Yes, Goldfur, I think I do know what pain I caused you and it shames me deeply now.  But I understand that you cannot accept a simple statement of that fact, so I will tell you how this change of heart came about.  It is a long story, but it's important for you to see my motivation.”  
 
   Goldfur crossed hir arms and looked resolute.  “Then speak your piece.  Convince me!” 
 
   “Thank you.  I will start from the day when I was expelled from the village...”  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Ketta watched the bus that had brought her from her village disappear over a hill.  In her saddle packs, she carried all the worldly goods that she had been allowed to take with her.  The entire trip she had spent fuming and cursing the chakats that had ruined her life.  Now she had to try to find herself some lodgings and food, a difficult task for a foxtaur vixen who had never before been outside of her village.  
 
   After a few abortive tries, she found herself a cheap room, then she bought a meal at a hamburger restaurant.  Whatever faults Ketta had, she wasn't stupid.  She knew that her money would not last long and she needed to find some employment.  Unfortunately for her, she had not yet completed her education and had no qualifications for any the jobs that were available.  Truth to tell, she really hadn't planned on a career at all, instead intending to collect a number of foxtaur tods to attend to her wants.  If she hadn't greedily tried to take Garrek also, it was likely she would have succeeded.  
 
   It wasn't many days before the money had run out and she was in danger of being evicted from her room.  She had finally stopped thinking about how much she hated chakats and started worrying about how she was going to survive.  It was a very hungry vixentaur that entered a diner located on the boundary of the local spaceport.  Judging from the large number of heavy-haulers parked outside, it was a popular stop for the truckers who travelled between the spaceport and various far-flung destinations.  A large sign proclaimed: “Welcome to Carol's Gulp N' Gallop” and Ketta wondered about the odd name until she saw the equitaur waitress busily taking orders and serving food to many other equitaur patrons.  Later she was to learn that they were Quange, a race that had a large presence in the transport industry.  About half the clientele were other species, but it was obvious to whom the diner specifically catered.  It didn't matter to Ketta.  She had next to no money and she needed something to eat, so she took a corner table.  She took in some more of the surroundings as she waited.  There were many rows of large mugs along the back walls.  They all seemed to have names on them and a few of the customers had similar mugs.  There were quite a few curios decorating the place, such as a model of a Cosmo-liner, some award ribbons and something indescribably alien.  Perhaps they were brought in by the far-roaming truckers?  It wasn't long before the waitress approached her.  
 
   “Ah haven't seen you here before, Hon.  Y'all realise that we serve mostly vegetarian meals here?  “ 
 
   Ketta looked at the waitress carefully, noting the frilly pink uniform that the dapple-grey pony-sized Quange mare was wearing.  Her nametag said “Hi!  I'm CAROL” and Ketta wondered if she was looking at the proprietor of the Café.  She looked at Carol's face and saw nothing but friendly interest.  “That's okay, I'm just looking for a cheap meal,” Ketta said as she dug the few remaining coins out of her waist pouch and put them on the table.  
 
   Carol looked at the vixen appraisingly, then swept the meagre funds off the table.  “Sure thing Hon.  Just y'all wait a bit and I'll have something tasty here soon.”  Ketta smiled in relief as Carol turned and headed for the kitchen.  She really had expected to have the waitress laugh in her face before kicking her out.  
 
   Carol went behind the counter and called loudly to the cook, “Joe!  One Wanderer's Special.”  
 
   The Shetland Pony equitaur behind the stove grimaced and said, “Aww, Carol, you ain't feeding one of dem bums again, are ya?” 
 
   “Oh, calm down, Joe.  She looks like a poor girl who's down on her luck.  It don't hurt none to give the child a break.”  
 
   Joe just growled, then he added, “Yeah, yeah...  dat's what ya say 'bout all da joiks that hit ya up fer a meal.”  
 
   “She's rather different from those people, Ah think.  Ah reckon Ah'll find out some more about this vixen.”  Even as Joe had been complaining, his experienced hands had not been idle for a second.  In moments, a highly nutritious vegeburger had been assembled and placed on a plate ready to serve.  Carol picked it up and grabbed her coffee pot along the way.  She smiled to herself when she saw the vixentaur's eyes bug out a bit at the size of the meal.  Carol poured some coffee for her, then said, “Y'all enjoy yourself, Sweetie.  I'll be back soon.”  
 
   Ketta attacked the burger with gusto.  Carol watched out of the corner of her eye as she attended to her other customers before making her way back to vixen.  “That was put away fast.”  Carol poured another cup of coffee, then parked her pony-sized body in such a way as to subtly block the vixen's exit.  “Now, would you like to tell Carol just why you're broke and starving, child?” 
 
   Ketta looked startled.  She hadn't thought that it was so obvious.  She just wanted to slink out of there and go back to her room for possibly the last night before being kicked out, but realised that she couldn't get out without jumping over the Quange mare.  Ketta sighed in resignation.  “Might as well tell her,” she thought.  “Things couldn't get any worse.”  She looked at Carol and still a little defiantly and said, “I've been expelled from my clan and I've used up all my money while trying to find a job.  Now I'm about to be thrown out of my room at the Blue Star Boarding-house.  
 
   “So, you've no place to go back and y'all look too young to have learned a trade.  Yo shor are in a mess o' trouble, Hon.  Tell you what, I could do with an extra hand here.  How would you like to be a waitress?  The pay's not great, but the tips can be good.”  
 
   To be honest, a job as a waitress wasn't exactly what Ketta wanted, but she also knew that it was very unlikely to find something better at this time.  She thought that she could always find something better later on and this was too good an opportunity to miss.  “Okay!” she said brightly, “When do I start?” 
 
   “When y'all tell me your name, Sweetie.  Can't hire a waitress without at least knowing her name, can I?” 
 
   “It's Ketta, and thank you.”  
 
   “Thank me by doing a good job, Ketta.  Now, let's get y'all outfitted.”  She took the foxtaur's hand and led her behind the counter to a store room where she dug out a clean uniform.  “This is one of my spares.  I don't have another in your size, Hon, so it will have to do for now.  Put it on while I do something.”  
 
   Ketta looked aghast at the pink and white outfit.  It was nothing like the flattering clothes she liked to wear.  “Time to swallow your pride, vixen,” she told herself and reluctantly started donning the uniform.  
 
   Carol had headed straight for the comm.  A human female's image answered the call.  “Why, hello Carol.  You're not someone I expect to be calling here.  What can I do for you?” 
 
   “I've got a favah to ask, Mabel.  Y'all have a foxtaur vixen named Ketta staying at your rooms?” 
 
   The woman nodded assent.  “She’s behind on her payment and I'll have to evict her soon.”  
 
   “I've just hired her as a waitress, so I'd appreciate it if you'd give the girl a few days grace.  I'll cover her until then.”  
 
   “No problem, Carol.  I hadn't wanted to throw her out as she looked like someone down on her luck, but I can't afford to have non-paying customers.  Your word is good enough for me though.”  
 
   “Thanks, Sugah.  I owe you one.”  Carol switched off just in time before Ketta come out wearing the uniform.  It was so large it looked more like a gown on her and Carol had to suppress a grin.  
 
   Joe was more forthright.  “Looking good there, Doll,” he said with a smirk.  Ketta stiffened slightly, but didn't say anything.  
 
   Carol saved her from responding by saying, “Right, let's get y'all started.  We've got customers waiting!” 
 
   She handed her a notepad and pencil and led her in the direction of a group of Quange truckers who had just entered.  “Howdy boys!  We've got us a brand new waitress here at the Gulp N' Gallop.  You treat her nice, y'hear?” 
 
   A chorus of replies came back.   “Sure Carol!”  “Of course!”  “No worries!”  
 
   “They're all yours, Hon!” she said and walked off towards some other customers.  
 
   “Wait,” protested Ketta, “Aren't you going to show me how to do this?” 
 
   “Learn by doing, dear!” Carol called over her shoulder.  She knew that the truckers would understand.  She also knew that they would give her a hard time, but only in the spirit of fun.  These were regulars of the diner and they'd know how much that Carol would let them get away with.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   It had been several weeks since Ketta had been thrown headlong into the job, but she had surprised herself with how quickly she adapted.  She had had to work long and hard, but she found that the clientele was generally friendly and helpful, aside from the hazing that she had gotten the first night.  Carol was a tough but fair boss and Joe had proved to be likeable once you got past his rough mannerisms.  Better yet, the work had left her tired enough not to spend time fretting over her expulsion from the village and her resentment of chakats.  
 
   Carol had asked her to work the lunchtime shift this day and all had been proceeding normally until she noticed a customer walking in the door.  It was a chakat!  Shi wasn't one that she knew, being covered with a soft grey fur with white fur on hir paws and hands, plus a scatter of random white markings and a mane of white hair.  Ketta turned to Carol and asked, “Who is that?” 
 
   Carol looked to where Ketta was pointing.  “Oh, that's Stargrey.  Shi comes here for lunch quite often.  Works over at the spaceport's research facility.”  
 
   “Umm, could you serve hir?  I don't really want to have anything to do with a chakat.”  
 
   “No Hon, Ah won't.  You will have to deal with all customers, no matter who they are.  Ah'm not comfortable with big cats of any kind, but Ah sometimes have to serve them too, and Stargrey is a very nice person.”  
 
   Ketta sighed, then braced herself.  “Okay, let's get it over with then.”  She walked over to the table behind which the chakat had squatted.  “Can I take your order?” 
 
   Stargrey looked her over, taking in the neat and properly fitting uniform that seemed to be worn with dignity.  Shi read the nametag.  “Ketta.  You're new here, aren't you?” 
 
   “I've been working a couple of months on the night shift.”  
 
   “I see.  Well, you make a nice addition to the staff.”  
 
   Ketta bristled a bit at the comment, but strove to keep her feelings in check.  “Thank you.  Now did you want to order something?”  Ketta hoped that her smile didn't appear too forced and was trying hard to keep an edge out of her voice.  It wasn't professional to insult the customers with her attitude and she didn't intend to disappoint Carol.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Stargrey placed a large order, then watched the vixen walking away, admiring the sway of her hips and the curves of her upper torso.  “Hmm, she's cute!” shi thought.  “Wonder what it'll take to get past that chip on her shoulder?” 
 
   Ketta delivered the order.  She thought she caught the chakat giving hir the eye, but didn't pay any attention to it, any more than she did the comments from some of the coarser customers that came through the diner.  
 
   Ketta continued to work several lunchtime shifts and Stargrey was there every time.  Carol pulled her over to say, “Y'know, Stargrey has been coming over every day since shi met y'all.  I think shi's got hir eye on a certain vixentaur.”  
 
   Ketta was a little shocked.  A chakat liking her?  Then it occurred to her that she could use this.  Her sentence was to remain banished until such time as she made a true friend of a chakat.  If she played her hand right, she could pretend to be this chakat's friend and get hir to vouch for her, thus getting back into the clan.  
 
   From that day, whenever Ketta served Stargrey, she struck up a conversation.  As the days went by, she found that she was actually enjoying those chats.  “Oh well, it's not as if all chakats are my problem,” she told herself, “Just that triple-damned tod-stealer, Goldfur.”  She didn't see the irony of a chakat being interested in a foxtaur vixen.  One day, Stargrey raised the stakes.  
 
   “Would you like to go to a concert with me, Ketta?” shi asked as the vixen served hir order.  “The Rambling Beasts are playing.”  
 
   “Perfect!” Ketta thought to herself.  She had already worked out for herself that Stargrey had a masculine-biased personality and had been likely to ask her out for a date eventually.  Her plans were going well.  “I'd love to, Star.”  
 
   “Great!  I've tickets for tomorrow night.  You don't usually work those evenings, do you?” 
 
   “That's right.  Can you pick me up from my boarding room?” 
 
   “Sure!  I'll be there about 6:00pm.  Er, exactly which is your room?  
 
   “Second floor of the Blue Star, room 208.  I'll be waiting.”  Ketta left the chakat feeling excited.  If she could get hir to take her out a few more times, that should be enough to convince the council that she had made a true friend.  
 
   Stargrey was also excited.  Shi sensed that Ketta was still holding back something from hir, but at least shi was making progress.  Stargrey had to admit to hirself that shi felt a genuine attraction for this foxtaur vixen and thought shi could get her to open up to hir.  This concert was a wonderful opportunity for hir to approach Ketta without having the whole diner looking on.  
 
   The two went to the concert and enjoyed themselves thoroughly.  Stargrey took the opportunity to tell Ketta more about hirself while also seeking to learn more about this pretty vixen.  Ketta fed Stargrey as much as she wanted hir to know, but found hirself liking the chakat much more than she had intended.  Both thought they had made headway.  They stopped to eat at a proper restaurant where they could both indulge in more carnivorous fare than Carol’s usually served.  When Stargrey dropped off Ketta, shi gave her a quick lick-kiss on the cheek before she could say no and departed with a smile.  Ketta rubbed the fur on her cheek, wondering how she should react, then shrugged and went into her room, satisfied with the night's events.  
 
   Over the coming weeks, Stargrey continued to invite Ketta to go out with hir, and she always accepted.  Ketta rationalised that the more evidence that Stargrey was a true friend, the better her chances of being accepted back into the clan.  Therefore, she chose to put off her request for a hearing for a while longer.  She got to see where Stargrey worked as a research assistant at the spaceport's engineering facility and learned how the young chakat planned to be a top engineer one day.  She had to admit that this chakat was both an attractive and intelligent friend.  
 
   Stargrey grew enamoured with the vixen.  She seemed to be a bright and determined person, always interested in what Star had to say although still a little aloof.  Still, ever since shi had first laid eyes on Ketta, Stargrey felt that this was someone well worth getting to know.  Shi was happy whenever Ketta was with hir and lately shi had taken to putting hir arm about Ketta's waist while at the theatre or other event.  Ketta had not objected and Star had enjoyed the proximity.  
 
   Carol had been watching the two closely for a couple of months.  She casually said to Joe, “Do y'all reckon those two young'uns will tie the knot?” 
 
   Joe grumped, “Dose two are good for each udda, but that gal's gotta tell Star the trooth about her past.  Like, wouldja wanna mate who didn't tell you why she ended up in dis joint?” 
 
   Carol nodded.  “Perhaps I should have a word with the girl.  I'm not sure just how much Star cares for her and shi might be hurt by Ketta hiding her past.”  
 
   Carol never did get the chance though.  That night, after a wonderful time at a theatre restaurant, Stargrey made hir decision.  As they exited the restaurant into the gardens beyond, the full moon seemed to make it a magical moment to ask hir question.  Shi stopped Ketta by a fountain, held her hands and looked into her eyes.  “Ketta, I love you.  I would be overjoyed if you would be my mate.”  
 
   Ketta stared at Stargrey in shock, several emotions racing through her.  She had only thought of their relationship as close friends and she had never let herself think it was more.  She thought she couldn't feel anything more for a chakat but, to her dismay, she now realised that how deeply Stargrey had affected her.  One side of her was pleased that shi had told her that shi loved her, but it was with growing horror that she knew how badly she had misled the chakat, telling half-truths and some outright lies to encourage hir feelings.  Only now, she knew she didn't want this.  
 
   “NOOoooo!” she wailed, then raced off through the gardens.  Stargrey was stunned, but surprise only delayed hir for a moment before shi was racing in pursuit of Ketta.  The chase was long, both of them being fleet of foot, but it was the chakat who had the greater endurance.  Shi caught up to Ketta, grabbing her by an arm and bringing them both to a stop.  Ketta was gasping and sobbing.  She put up a half-hearted struggle with Stargrey, then gave up.  
 
   “Ketta, tell me what's wrong.  I want to help you,” Stargrey pleaded.  
 
   Ketta sobbed and moaned as she said, “You can't love me!  I can't fall in love with a chakat!  It's all gone wrong.  Oh, I'm so confused.”  She collapsed there and Stargrey laid down beside her, putting a comforting arm about her.  
 
   “I do love you, Ketta.  Why do you think I can't?  Why have you been holding back some part of you all this time?” 
 
   Ketta just cried for a while.  Maybe she felt the genuine warmth that was in the chakat’s touch, maybe she finally started coming to terms with what she had done; whichever it was, she started to feel a calmness come over her.  “I have something to tell you that you aren't going to like, Star.”  
 
   “We can work it out.  Just tell me, my love,” Stargrey insisted as shi brushed away Ketta’s tears.  
 
   “I wish it was that simple.”  Ketta then began to tell the whole story of what had brought her to the diner.  For once, she neither embellished nor omitted any facts.  At times she felt the chakat stiffen at what she said, but the comforting touch never left her.  She told hir how she planned to use Stargrey to get reinstated into the tribe and how her general dislike for chakats had changed to caring for one in particular.  Finally she ran out of things to say and she waited for Stargrey’s reaction.  
 
   There was a long interval before Stargrey finally spoke.  “At last it makes sense.  You had been hurt as a consequence of your own actions, but I think that you have changed.  The Ketta that kidnapped and threatened a cub isn't there any more.  The Ketta I know has a lot to offer.  I can't say that I'm not disappointed that you didn't tell me all this sooner, but I suppose you still were underestimating how much I cared for you.  I'm telling you now that I don't care what the old Ketta did.  The new Ketta has been moulded by her new life, by Carol and Joe, by her new friends, and hopefully by me.  I like the result and so I'm asking you again: Will you be my mate?” 
 
   Images of Garrek, Goldfur, the other chakats and her shocked clans-people flitted through her mind.  She finally realised that she had put them all behind her in favour of her new life.  Here was someone who cared for her despite all she had done and it melted her heart.  “Yes...  Oh yes!” she softly replied, her joy almost overwhelming her.  
 
   They stayed there under the stars, arm in arm, not talking.  They both knew that there would need to be more talks between them, but for now they were content just to be with each other.  Half an hour later, a passing patrol car stopped and a foxmorph officer got out.  
 
   “Excuse me folks, but you can't be loitering around the gardens at this time.  I've got to ask you to go on home.”  
 
   Ketta looked up from Star's arms and said dreamily, “This is where I belong.”  
 
   Stargrey smiled and stroked the vixen’s auburn hair.  “I'll make sure she gets home, officer.”  
 
   “Thanks ma'am,” the officer said with a smile of his own.  
 
   Stargrey helped Ketta to her feet and they slowly walked back through the gardens.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   “Are you expecting me to believe that you have fallen in love with a chakat just on your word?” Goldfur asked.  
 
   “No I don't, but I can offer proof.”  
 
   Ketta looked towards the attendant at the chamber door who nodded and opened it to admit a chakat who fitted Ketta’s description of Stargrey.  Shi obviously had been listening and had been waiting for a cue.  Shi walked up to my somewhat surprised sister, and said, “Hello, I am Chakat Stargrey, child of Redstripe and Blackmane.  I'm here to speak for my mate, Ketta.”  
 
   Goldfur replied formally.  “I am Chakat Goldfur, child of Longstripe and Desertsand.  So it's true – you did fall in love with Ketta?” 
 
   “Quite true.  We have been mates now for nearly a month.”  
 
   “Pardon my cynicism, but even now I can't visualise Ketta as being able to care for one of our kind that deeply,” Goldfur said.  
 
   “I understand, but there is one thing that Ketta didn't tell you.”  Shi paused.  
 
   “Go on,” insisted Goldfur.  A quick look at Ketta revealed that the vixen was biting her lip and she had put an arm around Stargrey to hug hir closely.  
 
   “She...  She's pregnant with our first child.”  
 
   Goldfur blinked at the shock the statement caused hir, then shi began to softly chuckle.  Shi then broke into the rumbling laugh characteristic to our species.  “So!” shi declared as shi composed hirself momentarily, “You've decided to have a half-breed, dual-sexed monster of your own?” Shi continued to chuckle.  “I guess we've started a trend!” 
 
   Even if the rest of the courtroom didn't understand, I knew what was happening.  Although it seemed that shi had put the incident behind hir, Goldfur had never completely regained the easy trust of our kind.  Always at the back of hir mind was the worry that somehow Ketta, or someone like her, would come back to hurt hir child.  The sheer irony of this situation had finally brought it out in the catharsis of laughter.  I let hir laugh for what I judged to be a sufficient time before I went to hir and cuddled hir.  
 
   “That's enough, sister.  They're waiting for you,” I told hir softly.  
 
   Goldfur stifled hir laughter and pulled hirself together.  Shi padded over to Ketta and said, “For what you have done in the past, you and I will probably never be friends, Ketta.  But for what you have done with your life and the happiness that you have brought Stargrey, I forgive you.”  Shi turned towards Purteshka and Ballarn and said, “If you wish to re-admit her to your clan, you have my blessing.”  
 
   “Thank you, Goldfur,” Ketta said, a slight wag now in her tail.  
 
   Goldfur nodded then came back over to sit with me while the proceedings were completed.  
 
   “We thank you too, Chakat Goldfur,” Purteshka said.  “It is our judgement that Ketta has proven that she has made a true friend of a chakat as stipulated by our sentence.  The banishment is now lifted.  Welcome back to the clan, Ketta.”  
 
   There was a general cheer from everyone in the room.  Stargrey hugged hir mate enthusiastically.  It was quite obvious that they both did truly love each other.  Purteshka took off her robe, walked over to the couple and asked, “Will you two join us for dinner?” 
 
   “We'd be delighted, Grandmother,” Ketta replied.  
 
   I was startled, but soon realised that it filled in a couple of details.  It explained some of Ketta's previous arrogance.  She had been basking in the reflected glory of hir grandmother's position.  Unfortunately for her, Purteshka had been completely unbiased and had upheld the appropriate punishment for Ketta's crimes which probably hadn't done much for Ketta's views on the chakats’ influence on the foxtaur community.  
 
   People started drifting off, but I wandered over to Purteshka to ask a question.  “What would you have done if Goldfur had denied Ketta's plea?” 
 
   Purteshka smiled.  “It did not matter.  The decision to end Ketta's banishment had already been made by Ballarn and myself.”  
 
   “Oh?  Then why this hearing?” 
 
   “Because both Ketta and Goldfur needed to get this out into the open.  Ketta needed to bare her soul to the community and to those she wronged so that she may close those chapters on her life and start anew.  Goldfur needed to know that shi no longer needed to fear for hir children.  By giving them this opportunity, there can be no doubt that the decision was the right one and not because we had simply relented.”  
 
   I nodded in understanding.  “You're right, shi did need to make that decision.  Now more than ever, I know that this clan has the right person for this job.”  
 
   She smiled.  “Thank you.  I think we should do something about formally bonding our clan to yours one day.  If all our clanspeople are going to start falling in love with chakats, we might as well.”  
 
   I giggled and said, “You could be right!”  I hugged her and bade farewell to her.  It was time to get back to the family to complete preparations for the next foxtaur-chakat child.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The newborn cub drew hir first breath and started squalling.  The assembled family and friends cheered the mother and child.  Goldfur, who was in the usual position supporting the mother from behind, leaned over and lick-kissed Malena, and said, “You've given me a beautiful daughter, my love.”  Malena looked rather frazzled, but pleased.  Her labour had gone on much longer than a chakat's normally would, but in the end she had had a perfect delivery.  
 
   Brightsong had handed the cub to Quickpaw who had been standing by to clean off the cub.  The midwife then encouraged Malena to make her last effort in order to expel the afterbirth, then cleaned up the new mother.  By this time, the kitten's coat had time to dry off and the true colours had started to show.  As usual with mixed breed births, the cub's patterning mostly resembled that of the non-chakat parent but with a twist.  The fur was a mixture of Malena's lighter orange fur, Goldfur's paler colour and the bright red of the typical foxtaur.  The whole pelt gave a shimmering effect like flames.  As the cub was handed over to Malena to give the cub hir first feed, Malena said to Goldfur, “I've already thought of a name for our child.”  
 
   “Do you have a foxtaur style name for hir?” Goldfur asked.  
 
   “I'm satisfied with a chakat style name for hir.  How does Blaze sound to you?” 
 
   “Very appropriate,” Goldfur agreed.  Shi raised hir voice to address everybody in the room.  “Family and friends gathered here today, please welcome to our clan, Chakat Blaze, child of Malena and Goldfur.”  
 
   A chorus of congratulations replied.  The parents grinned happily.  Malena watched her kit suckle on her breast, overjoyed to have borne this delightful child for her beloved.  When the cub was full, she then offered her breast to Goldfur.  Although my sister still produced mother's milk for Eudora and a foxtaur vixen's milk did not have the hormone needed to trigger milk production as it did in chakats, it was still an important ritual which she was very happy to continue.  Goldfur took a few swallows, then kissed hir mate again.  I explained all this to Purteshka who had been watching alongside of me.  The birthing was officially over then.  
 
   Quickpaw bounded over to me, looking excited.  “I've decided on what career I want to pursue.  I'm going into nursing and specialising in midwifery.  Brightsong has told me that shi is willing to take me on when I have my qualifications.  Shi says I have the right feel for the vocation.”  
 
   “I'm not surprised at your choice, although I admit a tiny bit of disappointment that you won't be following in my footsteps, especially after all the schooling I gave you.”  I winked at hir to show that I was only kidding.  
 
   Shi hugged me.  “Thanks for your help, Forest.  I know I couldn't have done as well without your and Goldfur's help.”  
 
   “You're welcome, little sister,” I said as I returned the hug.  “And I agree with Brightsong; you are going to make a fine midwife and you will make a lot of cubs happy.”  
 
   Quickpaw trotted off to tell our parents about hir decision.  I turned back to Purteshka and indicated that we should move out of the room now to let Malena rest a bit.  Conversationally, I asked her, “Do you think Ketta would want to have a birthing party like this when her time comes?” 
 
   Purteshka grinned.  “I don't think my grand-daughter is quite that besotted with chakat customs yet.  I suppose we'll both have to wait ten months to find out the answer to that question.”  
 
   “Have Ketta and Stargrey said what they plan to do now?” 
 
   “Yes, actually.  They told me about it at dinner.  Ketta's going back to her job as a waitress at the diner.  She says that she has learned to like the people and is happy there.  Stargrey will continue hir job at the spaceport and has quite a bright future, so their family should do well in the coming years.”  
 
   “Then Ketta's reason to end her banishment was not so she could move back to the village.  She just wanted to be part of the clan again?” 
 
   “That's right.  I was so pleased to see her return.  Expelling her was one of the hardest acts that I have ever done.  But even I could not have dreamed that such a remarkable change would occur.”  She stopped and looked at me.  “I have much to be thankful for and it's your kind that have made this possible.”  
 
   I gave her an I don't know shrug and said, “Perhaps we're just, if you'll pardon the expression, Cat-alysts.  We tend to bring out the best of what is already in people.”  
 
   “No argument from me there,” she smiled.  “Come on, let's join the celebrations.  I've got a lot more of you feline catalysts to meet.”  
 
   Arm in arm, we joined our family and friends to celebrate the miracle of new life and the closer union of our clans. 
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   Episode 18:  Midnight Incident
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   I groaned as I lowered myself down onto a lounge mat, my aching muscles protesting.  Chakats very rarely get ill, but this was one of those rare exceptions.  A particularly virulent strain of influenza that only affected felinoids, my doctor informed me.  It had hit me pretty hard and I was very grateful to be part of such a large family as my mates had taken up the cub-minding duties and other chores.
 
   “Are you okay, Forest?” Boyce asked me worriedly.  His visit had come at a rather bad time for us as I was feeling rather far from amorous at the moment.
 
   “I'm fine, Love,” I lied with a smile of reassurance.
 
   “Who do you think you're fooling?” he retorted, then sat down beside me and pulled my head down onto his lap.  He stroked my hair and fur soothingly, murmuring words of affection.  It was quite pleasant and helped me take my mind off how bad I felt.  At least my cubs seemed to have escaped it.  As soon as I had been diagnosed, they had been inoculated.  Midnight was home and had been inoculated also, but because shi was pregnant, shi had been advised to keep contact with me down to a minimum.  My vulpine mates were not at risk and they could be heard keeping the playful kittens occupied.
 
   “Thanks, Boyce,” I said and snuggled a bit more comfortably into his warm lap.  “We seem to have had a lot keeping us apart lately, haven't we?”
 
   “True, but I'm happy to be with you just like this.  However, perhaps you could tell me about some of your recent adventures.  It'll help you keep your mind off the aches and pains and I must admit that I'm dying of curiosity also.”
 
   I smiled back at him.  I had been looking forward to recounting my latest exploits to him, especially as it touched on his own fields of interest.  Midnight had finally convinced me to accompany hir on one of hir tours of duty.  However, I hadn't been prepared to go merely as hir mate as I was entitled to do.  I felt that I'd be bored or feel out of place.  Midnight reminded me though that Star Corps was not like Star Fleet.  The Corps consisted of a core group of career members who contracted work out to specialists suited to the particular project.  As hir next assignment was a frontier world, shi reasoned that expert biologists would be required and suggested that I make an application.  By that time, I was sufficiently curious and decided to check it out.  Nevertheless, I had still been surprised to receive notice that I had been accepted and told to report at a certain date for a week of orientation studies.  I had taken a leave of absence from my job and had plunged myself into the new and exciting project.  We had been instructed on the command structure of the Corps and where we fitted in, how to find our way around a starship and what could and could not be done aboard one, plus many other small but important details that would ensure that we wouldn't be a liability.
 
   Trina came by carrying a sleepy Patchwork in her arms.  “Oh! Are you going to tell Boyce about your adventures?   I want to sit in on this.  With all that has been happening, I still haven't heard about everything that occurred on that voyage.”
 
   I grimaced in resignation.  “It seems like I've got to.  Better ask Kris if he wants to join us.”  They did and he brought Snowcloud in with him and settled onto the sofa.  After finally getting hir to sit quietly, they were all ready to listen to my tale.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The day came when Midnight and I had to report to the spaceport where we received our official papers and then we were pointed in the direction of the shuttle that would take us to our starship.  Both of us were excited; me because it was my first ever voyage in a spaceship, Midnight because it was the first time that shi was taking a mate aboard.  I wondered how many of hir scout team would even realise that shi was pregnant.  I thought that it was a good idea for hir to be able have family with hir while shi was still adjusting to the thought of becoming a mother.  In the weeks since conceiving, Boyce had taken every opportunity to be with hir without neglecting his other mates.  They had talked about the coming cub at length and then, finally, they stopped talking and started more physical communication.  Only a few days ago, while we were snuggling in bed, Midnight brought up the subject.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   “I have to admit that I was wrong in my first judgement of Boyce,” Midnight admitted.  “I think that he's going to be a very good sire and a fairly good match as a mate.  He still isn't who I would have first chosen as a potential mate, but he's got a lot to offer.  He's done much to soothe my fears and upset feelings due to this unplanned pregnancy.”
 
   I giggled a bit.  “I told you that he's a good man.  I never expected less of him.”
 
   “I know, I know.  I should have trusted your judgement.  I can only blame the shock I was in at the time.”
 
   “Are you going to do anything to formalise the union,” I asked curiously.
 
   Midnight looked thoughtful for a moment, then said, “I've pretty much decided to ask him to officially become my den-mate when we get back.  I think he deserves it and I've come to care for him a lot.  Admittedly, because of my pregnancy, my female libido has been in ascendancy, as well you should know from your own experience.  It has made relating to him much easier and quite pleasant at times.  Boyce has a knack for making you feel warm and secure.  Now if only I could get him to stop apologising for impregnating me every time we get together! Anyway, by the time this coming voyage is over, I hope to be fully adjusted to my coming role, especially with you at my side to help me when I need it.”
 
   “You realise that all of us will be delighted to help in any way possible,” I assured hir.
 
   Shi laid hir head on my breasts, purring.  “I know, my love.  I'm truly blessed to have you all.”  I could tell that was a good time to shut up and show hir how much shi was appreciated.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Midnight and I settled ourselves and our two cubs into our cabin.  It wasn't large, but it was efficiently designed so that two adult taurs did not feel confined.  The presence of the children would have made it a bit cramped except that we were allocated a family cabin with an extra room.  Much of the time while we were both on duty, Snowcloud and Patchwork would be cared for in the crèche.  This was a starship designed for long-term projects and catered to all family needs, so I was quite satisfied that they'd be well cared for.  I pulled on the tunic that was the normal uniform for on-duty staff and admired myself in the mirror.  I felt that the green of the life-sciences department complemented my fur nicely, something rapidly confirmed by a few words of appreciation from my lifemate.  Midnight's was red and looked quite bold against hir black pelt.  We then each went off separately to report to our department heads.
 
   My ability to navigate came in handy right away in the confusion of corridors.  I recalled the layout from our training course and made my way directly to the office of the chief of life-sciences.  However, there wasn't anyone in, so I poked my head into the lab next door where I saw a human female in the green tunic busy at one of the benches.
 
   “Excuse me, I'm looking for Lieutenant Sanderson,” I announced.
 
   She looked up, an eyebrow lifting when she recognised who was talking.  She smiled and replied, “Look no further.”  She came over to meet me as I padded into the room.  She immediately surprised me by giving me a quick embrace and saying formally, “I am Marta Sanderson, child of Vanessa and Matthew.  Welcome aboard.”
 
   Automatically, I replied, “I am Chakat Forestwalker, child of Desertsand and Longstripe.  Thank you for the chakat-style greeting.  How is it that you are so familiar with it, may I ask?”
 
   Marta grinned as she indicated that we should head for her office.  “I should, I'm life-mated to one!”
 
   Now I was really surprised.  Life-mating between chakats and humans just didn't happen that often.  “You too!” I exclaimed.
 
   It was Marta's turn to be startled.  “Too?” she asked.  “I knew to expect a chakat biologist, but I didn't know that you had a human mate.”
 
   We made ourselves comfortable, she in her chair, myself on a lounging mat that had been thoughtfully provided.  “Yes, we became den-mates just a few weeks ago after a difficult period when we thought the relationship could never be.  You may even know of him.  His name's Admiral Boyce Kline of Starfleet.”
 
   “A Starfleet admiral?  Quite a catch! However, I'm not familiar with him.  How did you get to meet him?”
 
   “My sister introduced us.  Shi is a Master Technician in Star Corps and they met on one of the frontier planets.  We fell for each other right from the start.  Only his commitment to his two other mates impeded our relationship, but that was recently resolved.  My mate, Chakat Midnight, is also pregnant to him.”
 
   Marta nearly choked on her coffee when I dropped that bombshell.  “That's impossible!” she stated flatly.
 
   “Yes it is, but he did it,” I assured her.  “We eventually found out how and now Starfleet has a very keen interest in those two.”
 
   “So would I” admitted Marta.  “I hope you'll keep me up to date on Midnight's pregnancy.
 
   “You could ask hir yourself.  I'm accompanying hir on this mission.  Curiosity was the major factor for going on this voyage, but I admit that wanting to keep an eye on my mate was the factor that pushed me over the edge when making the decision.  Please be tactful.  Shi's getting a bit tired of all the tests they've put them through.”
 
   “I'll keep that in mind.  I see that this is already starting out to be an interesting voyage.”  She put down her coffee mug and picked up a PADD.  Handing it to me, she said, “I'll want to continue this chat with you later.  In the meantime, the details of the work we'll be doing on the trip to Arboria have been entered on this PADD and you should review them.  We'll be starting next shift, so until then I suggest you familiarise yourself with the ship and get to know the crew.”  She stood up.  “I'm glad to have you as a member of my staff, Forestwalker.” 
 
   “Thank you, Lieutenant.  And please, friends just call me Forest.” 
 
   Shi grinned.  “Okay Forest, as long as you call me Marta!”
 
   I left her office feeling that this voyage was getting off to a very positive start.  I hoped that the rest of my experiences would be this good.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   My work proved to be quite fascinating.  The data on the PADD showed both the similarities and the amazing differences between Arborian and Terran biologies and I was lost in fascination until Midnight came back and dragged me off to dinner.  There were quite a large number of crewmembers in the mess at that time and Midnight set about introducing me to several of them.  We ended up sitting at a table with a large group of them and chatting at length.  We were almost done with our meal when I spotted Marta walking in and I called her over.
 
   “I'm glad that you turned up, Marta.  I wanted you to meet my lifemate.” 
 
   Midnight, remembering the formal greeting that Marta had given me, decided to give her the same.  “I am Chakat Midnight, child of Sharpears and Shorttail.  I'm pleased to meet you.” 
 
   Marta walked into Midnight's arms to exchange a greeting hug and repeated hir chakat-style identification.  “I'm also glad to get the chance to talk with you, Midnight.  Forest has told you about me, hasn't shi?”
 
   “That you're mated to a chakat, yes,” affirmed Midnight.
 
   “Good.  I was hoping that perhaps we could talk a little about that and having cubs.” 
 
   Midnight didn't even blink.  That was a good sign.  If shi could talk with Marta, it might help get a fresh perspective on chakat-human relationships.  Midnight nodded in agreement.
 
   “I must admit that I wouldn't mind getting your viewpoint on my situation.” 
 
   So that's what we did for a large part of the evening.  We told Marta our experiences with our human mate and she told us hers and we compared and discussed the merits and drawbacks.  Marta proved to be very adept at putting Midnight at ease about hir pregnancy, to the point that Midnight was showing evident pride in being the mother of the first human crossbreed child.  When we finally called it an evening, I hung back for a moment.  I kissed Marta on the cheek.
 
   “Thank you for what you have done tonight, Marta.  Midnight looks more self-assured than shi has in quite a while.” 
 
   “You're welcome, Forest, but I do have a little self-interest in this too, you know.”
 
   “Of course, but you didn't have to do all you did to get what you wanted, and for that I'm grateful.
 
   Marta smiled and nodded.  “Go back to your room with your mate, dear.  Shi needs you now and I need you well-rested for work tomorrow.” She grinned at me.
 
   I grinned back.  She knew us chakats all too well.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Over the ensuing weeks, I came to know much of the crew of the ship.  It was like a small community where everyone had their place and worked to the best of their ability.  There was a lot of pride in their work and also lots of friendly competition between workers in the same department but on different shifts.  It didn't take me long to get enamoured with the idea of doing this sort of thing more often, but I still missed the scent of eucalyptus.  Whenever I could, I took the cubs around the ship with me.  This way, I not only entertained them, but also got to show them off to the rest of the crew.  They proved a hit with everyone, even the captain.  The crew was the usual mix of humans and morphs, with the humans still outnumbering the furries about two to one.  However, this time the captain was numbered amongst them.  He was a fairly grizzled old wolf-morph, stern and aloof.  The first time I met him directly though, his muzzle split into a big grin and he crouched down to pet and play with the cubs.  He then congratulated me, then walked off to complete whatever errand had brought him down my way, leaving me somewhat nonplussed.  We sat in on one of Midnight's training sessions.  Shi pushed hir team members pretty hard, but this was necessary to make sure they were prepared for the rigours of an unknown world.  Eventually shi asked me to leave as the cubs were proving too much of a distraction to both hir and the scout team.  The rest of the time, the twins enjoyed their time in the ship's crèche.
 
   The whole time spent onboard the ship on our trip to Arboria was very enjoyable and the weeks spent getting to our destination went by in a flash.  The time came when it was announced that we were about to pull into orbit about Arboria and I blinked in surprise at how quickly the time had gone by.  Because we had shuttled up to the starship, this was to be my first experience with a matter transporter.  I held onto Snowcloud while Midnight took Patchwork's hand.  We beamed down to a new world together as a family for the first time.  It was quite a strange sensation and when we were fully materialised, Snowcloud immediately latched onto me, whimpering.  Patchwork's fur was fluffed up, but shi remained quiet.  It could have been worse, I suppose.  We stepped out into fresh air for the first time in weeks.  I took a lung full of air and simply appreciated the new scents that I could smell.  Then I felt a little foolish, betraying my naïveté, so I stopped.  Looking at Midnight though, I was surprised to see hir doing exactly the same thing.  Shi noticed me looking.
 
   “I always like to get the feel of a new planet as soon as I arrive,” shi explained.  “Make the most of it.  You'll be too busy to appreciate it for a lot of the time that you're here.
 
   So I did just that.  We let the cubs out on their harness leashes so that they could explore without escaping our control.  I looked around and was quite impressed by the forest surrounding the research site.  It was the trees for which the planet was named.  The average ones were as tall as Earth's mightiest sequoias and others towered far above those.  This was typical for many of the continents and different climates.  I had read up as much as I could about the preliminary surveys and now I could see a little of the complexity of life-forms for myself.  I found myself eagerly awaiting the first field trips.
 
   We barely had time to settle in the cubs at out quarters when we were called to a briefing.  Assignments were handed out, latest information from the outgoing team passed on and warnings issued.  I was delighted to find that Midnight's team had been assigned to ours for field trips.  Because we had arrived late in the Arborian day, we had little time left to get our equipment down from the ship and assembled ready for departure at first light.  We were to be shuttled to one of several sites found to be particularly interesting.  Not only did we have an alien biology to study and decipher its secrets, but also earlier scouting forays had discovered evidence of a long-gone civilisation.  Our assignment was to study both plant and animal life with a view to identifying possible food species, especially domesticated forms gone wild again.
 
   Midnight and I enjoyed the camaraderie of the base camp that night.  After putting our cubs to bed, we spent several hours relaxing before starting what would be many days of intensive work.  My mate and I did not repeat my sister's sleep under the stars, but we did have a good view from our quarters as we made love that night.  This voyage was turning out to be more exciting than I had dared dreamed it could be.
 
   We farewelled the cubs at dawn, leaving them in the care of the base personnel while we established ourselves.  They would soon join us again when a proper camp had been set up for us, but the rest of us wanted to waste as little time as possible and immediately began our projects when we arrived.  Midnight and the other scouts were used to the way we got absorbed in our work.  Not only was it their job to prepare the way for us, but it was also their duty to protect us from the unknown quantities of this world while we weren't paying attention.  Midnight had shown me hir full complement of weaponry for this task.  I had been a little disturbed by all the possible means shi had available to hurt or kill, but shi had soon disabused me of my romantic notions.
 
   “One thing that you will find on any world,” shi began hir lecture, “Is that they all have their predators and their prey.  It's our job to make sure that you aren't the latter.”
 
   “But surely a stunner is enough?” I objected.
 
   “Sure, if it was a Terran creature.  However, some of these aliens shrug off a stunner with little effect.  Then you had better have some other options available.  Sometimes killing is the only option, but it's still better than taking back the corpse of one of your fellow crewmembers.”
 
   Chastened, I let Midnight get on with hir job without further objections.  Shi'd been doing this for quite some time now and would surely know a lot more than someone like me who had never left Earth.  If only to emphasise hir point, I had a run-in with one of the local beasts.  I had been laying a live-trap, an assistant meticulously keeping records of their location and the time they were set, when a shout of alarm came from Midnight.  I looked up to see an unknown animal springing from its place of concealment.  Without even thinking about it, I found myself quite some distance up a tree trunk, all claws on all paws and hands grabbing for purchase.  My assistant, a human male named Carter, sprinted off towards Midnight who had calmly shouldered hir stunner.  The carnivore was attracted to the running prey, of course and did not seem to notice the inky black chakat standing hir ground.  The characteristic zing of the stunner rang through the air and the creature jerked to a stop.  Hesitantly, it began to move after its prey once more, but a second shot of the stunner knocked it flat.  Only then did I feel it safe to get down from my perch.  I was larger and more massive than the animal, but no way was I anywhere near its level of ferocity. 
 
   “Careful, Forest,” Midnight warned.  “The way it stood up to the stunner could mean that this creature is barely unconscious.”
 
   I nodded but cautiously approached it still.  Taking my datacorder out of my saddlebag, I quickly took some basic readings and took some pictures.  Like the majority of life-forms on this world, it was hexapedal.  Aside from its shaggy fur, the most obvious features of this predator was its enormous fangs and claws.  A real killing machine and one that I'd be happy to avoid in future.  To that end, I took a good noseful of its scent and stored it firmly in my memory.  I'd scan the area for that scent in future.  I decided then that we'd pushed our luck far enough and indicated to Carter to gather our stuff to leave this area.
 
   Fortunately, that was as bad as it ever got.  All the other local inhabitants tended to give us a wide berth.  Luckily they were unfamiliar with traps and we caught quite a range of specimens.  None showed evidence of ever being domesticated though, but it was still way too early to draw that conclusion.  We had almost immediate success with the plants though.  We were finding an enormous variety of plants and fruit that initial scans told us were edible.  Other teams in areas open to plenty of sunlight reported several grain type plants.  I decided to try some of the fruits, relying on the chakat metabolism to handle possible nasties we hadn't detected.  I soon came to one conclusion: if these fruits tested to be completely harmless to humans, there was going to be a good deal of commercial traffic here.  They were absolutely delicious!
 
   The events of the following days weren't interesting to relate, unless you happen to be a biologist, in which case I was in a constant state of pleasure examining all the new life-forms that I collected.  I was in charge of one of the sub-groups examining likely sites, reporting back at the end of each day to Marta who collated our research for further study later.  We'd been on the third site for just over a day.  Scout teams had located the ruins of some buildings in an arrangement that looked suspiciously like a modern farming community.  What puzzled us was that although the ruins showed evidence of a high degree of engineering capability, there were very few artefacts to be found.  All the biology teams, in fact all Star Corps personnel, were instructed to report the slightest evidence of the former inhabitants.
 
   Midnight wasn't always assigned to me, although shi did manage to swing it that way most of the time.  It gave us the opportunity to be with each other for more time than any other except hir vacations between assignments.  I was very happy with this arrangement.  I had the best of all worlds with my mate, my cubs and my favourite work all indulged with this project.  Much the same could be said for Midnight.  We chatted whenever we could do so without distracting each other from our work.  The rest of the time shi prowled the area while I was examining the local flora or fauna.  It was just such a time when I heard a startled yowl that was abruptly cut off.  I looked at Carter who shrugged.  I thought I'd better check it out.
 
   I bounded over towards the source of the cry.  “Midnight!” I yelled, but received no reply.  I cast about for hir scent and soon found hir trail.  I slowed down, caution finally beginning to exert itself.  It was a good thing that I did because otherwise I may have fallen into the same pit that must have claimed my mate.  The freshly broken earth spoke of a cave-in and I approached the edge carefully.  “Midnight, can you hear me?” I called down the hole.  I couldn't see anything beyond a few metres.  The bright sunlight that foiled my sensitive vision was at the wrong angle to illuminate the hole.  A groan echoed up to me, and I breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   “Ohhh! Shit! Wha...  what happened?” hir unsteady voice asked.
 
   “The earth subsided and you've fallen into some sort of cavern, I think.  Hang on, I'm calling for help.”  I activated my comm unit.  “Forestwalker to base, we have had an accident.  Chakat Midnight has fallen down into a cave and we require rescue equipment.” 
 
   “Acknowledged, Forest,” came the disembodied voice of the communications officer.  “We'll have a shuttle over there as fast as possible.  I assume we can home in on your comm?”
 
   “You will have to find a clearing nearby.  It's pretty densely forested here.” 
 
   “Understood.  Base out.”
 
   I turned my attention back to Midnight.  “How badly are you hurt?”
 
   “One moment – I've been trying to get my head to stop spinning.  I'll just...  aarggh!”
 
   “Midnight! What's wrong” I cried worriedly.
 
   After a bit of heavy panting, shi replied, “I've broken a foreleg.  The shoulder and hind leg on the same side are pretty badly banged up too.  And my head feels as if a boulder fell on it, which it might have done.”
 
   This was pretty bad.  Not only was shi going into shock, but shi also had a bad concussion.  Then I remembered something else.  “What about the kitten?  Have you been hurt internally?”
 
   After a lengthy pause, shi said, “I'm having trouble trying to focus inwards, but I think I'm alright.  I think my limbs took the brunt of the impact.  Forest, I feel cold.”
 
   Damn, shi needed help now.  “I'm coming down!” I told hir.
 
   “What?  No! It's too dangerous!
 
   “Don't be silly! You know I'm an experienced climber.”
 
   “So was my sire,” shi replied.
 
   I was a bit startled as shi had never brought this up before and I wondered why shi was mentioning it now.  Shi hardly ever talked about hir sire.  About all I knew about hir was that shi died a long time ago.  I started pulling out my basic climbing gear from one of my saddlebags.  Ever since Trina had taught me proper climbing techniques, I had carried the special harness that she had made for me, plus some rope and other basic items.  They'd often come in handy on my field trips.  I secured the rope to a nearby tree as I continued to chat to Midnight.  It was important to keep hir alert as someone with concussion shouldn't be allowed to lose consciousness.  “I have the necessary gear to get me down to you.  I'll watch out for the weakened areas.  Tell me about your sire, Midnight.”
 
   “Please be careful, Forest.  My sire died in a climbing accident.  Shi too loved to climb.  Do you know how shi came by hir name?”
 
   “Shorttail?  No, you never told me.”
 
   “Shi was a climber ever since childhood.  Shi was caught in a rock fall once as a teenager and while shi escaped without any serious injury, half hir tail was crushed beyond repair and had to be amputated.  Shi took the name of Shorttail at hir coming-of-age ceremony, not only because it was hir most distinctive feature, but also to remind hirself to always be careful.  Not that it saved hir in the long run.”
 
   I had finished harnessing myself and was preparing to lower myself down.  I left Carter on watch and to await the rescue team.  “So, what happened to your sire?”
 
   There was a lengthy pause, then finally, as with considerable effort, shi continued.  “Shi never stopped hir climbing activities, even when shi met and mated my mother.  They decided to be pioneers on a new world and were one of the first chakat families there.  They established a modestly successful materials exporting business and both bore a couple of cubs each.  We were all very happy.  I was twelve when shi was killed in another climbing accident.  After that, our family struggled.  My mother found it difficult to run the business and look after the family by hirself, and because we were on a frontier world, we had no family to fall back on.  As the eldest cub, I took upon myself some of those duties.  I helped provide for my family's needs and cared for the younger cubs.  Fortunately the youngest had been weaned because it would have been hard on my mother to feed hir alone and my body wasn't ready for that yet.”  Hir voice trailed off.  Shi was beginning to reach exhaustion.
 
   I was most of the way down the hole by now.  It was rather slow progress as there was a lot of loose material and I kept getting showered by dirt and stones breaking loose above me.  Midnight's voice was much closer now though and my eyes were adapting to the gloom.  Hir story was revealing previously unknown aspects of my mate.  This part of Midnight's life went a long way towards explaining some of hir strongly masculine attitudes.  Shi had literally grown up as the “man” of the house, not able to share the privileges of a mate and not having other chakats around to interact with purely on a social basis.  I admit that I liked hir masculine strengths balancing out my more feminine leanings.  However, it had made it harder for hir to accept being a mother when shi accidentally fell pregnant to Boyce.  On top of this, shi had an aversion to rock-climbing so great, shi was badly frightened by the possibility that I might also get hurt climbing down to hir.  I could use this last fact to help me in part though.  “Midnight, love! Keep talking to me! I'm almost there!” I needed to keep hir talking, keep hir awake and not succumb to the concussion, and keeping hir mind on my descent would help override hir desire to sleep.
 
   There was a moment when I thought shi wouldn't reply, but then hir voice came weakly to me.  “Eventually the business grew enough that my mother could leave the responsibility to others and by this time, a couple of my siblings were able to take care of themselves.  I suddenly found that I was at loose ends and decided that it was time to do something for myself.  I enjoyed travelling around and learning new things.  One day I met some visiting members of a Star Corps team and from that moment on, I was filled with visions of travelling to the stars and living free of the responsibilities of the family.  I first had to gain some qualifications I had missed because of my interrupted schooling, but it was not long before I had my application in at Star Corps and was immediately accepted.  I spent years happily in the service before I met you and realised that I was missing something in my life.”
 
   I was feeling a bit emotional from Midnight's revelations, but I kept that in check as I negotiated the final drop.  I disengaged my harness and moved quickly to Midnight's side, hir black-furred form barely visible in the dark.  What little sunshine was getting in the cave's mouth was rapidly swallowed up by the dark earth.  “I'm here now, darling mate.  I'm still with you, so don't you leave me!”
 
   A weak grin curled hir lip.  “If you insist, dear.”
 
   I pulled another piece of equipment from my bag of tricks: a mini-torch.  It would not have done much good lighting my descent, but it was useful to examine Midnight's situation.  I looked at hir face first and saw blood oozing from a gash, ironically so similar to the bullet wound shi suffered on the first day that I knew hir.  Hir pupils displayed the classic signs of shock and I could see hir shivering.  However, the most terrible sight was hir right foreleg twisted in a most unnatural fashion.  That would need setting before shi was moved.  Midnight saw what I was looking at and grimaced.
 
   “It feels as bad as it looks, Forest,” shi said with some strain.  “I hope that rescue party isn't too far away.”
 
   “Any moment now, 'Night.”
 
   “I'm thirsty, love.  Can you get my canteen?”
 
   “I have a better idea.”  I laid down next to hir and pulled off my uniform top.  “A drink of my milk will do you more good than just plain water.”  Without moving hir any more than necessary, I put my arm around Midnight to support hir.  Shi whimpered a bit as shi shifted to bring hir muzzle to my breast.  Then shi began to nurse, slowly at first, then a bit more enthusiastically as my warm milk slaked hir thirst.  Besides giving hir the water shi needed, the highly nutritious fluid would help hir in hir weakened state.
 
   With a sigh, Midnight ceased suckling.  “Thank you, love, I needed that.  Trust you to think of your breasts at a time like this.”  Shi rested hir head on my shoulder and I hugged hir gently, trying to share my warmth and reassure hir at the same time.  I grinned a little.  If shi was making humorous comments, shi must be feeling a bit better.  With my mate attended as best as I could for the moment until the rescue team arrived, I could finally take the time to have a better look about the cave.  I shone my little torch around, and found it to be more useful now that my eyes had adjusted to the darkness.  One thing struck me almost immediately: this was artificial! It appeared to be a passageway, much wider than it was high, the roof of which had collapsed.  Because it wasn't too high, the fallen rubble had formed a slope that had broken Midnight's fall.  If the drop had been much greater, it may well have killed hir.
 
   I continued to survey the room as best I could under the circumstances.  There wasn't much to see as it seemed to be mostly bare passageway, but there were a couple of shadowy objects on the wall which could prove interesting.  I heard a small noise from Midnight as shi too finally realised what shi had fallen into.  Just then Carter's voice came from above.
 
   “Forest, they're here!” I then noticed the hum of the shuttlecraft approaching our vicinity.
 
   “Help's nearly here, dear heart,” I told Midnight who nodded slightly in understanding.  While it had seemed ages waiting for them to arrive, the rescue team had in fact made good time from the base.
 
   “Shuttlecraft to Forestwalker,” came a slightly muffled voice from my comm badge.  I picked up my uniform and touched the badge.
 
   “I'm here with the victim,” I replied.
 
   “We have the main shuttle equipped with a short-range transporter.  Can we use your location for beaming coordinates?”
 
   “That's affirmative.  Plenty of room for several people here.”
 
   “Acknowledged.  We're as good as there, Forest!”
 
   True to the pilot's words, moments later the hole darkened as the shuttle hovered overhead.  Instead of having to land, it seemed we were fortunate enough to gain the use of the one craft we had with matter transporter capabilities.  The glow of the beaming effect started to fill the passageway and, moments later, two people had materialised.  They both carried high-intensity lamps and the room was thoroughly lit up now.  The medic hastened over to her patient.
 
   Hardly sparing me a glance, Doctor Helena McGrath opened up her medical datacorder and asked, “What happened here, Forest.”
 
   I knew she was asking just for a quick summary.  “The roof of this room collapsed underneath Midnight who fell on hir right side, breaking the right foreleg and injuring both other right limbs.  Shi has concussion and bruises, but no other major internal injuries.”  The last statement the doctor would not have accepted so readily from another, but she knew of the chakat self-awareness ability.
 
   “Thank you, Forest.  Now be a dear and get out of our way.”  She shooed me away so that she and her assistant could work on their patient.  I put my uniform back on and having nothing better to do, decided to look around.
 
   The passageway was about 5 metres wide and 2.5 metres high at the top of the curved ceiling.  I couldn't see either end as they extended beyond the limits of the lamps radiance.  The walls which looked slickly smooth turned out to be blocks that fit together so well, they almost appeared seamless.  It was far more obvious how they were constructed when looking at the portion that had collapsed.  The objects on the wall still puzzled me, but I guessed that they might be signs of some kind.  A part of the ceiling had failed, possibly due to the roots of one of the immense trees.  It appeared that the initial collapse had happened some time ago as several roots were seen to be intruding into the chamber.  Midnight had the misfortune of standing directly over the severely weakened soil above it and had been the final straw to break it.
 
   I wandered down the passage a bit, hoping to see a bit more than the plain, featureless wall.  I was about to turn back when I was rewarded.  Invisible from the accident scene was an intersection with another identical passageway leading off at right angles to the first and there, recessed into the walls were statues.  I shone my little torch on them and gasped.  They were hexapodal as were all the higher species, only their forward torso was upright and the forelimbs were more like arms.  They were taurs like chakats! The statues depicted a species that I would have described as being similar to badgers, including the strong digging claws.  At a guess, I'd say that the reason that we had not found much evidence of this species existence was that they were subterranean dwellers.  The creatures didn't appear to wear clothes, but did have harnesses that had a high degree of ornamentation.  The xenologists were going to have a ball figuring out what they were for and what cultural significance they had.  I snapped out of my fascinated trance and raced back to the accident site.  The doctor and her patient were just about to beam up.
 
   “Forest! I was about to call you,” Doctor McGrath said.  “We're going to get Midnight back to base.  We've done as much as we can here, but hir leg has been set and painkillers have made hir much more comfortable.  I thought that you'd like to be with hir on the way back.”
 
   “I certainly do, and when we get to base, have I ever got something to tell them!” I touched my comm badge.  “Forestwalker to Carter, are you still up there?”
 
   “I'm here, Forest.  I was beginning to think that you'd forgotten me.”
 
   “Sorry about that, dear.  Could you pull up my rope and gather my gear to bring it back to the base?”
 
   “Can do.  I'll meet you back there.  Carter out.”
 
   I collected my harness and awaited my turn to be beamed up.  The shuttle's transporter could only handle two or three persons at a time, and a chakat massed enough for two, so the doctor left with Midnight.  I followed moments later with her assistant.  The moment I was aboard, the shuttle pilot took off for the base.  I settled down next to Midnight and was pleased to see the improvement in hir in such a short time.  “You gave me quite a scare, 'Night.  You aren't planning on doing any more of that to me on this trip, are you?”
 
   Shi grinned back at me.  “You know that I promised you that this would be an exciting adventure, You must admit, I didn't exaggerate!”
 
   I shook my head, then laid it against hir uninjured shoulder and purred softly my happiness that shi was going to be alright.  Only then did the tears that had I had been holding back begin to flow.  Midnight noticed and stroked my hair and scritched my ears.  “It's okay, Forest my love, you won't get rid of me that easily.  I have a cub to deliver and another promised to you, so you're stuck with me until then at least.”
 
   I snorted at that, but hir words had the desired effect and my tears stopped.  We stayed cuddling until we reached the base and Midnight was beamed directly to the medical facility along with Doctor McGrath.  The rest of us disembarked normally and I headed to the base commander's office to report the incident. 
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The days after the accident were almost chaotic.  Teams were pulled in from various locations to explore the tunnels.  There proved to be quite an extensive network of them, some leading to points under those areas we previously thought to be farms.  Most wondrous though was the first underground city that they discovered.  The xenologists went nuts over them and there were people from all the science teams clamouring for an opportunity to visit.  Even I had a part in that because now we knew what our alien sentients looked like and my team was assigned to finding out what had happened to them.  This was as a reward for we three “discovering” the site.  Midnight snorted at this, but was content to accept some glory as recompense for injuries.  The excellent facilities at the medical centre soon fixed hir up.  The bone knitter quickly repaired broken and cracked bones, while other devices healed the internal damage that caused the concussion and bruises.  They also confirmed that Midnight's cub had come through the incident unscathed, although, if medical help had not been so swift in coming, that situation may have changed as hir condition deteriorated.
 
   Thanks to the miracles of modern medicine, Midnight was soon able to inspect the site properly for hirself.  I even managed to persuade hir to climb down the hole with me instead of taking the route newly opened by the explorers.  Shi needed to overcome that fear as part of the healing process.  I knew my mate would also need to come to terms with hir past, but now that I understood how and why shi was like this, I could do something about that also.  We reached the bottom without any dramas and Midnight looked visibly relieved.
 
   “Whew! That was hard.  How do you make it look so easy, Forest?” Shi started taking off my spare harness.
 
   “Like everything, just practice,” I replied.  “But don't get too relieved.  I'm going to make you climb back up there later.”
 
   Midnight groaned.  “Don't you know I'm a convalescent?”
 
   “You and I both know that you've been fixed up as good as new, so don't try to worm out of it!”
 
   Shi made some more token noises, but I could tell that shi had decided to take up this challenge, just as shi had done so with all others in hir life.  I put my arm about hir waist and we walked off in the direction of the underground city.  We both had lots to explore yet, and not all of it had anything to do with Arboria.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   I shifted myself because an arm was going to sleep.  The room was quiet as everyone listened attentively, even our little cubs, although perhaps sleepiness had something to do with that also.  I decided that was enough for now though.  “Most of the rest of the project, while personally very fascinating, wouldn't interest you much,” I concluded.
 
   “What about all the discoveries that were made in those cities?” Trina objected.
 
   “And what about Marta?” Boyce inquired.  “Didn't you spend some time with her?  It's not that often you get to meet another human mated with a chakat.”
 
   I weakly punched Boyce.  “Can't you think of anything besides sex?  Of course I did when my heat came around.  Rather than risk accidentally getting pregnant by Midnight before I was ready, I spent some time with Marta to relieve my urges.  It was a mutually pleasant experience and she showed me a couple of things that I hadn't tried before.  But that was irrelevant to the story.  As for what we discovered on Arboria, the newscasts covered those pretty well.”
 
   There was a chorus of objections.  “We want to hear it from you.”  “They don't show everything.”  “What new findings were you personally responsible for?”
 
   “Okay, okay! I'll tell you more after we've had dinner and put the cubs to bed.”  Trina and Kris got up and put my cubs onto a couch together where they started playing.  It wasn't long before the smell of cooking filled the air, Boyce continued to cuddle me and stroke my fur soothingly.
 
   “So, I take it you enjoyed your first adventure out into my workplace?” he asked.
 
   “Oh yes, very much so.  I intend to do it again, perhaps in a year.  I still enjoy my work here in Australia, you know.  But to me, the best thing that happened to me was learning more about my mate.  I have never felt so close to hir since finding out about hir full background.  It truly was a voyage of discovery.  I was thinking that one day I might be able to do the same with you.”
 
   “I'd be delighted, my love.  I'm sure that there's a thing or two that we are yet to discover about each other.”
 
   He snuggled me closer and kissed me on the cheek, and I felt my body respond to his total affection.  I suddenly realised that I was starting to feel better.  Maybe tonight I would be feeling amorous after all! 
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   Episode 19:  Malena’s Choice
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Sometimes I wondered if I had made the right decision to have a child so young.  The kits always looked adorable and were a great talking point amongst the vixens of my community, but the amount of time and effort needed to raise one never seemed so great until I had one of my own.  I watched Blaze, my cub, play with the others in the playgroup.  It was my turn to look after the pack of little terrors, trying to watch every move they made as they ran around, wrestled, climbed and generally made the innocent mischief of foxtaur kits everywhere.
 
   I sighed.  I suppose I was only feeling regrets because this had been a particularly trying day, especially when one kit had followed mine high up a tree and couldn't get down again.  What the youngling didn't understand is that my cub had a certain advantage that he and his other playmates didn't have.  You see, Blaze was a chakat kitten.  Hir sire was my lifemate, Goldfur, who was a special kind of felitaur known as a chakat.  My mate was special in many ways, but the most remarkable was that shi is a hermaphrodite, both sexes in one.  My cub had all the characteristics of hir sire, being a herm also, but importantly, shi was also primarily feline and climbing came naturally to hir.  We foxtaurs could climb reasonably well, much better than our non-morphic cousins, but in no way could we match a feline.  Not that it had stopped Laskar from trying.  I had needed to call for a ladder to rescue the kit from the high branches where he had gotten stuck.  Naturally Blaze didn't understand the problem.  Shi had no difficulties and couldn't comprehend why hir playmate couldn't cope.
 
   Blaze saw me watching hir and bounded over, hir arms upraised, wanting a cuddle.  My heart melted with this and I gladly gave hir one and a couple of licks on the cheek.  All the joy and fulfilment that shi had given me since hir birth came back to me then.  I had been just over eighteen when shi was conceived and shi was born just before my nineteenth birthday.  I hadn't regretted my choice at all.  Goldfur continued to show how shi loved and cherished our relationship every time shi came back from one of hir space voyages.  My brother Garrek, hir first lifemate, travelled with hir and gave hir all his love and attention, but when shi was back on Earth, I gave hir all the female companionship shi needed and in return shi fulfilled my needs.
 
   Some people might think that I got the worse end of the deal, but those people aren't familiar with foxtaur society.  With females outnumbering the males by about three to one, a vixen only has a small chance of scoring a permanent mate for whom she truly cares.  Many others simply have to settle for the occasional tryst, secondary mating status, or even just an arranged mating for conceiving a cub.  I considered myself fortunate to have co-mate status with my brother, although even I realised that Garrek came first in Goldfur's eyes.  I never begrudged this because I was the one who asked hir to be my mate, and shi never stinted in hir affection for me.  And on top of this, I got to keep my independence.
 
   
  
 

The playgroup started breaking up as the kits' mothers came to collect them.  Most of them gave me a smile or exchanged a bit of conversation with me if they had the time.  A few though, still disapproving of a foxtaur/chakat mating, basically ignored me.  I didn't object to this because they kept their actions non-confrontational and didn't try to stir up trouble for me, as Ketta had.  They were entitled to their views, but I hoped to eventually sway them.  That was one of the reasons that I chose to remain at Mountain Glade village while my mate was on assignment in space, rather than stay at hir den in Australia.  I wanted to show that the chakats were a blessing to the community and that I was proud to have such a child.  My other main reason was that I wanted the freedom to pursue my own goals.  True, motherhood had slowed up achievement of part of that, but I hadn't expected to find a mate so soon when I had made my plans.  
 
   Blaze played until the last of the cubs had been collected by the vixens, then shi trotted over and gave me a nuzzle, mewing for a little attention.  Shi was still too young to start talking, but shi was nearly a match in most other things for foxtaur cubs a year older than hir.  I picked hir up to carry hir in my arms for a little while and we shared some cuddles as I wandered off to the community centre.  After a few hours of cub-sitting, I needed a break.  I went to the café and ordered a big hot chocolate with heaps of whipped cream.  It was my drink of indulgence and I enjoyed every bit of it.  Thankfully, Blaze was tired and curled up into a little ball of fur at my feet and slept.
 
   I was really starting to feel relaxed when another vixen plonked herself down in front of me.  She was an old friend of mine, Fellana Blacktail.  She was one of my staunchest supporters and was often found around my home playing with my cub.  I think she might be secretly entertaining the idea of a chakat mate also.  She was also my best source of information as to who was saying what about whom.  Sure, a lot of it was just gossip, but I was often as bad the others in wanting to exchange that.  However, she also had the knack of finding out some hidden truths about people and had warned me about a few people who had made it their business to “do something” about the ever-increasing chakat presence in the community.
 
   Today was one of those days when Fellana wore her serious face, which meant that she had bad news.  I waited until she got the drink that she had ordered and had taken a couple of swigs, then pestered her to start talking.  It wasn't good.  It seems that all the “concerned” citizens had finally banded together to put a motion towards the council that the introduction of chakats into the community would be potentially damaging to the pure foxtaur families.  I sighed.  How a few chakats could do this to a whole clan escaped my comprehension.  I wished my people were as loving and tolerant as my mate's.  I had honestly thought that after the conversion of Ketta to a supporter of chakat kind, we would not be having these problems any more.  Now it was obvious that she hadn't managed to stir up the ill feelings all by herself.  Nevertheless, they represented only a small portion of the entire population and it was one of my avowed goals to ensure that my mate's family, and now Ketta's also, could find themselves at ease here and be accepted without reservation.  It was my intention to stay here until I was satisfied.  I only hoped that could be achieved by the time that I completed the training in my chosen career, the other reason that I wished to stay here at Mountain Glade for now.  
 
   I said goodbye to Fellana, woke up Blaze and headed for home.  On the way there, I turned over in my mind my current projects for my apprenticeship in herd management.  I had chosen this field because it not only let me get out in the field a lot, much as my sister-in-law Forestwalker did, but also required a lot of skills that satisfied my thirst for knowledge.  Many people thought that, just because we preferred to hunt for our food, we killed animals at random.  In fact, all the food species, such as deer and waterfowl, were closely monitored.  Animals were routinely checked for diseases and predation, herded into better pastures, or even culled if they outgrew their resources.  It required many skills including some knowledge of veterinary science, biology and hunting ability.  Herd managers ensured that all hunters had prime stock with which to feed the entire village.  I had a lot to learn, but that also meant that I would be around with my chakat family for some time, and I would spend that time also working towards good relations between them and the foxtaurs.
 
   A greeting yip announced the presence of another foxtaur.  I smiled when I recognised Reskar.  He was the tod who had taken my virginity.  Our relationship had never grown beyond a childhood infatuation for each other though and it wasn't until I had met Goldfur that I really found myself a true mate.  We were still good friends though and I was happy to chat with him for a while as we strolled in the direction of my house.  Some memories were renewed, many of them quite pleasant.  I had told everyone that needed to know that he had helped me celebrate my coming-of-age soon after the ceremony.  What I hadn't told anyone except my mother was that it wasn't the first time that we had made love.  He had been there when I had the need and fulfilled it willingly, if rather amateurishly.  Neither of us knew how to make love properly and, worse yet, because I was a virgin, there had been the pain of first penetration as he ruptured my hymen.  Truth to tell, the first time wasn't much fun for me, but I had been in first heat and needed the relief that only mating could bring.  You see, foxtaur vixens always have a very strong first oestrus.  Ignoring it is almost impossible, so there were only two courses to take: have sex or use special drugs to suppress it.  If a vixen tried to ignore it, the stress could cause her to get very sick.  In fact, although only in rare extreme cases, she could die from shock induced by the stress.  I had had an early first oestrus, before my coming-of-age.  I had been socialising with Reskar for some time and we had flirted with the idea of being lovers.  I decided to ask him to mate with me to relieve my need and he accepted.  Of course he wore a condom as I certainly didn't want to get pregnant yet!  The first time was almost the last.  His clumsiness was only matched by my naïveté and I was left dissatisfied.  The only good thing was that I was no longer driven to distraction by sexual need.  Still, despite this, I gave the relationship another shot after the ceremony.  It was a lot better for me this time, but it was all over and done with so quickly that I knew that there had to be more to it than that.  We just let things die down after that, and it wasn't long after that I met Goldfur and found out how to truly make love.  I had never forgotten though that Reskar had been there for me when I needed it and hadn't taken advantage when he could have done so.  I cherished him as a friend and still occasionally playfully flirted with him, but purely as a friend.  He too had found a better match with another vixen, although they hadn't formalised their mating yet.
 
   We parted company at the laneway leading to my house.  I gave him a hug and a nuzzle and asked him to give my regards to his vixen-friend.  I got home to find that my father had arrived home early.  He greeted me and then bent over to hug his grandchild who had rushed over to him as soon as shi saw him.  He and Blaze were great buddies.  Rikandor was a doting grandfather and spent lots of time playing with hir.  I had to smile to myself every time I saw this because I remembered how reserved he had been when Garrek had chosen Goldfur as his mate.  He had been completely and utterly converted to the mixed mating, so much so that, when I had asked Goldfur to be my mate also, he had totally supported my choice.  Now that he had two grandchildren, he was a very happy tod.  Even though Eudora was the first, Blaze was his favourite simply because shi was always home with him while Eudora was always with hir mother, wherever shi happened to be.  The cub could get away with just about anything while under his supervision and I had to watch out that shi didn't end up getting spoiled.
 
   My mother had dinner ready soon after I arrived.  I nursed Blaze while I waited.  Shi would be reliant on milk for at least a year before starting to be weaned, and I was going to fully enjoy nourishing my firstborn that way, but I certainly wasn't going to miss how hir sharp baby teeth nipped at my nipples!  Feeding Blaze during hir first months had been a bit of a problem.  As a chakat cub, shi needed some substances only produced in chakat milk.  Mine was good enough for a while, but those trace nutrients had to be provided regularly.  While my mate was on Earth, shi naturally shared the nursing duties, as all chakat sires do.  However, while shi was on duty and light-years away, I needed an alternative.  If I was staying in Australia with Goldfur's family, Quickpaw was often there when I needed hir.  But as I spent most of my time in my home village, I had to arrange to get some expressed chakat milk sent to me.  It wasn't as big a problem as it sounded, but it was just one of many things that I had not anticipated when I chose to have a chakat's cub.  Shi was growing up strong and healthy though, so apparently we had done everything right.
 
   Over dinner, I discussed what I had learned about the move against cross-species mating.  My father was extremely aggravated and, as usual, had to be calmed down by my mother.  When the matter could be calmly discussed again, we decided that we should start a counter-movement that promoted the virtues of mixed matings and would put a counter petition to the village council.  We all knew many who would support our cause.  Indeed, that was something that I had been working on since my cub had been born.  It was time to start reaping the benefit of that groundwork.  When I went to bed that night, I found that I was excited at the coming confrontation.  Perhaps things had been a bit too quiet for me.  I had never backed away from a confrontation and had always aired my views, even when it caused my brother to squirm in embarrassment.  This had been building for a while and so had my anticipation.  At last I was going to be able to do something about it.  Let them take their best shot.  I knew that I had both justice and common sense on my side.  
 
   After dinner, I played with my little sister, Neesha.  She was now about two and a half years old and seemed to be determined to follow in my footsteps.  She was bright and lively and often played with my daughter.  The three of us often got a lot of exercise, working off the full stomach from dinner.  The beauty of this was that they were both tired out so much, they could be put to bed soon afterwards and they would both sleep soundly until morning.  This gave my parents and myself some uninterrupted rest.  My father made himself comfortable on a lounge mat and I sat down beside him.  He was tutoring me on some of the aspects of herd management.  He was a senior supervisor and had quite a wealth of experience to pass onto me.  However, where he had specialised in land management, I had chosen biology as my vocation.  I rather enjoyed these times spent learning together.  It brought me closer to my father and made learning both easier and more enjoyable.
 
   Of course I also spent a great deal of time with my mother.  As we were both mothers of young cubs, we frequently ended up going to many places together.  I also liked to watch as she created musical instruments.  She had some talent for playing the flute and had taught Garrek how to play, but her abilities were modest.  Where she excelled, though, was in the creation of those flutes and other instruments.  One large room of the house was set aside as her workshop and it was filled with the raw materials of all the instruments that she made.  She was famous for the unique string instruments for which foxtaurs of many clans came seeking.  I sometimes thought that she put so much heart and soul into those instruments out of frustration due to her inability to master playing them.  She derived her satisfaction from true artists wringing the musical perfection out of her outstanding products.  Many a player had given my mother a private concert of their repertoire in thanks for making their kanti or tenga guitars.
 
   There was a knock at the front door and I heard my brother Miktar answer it.  Moments later, he walked through the lounge with a young vixen who gave us both a cheery smile and a wave before following Miktar to his room.  I smiled as I noted that my brother was starting to grow up and finding interest in the opposite sex.  He had always been a keen athlete and loved to run and jump just for the hell of it, but now he trained for sporting events and to show off to the vixens who'd started considering him boyfriend material.  He still wore his irrepressible smile but it was taking on a more knowing air.  My brother was taking full advantage of every moment of the life granted to him when Forestwalker saved him from drowning.  In a way, the accident did him good because it gave him a better appreciation for life and his zest for living tended to rub off on his friends and acquaintances.  
 
   After my tutoring session, I finally relaxed with a book.  Time seemed even more precious to me nowadays and I seldom got the chance to read any more.  I loved reading tales of fantasy and daydreamed of magicians, dragons, princesses and heroes.  And no, I didn't think of myself as one of those princesses but as a dashing heroic vixen out to save the day!  Ah well, we all have our private fantasies.  Tonight I lost myself in one of those worlds, for tomorrow I'd need to face the real world and the challenges that I expected.  I went to bed reasonably early that night.  I curled up in my den with my cub for company.  The one thing that I disliked about my life at home was that I had gotten used to having a mate to share my den and it felt somewhat empty without another warm furry form to cuddle up with.  My cub and I slept well that night and dreamed happy dreams.
 
   My mother woke me early so that I could have plenty of time to get ready.  How she managed to wake up at the same time each day without an alarm was a trick that I had yet to master.  I had plenty of time to freshen up and brush my fur and do the same for Blaze before breakfast, then we were set for the day.  Today was a study day at the village school where I was learning the more complex sciences for my career.  I took Blaze to my mother's workroom where a portion had been fenced off into a very large playpen which shi shared with Neesha.  Jaleth liked to spend time with her child and grandchild.  This way she could do that and keep an eye on them while she worked at making her instruments.  I hugged and nuzzled my cub in farewell and trotted off to school.  I wanted to get there a bit early and get a head start because I fully anticipated being interrupted later on.
 
   I was quite enjoying a class on cervine biology when the summons from the council elders arrived.  The official form said, “Your testimony is required in regards to an official complaint to the council with regards to the inclusion of non-foxtaurs into our society.”  Hmmph!  What high sounding words for what was basically an attempt to bar any more matings with chakats, and perhaps even get rid of me and my brother.  I made arrangements to get the data from the rest of my classes for later study, then made my way quickly to the council chambers.  Sure enough, when I got there, several of the vixens who had been harassing me and Goldfur were gathered already.  They gave me some smug looks , then turned away and ignored me.  However, there were plenty of others there to support me, including my father as it turned out.  I saw him there chatting with a human.  I knew him well as he was the liaison for the G.N.A.  (Greater North America) government.  Brian had been dealing with my father in his role of supervisor for many years and had frequently dined with our family.  I had been just a kit when I first met him, but he had seen me mature and become a mother in the years since.
 
   The foxtaurs had not become owners of this land simply because the government had handed it over to us.  It had all started generations back when they had needed people to act as land managers and park rangers back in the troubled times when society was still rebuilding itself.  The foxtaurs were chosen as being the most suited to the task and were offered the use of the land in return for taking responsibility for taking care of it.  Since then, our kind had refined their role so much that no one even dreamed of taking it away from us.  The privilege had become a right and everyone knew that the foxtaurs were the authority in all things pertaining to the parks and reservations.  We were still technically answerable to the government, but they limited their role to a supervisory capacity that kept all the foxtaur communities in line and also acted with federal authority when the need arose.  It was a working relationship that had stood the test of time and both parties were quite happy with the situation.  Brian only needed to drop by occasionally to keep us both up to date and deal with bureaucratic details.
 
   Brian spotted me and came over to give me a hug that I happily returned.  He inquired about Blaze and said how he had decided to hang around when he had heard about the current situation.  I was glad to have him there to lend support to the cause.  He, and through him the government, supported my position, which was going to be a blow to the opposing vixens.  Brian, my father and myself took a place in the chamber to await the beginning of the hearing.  We didn't have to wait long before the elders arrived.  Amongst them, of course, was Purteshka whose grandchild Ketta was also mated to a chakat.  The vixens immediately raised a protest about potential bias.  It was pointed out that Purteshka had sent that very same person into exile, which was hardly the act of someone who let their heart sway their head.  Despite this, Purteshka offered to leave the hearing, but the motion was dismissed.  
 
   The hearing started in earnest with the vixens making their passionate, but not entirely logical statements on how foxtaur society had run for generations in the same way.  They boasted of the purity of the species, the traditions governing tods and vixens and maintaining order in society.  Supporters for my side pointed out that our species was no less engineered than that of the chakats and therefore hardly pure, and that they in no way wanted to change the traditions but add to them with regards to matings outside their species.  They wanted to do this in a mutually acceptable manner, but some were responding in a rather hysterical fashion, causing the disruption to society, not the chakats.  The vixens said that the chakats were taking away potential mates, disrupting the balance.  We said that it would also add potential mates, if their discriminatory attitudes didn't drive them away.  Arguments both petty and significant were exchanged until both sides ran out.  I was then asked to make a personal statement on the situation, seeing as I was the only one currently residing in the village who had a chakat mate and cub.  I stepped up onto the podium and took my position on the side opposite the elders.  From there I could face both them and the rest of the people at the hearing.  I paused for a moment to think about what I would say.
 
   I took a deep breath and began.  “My foxtaur kin, I was summoned here today, not because I am on trial, but to state my position on mixed matings.  There has been a lot of debate today, some of it serious, some of it silly.  The idea was to establish a policy with regards to allowing other species, chakats in particular, to breed with our kind and become part of our society.  Well, I'm here to say that this all a waste of time.  This council doesn't have the right to say who can mate with whom, nor can they discriminate against chakats either by our laws, or the laws of the G.N.A.  of which we are still a part.  No, this all comes down to one thing.  It is my choice!  I chose Goldfur as a lover.  I chose to ask hir to be my mate.  I chose to bear hir child and I have chosen to rear that cub with my family in this village.  We are due neither more nor less consideration for this and only wish to be allowed to be as much a part of this community as any other foxtaur.  And if this isn't good enough for some people here, then I will choose to fight you with every fibre of my being because I will never let your bigotry corrupt this society.  That is all I have to say for now, thank you.”   I bowed to the elders and stepped down from the podium.
 
   I saw some faint smiles of amusement on a few of the faces of the councillors and hoped that they had taken me seriously.  They looked at each other, then declared a recess and left the room.  We were left to speculate about the effects my little speech had had upon them, but I noted that I had managed to shock a couple of the opposing vixens.  I certainly hoped that I had given them something to think about because I had touched on one of the most basic rights we vixens had, and that was our right to choose.  With males being so outnumbered by females, vixens had to have the right to ask whomever they thought would make a fitting mate to give them a child.  The tods had the right to refuse, of course, but many a cub had been born to vixens who had only secondary mating status to the tod’s first mate, or even had just one night of sexual intercourse.  I offered a full and loving family.  How could they even compare?
 
   The elders re-entered the room after only a short period of deliberation.  Ballarn called loudly for order, then the head of the council spoke up.  “This council unanimously finds that cross-species matings do not pose a threat to this society.  Therefore, as Malena has so eloquently pointed out, we do not have the right to pursue this any further.  It is indeed her right to take whichever mate she chooses and also her right to stay in this village along with her child.  The charges laid of corrupting our society and the purity of our kind are found to be specious at best and discriminatory at worst and are hereby dismissed.  You have the right to raise this issue again in one year, but I suggest that if you do, you'd better have a hell of a lot better arguments than you had today.  This hearing is adjourned.”
 
   There was an uproar in the chamber, most of it cheering for the decision.  The opposing vixens slunk out, although I did notice one or two that remained with thoughtful looks on their faces.  I could only hope that I had given them food for thought.  The victory turned out to be a lot easier to achieve than I had anticipated.  I should have realised that there would have been strong support for my cause merely by seeing the reactions of the general population whenever the chakats visited.  I had been worrying too much, but at least it had focused me on my goal.  Anyway, now wasn't the time for introspection.  I joined into the celebrations.  My father hugged me and congratulated me on my speech.  Brian also added his congratulations, grinning and winking.  We all made our way home where my mother had a meal waiting for us.  She had already heard the result and had anticipated our arrival.  We all celebrated that evening, even Blaze.  Shi sensed the mood of the family and the excitement kept hir awake.  It was fitting that shi was part of the celebrations and shi was thoroughly spoiled that evening by our visitor.
 
   I went to bed late that night.  Now, more than ever, I knew that I had made the right choice, and one day I hoped that the entire village would see that too.  The mattress next to me still felt empty without my mate, but Goldfur was due home in a couple of days and then we could both celebrate.  I snuggled up to my sleeping cub and soon joined hir in slumber, dreaming of times to come together.
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   On nights like these, Ketta was very happy to have a job in a warm, dry diner.  It kept her extra busy though because all the truck drivers had the same idea.  She looked out the window to check out the weather again and decided that it had worsened even more.  The heavy snow that was making driving hazardous for even the experienced rig drivers had become a blizzard.  In the past few minutes alone, four of the monster truck-trailers had pulled into the yard beside the Gulp-N-Gallop Diner and their drivers had dashed inside to join the growing crowd.  Usually at least half of the diner's customers were Quange, the equitaurs that were so common in the transport industry.  Since Quange also ran the diner, the menu strongly favoured the herbivores, although there was always something available for the carnivorous clientele of which there were a large number tonight.  
 
   Ketta heard her name called and left the view of the snowstorm.  “Get your mind back on the job, girl, or you'll never keep up!” she thought to herself.  She trotted over to the person who had called her, expertly weaving her brown and red-furred foxtaur form between the tables and the customers.  “Howdy, Mike!  Cold enough for you tonight?” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   The black Quange stallion grinned back at her. Like many of the regulars, he was quite used to seeing the petite vixen waitress. “Shor is, li'l filly!  I'm needin' a big meal to warm me up!” 
 
   “Well, Joe has the grill going full tilt and nobody's gone hungry yet.  What'll it be, hon?”  Ketta had started taking on some of Carol's affectations, including calling the customers “hon” or other such terms.  She had come to realise that the friendliness of the nicknames were all part of the pleasant atmosphere of the diner.  Ketta had learned many things in the time that she had spent here.  She had come to appreciate the fulfilment of a job well done and the camaraderie of all the truckers.  She had never worked so hard in all her life, nor been happier.  What had been the worst moment of her life had turned out to be the biggest blessing for it had turned her away from a life of indolence and greed.  Instead, she had gained satisfaction, respect, friends and a mate.  
 
   “Half a dozen oatburgers, heavy on the lettuce and a gallon o' coffee, black!” Mike ordered.  
 
   “Coming at ya, soon, Mike.”  She smiled her most winning grin and trotted off to the counter.  She plonked the order in front of the servery and announced, “Six oaters with lots of green!” 
 
   “What?  More?!” complained Joe.  “Dem truckers are gonna eat up all my stock in one night!” 
 
   Ketta grinned widely.  The more Joe complained, the happier the Quange chef was.  Right now they were doing the best business they'd had all year.  Ketta grabbed Mike's mug from the long racks where all the regular customers had their own mugs.  Like all Quange cups, it was more like a deep bowl with a handle, providing them with a suitable vessel for their equine lips and with the capacity to satisfy their thirst.  She filled it up with freshly brewed coffee and took it back to Mike, who thanked her and tried to give her a slap on the rear as she walked off.  Ketta skilfully fended him off with her tail, experience having taught her that the friendly slaps from a powerful Quange could sting.  She looked back over her shoulder and winked at Mike who took the failure with good humour.  
 
   Aside from the weather and the number of customers, this night was pretty much like most nights on this shift.  The evening was spent working pretty much non-stop, greeting old friends, welcoming new patrons and moving back and forth between the tables and the servery.  Carol was no less busy, although she had an advantage in being able to carry more, whereas Ketta could slip through the crowd more easily.  The two worked in practiced harmony now after many months together.  Carol had been delighted with how well the vixentaur had fitted in, once she had gotten over her initial problems.  The working relationship had deepened into a real friendship and they often socialised together whenever they had some rare time off together.  Of course, this often meant that they were joined by Ketta's mate, Stargrey, but Carol understood that Ketta would want to spend as much time with hir as possible, and shi was a friend of long standing.  The chakats were some of the few felines with whom Carol felt completely comfortable.  There was something about them that somehow put hir at ease.  Ketta would always tell Carol about how her mated life was going and while on the job, there was a constant banter between them, even at the busiest of times.  This night was so busy though, Ketta didn't even realise that her shift had ended until Carol whickered at her to get her attention, then point in the direction of the door where she saw her mate's smiling face as shi squatted patiently.  
 
   Ketta grinned and trotted up to hir and gave hir a big hug.  “Hello, Love.  Is it that time already?” 
 
   Stargrey laughed, “Yes dear, but you looked set to keep going for hours more!  Aren't you pawsore by now?” 
 
   Ketta thought about it a moment.  “Yes, I suppose I am, but I've been too busy to notice.”  
 
   “Come on home and I'll give them a rub,” Stargrey offered.  
 
   “You've got a deal! Just give me a moment to finish up.”  Just then a young Quange mare came in the door.  Ketta recognised Elizabeth, the waitress for the next shift.  “Hello, Libby.  Aren't you a bit late?” 
 
   “Hi Ketta,” she replied.  “Yeah, I am a bit.  The storm slowed me down a lot.”  As further evidence, she slipped off her coat and quite a lot of snow slipped off it onto the floor of the foyer.  “I hope that you brought your coat tonight.”  
 
   “Don't worry,” said Stargrey.  “I brought it along with me.”  
 
   Elizabeth nodded and then hurried off to get started.  Ketta gave Stargrey a quick kiss on the cheek and bustled off, saying, “Be back in a moment, Star!” 
 
   Stargrey watched as hir mate completed her last orders, then disappeared into the back room.  Shi had watched the vixen over the past year or so, change from an angry young lady to a spirited and delightful person that people wanted to get to know.  Stargrey had spotted her potential from early in their relationship and had been instrumental in healing the wounds between her and chakats in general.  In the process, shi had fallen deeply in love with the vixen.  Up until shi had met Ketta, shi'd had a happy life with several friends and an interesting career, but since then shi felt more fulfilled and had a greater purpose in life.  Shi had found someone to whom shi wanted to devote hir greatest affections.  Shi was very proud of her accomplishments, even if it was just as a waitress in a diner.  Shi recognised that Ketta not only was very good at the job, but enjoyed it and the friendships she made from it.  True, it wasn't exactly hugely paying work, but money was not an issue with them.  Stargrey's profession had always paid more than shi had the immediate need for and, now that shi had a mate, was more than adequate to meet both their needs.  Star knew that Ketta wouldn't give up her work though, even though the vixentaur was now over five months pregnant.  As with most taurs, pregnancy didn't show obviously until later in their term and the four-legged form was many times abler at carrying a cub than the two-legged.  As shi watched Ketta wave to her co-workers in farewell, shi felt the usual swell of pride in hir mate.  Shi knew that she would continue to work right up until the last moment, much as a chakat would.  
 
   Stargrey held up Ketta's cloak for her as she approached.  She slipped it on and then put her arm around the chakat's waist as they pushed through the big doors of the diner.  The cold wind was a bit of a shock after the warmth of the diner, but their thick fur was more than adequate to keep them warm for the trip home.  Ketta no longer lived at the boarding house, of course.  She had moved into Stargrey's apartment soon after she had accepted hir as a mate.  However, it was about the same distance away and in this weather, quite an arduous trip.  Both of them were sinking into the deep fresh snowdrifts, although the chakat's broader paws were better adapted to the task.  The strong wind in their faces made it uncomfortable to talk, so they both hastened in silence to get out of the storm as soon as possible.  They were both glad to reach the shelter of the entrance to their apartment block and they shook the snow out of their cloaks and their exposed fur.  
 
   “Phew!  What a night!” Ketta said as they made their way down the corridor to their apartment.  “I'm getting a little worried.  If this storm continues, it might spoil our Christmas plans.”  
 
   Stargrey opened the door and let Ketta inside before following and closing the door behind hir.  “I wouldn't panic yet.  Snowstorms at this time of year aren't that unusual and this town has had plenty of practice in dealing with them.”  
 
   “I hope you're right, dear.  This is very important to me.”  Shi opened her carisak to bring out the food she had brought along for a late supper and laid it out on the table.  Stargrey went to the cupboard to get some glasses and a bottle of wine that they both liked.  
 
   “This is a major transport centre.  City officials won't let a little snow stop commerce.  I'm not too worried.  Besides, our friends have resources that many don't.”  
 
   “A little snow?  I've never seen it this heavy, even back at the Mountain Glade Community.  But I suppose you're right.  I'll wait and see what the morning brings.”  
 
   They sat at the table to eat their supper and chat amiably about their day.  When they were done, they took the plates and cutlery over to the sink and left them to be washed the next day.  They both headed for the bathroom.  As this apartment block was specifically designed with taurs in mind, the bathing facilities were generously sized.  Large enough for an adult Quange, which meant that it was big enough also for a foxtaur and a chakat together.  The amorous duo enjoyed washing each other's fur and generally playing around under the water jets.  Ketta wondered how she could ever have possibly felt a dislike for chakats.  True, her mate still looked more like a female, especially with hir fur plastered down over hir breasts by the water, but when it came down to hir affections, shi came across to Ketta as masculine as any tod that she had ever known.  The duality of sexuality that once horrified her, now was a constant source of fascination.  When the lovers finally tumbled onto the mattress in their sleeping den, it was to spend hours exploring their differences and their similarities in acts of undeniable passion.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The next day found the two fast asleep entwined about each other.  A strong beam of sunlight fought its way past the folds of the curtains to shine directly on their faces.  With a groan of annoyance, Ketta shifted hir head away from the light that shone through her eyelids.  Moments later she wrenched them open.  Sunlight!  The storm was over!  She carefully tried to extricate herself from hir mate's embrace without disturbing hir but realised she failed when Stargrey murmured, “Good morning”.  
 
   Ketta walked over to the window, pulled the curtains apart and smiled as she blinked in the strong light.  “A glorious day!  It's like a picture postcard out there at the moment.  It's beautiful!” 
 
   “Hmmm, that's not the most beautiful sight,” Stargrey commented.  Ketta turned around to see her mate with hir head propped up on one arm, admiring her silhouetted form.  “Showing off for the neighbours again, dear?” 
 
   As was common for the foxtaurs of her home village, Ketta had no nudity inhibitions and she had been standing in full view clothed only in fur.  While she had been living in the city though, she had always made it a practice to wear a top of some kind, but she still occasionally forgot.  Of course she knew that Star was only teasing her because shi had no such inhibitions either, so instead she gave hir a few sexy poses while Star whistled and cheered in appreciation.  
 
   Ketta broke down into a fit of giggles.  “Okay, that's enough, you sex-mad chakat!  Time to get up.  There's lots we've got to get done today now that the weather has improved.”  
 
   “What do you mean we,” Stargrey grumbled.  “This is my day off, remember?” 
 
   “You volunteered to help, and you know it!” 
 
   Stargrey had to admit that shi had done so, and in fact really did want to help hir mate in this project.  Shi surged to hir feet, walked over to hir mate to give her a kiss and a cuddle, then said, “I claim first turn in the bathroom.”  
 
   Ketta nodded.  “Okay.  Don't be long.”  She turned back to the window to look at the scenery, not giving a damn if anyone was looking.  As far as she could see, everything was covered in a thick blanket of snow.  The trees in the courtyard were groaning under the weight of the snow trapped on their limbs.  She thought she could see a couple of branches that hadn't managed to bear the weight and had broken overnight.  The second-level apartment gave her good views of the neighbourhood and she could even see the diner from there.  To her relief, she could see that snowploughs had managed to clear the road going past it, which was hardly surprising because that highway was a major commercial route that serviced the spaceport.  She could also see that a larger number of rigs were still parked in the yard which suggested that several roads were still closed until the ploughs got around to them.  She could see smoke and steam coming from the diner's vents.  She guessed that Carol and Joe had gotten off to an early start today to cater for the snowbound truckers.  Ketta's shift didn't start until the afternoon, but she was going in early today to make special preparations.  Christmas was just around the corner and she had a special party planned with the blessing of Carol and Joe.  
 
   Ketta was shaken from her reverie by Stargrey announcing, “Finished!  Your turn, love!”  Shi then headed for the kitchen to prepare breakfast.  Strangely enough, it was Stargrey that did most of the food preparation at home.  Shi said that it made for a bit of a change from hir usual work and Ketta shouldn't have to do more of the same after getting home.  Ketta freshened up and brushed her fur back into shape, then her long red-blonde hair.  She loosely bound it behind her.  After breakfast, Stargrey would braid it for her.  It not only looked attractive on her, but was most practical in her line of work.  She then headed for the kitchen where her mate had a stack of omelettes steaming on two plates.  
 
   “Perfect timing,” Stargrey commented.  “The coffee is just ready.”  Shi brought over two mugs and they both dug into their breakfast with gusto.  
 
   When she finished the last of the meal, Ketta leaned back with a sigh of pleasure.  “You know that Joe has offered you a job as a cook at the diner just on the strength of your omelettes?” 
 
   Stargrey laughed.  “It's nice to know that I have a job to fall back on if my present one ended!” 
 
   Ketta giggled at the thought of her engineer mate spending hir days behind the grill.  Shi had only done it once when shi was showing Joe hir special omelette recipe.  It was hard to impress the Quange cook, but Star had made quite an impression that day.  “You might get a chance to show off again soon.”  
 
   Stargrey shrugged.  “Maybe,” shi said noncommittally.  
 
   The two packed everything that needed to be cleaned into the dishwasher.  Stargrey quickly and expertly braided Ketta's hair and then they both put on some clothes.  Stargrey donned a tank-top while Ketta chose one of her village jackets, and they both grabbed their coats to head outside.  They left the more all-covering cloaks behind now that the snow had stopped falling.  While some effort had been made to clear some of the sidewalk, most of it was still buried in deep snow.  However, in the bright, clear daylight, it didn't seem anywhere near as hard work to make their way through it as it had last night.  As they reached the parking lot outside, Ketta started looking out for any damage done to the Christmas decorations by the storm.  Fortunately it seemed that most had come through okay and the rest could be fixed readily.  They went inside to find that the diner was already bustling with activity.  Carol was already hard at it, serving the drivers of the snowbound rigs.  Many of them greeted Ketta upon seeing her.  Others were gloomily listening to the radio that was giving regular updates on the condition of roads and which were re-opened.  
 
   “Good morning, dearies!” Carol called out as she carried two trays laden with food to the tables.  
 
   “Morning, Carol,” Ketta and Stargrey chorused.  “Did you get any sleep at all?” Ketta added.  
 
   “Not much,” Carol admitted, “But I couldn't ignore my stranded clientele.  Don't you worry about me, hon.  I've done this more often than you might guess.  You're here to prepare for the Christmas party, so you concentrate on that and let me worry about the business.”  
 
   Ketta shrugged.  She knew that the Quange mare would be quite stubborn about it, so she conceded the point and headed for the storeroom.  Ketta, with Carol's help, had planned a special Christmas celebration.  It was to be an outdoor event which is why the weather had been so great a concern.  The special lighting was already up, strung from the diner to the trees around the parking lot and a few lamp poles.  One of those trees was a real living Christmas tree and naturally every year it was thoroughly decorated with tinsel and coloured lights.  Carol had told her that she also hung real candy canes on the tree on Christmas morning for the local children.  Ketta had organised a barbecue to be set up outside, plus some tables for assorted food and drink.  Some local amateur musicians had been invited to provide music in exchange for a free feast.  For weeks beforehand, truckers passing through were handed a flyer inviting them to a Christmas Eve party and the local regulars were also welcome.  
 
   “First things first,” thought Ketta.  She put her forepaws on a chair to get some height.  “Attention please.  I'm looking for some help for setting up for tonight's party.  Seeing as some of you are stuck here anyway, perhaps you'd like to pitch in and help?  If you're still stuck here tonight, you can join in the feast for free.”  
 
   That grabbed the attention of a few.  She managed to get sufficient volunteers to do everything that she thought needed doing.  She set some of them to work clearing snow from some access ways.  Others dragged out trestle tables, barbecue equipment and a small tent.  The tent was to hold the food that was reserved for the party and to put the electric equipment, such as hot water urns, that needed to be protected in case the weather soured.  There were actually two barbecues set up, one at either end of the tent.  One was to prepare purely vegetarian fare, the other for cooking the steaks and sausages for the non-herbivores.  Another area was roped off and the snow levelled out.  It was to be reserved for dancing if the patrons got into the mood.  Ketta was kept busy supervising and setting up until it was time for her shift to start, then she handed it over to Stargrey to finish off and make sure nobody meddled with arrangements until the party began.  
 
   Ketta shook the snow off her paws, took off her jacket and headed up back to grab her uniform.  From the moment that she was ready, Ketta was kept flat-out busy.  It was only when the crowd abruptly started thinning did she realise that it was now dark outside.  She paused long enough to glance out of the window to see that were quite a large number of people milling about outside.  Carol clopped up to her and started taking the plates that Ketta was collecting.  “Ah think that it's time the hostess got out there, don't you, Sugah?” 
 
   Ketta grinned.  Carol had been throwing the Christmas party for several years, but Ketta had persuaded Carol to let her take care of it this year.  She had never been so impressed with Christmas celebrations until she had experienced her first with Carol the previous year.  This year she wanted to return some of the friendship and good will that she gained while working at the diner.  She also had one other goal and this evening would see if she achieved it.  “Are you sure you'll be okay in here without me, Carol?” she asked.  
 
   “Of course, dearie.  Besides, Ah reckon that most people will be out there soon and Ah'll be able to join y'all.”  
 
   “Okay.  Wish me luck!”  Ketta trotted off to the back of the shop, threw her uniform at the laundry basket, grabbed her jacket and opened the diner's front doors.  The sounds and smells of the party hit her then.  A constant babble of conversation was the first thing that Ketta noticed, the tone and volume of which told her that the event had gotten off to a good start without her.  She smelled the bonfires that were lending cheerful warmth and light to the frozen tableau.  Many were gathered around the fires chatting with colleagues and acquaintances.  Children of all species were playing in the mounds of snow that had been shovelled aside earlier.  The gaily coloured lights lent the cold white scenery a festive air and she noticed many couples, mostly taurform, chatting and enjoying the snacks from the heavily laden trestle tables.  The scent of the smoke from the fires mixed with the smells of cooking food, the crisp, cold air lending a sharpness to the odours, making her mouth water with a previously unnoticed appetite.  It seemed to Ketta that the party was going exactly as hoped and she was eager to join in.  
 
   Ketta wandered over to the barbecue area.  Joe's nephew, Billy, was manning the vegetarian one.  He gave her a cheery wave without pausing in his efforts.  Billy was so different from his uncle, always cheerful and always happy to cook up anything unusual.  Ketta enjoyed working with him when working any shift where Joe was off.  However, like Carol and Joe, he had his quirks, but was deep down as decent as they were.  Ketta walked up to the other barbecue and gave the chef a kiss.  “How's it going, Love?” she asked.  
 
   Stargrey grinned and replied, “This cool night air must be giving everyone an appetite.  I've been working my paws off!”  Stargrey had on a barbecue apron which read: “KISS THE COOK, PLEASE!”  Ketta was just the latest to take that at face value and the chakat was quite enjoying hirself.  It wasn't often that the engineer got to show off hir cooking talents.  Shi continued, saying, “But I don't think that food is going to keep them interested forever and the band hasn't turned up yet.  
 
   Ketta felt a twinge of panic.  She hoped that her carefully made plans weren't coming unstuck.  She pulled out her portable comm and called the person who had been organising the transport for the group and their instruments.  A couple of minutes later, she put it away with a sigh of relief.  Their vehicle had gotten stuck due to road blockages but they weren't far away.  She bustled over to where they were to be set up and checked that everything was ready for them to set up as quickly as possible.  A portable sound unit was playing music discs, but it wasn't the same thing.  The raised platform was also a good place to oversee the area and Ketta looked at the party-goers with some satisfaction.  So far, her plans were mostly working to schedule.  She hoped that the last element for which she had made a special effort would also come to pass.  Just then, she saw the band's van turn into the lot.  She jumped down from the platform and started conscripting whomever she could to help ferry the equipment from the van to the stage.  
 
   Thankfully, it did not take too long for the experienced band members to set up and Ketta turned off the recorded music.  She then grabbed the microphone and called for attention.  “Welcome, everyone, to Carol’s annual Christmas Revelry.  Your hostess will be joining us all a little later, but in the meantime, I've had the pleasure of organising this year's event.  I can tell you now that the band is all set up and raring to play.  Who wants to dance?” 
 
   There was a general enthusiastic reply from the audience.  Ketta grinned and said, “Then take your places and put your hands together for our local music-makers who have banded together for your entertainment.  I present the Snow Wonders!” 
 
   There was a mixture of groans and laughs from the crowd, but plenty of eager applause.  The band took its cue and burst into a sprightly dance tune and the guests immediately got into the swing of it.  Ketta smiled and left the stage to join her mate.  She took the opportunity to sample some of Stargrey's cooking.  “Does it pass your inspection?” shi asked.  
 
   Ketta laughed.  “That's not enough of a sample to make a decision.  Let me try a bit more!”  Stargrey promptly served up a grilled steak onto a paper plate and added some potato salad and coleslaw.  Ketta got stuck into it with gusto after having worked up an appetite from all her efforts.  She paused midway though to ask, “Have you seen anything of our special guests yet, Star?” 
 
   Stargrey shook hir head.  “Don't work yourself up too much, Love.  You know that they only said that they would consider coming, not that they promised to come.”  
 
   “I know, I know,” Ketta said.  She finished off her food in silence before finally adding, “But I was so hoping that they would accept.”  
 
   Stargrey cuddled comfortingly.  “You've done all you could.  Any more wouldn’t be appreciated.  Come on, let's have a dance.”  
 
   “What about the barbecue?” Ketta asked.  
 
   “Billy can handle both now that the rush has died down and people are getting into the entertainment.”  
 
   Billy had obviously been overhearing the conversation because he immediately spoke up.  “Shur!  G'wan out dere and have fun, ya two love-boids!”  Ketta grinned in thanks as Stargrey winked at hir co-chef.  Billy might be of vastly different character to his uncle, but he had the same broad accent.  
 
   The band had switched to a tune better suited to slow dancing by the time Ketta and Stargrey walked onto the dance area.  They stepped into each other's arms and laid their muzzles on each other's shoulders and danced, happy to be so close.  The two were dwarfed by the many larger Quange couples, but they tended to stand out in other ways.  No one there doubted for a moment just how deeply in love this particular couple was in.  They lost themselves in the music and the mood of the moment.  Both were a little startled when they realised the music had stopped and the dancers were clapping the players.  
 
   Stargrey smiled as shi looked deeply into Ketta's eyes.  “I love you so much, my beautiful vixen.  Not a day goes by that I don't thank God for bringing you into my life.”  
 
   Ketta felt emotion swell in her.  It was still not so long since her complete conversion to the chakat way of thinking and she still couldn't believe the good fortune that she'd had in finding Carol's diner and that one particular customer who'd turned her life around.  She struggled to show just how much she appreciated hir.  “You're everything that is good in my life, my gorgeous mate.  I feel I'm the luckiest vixentaur in the world.”  Shi stopped trying to talk and, instead, locked her muzzle to Stargrey's in a long passionate kiss.  It was a while before both lovers were brought back to Earth when they finally realised that the clapping and cheering was being aimed at them.  They broke apart, a little chagrined, but pleased with the reaction.  Then Stargrey pointed to something behind Ketta.  
 
   “It seems that the locals weren't the only ones to appreciate our little display.  Your guests have arrived,” shi announced.  
 
   Ketta spun around to see the group that had gathered to one side of the dance area.  It was an interesting mixture of taurs and bipeds.  Ketta could count two adult foxtaurs, four adult chakats, a wolftaur, two felinoids and even one human.  Half a dozen various cubs were with them also.  Most of the adults were applauding the couple's display too.  Ketta felt a twinge of embarrassment, but shoved it aside and turned back to her mate.  “Wish me luck, Star.”  
 
   “You know that I do, Love, but if they've turned up, I think that you are already halfway towards your goal,” Stargrey said confidently.  
 
   Ketta nodded, then left her mate to greet her guests.  “Goldfur, thank you for coming.  You and your family are more than welcome.”  
 
   Goldfur gave her a slight smile.  “Thank you.  We arrived just in time to see you finish that dance in style.  I must admit that it's still hard picturing you and Stargrey as mates, but I can't deny the love you two have for each other.  If I had, I would never have accepted your invitation to this Christmas Eve party of yours.  I found myself rather curious though and, since you had made such an effort, I decided to come.”  There was a coughing noise from one of the others in the party and Goldfur's eyes looked askance, then back again.  “Although I admit there was a little bit of encouragement from various people!” 
 
   “It's enough that you came.  I feel I still have a lot to make up to you and I want you to know how sincerely I want to heal the rift between us.”  
 
   Goldfur sighed.  “This isn't easy for me, Ketta.  Until I met you, I had never mistrusted anyone.  Since you became Star's mate, I've been pleased to find that you have become a much nicer person and, intellectually, I know that all the troubles between us are now done.  However, it's my heart that needs convincing.  Don't push too hard, Ketta.  Perhaps we can one day call each other friends, but I need to be comfortable in your presence before that happens.  Now, before I turn this into a complete downer, could you introduce me to Carol?  I'd like to meet this Quange mare I've heard so much about.”  
 
   Ketta brightened.  “Sure!  Would the cubs like to go play with the others in the meantime?” 
 
   All the cubs turned hopeful faces towards their parents.  At a nod from each, they took off with mews and yips of joy and were soon mixing in with the rest of the children.  Pausing only to give Stargrey the opportunity to greet the visitors and asking hir to keep an eye on the cubs, Ketta led the remaining adults into the diner where she introduced Carol to them.  
 
   “So, y'all the ones I've been told so much about?”  Carol looked Goldfur up and down.  “My!  You're a big 'un!  Biggest chakat I've ever met.”  
 
   Goldfur was startled, not expecting this.  “Umm, yes, I am rather tall for my kind.”  
 
   Carol grinned.  “Don't mind me, hon.  Big felines tend to make me a little nervous and Ah just need to get to know y'all a bit to feel completely comfortable.”  
 
   Goldfur hastened to reassure her about hirself and the other chakats.  Nobody noticed that the uncomfortable tension between Goldfur and Ketta had suddenly disappeared as Carol skilfully turned the conversation to the chakat's family and was appropriately impressed and amazed by the interesting things the visitors had to tell.  It wasn't until Eudora, looking for hir parents, came into the diner happily munching on a sausage that anyone realised just how easy they had become with each other.  Carol had brought over coffee for all and they had been indulging in a few snacks as the conversation flowed.  The Quange mare was delighted by the foxy-coloured chakat cub and scritched hir ears and listened to hir purrs.  
 
   “Y'all looking forward to having a cub like little Dora here, Ketta dear?” 
 
   “You know I am, Carol.  Star and I are making so many plans already.  So are Star's family and mine.  Shi won't lack for loving family.”  
 
   “Ah'm sure shi won't,” Carol smiled.  “Here, let me feel how shi's comin' along.”  The mare leaned over to feel the slight swell of Ketta's belly.  “Did Ah feel hir kick just then?”  At Ketta's nod, she looked to Goldfur.  “You should feel this.  A fine strong young 'un Ah reckon.”  
 
   Goldfur hesitated, then stepped forward.  Looking at the foxtaur vixen for a moment, shi leant over and felt Ketta's pregnant form.  Another kick came just then and Goldfur smiled.  “I’ve to agree with you, Carol, shi does kick quite strongly.”  
 
   Ketta's blush of pleasure showed at her ears.  She had to admit that she had felt nervous about Goldfur touching her as the last time shi had was at the height of hir rage.  She felt strangely soothed by Goldfur's gentle touch and pleased with the chakat's verdict.  
 
   As for Goldfur, shi felt another barrier go down within hir.  The empathy for an expectant mother came to the fore and Goldfur realised how much alike their situations were.  Ketta needed to put her trust in the chakat and, once given, a bond had formed.  
 
   The chakat and the vixentaur eyed each other, both realising how they had been manipulated.  They smiled at each other, then burst out laughing.  They both turned on Carol and glared good-naturedly at the Quange mare who did her best innocent look and said, “Shall we join the others at the party?” 
 
   There was a general murmur of agreement.  Carol took off her apron and grabbed a coat from the rack.  “Joe!  Come on out from behind that grill and join us!” 
 
   “Somebody's gotta clear up all dis mess for tomorra,” Joe grumbled.  G'wan out and enjoy yerself.  I'll be out dere soon enuff.”  
 
   “Okay, Dear.  Don't y'all be too long!”  Carol offered her arms to Ketta and Goldfur and led the two out of the diner, along with the rest of the family.  
 
   Joe watched them go and a grin spread on his normally taciturn face.  “Score anudder for you, Carol,” he said softly.  He then turned back to finishing clearing up the kitchen.  He wanted to go out and join his beloved as soon as possible! 
 
   Stargrey met Ketta as they walked over to join the revellers.  A smile from Ketta was enough to tell the chakat that things had gone well and shi kissed hir love in pleasure.  Ketta turned to the others and said, “Please excuse me, everyone.  My mate and I wish to celebrate a bit more.”  The vixen and the chakat bounded off to the dance area where the band had just started up a merry jig and the two joined in with enthusiasm.  Ketta's heart felt lighter than it had in a long time.  Tomorrow might actually be Christmas, but she felt as if she had already gotten her best present.  She had been granted something that she had only dared hope for: acceptance.  She knew that it was also a responsibility, but she looked forward to taking that on.  The shallow and selfish foxtaur vixen was gone, and Ketta intended that she would never let her back.  She had learned the true meaning of love and caring and was so much happier because of it.  The life that grew within her would know only love and happiness from both hir foxtaur and chakat kin and that was the way things should be.  Malena had told her about the other dissident vixens in the village and she knew that she had a responsibility to see what she could do about that situation.  But for now, she was with her love and her friends, and she intended to see in this Christmas with all the joy and enthusiasm she could bring.  
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   Ketta embraced Stargrey, kissing her mate fervently prior to hir departure for work.  Each day it was the same: neither wished to be apart from each other.  And now, the mates were also getting excited about the imminent arrival of their child.  Nevertheless, Stargrey still needed to go to hir job, especially now that Ketta had cut down on her hours at the diner since the burden of her advanced pregnancy had begun to be a strain.  The foxtaur vixen could still do plenty of physical activity as, like all taur species, the four-legged stance made carrying a baby much easier, but the cub was now almost fully grown and ready to come into the world, and a full day of running around left her exhausted.  However, today was to be the last before she went on maternity leave.
 
   The Chakat finally broke the embrace, turned and headed for the door, waving hir tail in farewell.  “See you at Carol's tonight, Love!”  Every day shi said that, and Ketta still thrilled to the thought of it.  The couple were eagerly looking forward to the day in June when they could officially declare themselves lifemates after the mandatory year since becoming den-mates.  Their relationship had continued to grow closer; each discovering more about each other and liking what they found.  The old Ketta virtually no longer existed, the last vestiges of hir spitefulness and hatred having been swept away since she and Goldfur had finally made their peace back at the Christmas party.  Stargrey presently had no desire whatsoever to find another mate to bear a child of hir own and Ketta had learned to pleasure the Chakat's female side when it was in ascendancy.  To her surprise, she found that she greatly enjoyed it.  This would have shocked her old self, but only served to strengthen her caring for her unusual mate now.  She watched hir pass through the door, and turn down the corridor, showing hir shapely profile before hir prehensile tail drew the door shut behind hir.  Ketta had to grin when she realised just how much she enjoyed those glimpses.  Shaking her head in happy disbelief, she set about her morning chores.
 
   Ketta cleared the mess left over from their breakfast, restoring the kitchen to the pristine state that they both preferred.  She saw that they would need to re-stock on several items, especially eggs, and decided she would need to do a run down to the supermarket later.  She donned a pretty halter that both covered and supported her breasts which had started swelling as her pregnancy reached near to full term.  Neither she nor her mate usually wore clothes while in the privacy of their den, but lately Ketta had started wearing a halter more often because, unlike Chakats, her breasts weren't as self-supporting and she didn't want them stretched out of shape.  She still had a touch of vanity about her looks and didn't go for the all-natural approach of her clan in this particular matter.  Ketta spent the next couple of hours doing fairly mundane jobs like cleaning the fur out of the shower drain, airing their bedding, spraying a bit of Flea-Ban around the bedroom and living room, and straightening the lounging rugs.  The pair were very house-proud and it showed in the little things they did.  Stargrey would do hir share of the chores when shi got home from work, before shi went to the diner to walk Ketta home.  That way, the lovers had the rest of the night to themselves, and they certainly made the most of it!
 
   Ketta left a little early to get the groceries she wanted before going to the diner.  She trotted down the stairs and out into the courtyard of the small apartment complex which had been her home now for nearly a year.  It was a modest but well-maintained place, with a very attractive garden in the centre.  Ketta even had a small vegetable plot there to grow fresh ingredients for their cooking, drawing on the agrarian skills of hir clan.  Stargrey was rather pleased with that talent, claiming that shi had no such abilities.  “I've got a brown thumb!” shi explained.  “It helps if you water them, dear!” was Ketta's reply.  So watering them became Stargrey's responsibility, which shi would do with almost too much enthusiasm.  Ketta nurtured the garden and it was starting to provide them with a variety of delicious foods, some of which they shared with their neighbours.  Ketta waved cheerily to those who were in the courtyard at the time, some of them attending to their own flower and vegetable beds.  They greeted her cheerfully.  The couple were quite popular amongst the inhabitants of the apartments, their air of affection and contentment seeming to rub off on the others.  Another enormous change from her previous life, Ketta reflected.  She had learned a lot about getting along with others in her time at Carol's and then later with her mate.  A good thing too, as these apartments were predominantly inhabited by various morph species, including a Chakat triad, and she needed to be able to get along with them all.
 
   Ketta exited the gate onto the street and turned right.  She trotted at a brisk but easy pace down the path that led past a few more apartments.  This was the closest residential area located right at the boundary of the spaceport town.  Just across the road, there were a few technology parks, one of which was Stargrey's usual workplace when shi wasn't at the spaceport itself.  Down the road a short distance was the supermarket where Ketta quickly purchased their needs before proceeding on her route.  She had been walking this path almost every day since moving in with Stargrey, and the route had a comfortable familiarity.  She knew every step of the way almost without having to look, but she still enjoyed the walk.  After the supermarket and shopping mall was a large property with a huge hangar-style building on it.  This was Old Ed's Garage, operated by a Quange mechanic who, along with his foxmorph partner, Roy, specialised in working on large transport vehicles of all sizes, right up to the gigantic class V Star-Rigs.  Despite the fact that the class fives were nearly a hundred metres long, two of them could be comfortably parked inside.  It took a few minutes to walk past the frontage of this building, but that was never dull either.  The wall and doors facing the street were all painted by the local children, decorated with various degrees of skill.  Ed encouraged this creativity by awarding a little prize to the best new addition each week.  Ketta thought it was pretty sneaky of him, as it beautified what could have easily been an eyesore and helped amuse the youth in the area.  Ed's walls had only been vandalised once, but the culprits had almost been lynched by the outraged artists and there had never been a problem since.  Ed had invited Ketta inside for a look once, and she had been fascinated by all the machinery inside, most of it fully automated so that virtually any repair could be handled by just the two of them.  Ketta had watched them work on a Cosmoliner.  Roy had disappeared into the bowels of the machine, his little body getting into places the much bigger Quange had no hope of accessing.  What Ketta had found most fascinating was the way that they worked together without talking.  Roy would just stick his hand out of a hatch and Ed would hand him the right tool without a word.  She wondered whether there was telepathy involved or just an utter familiarity from a long partnership.  Oh, sure they chatted while they worked, but it was just conversation and very little related to the work they were actually doing at the time.
 
   Ed's garage backed up to an exit ramp of the hyperway that was the lifeblood of the spaceport.  Constructed to accommodate the enormous Star Rigs, it had been built along a natural ridge that had been flattened to suit its new purpose.  It was elevated above most of the landscape and dominated the scenery and, unless you were in a tall building, nothing could be seen beyond the half kilometre wide road except a stylish communications tower that serviced the New Canaveral Spaceport.  The warehouses of many shipping companies and the various service industries had grown up on that side of the hyperway, while this side of the artery had become mainly residential areas or shopping precincts for those who worked in those businesses or the spaceport itself.  Efficient sound deflecting methods ensured that noise from the hyperway was almost non-existent while the ridge itself blocked sound pollution from the busy port area.  The exit utilised a spur ridge, curving down and around in a long slow sweep.  It was a bit steep though and some unwary truckers had found out why it was nicknamed Suicide Slope by the locals.  Safety barriers showed ample evidence of the carelessness of a few drivers, but so far they had withstood the battering.  Ed's garage was located on the outside curve of the ramp, giving it convenient access to the hyperway.  Because it was the last exit before the spaceport itself, Ed got a lot of business from regular truckers.  One of the biggest attractions though was Carol's Diner, nestled within the loop of the exit ramp.
 
   Ketta had to walk through a tunnel that took her underneath the ramp.  Directly after that was the spacious parking area for the various rigs that stopped there while their drivers refuelled their empty stomachs.  It had enough room for a couple of Star Rigs and several smaller vehicles besides, and was quite frequently nearly full, testimony to the popularity of the cuisine and atmosphere of the diner.  Beyond the diner, the roads rapidly became rather normal.  Accessibility for the class fives was limited to the parking lot and the tunnel under the hyperway to the commercial areas.  A long row of large mature trees fronted the lot, a few more clustered in an open-air dining area at the rear of the diner, giving both some much-needed shade and softening the harshness of the open lot.  They consisted of a mixture of pines and eucalypts, the latter she had learned had been imported from Australia centuries ago and found the climate to their liking.  Because they were evergreens, they were preferred over the local deciduous varieties, and Ketta had to admit that they were rather graceful, although she was more used to the Californian redwood forests surrounding the Mountain Glade Community.
 
   The building was rather large for a diner, but this had suited Carol and Joe when they had bought the place to renovate it with Quange customers in mind.  The equitaurs needed all the space that they could get, and seeing as a large number of the Star Rigs and Cosmoliners were driven by them, the diner was often quite crowded.  Besides, the location certainly couldn't be beaten.  The building had a grill and snack bar built at the rear, but that was used mostly during the warmer weather.  The weather was still cool, but lunchtimes often saw a crowd outside.  During the winter though, the only dining done in the snow would be at the next Christmas party.  The place was basically round and the diner was set up carousel style.  In fact the original name for the place had been The Carousel, but it had long since been renamed Carol's Gulp-N-Gallop, first by the customers, then later by Carol herself when she realised the recognition factor of the name.
 
   Ketta reached the large double doors at the front of the diner.  Not counting the stop at the supermarket, the trip took her about ten minutes at her normal pace.  She could see her apartment from there, although Ed's garage came close to blocking that view.  She enjoyed that walk every time, no matter what the weather, although she wasn't so keen on days of heavy rain.  The walk helped get her energy level up so that she was ready to get straight to work when she walked in the door.  Ketta pushed open one of the big doors and stepped inside, met by a babble of conversation mixed with the various noises of a diner in full swing.  She waved to a few of the regulars as she walked behind the counter.  Carol nickered a greeting and Joe added a grunt as she went into the small storeroom where she stashed her groceries and put on her waitress's uniform.  She still grinned when she thought of the huge Quange-sized uniform that Carol had given her the first night that she had worked there.  Now she had a custom-made uniform with her name sewn onto it and Ketta was proud to wear it.  Perhaps a waitress wasn't the most prestigious job in the world, but she was very good at it and she loved the people she met and worked with.  And it had brought her the dearest person in her life, and for that she would always be grateful.
 
   Ketta had arrived just as the lunchtime rush was starting.  Her morning-shift counterpart, a pretty bay Quange filly named Sally who'd finish after the lunch rush, came back to the counter with a tray full of dirty plates.  Ketta greeted her as she put them into the dishwasher.  “Hi Sally!  How did your exam go last night?”
 
   Sally was taking a night course in agronomy, paying her way by working at the diner.  “Great, Ketta!  I think I aced it!”
 
   “That's good news!  I hope the rest of the year goes as well.  Which tables have you got?”
 
   “Nine, thirteen and fourteen.  The people at eleven have just arrived.”
 
   “Okay, I'm on it!”
 
   And so started another typical day at Carol’s Diner.  Joe tirelessly cooked and filled the orders brought by the waitresses.  Carol added her extra portion of hospitality that made the Gulp-N-Gallop such a popular place to meet and eat.  The mare wasn't big as Quange go, but she had learned to make good use of her mass and was able to muscle her way past most obstacles in a crowded diner.  She could also carry a great number of trays on a special holder strapped to her back somewhat like a saddle.  Ketta, being much smaller, had developed her own techniques.  She used her size and limber form to weave around, through and sometimes even under the customers.  She had startled a few of them by popping up out of nowhere with a cheerful greeting and a request for their orders.  That had been getting a little harder lately though, a swollen belly tending to get in the way.  It did get her noticed a bit more than normal and the regulars often asked her how long before the cub was due.  This time she told them all, “Next time you see me, I'll be a mother!”
 
   “Does that mean that I can see the cub if I come back in a couple of hours?” one joker asked.
 
   For an answer, Ketta swatted him on the rump and gave him a mock glare.  The culprit just laughed uproariously, as did his companions.  It was the right response for these rough but good-hearted people.  On another occasion a few days past when Stargrey had come into the diner for lunch, shi had given Ketta a farewell kiss as shi headed back to work.  A Quange stallion in the next booth asked loudly, “Do all your customers get a kiss when they pay the bill?”
 
   Ketta turned to him and, while patting her pregnant form, said, “Sure, providing you become my mate and get me pregnant too!”
 
   The customer merely grinned and replied, “Well I'm willing to try, but the missus might object to another filly in the house!  Haw!  Haw!”
 
   Ketta just had to shake her head and admit she had lost that round.  She paid up by giving him a quick lick and nuzzle as he was about to leave.  He was a little surprised, but rather pleased.  Despite his words, he hadn't really expected anything.  In fact Ketta's popularity was rather remarkable due to the fact she was a carnivore in a diner that specialised in herbivore clientele.  Many had an instinctive distrust of her kind, but she had won their trust and affection over the months and it was little touches like that had won her that position.
 
   For a while, things proceeded normally.  Many Quange came and went, as well as a few other species.  Even a few that were carnivores in the wild were actually omnivores in the morph version, and Joe's cooking was appreciated by all who dined there.  Ketta still wondered how he managed to run the kitchen practically by himself and still do such a great job.  The lunchtime rush was over and Ketta was helping Carol clear the tables when she noticed that the sky was darkening.  Soon the first drops of rain started falling.  Carol joined Ketta at the window briefly, murmuring, “Suicide Slope is going to be busy this afternoon.”
 
   Ketta nodded mutely in agreement.  The weather had been warm and dry for some time and this rain would quickly make the roads slippery.  There was always someone who didn't believe the speed restrictions on the off-ramp, hence the battering the safety barriers often took.  For years, Old Ed had been getting repair work as a result of these and he actually liked this weather.  Carol and Ketta went back to work, but it was scarcely a quarter of an hour later when there was a loud rumble and crash, followed by a shockwave that shook the diner and startled the patrons.
 
   A trucker seated at the window exclaimed, “Jeez!  I just saw a class IV rig disappear off the ramp.  I think it's gotten through the barriers and crashed into Ed's garage!”
 
   Everyone scrambled to the windows to have a look, although nothing could be seen from there except a small plume of smoke coming from behind the ramp.  Ketta made a beeline for the comm and dialled up the emergency service.  Shi was quickly answered by a familiar face.  Sadly, Ketta had needed to make this call far too many times.
 
   “Emergency services.  What is the nature of...  oh, hello Ketta.”
 
   “Francine, it's Suicide Slope again.”
 
   “What, when and who?”  Mutual familiarity kept the questions terse and to the point.
 
   “A Class IV rig was just seen to crash off the ramp.  We believe it has smashed into Old Ed's Garage.  Some people have gone out to investigate.  Keep the line open and I'll relay the details.”
 
   As Ketta was speaking, she could see the emergency operator working at her control board.  “Okay.  Paramedics, rescue and police have been notified.”  The urgent deeds done, Ketta and Francine took care of the bureaucratic details that would have slowed up the response.  As they finished, Sally trotted inside and came up to the comm to report.  Ketta moved aside to let the filly talk directly to Francine.
 
   A little breathlessly, Sally said, “It's a class four rig loaded with steel.  It crashed right through Ed's building and is sticking out the other side.  The cabin is crushed and it looks like the driver is trapped.  However, the smoke we saw seems to have been a fire from chemicals in the garage and not the rig itself.  Ed seems to have dealt with that already.  We think that the driver is the only casualty...  except for Ed's temper!”
 
   Francine smiled wryly.  “Thanks.  I'll pass that on.  I have to go now.  Your help is appreciated as always.”  With that, she clicked off.  Ketta wanted to go look for herself, but Carol had already succumbed to curiosity and she couldn't go until Carol returned.  That wasn't long though, but the mare asked her to be quick.
 
   “Don't be too long, honey.  Ah reckon this place is going to be a madhouse soon!”
 
   Ketta nodded and trotted off quickly.  She could hear the approaching sirens of the first emergency vehicles.  “A bit slow,” she thought.  “This weather is probably causing a lot of problems at once.”  The rain had eased off to scattered showers which meant that the curious crowd wasn't forced inside.  Once she got through the tunnel and past the crowd, she could see the massive tangle of steel beams scattered about, some impaling the hangar building that was the main workshop, but fortunately missing the office block.  There was a massive hole on this side where the heavily laden transport had plunged through, scarcely slowed by the walls.  She could glimpse some machinery inside that had taken a battering though and had probably done more to slow down the rig.  She trotted quickly around to the other side where she found the cabin and half the trailer protruding from the opposite wall.  The paramedics had arrived and were swarming over the cabin, trying to get to the driver.  Ketta encountered Ed nearby, his hands on his hips, looking over the damage and shaking his head in disbelief.  Ketta put a hand on his flank to get his attention and, after a moment, he looked down at her.
 
   “Oh!  Hello Ketta.  Come to see the show?”
 
   “Umm, yes,” Ketta admitted.  “But how are you?  You didn't get hurt did you?  Or anyone else inside?”
 
   “Nope.  We were just heading off for a coffee break when it happened.  Scared the living daylights out of us, let me tell you!”
 
   “I can imagine.  It shook the diner hard enough.  How are you feeling now?  And what about Roy?”
 
   Ed gave Ketta a crooked smile.  “I'm okay, but we had to pry Roy off a chair.  We left him over there.”  He raised a hand to point to his little partner, sitting under a tree, blankly watching what was happening.  Ketta noticed that Ed's hand was rather unsteady though.
 
   “I think that you both had better come back to the diner with me and we'll get a good mug of hot coffee into you.”  She took his hand and tugged insistently.  The Quange reluctantly allowed himself to be dragged away, but not before notifying a police officer of his intended whereabouts.  They collected the mute foxmorph and headed off through the crowd, back to the diner.  Between all the emergency vehicles, crew and gawkers, this was rapidly getting very crowded.  Carol had been right though.  A number of the people who had been attracted to the crash chose to stop at the diner for a cup of coffee or a snack.  Ketta was kept busy for quite a while after she got back.  Ed and Roy sat at a table and commiserated.  They lamented the destruction of his workshop with Carol who told them to be grateful that the rig hadn't landed on them, and their insurance would cover them anyway, so there was no reason to be miserable.  Ketta kept getting updates from various customers coming in throughout the afternoon.  Apparently the driver was extricated alive, although badly injured.  Heavy rescue equipment had been called in to get a beam off the cabin and hauled the rig out of the wall.  A clean-up crew from the company whose truckload of steel was responsible for the mess, came in to clear it all up and remove the tonnes of girders and beams.  A manager from the same company was presently sitting in the booth with Old Ed, negotiating damages.  The booth had become their temporary office while the authorities were preventing anyone but emergency crews from entering the damaged building.
 
   Just as things were quietening down, the dinnertime rush began.  About midway, Ketta heard a commotion coming from a back booth.  With a sigh, she went to investigate, but before she got there, there came a startled squeal.  As she reached the booth from where all the ruckus coming, she realised she was treading in some liquid.  Walking in spilled drinks was an occupational hazard for the barefooted vixentaur, but it was still distasteful.  Then as she looked at the source of all the noise, she realised she might be wrong about the source of the fluid.  A beautiful, young and very gravid rabbit doe was clutching her swollen belly and panting while a distraught buck, young also and presumably her mate, dithered over her.
 
   The doe caught Ketta's eye and confirmed her fears.  “My waters just broke!  Call an ambulance, please!”
 
   Ketta nodded, but realised she had more than one problem on her hands.  They looked to be both in their late teens and neither prepared for this eventuality.  She clapped a hand on the male's shoulder, grabbing his attention, distracting him from the situation.  “Sir!  I presume this is your mate?  She needs your help.”
 
   The rabbit stared at her for a moment, then nodded.  “Of course!  I just wasn't expecting this now,” he said.
 
   “Is this your first then?  When was the child due?”
 
   The buck nodded affirmatively to the first question, then stammered out, “A w-week...  eight days!”
 
   Ketta gently pulled him out of the booth and firmly pushed him in the direction of the public comm unit.  “Call an ambulance.  I'll make your mate comfortable.”
 
   “But...” he started to object.
 
   “Go!  I've done this before.  Now hurry!” Ketta insisted firmly.  The rabbit suddenly got his head together and headed off to make his call.  Ketta then turned her attention to the doe who had just squeaked again.  “Hi!  My name's Ketta.  What's yours, hon?”
 
   “Kathy.  You're pregnant too?  Then you have done this before?” the doe answered.
 
   “Nope.  This is my first one too.”  Ketta grinned at her.  “I needed to calm your mate down first.  The experience that I mentioned consists of watching my younger brother being born, but he didn't need to know that!”
 
   Kathy laughed a little.  “You were right.  Thanks!”
 
   “Not a problem, dear, but let's get you comfy while we wait for the paramedics.  We do home births all the time back at my village, so I do know something about this.”  While she talked, she piled a few cushions on one of the lounging pads for the Quange customers, helped the doe out of the wet seat she was on and let her recline on the makeshift bed.  Fortunately, because the seats were made to accommodate such large customers, the rabbit morph had plenty of room.  Carol came over to find out what was happening.  Ketta explained and asked her to watch her tables while looked after the doe.  Carol nodded, happy to leave this to Ketta, who wasn't terribly thrilled about the situation but found herself obligated to follow through.
 
   “I'll steer the customers to the other side of the diner,” Carol added, then prodded a Quange customer on the nose.  He had been staring at the what was happening in the neighbouring booth.  “This is a diner, not a theatre, sugah.  Y'all give the girl some privacy, hear?”  The burly equitaur merely nodded and obediently averted his gaze.
 
   The rabbit buck had returned by this time.  “How long before the ambulance gets here?” she asked him as the doe squeaked yet again in pain.
 
   “They said within six minutes.  How is Kathy?”
 
   “I'm not familiar with your species' birthings, but I don't think she's going to last six minutes at this rate.”  It was the wrong thing to say as it only set the young father-to-be panicking again.  Ketta grabbed him and pushed him towards Kathy.  “Comfort her!  She's about to deliver your child and she needs reassurance.  I'm going to grab a couple of things and I'll be right back.”  Ketta dashed off behind the counter to grab a few towels and a bucket which she half filled with warm water.  “If in doubt, stick to the basics,” she thought.  She took the items back to the booth and found the doe panting.  The buck was trying to comfort her and she would smile, but then another contraction would hit and she grimaced with pain.  That kitten was coming now!  Kitten?  Were there more?  Ketta hoped not.
 
   Ketta put the bucket and towels down next to the rabbits.  She took a deep breath and firmed her resolve.  “Will you let me examine you?”  Ketta asked the doe, who quickly nodded her assent.  She lifted and spread her legs.  Ketta pushed back the maternity smock she had on and then started pulling off the panties that the two-leggers insisted on wearing.  Ketta didn't pause to consider the silliness of a morph wearing those things at that time; she had more important things to worry about.  To her relatively inexperienced eye, the doe was dilated far more than was to be expected for a labour that had only been going for such a short time.  Ketta suspected that the doe had been ignoring earlier warnings, her youth and inexperience making her think that she couldn't possibly be due yet when the doctor had told her that she wasn't due for another week.  Yet another contraction and Ketta didn't need to guess any more.  She could see the top of the baby's head!  “It's coming out!” she announced.
 
   “No!  Not yet!” moaned the mother-to-be, but nature ignored her wishes.  Another contraction and more of the head came out.  The doe cried out in pain.  Ketta tried to remember what she had been learning in childbirth classes.  Surely the silly girl had done the same too?
 
   “You must push, Kathy.  And you...”  She pointed at the buck.  “On the next contraction, urge her to push!”
 
   It wasn't long before another contraction came and Kathy groaned.  Her mate murmured something to her that Ketta didn't notice.  The head was now free and Ketta gently supported it as she urged the doe to another effort.  “Come on girl!  You're having a quick and easy birthing, surely you have energy to spare for one good push?”
 
   “Easy?” Kathy gasped.  “You should talk!  You're not trying to deliver a basketball!  I'm trying, I'm...owarrrgh!”  The rabbit was interrupted by another contraction.
 
   “Push, Kathy!  I can see our kit!  Just a bit more now!” her mate urged.
 
   The doe did push and suddenly the baby almost squirted into Ketta's waiting hands.  Kathy groaned in relief and Ketta nearly matched her.  She had been desperately afraid of something going wrong and being responsible.  “You have a son!” she announced.  While the buck cuddled his mate and congratulated her for her efforts and the child she had delivered to them, Ketta set about cleaning off the cub with the warm water and towels.  Then she realised that she had to cut the umbilical cord and started to look about for something with which to do that.
 
   “Forget somethin', hon?” Carol's voice came from behind her.
 
   Ketta turned around to see the mare holding a pair of kitchen shears.  Ketta grinned and thanked her for her timely arrival, then cut the cord, hoping she had gotten the length right.  As she started tying it off with some string, she realised that she could hear a siren of an ambulance outside.  “The cavalry's here...  late as usual,” she thought to herself.  She continued to clean up both the baby and the new mother until the paramedics came in and took over.
 
   “You don't seem to have left us much to do!” remarked one of them.  “You've done well.”
 
   Ketta merely nodded, suddenly feeling very tired from the event.  She sat down in the next booth as the paramedics got the doe ready to take to the maternity hospital, along with the anxious father.  As he was just about to leave, Ketta put out a hand and stopped him.  “I just realised I don't know your name, dear.”
 
   The buck smiled.  “It's Anton, but my friends call me Speedy.”
 
   Ketta had to grin at that.  “It seems that you aren't the only speedy one in the family.  Your child was sure in a hurry to get out!  Anyway, my congratulations to you both.”
 
   “Thanks Ketta.  We won't forget this.”  With that, the rabbit went to rejoin with his mate.
 
   Ketta sighed, weary but satisfied.  Carol noticed though and said, “You've been overdoing things, hon.  Y'all have to think of that cub of yours too.  Just you rest a spell; we'll handle things for the moment.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Ketta asked although she was grateful for the respite.
 
   “Not a problem, dear.  Your little drama has been keeping the patrons distracted and made things a tad easier for us.  Y'all take it easy until I say so.”  Carol left a pot of coffee with her and left to attend her customers.  Ketta made herself comfortable, determined just to have a mug of coffee and get straight back to work promptly.  It seemed only moments later when she jerked her head up from where it was resting on the table, blinking in disorientation.
 
   “Awake, are we?”  Carol's amused tones focused her mind.
 
   “What...  how long was I asleep?”
 
   “Ah'd say about an hour, give or take,” the mare replied.
 
   “An hour!  Why didn't you wake me?”
 
   “Ah told y'all to rest until I said so.  Ah think that'll do nicely,” Carol replied.  Ketta still felt a little embarrassed and got up onto her four paws and looked about for what needed to be done.  Carol firmly pushed her towards the washroom.  “Get yourself freshened up, then see to table nine.  Looks like a good crowd tonight.
 
   Indeed it was.  Ketta was kept flat out busy all evening and was very thankful for the rest that she had gotten.  Her pregnant belly seemed to get heavier as the shift drew near to the end.  Not for the first time, Ketta was glad to have four legs to bear the load, unlike the rabbit mother.  She often wondered how the two-leggers could bear it.  Finally there were a handful of late customers left and she and Carol were cleaning the tables.  Ketta was counting the minutes before Stargrey turned up to escort her home as shi did every night.  It was their little ritual: the slow stroll, cuddling and talking a little about each other's day.  Then, when they got to their apartment, they'd share a little entertainment before heading to the bedroom, although rarely to go to sleep immediately.  Pregnancy had only enhanced Ketta's libido, much to the pleasure of both.
 
   A sudden commotion near the front door caught Ketta's attention.  She looked over to where Carol was standing near the till and gasped in shock.  One of the straggling customers, a rather disreputable badger morph, was pointing a weapon at Carol, demanding money.  The mare looked outraged, but wasn't in a position to do much about it.  Diners were one of the few ‘soft' targets left as much of their trade was transacted in cash rather than by smartcard or such.  Even so, the pickings would be slim which wasn't going to please the bandit at all.  Sure enough, upon being handed the contents of the till, he flew into a rage, something fairly common for his species which was one of the few survivors of the pre-war genetic laboratories.  They were a highly dangerous species, originally developed for fighting, and one didn't antagonise them.  Only this one seemed to be itching for a fight.
 
   “Come on!  You don't expect me to believe that this is all you have?  Fork it all over or I'll start using you for target practice!  And with a target your size, I'm hardly going to miss.”  He sneered and waved his weapon, an old World War III semi-automatic rifle, in Carol's face, then pointed at other choice targets.
 
   The Quange mare shivered in fear, but tried to reason with him.  “Calm down, suh.  Ah assure y'all we didn't take any more than this.  Ah can't give you what we don't have!”
 
   Just then, Ketta spotted something that made her heart skip a beat.  She saw Stargrey approaching the front door, about to walk unsuspectingly into an explosive situation.  In that badger's present state of mind, he might just shoot hir, whether as a threat or just out of startlement.  Ketta needed to distract him fast.  Her mind raced, then she recalled something out of her own recent experience.  She realised that what she had in mind was risky, but she couldn't bear the thought of anything happening to her mate.  “I hope you forgive me for what I'm about to do, love,” she murmured to herself, then loudly announced, “I have a pocketful of tips.  You can have them all if you just leave Carol alone!”
 
   The badger swung the gun around to point the gun at Ketta.  “That's more like it!  Fork it over!  You too, horseface!”
 
   The badger was now turned completely away from the front door as the chakat entered quietly as shi typically did.  Of course, the first thing that shi saw was an armed bandit threatening hir mate and unborn child with a powerful weapon, just as Ketta intended, and what she had hoped for happened.  The same incredibly powerful protective instinct kicked in and Stargrey turned from hir normal gentle good-natured manner to a near murderous fury.  Shi screamed the same sound as Goldfur once cried, one that Ketta had hoped never to hear again: an enraged feline on the attack.  The victim this time was not a startled foxtaur, but a badger with a fighting spirit.  Despite being caught by surprise, he had already started to turn to face the threat, swinging the gun around automatically.  He was no match for the speed of the chakat though, and the weapon was knocked out of his hand by one flying forepaw without a shot being fired.  There was still a struggle though.  A badger was a bundle of concentrated ornery meanness and not easily subdued, but he was eventually overwhelmed by the chakat's greater mass, strength and extra limbs.  Once Stargrey's prehensile tail had looped around his chest, pinning his arms, he was almost helpless.  He writhed violently though until Stargrey knocked him unconscious with one final powerful blow, then shi stood there panting wildly as the adrenalin surge and hir fears for hir loved ones both drained from hir.
 
   Carol was immediately on to the comm to the police as Ketta rushed up to see how her mate had fared.  Before she could speak, Stargrey said, “Are you alright, my love?  He didn't hurt you?”
 
   Ketta hugged Stargrey tightly.  “Oh darling, I'm so glad that you came when you did.  I'm perfectly fine.  He never got the chance to hurt me...  to hurt us!” she amended.
 
   Stargrey tenderly stroked the vixen's hair as shi hugged back.  “Then it was worth it.  I don't think I could bear living without you, my beloved.”
 
   The lovers stayed in each other's arms for a while, just happy to be together.  The Ketta realised that there was something warm and sticky under one hand and drew it back to look.  “Oh!  You've been hurt!” she exclaimed.
 
   “Eh?  I have?”  Stargrey twisted to look.  Down one side, from waist to mid thigh, there was a row of bleeding furrows in hir fur.  Another gash was in hir flank, both testament to the badger's claws.  “I hadn't even noticed.  I suppose I'm going to feel them well and truly soon.”
 
   “I'll get some disinfectant from the storeroom,” Ketta said and trotted off to do so.  She brought a couple of towels back with her as well and set about cleaning Stargrey's wounds while the chakat kept a watchful eye on the unconscious badger.  “I'm so sorry that this happened to you.  I shouldn't have put myself in danger like that.”
 
   “Nonsense, Ketta!” Stargrey demurred.  “You had very little time to think, and you did what was best for everyone.  I was the best one to handle the situation and you're to be commended for handling the situation well.  We all know what those badgers and other old-time military morph species can do when they go feral.  He was just as likely to have shot all of you anyway after getting all your money.”
 
   “Thanks, love.”  Ketta finished doing what she could and hugged the chakat again.  “You always know the right thing to say.”  That's how the police found the contented couple when they arrived to haul off the would-be bandit.  More time was spent taking statements from everyone and Stargrey was informed that shi would possibly need to be available for further questioning about hir actions.  Shi nodded, understanding but not at all regretful.
 
   The diner closed up late that night.  Stargrey and Ketta said their goodbyes and slowly strolled off home.  They would pop in again before they left for Ketta's village to make a proper farewell.  It was a clear and warm night, perfect for dawdling and looking at the stars.  On the other side of the hyperway, light from the nearby spaceport tended to drown out some stars, but the clarity of the night sky made for a good display nevertheless.  At first neither of them talked as they usually did.  Both were simply appreciating each other's presence.  As they walked out of the tunnel and past Old Ed's garage, Ketta looked for evidence of the accident, but the clean-up crews had done a good job and the hole had been covered over.  They continued on past the familiar neighbourhood and Ketta suddenly choked up with emotion.  All this was so much a part of her life now.  This place had become her home and she knew she was going to miss it while staying with her family at Mountain Glade.  Then she looked at Stargrey and realised that she would always feel at home as long as her mate was with her.  She leaned on hir shoulder and sighed happily.
 
   Stargrey looked at her, raising an eyebrow quizzically, and asked, “So, aside from the hold-up, how was your day?”
 
   Ketta thought of the childbirth, the crash, the hordes of spectators and other dramas.  She looked up fondly at Stargrey and replied, “Oh, just your usual busy day.”
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   “Goldfur, I'm home!”  Quickpaw closed the door behind hir.  Shi dropped hir bag onto the table and looked around.  Shi didn't have to wait long before shi saw hir sister's golden amber head peek out of the door to the nursery.  
 
   “Who?  Oh, it's you, Quick.  Punctual as usual for nursing the little ones.” Goldfur grinned.  
 
   “Did you really expect that I miss a chance, sis?” Quickpaw replied.  Shi walked over to the nursery, already shedding hir halter-top.  Shi entered the room to see little Stonefur in Goldfur's arms, drinking greedily.  “So, who is left?”  Quickpaw winked.  A grey whirlwind was the answer dashing towards hir.  Quickpaw leaned down to meet the other twin.  Shi gently lifted hir niece up and the cub eagerly began hir meal.  A smile of deep contentment spread over Quickpaw's face.  
 
   “Give my baby sister a nursery full of little ones to feed and you'd just see hir walking around in full bliss with no more needs in the world.” Goldfur laughed.  Quickpaw smirked at hir older sister.  
 
   “Yeah, right.  Guess what, sis.  I do have other interests, too.” 
 
   “I know.  I just like to tease you with it.  Thanks for helping out though.  Lupu is doing some shopping for the flight next week.” 
 
   “So you're still planning to fly to California next week?” Quickpaw asked.  
 
   “As a matter of fact, yes.  I really want to see Malena and Blaze again.  Lupu will also come along this time.  She feels it's time that she reclaims the right to be part of her old pack again and the little ones are now old enough to travel.” 
 
   “Good.  I'll come along, too.” Quickpaw announced.  Goldfur almost stared at hir.  
 
   “You want to do what?” shi replied, startled.  
 
   “I'll come along, sis.  I'm ready for a vacation and school has finished today for the summer holidays.” 
 
   “And who’ll pay for your flight, little sister?” Goldfur asked, getting a big grin from hir sister.  
 
   “You!” 
 
   “How did you get the idea that I’d pay? 
 
   “Because you promised me a treat when you all left for Chakona and I couldn't come along because of school, remember?” Quickpaw explained.  “You said, that you would take me on a trip when I concluded the semester with high results.” Goldfur nodded.  Shi remembered that hir young sister had been quite upset when almost the whole family had taken a trip to Chakona for Ember's birth and shi had to stay behind.  
 
   “True.  I remember.  So what are your results, Quick?  I won't pay for nothing.” 
 
   Quickpaw chuckled.  “I have the report card in my bag.  Three finals with an A, two with a B, one with an A-.  Do those qualify for a flight?” 
 
   Goldfur slowly nodded.  “Yes, they do.  But why do you want so badly to come along there?  I get the feeling that this isn't just a pleasure trip.” 
 
   Quickpaw nodded.  “Yep, you're right.  I’ve saved some money.  When we're in the Foxtaur village, I'll get me a round trip to New Canaveral.  Brightsong told me about the college shi graduated from, and I want to visit it and have a look around.  Brightsong also said that it's the best for midwifery.” Goldfur nodded in thought.  
 
   “I see.  So are you planning to enrol in this college when you finish school here?” 
 
   Quickpaw nodded.  “It's very likely.  I've still got to talk to our parents about it, but I want to have my own impression of the place first.  I don't think that I’ll be able to return home often if I decide to study there.  Three years can be a long time.” 
 
   “I agree, three years is a long time.” Goldfur replied.  “Okay, I’ll try to get you a ticket for our flight.” 
 
   Quickpaw beamed at hir sister.  “Thanks, sis.  After this I owe you one.” Goldfur shook hir head.  
 
   “Nah, I promised you a nice trip and if you can also combine something important with it, that's even better.” With that, their talk turned to more mundane matters, while the little ones continued their meal.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   One week later they arrived at the foxtaur village.  The flight had been uneventful, though the twins had been the stars for the flight attendants.  At the airport Quickpaw had checked for the flight shi needed and had booked the ticket.  It had come a little cheaper than expected.  
 
   “This is great.  Now I can even indulge myself a bit while I'm here.  I really want to have a look at the tops Forest got at the village,” shi announced to Goldfur.  
 
   Hir sister chuckled.  “Still trying to imitate us, little sister?” 
 
   “Oh, you!” Quickpaw started, but then hir expression changed.  “You know, I think you're right to an extent.” With a vicious grin shi added, “What can I do anyway, when imitating you and Forest at least gives me the little bit of attention I need.  Normally you two monopolise all of it.” It was Goldfur's turn to start, but before shi was able to voice a reply, Quickpaw stopped hir with a small kiss on the cheek.  
 
   “Got you this time, sis.  For a change I've beaten you at your own game.  Now be nice and admit defeat.” shi whispered to Goldfur.  Goldfur laughed and that settled the issue.  
 
   The welcome in the village had been warm.  Malena had been waiting for her mate, little Blaze in her arms, in front of her parents' house.  On Goldfur's face was a smile that spoke volumes how shi felt to see hir mate and cub again.  Malena placed Blaze on the ground and opened hir arms to Goldfur.  They embraced each other tightly in greeting, while Blaze and the twins were sniffing curiously at each other.  Lupu and Quickpaw kept a little in the background during this, but were soon included in the welcome.  
 
   “Quick!  I'm surprised to see you along here.” Malena addressed her sister-in-law.  “Goldfur told me that Lupu would be coming along, but shi never mentioned you.” 
 
   “Oh, let's say, shi owed me a vacation.  No, seriously.  I'm going to check out a college here in California that I might want to go to.” Quickpaw answered while giving Malena a greeting hug.  
 
   “Oh really?  You must tell me more about this later.” Then all proceeded inside to greet the rest of the family.  
 
   Later Quickpaw was helping Lupu to feed the twins.  Goldfur and Malena had excused themselves for the evening.  
 
   “So, what's this business about you meeting with your pack again?” Quickpaw asked Lupu.  “Goldfur hinted something more serious than just a family visit.” 
 
   “It is more serious.” Lupu answered in her low voice.  “It's the first time since I left, that I'll see them again.  I left as a lowly bitch with a clouded reputation, but now I'm mated with two cubs.  I must re-establish my status in the pack again.  To start this process, I must petition the pack leaders for re-entry into the pack.  I'm sorry, I can't say more at the moment.” 
 
   Quickpaw nodded in understanding.  After putting the twins to sleep, Quickpaw also went to bed.  The next day shi had to get back to the airport early for hir flight.  Before shi drifted away in sleep, shi thought about hir future again.  Shi had explained to Malena hir plans and why shi wanted to enrol in a college here in the States instead of Australia.  Shi had to admit to hirself that Goldfur's tease at the airport was a little bit too close to the truth.  Shi really had to try to step out of the shadow of hir sisters and prove that shi was more than a mere copy of them.  Shi wanted so much to make them proud of hir.  
 
   “The college will be my chance to prove it once and for all.” shi told hirself.  “If nothing else I'll have to deal with everything on my own, with no backup.” Shi sighed and sleep finally caught up with hir.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The college was overwhelming.  Quickpaw stood on the plaza in front of the great hall, hir mind still swirling from the impressions.  The college resembled more a small town on its own with this plaza as its heart and centre.  The hospital belonging to the college had been among the first buildings shi had visited.  Hir aunt had been right.  This was the place where shi would want to study.  
 
   “It's a place that calls to those who have the vocation.” Brightsong had said to hir.  “When you're there you'll know what I mean.” Quickpaw saw now what hir aunt had meant.  This place was special.  
 
   “Now I've only to find out how I can get in here.” shi thought.  Shi looked around trying to assess which of the students rushing past hir might be a good one to ask.  Finally hir eyes fixed on a young raccoon hurrying hir way.  
 
   “Excuse me, sir.” Quickpaw addressed the suddenly startled raccoon.  “I'm searching for the student's office.  Can you direct me to it?”  The 'coon blinked several times before he answered.  
 
   “Oh, sure I can.  You see the great hall ahead?  Pass it on the left side, turn left at the next building and the one you run into has the office inside.  Just follow the signs at the building to the right door.” He stopped and glanced over hir again.  “You're a chakat, right?  I've never seen one of your kind here before.” 
 
   “Really?  Well, if everything works out, there'll be one around in about 7 months.” shi grinned as shi answered.  “Thanks for the directions.” 
 
   He grinned in return and nodded.  “I've got to catch my next class.  Nice to meet you!”  He hastened on.  Quickpaw turned again towards the great hall and started to walk in the indicated direction.  Shi found out that the raccoon had given hir excellent directions and found the office in the next 15 minutes.  A sign next to entrance proclaimed the office hours.  To hir dismay it told hir that it would be closed for another 2 hours.  
 
   “Damn.  What am I going to do for two hours?” shi asked hirself.  Shi was wandering aimlessly over the campus when an idea hit hir suddenly.  Shi remembered a place where shi could go and have lunch as well.  Shi walked over to the taxi stand and named hir destination.  A few minutes later, shi was on the way to the Gulp'n'Gallop.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Reaching the small diner, Quickpaw paid the driver and stood before the building.  Shi grinned in anticipation of seeing the look on a certain vixen's face.  Shi took a deep breath and opened the double doors.  The noise of a quite full room stopped hir in hir tracks.  What shi saw seemed more like organized chaos and a Quange mare was acting like the director in a stage play.  
 
   “Carol.  That was her name.” Quickpaw thought.  Shi moved on to an empty seat and settled hirself in.  Since Quange were the main customers, the tables and seats were designed for taurs and were quite comfortable.  
 
   “Hey, sugah.  What can Ah do for you?”  Carol was suddenly standing next to hir.  “Ah gotta tell you that we don't serve meat here.” Quickpaw nodded.  
 
   “I know, even though you did serve some at the Christmas party.” 
 
   “Christmas?  Wait a minute.  There weren't that many chakats at that party.  Only the special guests of Ketta.” 
 
   “That's correct.  I was among those guests.  Goldfur's my oldest sister.  I'm Quickpaw.” 
 
   “So what're you doing here?  I thought you guys lived in Australia?” Carol asked.  
 
   Quickpaw nodded.  “Yes, we do, but Goldfur wanted to check on hir mate and cub in the foxtaur village, and I've some business with the local college.  However, the student's office is still closed, so I decided to pay a surprise visit and have lunch at the same time.” 
 
   Carol laughed.  “A surprise it certainly is.  So what can Ah bring you, sugah?” 
 
   “I've no idea, but Chakats are omnivores, not just carnivores, so you've got plenty of scope.  What do you recommend?” 
 
   “Ok, Ah think Ah know what ta bring you then.  Just wait and see.” She vanished up back for the order, leaving Quickpaw at hir table.  After a short while Carol returned with a tray.  
 
   “Here you go.  The Gulp'n'Gallop's very own super veggie-burger.  This is the same one Ketta got back then when she first arrived here.” Quickpaw smiled.  
 
   “Thank you very much.  Where's Ketta by the way?” 
 
   “Oh, you're lucky.  She's going on maternity leave in only 2 more days.  She should be here shortly.” 
 
   “Oh really?  Right, I forgot that it should be time for her soon.” Quickpaw replied.  Carol nodded and left to attend to her other customers.  Quickpaw started on hir lunch.  When shi was almost finished, a familiar foxtaur vixen entered the diner.  Quickpaw watched her go out the back only to reappear with an apron on now.  The customers greeted her in a friendly manner.  Quickpaw grinned as shi saw Carol motioning the vixen to hir table.  When Ketta appeared at the table, Quickpaw concentrated very hard on hir lunch.  
 
   “How may I help you?” Ketta started, then stopped and Quickpaw couldn't hide hir grin anymore when shi saw the recognition on Ketta's face.  “Aren't you?  Oh, Makers!  Aren't you Goldfur's little sister?  Quick, Quick...” 
 
   “Quickpaw, yes, you're right.  I'm Goldfur's baby-sister.” 
 
   “What are you doing here?  How are you?  You were among the last people I would have expected here.” 
 
   “If you have the time, sit down and I'll tell you.” Ketta threw a short glance to Carol, who only nodded.  Then she took a seat opposite of Quickpaw.  
 
   “Goldfur is visiting Malena and the little one in the village.  I travelled along, because I'd to check on the local college.  Since I also had some time on my hands I thought I'd pay a surprise visit.” 
 
   “It was a big surprise.  So Goldfur is in the village right now?” Ketta asked.  
 
   “Yes, I'll be returning there tonight.  My flight leaves about 6pm.  I must go to the student's office before that, but they don't open up until 2pm.” 
 
   “How long will you stay in the village?  Stargrey and I will arrive there in 3 days.” Quickpaw nodded.  
 
   “Carol mentioned that.  Goldfur was planning on staying about two weeks.  It depends on Lupu, Goldfur's wolftaur mate, and how long she'll need to deal with her family business.” shi replied.  
 
   “Then you all will still be there when our cub'll be born.  We're looking forward to it so much.” 
 
   “So will you have a chakat style birthing party?” Quickpaw inquired.  
 
   “Not really.  My parents will be there, as will the parents of my mate.  Since it's the first cub in years for hir clan we wouldn't be able to keep them away anyway.” Ketta chuckled.  “But no, we're planning to keep it rather private otherwise.” 
 
   Quickpaw nodded.  “I understand.  I'm still looking forward to see the little one after shi's born.  Call it professional curiosity.” 
 
   “Oh, why?” 
 
   “I 'm going to be a nurse specialist in midwifery.” Quickpaw looked at the clock.  “Oops!  Look at the time!  Can you get me the bill and a taxi, please.  I must get going or I'll miss my flight tonight.” Ketta got up and fetched the check.  
 
   “Here, $5.39 with service and tip.” she winked.  “As for the taxi...” She turned to the centre of the room.  “Anyone here who is going by the college?  My friend here needs a ride.” 
 
   “I can take her.” a Quange announced “But I'm leaving now.” 
 
   “Fine with us.” Ketta shouted back and turned back to face Quickpaw, who was already getting up.  
 
   “So we’ll see each other again in the village.” Quickpaw said and gave Ketta a short hug.  Ketta nodded and watched the chakat leaving the diner.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   A few days later the news spread that Ketta had given birth to a wonderful, little chakat cub, whom they named Nikol.  Mother and child were both healthy and doing well.  
 
   “Now it's time to make my plan reality.” Quickpaw thought.  Shi had safely returned from hir trip late in the night.  Shi had acquired all the necessary papers and forms to apply for entry to the college.  Shi had also told Goldfur about hir visit to the Gulp'n'Gallop and hir talk with Ketta.  However, shi hadn't told hir what shi had planned for the new parents.  Shi had only thought of it after getting back from hir side trip and thought about the consequences of some of things that Ketta had told hir.  Shi found Goldfur in the den shi shared with Malena.  
 
   “Ah!  Here you are.  Did you hear that Ketta's cub has been born?” 
 
   “Yes, the village hasn't talked about anything else today.” Goldfur replied.  
 
   Quickpaw smirked.  “Now, don't be unfair.  Of course it's an event when another foxtaur-chakat hybrid is born.  Why don't you come along to congratulate the new parents.  I promise you a surprise.” Goldfur thought about it, but finally agreed.  Both sisters left for the house of Ketta's family, after they had made sure that someone watched the cubs.  When they arrived, they were greeted by Ketta's aunt, Delrosa, who was waiting for them at the door.  
 
   “I was wondering when you would show up.  They're in the main den.” She let the two chakats in and followed them into the house.  They were greeted by Stargrey, who was visibly beaming with pride.  
 
   “Nice of you to drop by.  Ketta is in the nursery, feeding the little one.” 
 
   Quickpaw gave the other chakat a long hug.  “Congratulations for your daughter, Stargrey.” 
 
   Goldfur nodded.  “Yes, congratulations, and now show us to the nursery and the cub, please.” 
 
   “Hey, I thought I'm the impatient one, who's also crazy about cubs?”  Quickpaw knocked hir elbow against hir sister.  Goldfur just grinned at hir.  
 
   “This way.” Stargrey interrupted with a smile and all three went to the next room.  There was the proud mother nursing the newborn.  Shi had the red markings of hir mother but hir “gloves” and “socks”, the tip of hir tail and a tiny mop of head hair were certainly Stargrey's silver grey colouring.  Ketta carefully turned the cub a little to show off a distinctive speckle of spots on one flank also.  
 
   “I present the proud mother and Nikol, our first child.” Stargrey introduced.  
 
   “You let Ketta name the cub in foxtaur manner, as I did with Malena,” Goldfur noted.  “I like it!” 
 
   Quickpaw and Goldfur got closer to congratulate the mother, too and inspect the little one.  Then they returned to the main den.  Stargrey offered them coffee, which they gladly accepted.  They talked for a bit about, waiting for Ketta to join them.  Finally she came out from the nursery and joined them at Stargrey's side.  
 
   “Now or never.” Quickpaw thought.  Shi stood up and the conversation abated.  All eyes came to rest on hir.  Quickpaw took a deep breath.  
 
   “Stargrey, Ketta.  Once again I want to congratulate you for your wonderful cub.  I was trying to think of a special gift for a long time.  I think I have found the perfect one, and one that is also another step towards closing the rift between our two families.” Quickpaw turned to Ketta.  
 
   “Ketta, you told me that this cub is the first in Stargrey's clan for a long time.” Ketta nodded.  Quickpaw turned then to Stargrey, while shi opened hir halter presenting hir breasts.  
 
   “Because of this, I know that you haven't been able to get the hormone needed to start your own lactation.  You didn't even have a chakat midwife at the birth to be a substitute.  Stargrey, I now offer you a drink of my milk.  Ever since my sisters' cubs were born I've shared the wonderful duty of feeding them, a joy I don't want to miss ever again.  With a drink of my milk you'll be able to share that joy with Ketta as well.” 
 
   After an initial surprised silence, Stargrey got up and approached Quickpaw.  “I don't know what to say, other than thank you for this very special and wonderful gift.  Gladly and with joy I accept your offer.” Shi leant down and took one of Quickpaw's nipples into hir muzzle.  Quickpaw closed hir eyes, pleased with the warm feeling hir flowing milk produced.  A gentle purr emanated from hir throat.  Stargrey gave hir a long and tender hug after shi had finished.  While closing hir halter top shi caught sight of hir older sister who hadn't said anything during the small ceremony and was still sitting deep in thought.  
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Later on their way back to their home Quickpaw stopped Goldfur and faced hir.  
 
   “Are you upset with me, sis?” 
 
   “No.  No, not at all.” Goldfur replied.  “You just gave me some stuff to think about.  I realised that even now I was still holding a grudge against Ketta.  After all her changes and even after the Christmas party, a part of me still...” Shi broke up and looked into hir sister's eyes.  “I didn't like what I saw in myself.” 
 
   “No one blames you, sis.” Quickpaw answered.  
 
   Shi hugged Goldfur, who whispered, “You made me real proud today, little sister.  You did a very right and honourable thing with your offer and gift.” Goldfur felt Quickpaw's muzzle moving into a smile.  
 
   “Thank you, Goldfur.” 
 
   “No charge. Now, do you think you have enough milk left for a cub-feeding?” Quickpaw laughed. 
 
   “Watch me!” shi said as they continued their way home. 
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   Episode 23:  Games of Life and Love
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Goldfur and I had been planning a party for our sister, Quickpaw.  Shi was about to turn 18 and we were going to celebrate hir birthday in style.  Normally a chakat’s eighteenth birthday wasn’t especially significant, but Quick had been feeling a little down lately, a far cry from hir usual exuberant self, and we had decided to try cheering hir up.  The event that had precipitated this gloom was the parting of ways with Bronzecoat, hir Companion of fifteen months.  Since the two had met at school, they had been firm friends and had provided each other with companionship and relief for their physical and mental needs.  On top of this was the mystery of Bronzecoat’s past.  Hir amnesia had left a void that Quickpaw filled and, for a while, both were very satisfied with the arrangement.
 
   Then things changed.  Goldfur had been using hir resources and computer skills to track down Bronzecoat’s identity.  Finally shi struck pay dirt and located hir parents and arranged for them to meet Bronze.  The result of the meeting had been a shock of recognition.  Memories started flooding back and at last shi knew who and what shi was.  A child of itinerant workers, they had been separated in a natural disaster and hir parents had believed hir to be dead, while shi had actually been concussed with a resultant loss of memory and could not correct this mistake.  Welfare workers had shifted Bronzecoat around until shi had been found a home and a place to continue hir schooling until such time as shi recovered hir memory.  When shi did, shi had been overjoyed at first, as was Quickpaw.  However, as more and more memories returned, hir old personality had reasserted itself.  On top of this, after both went to the School of Healing, Bronze to pursue a career as a doctor and Quick as a nurse, they had less and less time for each other.  Sadly they concluded that it was time to dissolve the Companionship and go their separate ways.  The choice was mutually agreed upon but still left Quickpaw moping since then.  After several days of this, Goldfur, at whose den Quickpaw had been living, had had enough and shi called me and we conspired to lift hir spirits.
 
   On the morning of hir birthday, Goldfur took Quickpaw for a day on the town, shopping and sightseeing.  I was going to join them for lunch at a fancy restaurant in the botanic gardens and accompany them on a visit to the art museum later.  Just as I was about to leave though, I got a call on the comm.  I was delighted to see the face of my mate, Admiral Boyce Kline.
 
   “Boyce!  You’re back in the solar system!” I exclaimed.
 
   “Better yet, love, I’m going to be coming out your way in a few hours, if that’s okay.  I just have to finish filing a few reports after the crew stands down for shore leave, then I’ll be over in my shuttlecraft shortly after.”
 
   “You’re timing is pretty good, dear.  It’s Quickpaw’s birthday and we’re having a party for hir tonight and I’m sure you’d like to be there.”
 
   “Quick’s turned eighteen?  Oh yes!  I’ll be pleased to help hir celebrate.  Just name the time.”
 
   “If you arrive at Goldfur’s den at about 1800, that should be ideal.”
 
   Boyce nodded.  “I’ll be there!”
 
   “Great!  Now I’ve got to go.  I’m meeting my sisters for lunch and I don’t want to be late.  Hugs and purrs, love!”
 
   “Hugs and nuzzles, dear!” he said with a wink and a grin.
 
   I switched off the comm, feeling quite good.  I hadn’t seen much of the admiral since Midnight’s birthing party.  Shortly after, Boyce had had to ship out and Midnight decided to accompany him so that they could both bond with their child.  This suited me because we had already decided that we would give Midnight time to adjust, and that meant letting hir get more of the admiral’s affections.  I had missed both my mates though and I was pleased with the prospect of getting some time with Boyce tonight.
 
   As I drove off to the city, I thought about Quickpaw’s relationship with Boyce.  When he was inducted into our family, shi had yet to reach full sexual maturity and they had been like big brother and little sister.  Since shi had hir “First” though, I had noticed a change in their relationship.  Shi had started paying more attention to him, flirting and making outrageous comments.  He had handled it with aplomb, knowing full well that we didn’t mind and finding himself interested also.  Perhaps he was the steadying influence that Quickpaw needed because shi’d started curbing hir full-steam-ahead manner of doing things and began to mature in hir tastes and attitudes.  Shi was still a bright and energetic person, only now shi was becoming less a tomboy and more an adult with whom one could deal with on the same level as oneself.  As Quick had started spending less and less time with Bronze, shi’d started spending more and more time with Boyce whenever shi could find him free.  I was certain that it would only be a matter of time before they’d be lovers also.  That was another reason I was so glad that Boyce would be here for dinner.  One more piece of ammunition in our battle to beat hir depression.  I was looking forward to seeing hir reaction when he arrived.
 
   I was only a couple of minutes late rendezvousing with my sisters and we thoroughly enjoyed our leisurely lunch amidst the trees and local fauna.  Although it was now Winter, the day was as clear and warm as early Autumn, and many people were enjoying the unusually good weather.  Then we wandered off to the art museum where we let Quickpaw lead the way.  It turned out that shi had some, well..., interesting tastes in art, ample proof that shi wasn’t just slavishly imitating what hir older sisters did.  We may have shared an interest in the admiral, but Quick was hir own person, and that’s the way things ought to be.
 
   We all hugely enjoyed our excursion and we talked about it all the way back to Goldfur’s home.  We broke out a bottle of fine wine and lounged by the fireplace, just talking and listening to music while drinking it.  With our large families, it was rare that we three sisters could take the time to be completely by ourselves, and we took great pleasure in these precious moments.  They couldn’t last forever though, and it was Lupu who showed up with her and Goldfur’s twins in the saddle-pack that she had borrowed from me.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   “Hello, Love!” she said as she trotted over to plant a lick-kiss on Goldfur’s muzzle.  “I hope that I’m not disturbing you, but it’s time for the cubs to be fed and put to bed.”
 
   “No problem, dear,” replied Goldfur as shi nuzzled Lupu back.  “Perhaps Quickpaw would like to help you feed them?”
 
   Quickpaw was up on hir feet in a moment.  One thing hadn’t changed as shi had matured, shi still loved breast-feeding cubs.  Lupu grinned.  She had already guessed that Quick would want to help.  Normally the evening feed was the time that she and Goldfur would take time together to be with their cubs; each feeding a hungry child while chatting and catching up with the day’s events.  However, today they were offering the opportunity to Quick as a kind of birthday present.  Our sister already fed the cubs once a day as part of hir child-minding duties, but shi was always eager to do more since hir breasts had reached their full adult capacity.  I had always said that Quickpaw was trying to outdo me!
 
   While Lupu and Quickpaw fed Stonefur and Greypaw, Goldfur and I started the final preparations for the evening meal.  We weren’t at it for long before the comm started beeping for attention.  Goldfur answered it, but immediately said, “Forest, it’s for you!”
 
   I guessed who it was, and sure enough, there was the beaming face of my mate, Boyce.  I said, “Admiral, love, can you come in quietly?  If possible, I’d like to make this a surprise for Quick.”
 
   “Sure, Forest!  Is the usual landing area clear?”
 
   “Yep.  Goldie and I made sure of that.”
 
   “Then come on out and meet me, love.  I’ll be down in a moment.”
 
   I switched off the comm and bounded out the back door.  I could just hear the admiral’s personal vehicle approaching and it was very quickly hovering over the sculptured gardens.  The admiral’s shuttlecraft settled delicately down in the clear space behind Goldfur’s den.  The engines ceased their low-pitched whine and, moments later, the door opened.  Boyce stepped out with his newest child in tow, to my surprise.  He had hir on one of the cub-leashes that we use to keep our children from straying.  About three months old, Chakat Ember, child of Midnight and Boyce, was full of kittenish energy.  Hir chocolate brown fur was mottled with the dark red spots that looked like the little burning coals that gave the cub hir name.  Hir head was topped with a mop of the same red hair.
 
   Ember bounded over to me, not really recognising me beyond the fact that I was vaguely familiar.  Shi was too young yet to tell apart anyone but hir parents.  I hugged and fuzzled hir before shi squirmed away, hir attention caught by something else.  My mate grinned at me.  “My turn!” he declared, so I gave him the biggest welcoming hug that I could.  Gasping for breath, he finally broke the kiss.  After panting for a bit, he looked me in the eyes and stroked my cheek.  He said, “No wonder I fell for you,” then promptly did so!  I looked down to see him sprawled on the ground with a sheepish look on his face.  While our attention had been engaged, Ember had walked around both of us, wrapping the leash around our legs unnoticed.  The moment that Boyce had shifted his stance, he tripped over it.
 
   “Nice to see you really mean what you say, dear,” I said with a smile as I helped him to his feet and untangled the leash.
 
   Boyce laughed.  “Part of the perils of raising cubs, as you well know!”
 
   I nodded, then my curiosity got the better of me.  “How come Midnight let you go off alone with Ember?”
 
   “Shi said that I should spend some time with my child while I could, and shi could do with a break besides.  Also, shi reckoned that with you, Goldfur and Quickpaw here, shi won’t lack for a feed!”
 
   I was happy to hear this.  Since the cub’s birth, Midnight had been a little possessive of hir.  I knew that this was going to be the final difficult part of Midnight’s acceptance of the child.  Despite coming to terms with hir unexpected pregnancy and taking Boyce formally as hir mate, the actual birth had been the moment of truth.  Finally having the cub in hir arms, hir maternal instincts had kicked into overdrive, over-compensating a little for hir initial reluctance.  Our family had supported hir and helped guide hir through this new experience, and now shi was finally relaxing enough to let Ember out of hir sight.
 
   Boyce and I strolled into the den.  I told him to make himself comfortable while we finished preparing the meal.  Ember had the run of the living room, and shi delighted in picking up toys, playing with them for a bit, then bringing them over to hir sire and proudly dropping them at his feet before scampering off after something else.  Shi was near the hall entrance when Quickpaw came out of the nursery.
 
   “Ember!  What are you doing here?”  Quick’s eyes darted around the room, hir nose testing the air.  “Does this mean...?  Boyce!”  Shi leaped over to him and nearly knocked him back into the chair from which he was rising as shi wildly hugged him.  “Mmurrrr!  How are you, big brother?  I’ve missed you!”
 
   Boyce gasped a bit at the strong hug but still smiled and kissed hir.  “I’m fine, little sister.  And I see that you’re doing well also.  Been feeding cubs, I see.”
 
   Quick grinned as shi let the admiral loose and rubbed one exposed nipple.  As was usual in the privacy of the den, shi hadn’t bothered putting hir top back on before coming out.  Hir nipples were enlarged from constant feeding and hir chest fur could do little to conceal that they were reddened and still moist.  “I’ve just fed Stonefur.  Shi tends to chew a bit, but I love hir anyway.”
 
   “You’ll be a marvellous mother one of these days, dear,” Boyce said.
 
   Quickpaw looked a little dreamy for a moment before shaking hirself and nuzzling him.  “Thanks, Boyce.  I mean that!” shi murmured.
 
   “Dinner’s ready!” announced Goldfur, ending the moment.
 
   “I brought an appetite,” declared the admiral.
 
   “Good!  We’ve got quite a feast to get through,” Goldfur said.  “Lupu!  Are the cubs settled?”
 
   Lupu came into the dining-room, nodding an affirmative.  “They were both tired and settled down straight away, unlike this one!”  Ember was busy getting under Lupu’s paws.  Shi picked hir up and brought hir over to the admiral.
 
   “No, bring hir over here, please,” I told hir.  “Shi’s probably due for a feed too, and a full belly will make hir drowsy.  Since shi’s my mate’s cub, I should be the one to feed hir.”
 
   Sounds good to me,” Boyce agreed as he sat at the table.  I took off the tight T-shirt that I had been wearing and gathered Ember into my arms.  Sure enough, shi headed straight for the teat and started suckling.  “Good!  That’s one satisfied.  Now how about some food for the rest of us?”
 
   It was a lively dinner, full of good food, good conversation and pleasant companionship.  Ember had fallen asleep in my arms, so I laid hir down in the nursery with the others.  After the table was cleared, we all settled down about the fireplace to catch up on each other’s news.  After a while, Lupu excused herself, pleading tiredness, and went to the nursery to sleep with the cubs.  Whether or not she was really tired, I did not know for Goldfur had arranged that we three sisters be left alone for the evening.
 
   After Lupu had left, Goldfur said to Quickpaw, “The rest of the evening is yours to spend as you wish, Quick.  It’s your birthday and you get to choose the entertainment.” Shi grinned a little suggestively at our sister.
 
   Quickpaw lit up with eagerness.  “I have the perfect idea.  Let’s play poker!”
 
   Both Goldfur and I were startled.  We hadn’t expected that at all.  We’d all but stated that we intended to renew our bonds of love with some very physical interaction.  Neither of us believed that shi would misunderstand this offer of sex-play.
 
   Shi noticed our expressions and laughed.  “Oh, I’m not talking about ordinary poker.  I meant a game of strip poker with some very special rules.  I guarantee that you’ll enjoy it!”
 
   Ah!  That was more like it.  I looked down pointedly at my bare chest.  “It’s a bit hard to play a game of strip poker when you’re not wearing anything!”
 
   Quickpaw smirked.  “Go put something on, silly!  And make it appropriate!”
 
   “Of course!”  I trotted off to the guest room to get one of the halter-tops that I kept here for the times that I stayed with my sister.  Goldfur was already wearing a very figure-flattering “boob tube” and was ready for the game.  Quickpaw had also gone to fetch a top, one that I thought that shi’d bought with just this sort of thing in mind.  It was a cunningly designed bikini top that covered all the “naughty bits”, but practically screamed sexuality by what it did and didn’t conceal.  I purred in appreciation and made a mental note to find out where shi had bought that.
 
   We’d both grabbed tail ribbons and I brought out an extra for Goldfur, just to keep things even.  I noticed that Boyce, aside from having taken off his shoes, was still fully dressed and had a decided advantage over us.  “Boyce dear, if you’re going to play too, how about making things a bit fairer and taking off a few things?”
 
   “Oh!  Of course, Forest!  Happy to oblige!”  He took off his jacket, revealing the phaser-proof vest that he often wore underneath.
 
   I frowned.  “You found it necessary to wear that to our den?” I asked disapprovingly.
 
   “I’m sorry, love, but I didn’t have time to change before coming over.  Besides, my habit of wearing it at all times has already saved my life once.  There was a recent incident which involved some dissidents outside Starfleet headquarters protesting the number of morphs and aliens taking jobs from humans, or so they claimed.  I was part of a group representing Starfleet who’d been asked to try to defuse the situation.  Some ringleaders started stirring up the crowd and someone produced a weapon.  Shots were fired and one caught me square on the chest.  The vest did its job though and the only casualty was one of my uniforms.  I’ll continue to wear a phaser-proof vest in public because of this though.
 
   I nodded reluctantly.  “You’re right.  I apologise, dear.” I nuzzled him and helped him out of the vest.  “Although I’d like to know what’s getting into people lately.”
 
   “It’s okay, Forest,” he said while stroking my cheek.  “I won’t let anything ever happen to you.”
 
   “Are you two lovebirds ready to play yet?” Quickpaw said with mock annoyance.  “My birthday is going to be over soon at this rate!”
 
   We laughed and gathered about the table.  Boyce was down to shirt and trousers, a much more even start.  We cut the cards to see who would deal.  By coincidence, it was Quickpaw who won.  Shi started explaining the rules as shi shuffled the cards, something that shi seemed very adept at doing.
 
   “Okay, listen up!  The person with the worst hand has to take off an item of clothing, naturally.  However, when it comes down to the last piece, he or shi must make a production of it, and no one plays to deliberately lose, right?”  Shi said that last with a big grin.  “I know some people like to show off!”
 
   “Who?  Me?” I asked innocently.
 
   “Did I name anyone?”  Quickpaw tried to keep a straight face, but we both burst out into a giggle.  Then shi started dealing the cards.  “When you run out of clothes, the next penalty is to kiss the winner as passionately as possible for one whole minute.”
 
   “This is sounding better all the time,” Boyce said with a grin.
 
   “Oh, that’s nothing.  The next penalty is to pleasure the winner to orgasm!” Quickpaw said with a smirk.  “And the final penalty is to be the willing victim for whatever the winner chooses.”
 
   “Then what are we waiting for?” Goldfur asked.  “Let’s get this game started!”
 
   There were plenty of hearty agreements with that and we picked up our cards.  We all discarded some cards and got more, for all the good it did me.  When we showed our hands, my pair of eights was easily beaten by everyone else.
 
   “Well, this didn’t last long!” I said as I unwound my tail ribbon.
 
   The rounds went fairly evenly and we each lost an item of clothing.  When Boyce lost his shirt, I ran my fingers through his thick chest hair and winked.  He put his hand over mine and held it for a moment in silent promise.
 
   Then Quickpaw lost for the second time and had to shed that gorgeous top.  Shi asked Boyce, the winner of the round, to undo the straps while shi held the top in place.  When he seated himself, shi leant forward, letting the straps fall down and slowly revealed hir nipples, then let it drop away completely, flicking it in Goldfur’s direction.  Shi leant over the table in the admiral’s direction and said “Ta-da!”
 
   Boyce quickly leant forward and licked a nipple.  Quickpaw was startled, then giggled.  “I deserved that!”
 
   And indeed, it was mostly for Boyce’s benefit that we were doing this.  Although we liked to dress up, we didn’t do it for sexual purposes but just to look good.  With the admiral here though, that changed everything.  We would all be showing off for our guest, and in my case, for my mate.  I suspected that was why Quick had suggested the game.
 
   Another round and Goldfur lost hir top.  Shi slowly and sensuously pulled it up and off over hir head, gradually revealing the underside of hir breasts, then slowly exposing the nipples.  Shi ended up with hir arms straight up over head, stretching languorously, giving hir breasts some heft.  I glanced at Boyce and grinned to myself.  Oh yes!  We had his attention alright!
 
   A dismal King-high card only saw Boyce strip off his pants before I got my chance to show off.  It did leave ample evidence of his interest in the form of rather tented Y-fronts.  This time he noticed my gaze and smiled back shamelessly.
 
   I thought that I wasn’t going to lose next round either when I ended up with three of a kind, but it turned out that everyone got lucky and they all had stronger hands than me.  That was fine by me as I had been starting to feel over-dressed.  I stood up and turned sideways to show off my breasts generous profile.  I took a deep breath to exaggerate it still further, then I reached behind me and released the halter’s clasp.  The straining material nearly flew off my chest!  I cupped my breasts with my hands and turned back to my audience and took a bow and got a round of applause.  Then we all burst out laughing at our silly antics as I sat down to continue the game.  This was where things would start to get interesting.  We three sisters were all dead even and the kiss was the inevitable next step for all of us.  The next hand saw me get three Jacks, Quickpaw a pair of Kings, Boyce a pair of Aces and Goldfur four Queens.  
 
   Quickpaw smiled happily at Goldfur.  “I’m really going to like this!”
 
   “Shut up and come here!” Goldfur demanded.  Quickpaw most eagerly went into Goldfur’s arms and, moments later, their muzzles were locked in a passionate kiss.  I put my arm around Boyce as we watched the two enjoying themselves.  I had seen Quick and Goldie grow closer over the months since Quickpaw’s sexual maturity.  I had had the honour of being hir First, but it was our sister to whom shi was most strongly attracted.  Shi and Goldfur had completed the bonds of love between us three when they made love only weeks after Quick’s first.  Perhaps the empathic bond with Quickpaw wasn’t quite as strong as between Goldfur and myself, but we could both sense hir in our hearts and found satisfaction and comfort in that.  Part of the reason that Quickpaw lived with Goldfur was the stronger attraction between them.  Hir new cubs were just an added bonus.
 
   “Ahem!” I cleared my throat.  “I think your minute kiss was up two minutes ago!”
 
   The two finally stopped kissing.  They pulled apart reluctantly, both with big smiles on their faces.  Goldfur said innocently, “We couldn’t exactly time ourselves while doing it, could we?”
 
   “Oh, shut up and get back to the game, “ I said with mock impatience.  “Some of us want our share of the action.”
 
   Boyce won the next round, with Goldfur the lucky loser.  Shi winked at me as shi walked over to the admiral.  “Don’t worry!  I think I have the hang of this now.”
 
   Boyce gave hir every bit as much as Quickpaw had, and we let it go on for as long, just to be fair of course.  As usual, my mate had top pant for breath when the kiss finally ended, but there was a satisfied smile on his face.  Damn!  That had gotten me feeling really horny!
 
   From winner to loser next hand, Boyce could only show a King high-card out of a busted straight.  I started chanting, “Take it off!  Take it off!” and my sisters joined in.  Boyce shrugged, stood up and posed, his erection clearly showing.  He hooked his thumbs into the waist of his briefs and slowly eased them down.  His rigid member snagged on them for a moment until he forced the Y-fronts over it.  He let them drop to the floor and bowed, his cock virtually saluting us too!  We cheered and Quickpaw even put two fingers into hir mouth and gave him a big wolf-whistle.  Boyce was a handsome male, and though he wasn’t embarrassed to me naked with us, he was a little flushed from his performance.  He took his place for the next round.
 
   I won the next round, and I was delighted that it was Quickpaw who lost.  I wanted my turn with my younger sister and this was my chance.  “Come here, Quick, and do your duty.  The penalty is for you to bring me to orgasm, I believe?”
 
   Shi gave me a wicked grin.  “Oh yes!  But it doesn’t specify how!  I’ve got something special in mind for you!  Roll over on your back, please.”
 
   I complied, but propped-up my upper torso with my arms so that I could see what shi was up to.  Quick crouched behind my rear legs and grinned at me.  “I haven’t had the chance to try this with you before, but I think you’ll like it,” shi said, then lowered hir muzzle to my labia and nuzzled them.  Shi didn’t stop there though.  Shi shifted forward until shi was over my sheath, then extended hir tongue and gave it a long, sensuous lick.  Shi repeated this as I mewed with pleasure and felt my cock responding eagerly.  Quickpaw rocked back and forth, licking my sheath faster, hir breasts rubbing against the inside of my thighs, heightening the experience.  My male member rapidly swelled out of the sheath and was very soon rigid and quivering in its eagerness to be pleasured.  Quick lived up to hir name and was onto it immediately.  Shi gave it a long, teasing lick and I groaned in pleasure.
 
   “I’ve wanted to taste you there for a long time, Sis, and this is only the beginning!”
 
   I smiled my encouragement even as I took a peek at Boyce and Goldfur.  He had his arm about hir waist while shi was gently scritching him as they watched.  His other hand was unconsciously stroking his own rigid cock.  Then Quickpaw started again, licking and nibbling, tantalising me until hir tongue encountered the first drops of pre-cum.  Shi sniffed it, taking in its scent, then delicately sniffed the tip.  I mewed and groaned in joy.  Then shi changed tactics.  Shi slid forward until hir breasts were level with my male member.  With one hand, shi pushed my cock between hir breasts, holding it in place as shi rocked back and forth.  My cock slid between the fur of hir deliciously large and firm mammaries.  At each thrust, the head of my penis would show and Quickpaw would lick it before it disappeared again.  I started losing track of what was happening as my mind was swamped with growing ecstasy.  I fingered my breast, wanting to touch hirs, but they were out of reach.  The pleasure was starting to peak and I felt the pressure in my loins that signalled the impending climax.  The growl in my throat grew until it turned into a yowl of joy as my body was suffused with the pleasure of orgasm.  My hips bucked in a futile attempt to drive my cock deeper.  I felt Quickpaw’s teeth upon it as it started spurting my seed into hir maw.  For a few precious moments, I enjoyed the sensation of my semen surging forth while Quick lapped it up.  Then, with a final growl of satisfaction, I was done.  I lay there panting a little, focusing on my sister.  Hir muzzle was flecked with my cum, but not for long.  Shi was licking it clean with swipes of hir long tongue, then shi cleaned off my cock before it went flaccid again prior to retracting within its sheath.  When shi was finished, shi looked up and met my gaze.
 
   “So that’s what you taste like, Sis.  I like it!  You’ve got to give me another sample soon.” Shi gave me a smugly satisfied smile.
 
   “I think that can be arranged,” I replied.  Oh yes!  I most certainly wanted to try that again!  I’d also have to get Midnight to try that on me, and I on hir.
 
   The others gave me a few minutes to recover before the next hand.  Goldfur and Boyce enjoyed a little cuddling while Quickpaw gave me a shoulder rub to help the tense muscles that I got from propping myself up during that lovely pleasuring.  I sighed contentedly when shi finished.  “Okay, I’m ready,” I announced.
 
   Boyce lost, Quickpaw won.  My sister practically leaped into his arms to receive the penalty kiss, but this time he was ready for hir and held hir firmly while doing his pleasant duty.  I watched them closely this time, looking for any subtle clues.  Quick had been less teasing and more eager this time, and the admiral was definitely enjoying himself.  Yes, something more dedicated had grown between them.
 
   
  
 

Quickpaw looked disappointed that shi had to stop.  Shi took up the cards to shuffle them and deal the next hand.  We all traded in three or four cards.  When we showed our hands, it was Quickpaw who had lost with only a high-card Ace.
 
   “Either Quick has no luck, or all the luck,” remarked Boyce.
 
   “I swear I didn’t stack the deck or cheat!” protested Quickpaw.
 
   “Relax, Quick.  Nobody’s accusing you of anything,” I reassured hir.
 
   “In fact,” Goldfur said with a smile, “This works out just fine.  Now be quiet!  Victims should be seen and not heard.”
 
   Quickpaw shut up and watched us with a mixture of apprehension and excitement.  The three of us consulted on how to deal with our victim.
 
   “I suggest we do a Chakat Manoeuvre,” Boyce said.  “I’ll mount Quick while shi mounts one of you.  I’m not sure what the other should do though.”
 
   “I reckon that Goldfur should be the one who’s mounted,” I asserted.  “I know that Quick and hir are closer than shi and I.  Besides, I have an idea where I can best fit in.”
 
   “Then we’re agreed?” Goldfur asked.  We all nodded and turned to our sister with mischievous looks on our faces.  “Step up and take your punishment, loser!” Goldfur hammed it up.  “Step lively!  Our pleasure won’t wait for slowpokes!”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am!” Quickpaw snapped back and trotted over to us.  Shi looked intently at Boyce.  “This will be our first together, Boyce.  I hope I please you.”
 
   “I’m sure you will,” he replied tenderly.
 
   “Am I right in thinking that this will be your first Triform Position mating too?” I asked as I picked up a few cushions in preparation for my part in this coupling.
 
   “Well, sort of,” Quickpaw replied.  “Bronzecoat frequently pleasured my male member while shi mounted me and gave me many double orgasms.”
 
   “You’ll find that this isn’t the same as a proper Triform mating,” I assured hir.  “The empathic feedback from your partners enormously magnifies the experience.  If physical stimulation was all there was to a sexual liaison, we’d all settle for masturbation.  You felt the bond that formed between us when we mated?  Well, when there are two partners, the feeling is not merely doubled.  It is far stronger than that, which is why it leaves us so exhausted.  It’s also why we tell newly matured chakats to get some experience before trying it.  We think that you’re ready.  Do you?”
 
   “Yes!  I’m sure I am!  I just haven’t found the right people or the right moment to do it before this,” Quickpaw replied excitedly.
 
   I’d piled the cushions in a corner while we were talking and laid upon them, rolling over on my back and bending forward so that I was sort-of rolled up with my upper torso bent over my lower.  This would have been uncomfortable and a bit of a strain except that I was using the cushions to prop myself up, supporting me in that position.  “I’m ready for you now, Goldie.”
 
   “Coming, Love!” shi replied.  Shi bent over to lick-kiss me on the cheek first.  Then shi turned around so that hir hindquarters were close to my hand.  Shi already had an erection from the excitement of anticipation.  I reached under hir to slowly stroke hir cock with an extended claw.  I felt a shudder of pleasure from hir and hir penis immediately responded by hardening to its fullest.  Shi was now completely ready and shifted to straddle me.  Expertly shi found my femsex and, with a long, steady thrust, shi was soon deep within me.  I purred in happiness to have hir one with me again.  In this position, Goldfur’s breasts were directly in front of me and I licked one of the nipples that were peeking from the fur.
 
   “Ooh, lovely!” purred Goldfur, then dreamily looked towards Quickpaw.  Your turn to get into position, Sis.”
 
   Quickpaw stepped up, and it was quite obvious that shi was as excited as possible.  Hir cock didn’t even need the slightest encouragement as it was already fully engorged and ready.  However, as shi was about to mount Goldfur, shi looked back at Boyce and hesitated.  After a moment shi said, “No.  I don’t want this.”
 
   Very much surprised, all of us stared at Quickpaw.  I blurted out, “But why not?”
 
   “I don’t want to have Boyce just mount me like this,” shi said determinedly.
 
   Boyce looked hurt.  “Have I done anything to offend you, Quick?  I thought you wanted this?”
 
   Quickpaw walked up to him and took his hands.  “No, you haven’t offended me, big brother.  Far from it in fact, but I want something more.” Shi took a deep, calming breath, glanced at me for a moment, then looked at him in the eyes.  “Admiral Boyce, I’m formally asking, will you be my new Companion?”
 
   There was a start of surprise from him, and Goldfur and I looked at each other and grinned.  We had guessed that something like this might happen.  Quickpaw had chosen hir moment well.  After a few seconds that seemed like an eternity, the admiral finally replied, “I’d be honoured and delighted to be your Companion, sweet Quickpaw.”
 
   Quickpaw gave a cry of joy and hugged him fiercely, something he manfully endured despite nearly having the breath squeezed out of him.  “You’ve made me so happy, Boyce!”
 
   “I’m so...  pleased to...  hear that,” he gasped out.
 
   Quickpaw realised what shi was doing and released hir grip.  “Sorry, big brother,” shi said.
 
   “No, not big brother any more.  You’re my mate now, dear one,” Boyce pointed out.  “My little sister has grown up into an adorable adult.”
 
   “Yes!  You’re my mate!  I love the sound of that!”  Shi nuzzled and lick-kissed him passionately.
 
   When shi was done, Boyce continued, “I’ve watched you grow up from a gangling adolescent into a mature and desirable adult.  I’ve felt an attraction for you for a long time, and I’ve enjoyed our times together.  I’m going to truly enjoy celebrating our union tonight, Quick.”
 
   “Speaking of which,” I spoke up, “You’ve left us waiting here for you long enough, don’t you think?”  I smiled at the two of them and they grinned a little sheepishly back after almost forgetting about us.  Not that Goldfur or I minded too much.  While they were making their commitment, we had been quietly nuzzling and touching, enjoying our oneness.  It was hard to be anything but happy when we were joined together.  Still, this was to be Quickpaw’s special night and shi was about to get the biggest thrill of hir life.
 
   “Coming!” Quickpaw said.
 
   “Not yet you’re not, but soon!” Goldfur promised.
 
   “Oh you silly!” Quickpaw nuzzled hir affectionately.  “I love you, Sis.  You too, Forest.” Shi gave me a quick lick-kiss, then took hir place behind Goldfur who lifted hir tail aside in invitation.  Quick crouched low and sniffed hir femsex, then extended hir tongue to lick the folds of the labia and taste the juices there.  I felt a shudder of pleasure from Goldfur, a feeling that was transmitted to me as Quickpaw continued hir licking, pushing hir tongue in further and stimulating the flow of lubricant.  Then shi got up, licking hir lips.
 
   “Delicious as always, Goldie.  I think you’re really ready for me now!”
 
   “Good and ready, Quick.  Mount me now!”
 
   Quickpaw nodded happily, straddled our conjoined bodies and found Goldfur’s femsex with hir cock this time.  With a practiced thrust, shi buried it deep within Goldfur’s vagina and both made mews of pleasure.  Quickpaw stroked hir a couple of times while settling in, then turned around to Boyce.  “I’m ready for you now, my Companion!”
 
   “About time!” grinned Boyce.  “Do you know what it’s been like standing around with a hard-on while you three have gotten settled in?”  He knelt beside Quickpaw, kissing hir and fondling hir breasts.  Then, with gentle loving hands, stroked and petted hir down the length of hir body until he reached hir tail.  Shi lifted it as his hand went underneath to find hir moist nether lips.  A finger pushed between the folds, filling Quickpaw with excitement.  Shi purred happily as he built up the lubricant as shi had done with Goldfur.  Then he got up to kneel behind Quick.  With one hand, he guided his rigid member into hir warm depths and both groaned in pleasure.  He settled comfortably on Quickpaw’s back after thrusting a few times.  The four of us were finally joined as one!
 
   A four-person coupling was hardly a new concept, but every time you add another person to the coupling, you increase the difficulty of coordinating the effort.  However, it didn’t take too long for us to find our rhythm.  Boyce and Goldfur would thrust as Quickpaw withdrew, then they’d draw back as Quickpaw would stroke forward.  As I was propped up, I couldn’t move much, so I leant back with my eyes closed, simply enjoying the experience.  My hands fondled Goldfur’s lovely firm breasts, my fingers teasing the nipples until they leaked milk all over them, making them slippery.  Occasionally I’d put my muzzle to one and taste hir sweet milk.  My tail was free to move also and was perfectly positioned to wrap around Quick’s torso.  My tail-tip fluttered over hir tits, making hir giggle and playfully snap at the teasing limb, but shi never faltered in hir rhythm.  Hir own tail was intimately entwined about Goldfur’s and I could feel us all so perfectly blending together.  Apart from various noises of pleasure, no words were passed between us.  As a nearly perfect unit, we both gave pleasure and savoured that which was given us.  The empathic link that I had talked about with Quickpaw had now formed between the four of us, and the pleasure of one was indeed the pleasure of all.  We kept it at a steady level for a while, then slowly turned up the heat.  It was Quickpaw’s inexperience with dealing with this multi-level love-making that caused hir to lose control first as the sensations grew into ecstasy.  Hir thrusts started to become stronger, wilder; hir growls growing louder.  Both Boyce and Goldfur adjusted to hir level and I allowed mine to go higher also.
 
   The moment was at hand.  Through the link, we could sense that Quick was about to come to orgasm and we threw ourselves into the strongest stimulation that we could in order to bring ourselves to climax simultaneously.  Almost at the same moment, we came!  The air was filled with the yowls of three deliriously ecstatic chakats and even the admiral roared his joy as he pounded into Quickpaw’s vagina, jetting his seed, spurt after spurt.  It was a moment that lasted for ages, yet ended all too soon, and then there were four panting lovers collapsing against their partners.  In unspoken agreement, all of us just laid there savouring the afterglow.  Finally though, I said, “Boyce, honey, I think you’d better get off Quick now so that shi can release Goldfur and me.”
 
   “Okay, although I thought I’d wait until shi asked me to move though.”
 
   “Admiral, dear, Quickpaw’s just had hir first true experience of a Triform mating.  If shi’s anything like Goldfur and I were, hir brain is pretty much fried right now from dealing with the dual orgasms.  Help ease hir off Goldie...”
 
   “No!” interjected a tired-sounding Goldfur who’d had hir own double orgasm and was pretty much exhausted too.  “Just help me roll over with hir still in me.”
 
   They did this and the two remained most intimately joined.  Goldfur slid out of me as shi rolled to one side, hir penis still quite hard.  One of the side-effects from the dual orgasm of a Tri-form Mating was a sustained erection.  The two would remain linked for quite a long time yet as Quick’s cock would be in exactly the same condition..  Good thing we normally slept off the effects of the coupling.  Walking around with a raging erection would have been somewhat uncomfortable and possibly embarrassing, depending on the circumstances.
 
   Quickpaw made an attempt to pull hirself together.  Shi smiled weakly at us.  “Thank you...  sisters...  Boyce...  That was...  awesome,” shi said softly, nearly whispering.
 
   “Happy birthday, Quickpaw.  We hope you liked your present!” I replied with a grin.
 
   Quick managed a small giggle.  “Oh yes...  I think...  you can say...  I did.”
 
   “Cuddle up to me,” instructed Goldfur.  “We’re going to spend the rest of the night together, with you inside me for as long as it lasts.”
 
   “Mmrrr!  Sounds good...  to me!”  Quickpaw snuggled closer, making sure that their physical link remained intimately joined.  Then, with one arm and one paw draped over hir sister, shi succumbed to hir need to sleep off the most intense experience of hir life.
 
   Goldfur winked at us.  “Thanks, both of you.  I think that Quickpaw will be back to hir usual bright self in the morning.” Shi suddenly yawned hugely, baring all hir fangs.  “And now, you must excuse me as I’m pretty wiped-out also.  Have fun, you two!”  Goldfur laid hir head down and was almost immediately asleep.
 
   Boyce looked at me.  “I suppose this means that the poker game is over?” he asked with a grin.
 
   “Ha!  I’d say so, but what a game!  Four winners and no losers!  It really worked out for the best, and now we two can have the rest of the evening to ourselves.” I put my head upon his shoulder and my arm around his waist and purred.
 
   “Mmmm.  Sounds perfect to me.  Oh!  There’s something that I have to tell you.  It’s a message that Midnight told me to give to you when going to bed.  Shi said to say, “It’s time!”.  Should I guess what that’s supposed to mean?”
 
   “No,” I said excitedly.  “Midnight told me that shi would let me know when shi was ready to take on the role of mother unsupported.  As of this moment, we are free to pursue our own goals again.  Boyce!  It means that it’s time for us to try for that cub that we both want so badly!”
 
   Boyce swept me into his arms and kissed me passionately.  When he finally finished, he said, “I’ve been dying for this day to come!  This is so great!  Can we do it tonight?”
 
   I laughed merrily.  “I won’t be in heat for another two days, or else I couldn’t have joined in the last sex-play as I did.  But there’s nothing to stop us from getting in practice for the event!”
 
   “I’m all for plenty of practice.  Shall we?”  He indicated the direction of the guest room where we regularly stayed.
 
   “I’ll just check the cubs first.” I quietly opened the door to the nursery and found Lupu surrounded by the cubs, all snuggled close together, fast asleep.  I smiled and closed the door again.  “They’ll be fine for a while.  If they wake up later and want a mid-night feed, I’ll have to attend to them because Lupu won’t be able to cope on hir own, and neither Goldfur nor Quickpaw will be in any condition to help for several hours yet.”
 
   “Of course, but in the meantime, the evening is ours.” Boyce gently but firmly led me away to the bedroom.  We made love for hours, exchanging promises of care and devotion for the child that our love would soon be responsible for conceiving.  In my heart, I offered up a prayer of thanks to the elder race whose meddling would enable us to fulfil our dreams, then I turned my attention back to Boyce.  This may have been Quickpaw’s day, but it was our night!
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   I was lying on my back, sleeping, when I felt it – a tiny pair of paws was suddenly on my stomach, followed quickly by another pair.  They stayed there for a few seconds, shifting a bit as if to get their balance.  Then, the paws began to move up to my chest.  When they stopped I opened my eyes.
 
   “MEEP!” the owner of the paws chirred happily.  I grinned.  “Good morning, honey!” I said quietly and reached out my hand.  My lovely baby daughter, Chakat Ember, rammed hir tiny head into my open hands lovingly.  Shi was a real cutie, being just a three-month-old.  I started to gently scratch hir along hir chocolate brown jaw line with my fingers and hir whiskers curved forward in a smile as hir eyes closed in pleasure.  Shi put hir tiny baby arms around my forearms and gave me a hug while hir hand paws and rear paws began kneading my chest.  Hir tiny tail was held straight up.  Shi was a happy kitten.
 
   After about a minute of my daughter and I enjoying each other I saw a jaguar-spotted hand reach over from my right and begin to scratch Ember on top of hir head and behind hir ears, gently tousling hir mop of flame red hair.
 
   “Good morning, dear heart,” I said quietly.
 
   “Good morning beloved,” came the reply.  Forest then gave me a lick kiss on my right cheek.  Shi had apparently heard Ember's chirr and awoken.
 
   “How did you get in here, honey?” I asked the little kitten kneading my chest and hugging my arms.  Ember was too young to understand me of course; it was just a rhetorical question.  Shi just continued to purr and bask in all the attention shi was getting.
 
   “There you are!”  The vulpine head of an arctic fox vixen had appeared in the room's doorway.  It was Trina; one of Forest's other mates.  Turning hir attention to us she said, “I hope shi's not bothering you.  Lupu and I just got done feeding hir and when we turned our backs we found out that shi had escaped!”  Then she grinned.  “But now that you are both up, how about fixing us some breakfast, Boyce?  I'm starved!”
 
   Forest giggled at my mock groan.  Ever since the family had discovered my culinary skills, I had been assigned the job of cooking breakfast whenever I was in residence.  I heaved myself up out of bed and Trina grinned in appreciation.  She and I had been lovers a few times during her pregnancy.  I had been quite open with her how I admired the changes pregnancy had made in her body, especially her rounded belly.  I had also been amazed that, even heavily pregnant, she had worn me out!
 
   “YIPE!” I said and jumped in startled reaction as something furry goosed me!  Turning, I saw that a grinning Forest had poked me with hir tail.  Apparently not wanting to be left out, Ember was now making a nuisance of hirself by winding in and out from between my legs.  Shi might soon grow up to be an intelligent felitaur, but for now, shi was hardly indistinguishable in behaviour from an unusually clever kitten.
 
   “Can't I get dressed in peace?” I asked with a laugh.  “No!” Forest and Trina answered simultaneously while my daughter added, “Mew!”  After we all had a good laugh, Trina scooped up Ember in her arms to allow Forest and I to get dressed in peace.  
 
   After we'd finished dressing, we made our way to the kitchen.  Goldfur, Garrek, Malena, Lupu, Quickpaw, Kris, Trina and Ember were all there.  I exchanged greetings with them and Forest went over to share a hug with Goldfur.  Apparently, the family was anxious for me to start breakfast; I found that they already had set out bacon and materials for baking pancakes.
 
   First thing first though.  I reached up into the cabinet and took out a black ceramic canister.  I hummed in pleasure as I opened it and smelled the Chipinge coffee beans inside.  As the grinder turned the beans into powder, I heard several hums of pleasure behind me.  Everybody loved my coffee!
 
   The coffee was brewing, the bacon was frying and I had just started to mix the pancake batter when the cubs and kittens joined us.  Six furry blurs came racing into the kitchen, skidding and sliding all over the place when they hit the tiled floor.  They were all talking, laughing or mewing excitedly when they suddenly froze and stared as they caught their first sight of little Ember.  Stonefur, Greypaw and Blaze had joined the “Terrible Trio” of Eudora, Snowcloud and Patchwork this morning.  We adults watched as the cubs and kittens looked at the new baby chakat, their eyes wide and their ears perked forward.
 
   Forest spoke to them.  “Cubs!  This is Boyce's new daughter, Ember.  Now, shi's only three months old, a month younger than Stonefur and Greypaw, so I want you older cubs to remember to be careful around hir.” I watched as each of the youngsters came up to Ember in turn, their noses moving rapidly as they scent-checked hir and Ember sniffed them in return.  The older cubs had barely met hir before, and that only as a newborn.  They had scarcely a chance to know hir before Midnight had left with me, taking our child with us.  Now was their first chance to really get to know hir, and shi them.
 
   After each had finished getting hir scent, they gave Ember a few grooming licks to hir head.  I smiled as I watched hir close hir eyes and start purring in pleasure.  The pop and hiss of the bacon brought my attention back to the stove.  Thank goodness for chakat designed kitchens!  They are perfect for preparing large quantities of food.  I was able to get breakfast ready for everyone at the same time, serving up several pounds of bacon, pancakes and coffee.  Everyone began to dig in.  Ember, having already been fed, wasn't hungry.  Shi hopped up into my lap and promptly fell asleep.
 
   Kris smiled.  “How much longer do you think shi'll fit in your lap, Boyce?”
 
   “Not too much longer, I'm afraid.  Shi's almost too big now,” I said.
 
   “Can we play with Ember after breakfast?” Eudora asked.
 
   Goldfur smiled at hir daughter.  “Yes, just remember how young shi is.”
 
   Finally, breakfast was finished.  The three older cubs quickly got up from the table to go play and were just as quickly reminded to put their dishes in the dishwasher first.  That done, they got out a large plastic ball.  I gently shook Ember.  Shi mewed a sleepy protest as shi woke up but perked up when she saw Eudora, Snowcloud and Patchwork playing with the ball.  Hir eyes grew wide and hir ears perked forward as she watched the ball roll back and forth across the floor.  Ember fell into a crouch, hir tail lashing.  Shi wiggled hir butt.  Then, shi launched hirself off my lap.  Running at full speed across the floor, shi intercepted the ball, batting it back and forth.  “Catching” hir quarry, shi held the ball with hir hands and handpaws, biting at the ball with hir tiny baby teeth and trying to gut the ball with rakes of hir hind claws.  Everyone cheered Ember's “fierce” display.
 
   “Looks like you've got a little huntress there, Boyce,” Forest said with a smile.  “You should be proud of hir!”
 
   “Oh, I am!” I replied, the pride evident in my voice.
 
   Ember not only appeared to be a good huntress, but she also appeared to be fearless.  After attacking the ball a few more times, shi appeared to get bored and shi wandered off a little ways.  But shi hadn't finished playing.  Shi had just changed targets!  At the edge of the room shi fell into a crouch, turned sideways to the group of playing cubs and humped hir lower back.  Then, fluffing out hir fur to make hirself look bigger, shi did the strangest thing!
 
   We adults watched as Ember, stiff-legged and hissing, bounced sideways towards the older cubs!  This so startled them that they just froze and looked at this rather bizarre behaviour.  Bounce!  Bounce!  Bounce!  Bounce!  Bounce!
 
   Ember pounced, jumping on a surprised Eudora.  Shi attacked, hir tiny teeth biting hir victim once or twice before she jumped off and ran for the edge of the room.  There shi crouched, humped hir lower torso's back, and bounced sideways to the attack again!  I and the rest of the adults were convulsed with laughter as we watched the Eudora, Snowcloud and Patchwork jump as they were attacked one by one by the spunky kitten.
 
   “Ow!  Stop!  Ember!  Quit that!” 
 
   “Boyce!” Goldfur said with a laugh, “Can't you control your own daughter?”
 
   “Why?” I laughed in reply.
 
   Ember continued to play with the older cubs for a bit but then shi grew tired.  One minute she was busy playing and the next shi was tottering toward me.  She mewed when shi reached me and I bent down and picked hir up.  Settling hirself in my arms, shi gave me a lick-kiss and then fell asleep.  Several people commented on how cute shi looked as shi slept and Forest took a picture, capturing the moment for us.  I took Ember into the nursery and gently placed hir in a crib.  I kissed hir on the forehead and smiled as I watched hir whiskers curve forward in a feline smile in hir sleep.
 
   I heard Eudora call to me: “Come on, Uncle Boyce!  Let's go!”
 
   “Go?  Go where?” I asked as I stepped out of the nursery.
 
   “Outside to play ball!”
 
   I found myself in a game of ball.  Snowcloud, Patchwork, Eudora and I ran around the yard, throwing the large plastic ball back and forth.  Then, the cubs decided to change the game to “Keep The Ball Away From Uncle Boyce”.  I was at a sizeable disadvantage.  While I was much older than all three of them, they had four legs to my two.  Also, they could use their prehensile tails as well as their hands to catch and throw the ball.  After about ten minutes of this, I had to sit down.  I went off to the side and sat underneath a eucalyptus tree, panting.  I continued to watch the cubs play as I rested.
 
   I'd been sitting there only about a minute when I felt a cool glass of water brush my left cheek.  I looked up into Forestwalker's smiling face.  I smiled back.  “Thanks love,” I said as I took the glass from hir hand.  As I took a long, deep drink shi settled hirself behind me, leaning me back against hir upper torso, pillowing my head between hir lovely breasts.
 
   I grinned!  “Mmmmm!  Love, you are the most comfortable headrest a man could ask for!”  Forest giggled and began to play with my hair.  “Flatterer,” shi replied.  After a minute, shi said “Boyce, what's the matter?”
 
   Damn!  I had tried to hide it but evidently shi could feel my tenseness while I was leaning against hir!  “Nothing!  I...” I started to say.
 
   Forest cut me off.  “Boyce, you can't fool a feline!  We know when something is bothering someone!  So, what's the matter?”
 
   I sighed and slumped against hir.  It would be nice to tell someone about what had been gnawing at me lately.  “Well, it's probably best that you hear this from me rather than the vid.”
 
   “A few months ago, there started some incidents by groups of humans against morphs.  At first these were small and isolated, looking like the work of some kooks.  But lately, these incidents have been getting worse.  They're getting larger, more organized and more violent.  Relations between humans and morphs have been fine for as long as anyone can remember until this started.  Now, we're starting to see old hatreds resurface.  I'm very worried, Forest.  If things continue like this, we could be seeing another twenty-first century!” 
 
   I felt hir shudder behind me.  Shi had good reason to.  Every school child knew what had happened during Earth's twenty-first century.  Morphs, who had been created by man to be his slaves, had risen up in rebellion, making war on their masters.  Humans killed morphs and morphs killed humans.  The wars went on for decades.  The weapons unleashed were terrible!  The wars finally ended when neither group had the strength or numbers to continue.  By the end of that blighted century, Earth had been devastated and most of humanity and their Morph creations lay dead amidst the ruins of a once great civilization.  It had taken almost another hundred years just to rebuild Earth and its civilization to where it had been at the beginning of the twenty-first century.  But this period of rebuilding had also been a time of great healing.  Working side by side, morphs and humans learned to understand each other.  Finally, friendships had flourished and between individuals, even love.  This strong bond of friendship had stood unchallenged for centuries.
 
   Until now.
 
   “Could it really come to that?” Forest asked, hir voice almost a whisper.
 
   “It could,” I replied.  “The most frustrating thing about this whole matter is that we can't figure out why this is happening!  Why now?  Why here?  Relations between humans and morphs have been very good for the most part for centuries!”
 
   “Any idea who could be behind this?”
 
   “Not yet, but I'll find out,” I said with grim determination.  “The real question in my mind is: ‘Who stands to benefit most from tensions between humans and morphs?’ Someone with an agenda is behind this!  This agitation between humans and morphs is just too organized to have sprung up on its own so quickly!  Right now I see three possibilities.  One, that there's a human group behind the disturbances.  Two, that there is a Morph group behind them.  Three...”
 
   “Three?”
 
   “Three, that there is an alien power behind these disturbances.  Think about it.  Create suspicion, hostility and hatred between two rival groups – humans and morphs – on your enemy's planet.  Continue this until the hostility breaks out into open warfare.  Let them fight it out.  Then, when both sides are so weakened by their conflict that they can't continue, move in with a superior conquering force and annihilate both groups with ease.”
 
   I felt Forest shudder then I felt hir hug me close to hir breasts.  “How terrible for you to have to think of such possibilities,” shi whispered.
 
   “Hazards of the job love,” I answered.  “Someone has to do it.”
 
   We lay there for a few minutes.  I drew comfort from hir physical closeness and touch.  After a few minutes we heard the sound of children's laughter getting closer.  The trio of ball playing cubs plus the younger cubs had finished their game and had come over to the tree where we were to take a break.  Talking excitedly, they dropped down onto their bellies to take a load off their feet.  Their happiness was infectious and I couldn't help but smile.  “It's for them that I do what I do,” I reminded myself.
 
   Soon, the warmth of the early afternoon and their tiredness caught up with the cubs.  They shifted around, using each other's flanks as pillows to rest their heads.  Soon the area was covered with sleeping cubs.  Ember was cuddled up in my lap and Blaze's head was pillowed on my right leg.  I looked down at them in amusement.
 
   “Looks like I'm going to be stuck here for a while,” I told Forest.
 
   “That's all right, Boyce.  It's sort of nice just to sit like this with you and spend a quiet, relaxing day.  Just lay back and relax, love.”
 
   I closed my eyes and shi continued stroking my hair.  Snuggled between hir breasts, I felt my mind begin to wander.  Five minutes later, we joined the cubs in sleep.
 
   Lick!
 
   Lick!
 
   Lick!  Lick!  Lick!  Lick!  Lick! 
 
   Sputtering, I opened my eyes.  I saw Stonefur enthusiastically licking my face.  Apparently, shi had taken it upon hirself to wake me up.  Seeing that shi had succeeded, she gave a small, happy yap.  This chakat child of a wolftaur made some unusual sounds!  This one acted as a wake up call because the other cubs and kittens around myself and Forest all started moving at the same time.  Blaze and Ember both started mewing and Stonefur decided that this was a good moment to jump down and pounce on hir sister, who had crawled into my lap.
 
   “Aack!” I squawked as paws scrabbled in my lap.  Behind me, I felt Forest start to laugh, hir chest and breasts quivering nicely around my head.  It had been a very restful nap!
 
   “Hey you two!  Come on down for lunch!” we heard Garrek call.  Forest and I got to our feet and headed back down toward the Den, the swarm of cubs and kittens weaving in and out of our legs making it difficult to walk.
 
   Since the weather today was nice, we were having a barbecue, or a “barbie” as it was known down here in Australia.  The grills had just been fired up so it would be a while before the meat actually started cooking, but there were other things to snack on in the meantime.  Potato crisps, Cheezels and salted peanuts were out on the tables as well as tea, soft drinks and flavoured milks.  I went over to get something to drink.  I heard some chuckling behind me when I selected one of the flavoured milks.  “Hey, I like milk!” I said in my defence.
 
   “We know!” Goldfur, Forestwalker and Quickpaw chorused.
 
   This set all the adults and some of the cubs to laughing.  I just smiled and took a pull on the bottle of Jaffa (chocolate-orange) flavoured milk I had selected.
 
   Soon, the grills were up to temperature and the cooking began.  Medium boneless pieces of steak were soon sizzling alongside snags (sausages), onions and home made hamburgers.  On a day like today, there was nothing better than food cooked outdoors!  I had developed quite an appetite today and tried a little of everything.  A uniquely Australian way to have your hamburgers, I discovered, was to add a slice of beetroot to the usual lettuce, tomatoes and cheddar cheese.  I decided to give it a try and found that I liked it!  The steak sandwiches were very tender and delicious, served on thick slices of toast with fried onions, lettuce, tomato and cheese.  The snags were wonderful too.  They were served piping hot, the skins bursting when you bit into them.  I was a little disconcerted though when Goldfur asked me if I wanted some dead horse with them.  I asked them if horse was often on the menu and they all burst out laughing.  Eventually Goldfur relented and explained that dead horse was Australian rhyming slang for tomato sauce!  So, for the first time ever, I had snags with dead horse!  As the food cooked and we ate, we had lots of time to just talk.  It was a very pleasant way to spend a glorious winter afternoon in June.
 
   After most of the eating was done the Aussie adults decided to start up an impromptu game of backyard cricket.  Garrek, Malena and I, not being Australians, had no idea how the game might be played, but we were shown as best we could understand the basic rules.  Don't ask me to explain, I still don't know that much about the game!  The game was modified a bit from the usual cricket rules.  We used a tennis ball rather than a regulation cricket ball and instead of teams it was more like “everyone versus the batsman”.  Still, even though I didn't understand much of what was going on, I had a good time.
 
   Soon, however, the winter sun reached the horizon and it rapidly started to get dark.  Gathering up the remains of the barbecue and the cubs, we all headed indoors.  It rapidly gets cold after the sun goes down!
 
   The party continued inside, though at a more leisurely pace.  Someone lit a fire in the fireplace and we sat around, enjoying the fire's warmth, nursing the new kittens, and talking.  The cubs and kittens soon grew tired and were put to bed.  Not too long afterwards, Forest and I headed to bed as well.  We had a “busy” day ahead of us tomorrow, after all!
 
   I showered, alone unfortunately.  Forest and I enjoyed showering together, but frequently the mutual showering led to other pleasurable activities and we wanted to hold off on those until tomorrow.  Ah, tomorrow!  I thought to myself.  I could hardly wait!
 
   When I walked back into the sleeping room, it was all Forest could do to suppress a smile.  “Thinking of me, Boyce?” 
 
   I looked down and noticed what shi was talking about.  “Apparently!” I replied.
 
   Then shi did giggle.  “My turn in the shower now, love,” shi said.  Shi gave me a kiss and a quick caress of my aroused manhood before heading off for hir own shower.  I moaned in strained frustration at hir touch, knowing that I would have to wait!
 
   I lay down on the bed, shivering a bit as my body touched the cold sheets.  I pulled the top sheet close as well as a comforter.  I might not need the comforter once Forest got into the bed, but dammit I was cold now!  I shivered for a minute or so until my body heat could warm up the sheets but I finally sighed and started to relax.
 
   I had been in bed about thirty minutes when Forest finally emerged from the shower.  The shower itself hadn't taken all that long but drying all that fur had.  Seeing hir in silhouette by the light of the bathroom, I was again reminded of hir wild beauty.  I was grinning as shi slipped into bed beside me, cuddling hir warm body next to mine.
 
   “What are you smiling about?” shi asked.
 
   “Just gazing at your beauty, my beloved chakat.”
 
   “Awww!  You're sweet!  I think I'll keep you!”  Then shi gave me a deep, loving kiss.  I kissed hir back with equal love.  Oh, how I wanted to reach up and caress hir full breasts, to kiss hir throat and to continue from there, but we both knew we wanted to wait.  After we broke the kiss, we snuggled close to share warmth, Forest helpfully tossing off the now too warm comforter.
 
   Wrapped in my lover's warm strong arms, I drifted off to a very restful sleep.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   I woke before Forest the next morning.  As a matter of fact, it seemed I awoke before everyone in the Den that morning!  Well, at least I wouldn't have to fight for the bathroom this morning (as if I ever had to here!).  I shaved and took care of my hair before getting dressed.  My eyes, thanks to surgery, now no longer needed artificial correction and so I was able to get ready even faster that before.
 
   Once dressed, I headed for the kitchen.  I puttered around some, getting another pot of Chipinge coffee and started to prepare some bacon.  It was as I was standing in front of the stove that I felt warm, strong, loving arms wrap themselves around me.
 
   “Mmm!  Good morning, love.  Have a good sleep?” I asked.
 
   “Very!”  Shi kissed the back of my neck.  “Oh Boyce!  I can hardly believe that the day is finally here!”
 
   I turned in hir arms and returned hir kiss.  “I can hardly believe it myself, love!”
 
   SNAP!   
 
   “Back to the bacon, Boyce!”
 
   I chuckled as I turned back around to pay attention to my cooking.  Forest meanwhile was getting down two large mugs for the coffee from a cabinet.  I took the bacon out of the pan to drain and got the butter and eggs.  As the eggs cooked and Forest got the coffee ready, I noticed that shi seemed very full of energy this morning, almost antsy, and shi kept looking over at me.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   Shi grinned.  “I went into heat in the night, Boyce!” she whispered excitedly.
 
   I gave hir a big hug at the happy news!  There was no reason why shi shouldn't have gone into heat right on schedule (that's why I was here after all) but the excitement of the coming day both had us caught up in an anxious mood.
 
   “Cook those eggs!  I'm starved!” shi said with a grin.
 
   The eggs were soon cooked and breakfast was served: five slices of bacon, three eggs, coffee and toast for me and ten pieces of bacon, six eggs, coffee and toast for hir.  Forest being a chakat needed about twice as much food as I did so this was a normal meal for hir.  I chuckled when I thought how much I would be preparing for hir breakfast tomorrow morning.  Then she would be eating for two!  I sat on a chair while Forest sat on a cushion, there being chairs in the household for bipedal guests as well as Kris and Trina's use.  As we ate, we kept catching each other's eyes and grinning like two children.  We were both eager to begin the day.
 
   Once breakfast was finished, we made ready for our hike.  Forest put on hir special saddlebags and once we had stopped to fill our canteens, we headed out the door.
 
   The eucalyptus forest outside of the Den marked the boundary of the present urban development and the untouched wilderness.  Centuries before, this area had been set aside as a National Park, saving much of the old-growth trees.  As many times as I had been to the Den, this was my first real chance to explore this area.  “You've shown me the forests of your native New England Boyce,” Forest said as she gave me a quick hug and kiss before we entered the forest itself.  “Now, my beloved, I will show you my forests!”
 
   We entered the forest.  The entire area was heavily wooded and the undergrowth was filled with creepers and tree-ferns.  This area was dominated by a type of eucalyptus tree that I had never seen before – the Mountain Ash.  Forest explained that they were very tall, rivalling the Sequoias of North America.  “A Mountain Ash felled many decades before forestry controls had been introduced was measured as being taller than the largest Sequoia, making it the tallest tree in the world,” she explained.  “Unfortunately, that was a unique specimen and the Sequoias retain the title of the tallest known living trees.” 
 
   “These trees are magnificent,” I replied.  Magnificent boles of solid wood towered straight up in the air.  Some I saw were over a hundred meters tall!  Their canopies spread to cast a shadow on the forest floor, but they let in enough light for us to see by.  Strips of bark hung from the smooth surface of the trunk, contrasting strongly to the rough surface of the Stringybark trees, another species of eucalyptus (which Forest had pointed out to me) which filled the gaps between Mountain Ashes where medium-sized trees prevailed.
 
   Forest kept us to the path that had been made through the forest.  Though shi could have easily navigated the tangle of roots, rocks, fallen limbs and undergrowth on the forest floor, it would have been arduous going for me.  The last thing I needed was a twisted ankle!  At one point, shi had me stop.  There, together on the forest path, we listened in silence.  We heard the characteristic laughing song of the kookaburra echoing through the forest and once the ringing territorial cry of the bellbird.  We shared a deep, love filled kiss before moving on.
 
   We continued up the path.  As we went, there was an almost constant series of noises coming from the undergrowth.  I asked Forest if shi could tell me what in the undergrowth was making the various noises.  Shi swivelled hir ears forward and to the sides, listening intently, and hir nose looked like it was going a hundred miles a minute.  With hir keen chakat senses, shi was able to identify the noises easily.  
 
   “That's a snake,” shi said quietly, pointing down and to the left of the path.  Pointing in two other directions, shi said “That's a lizard and that's a lyrebird.  Lyrebirds are nature's mimics, able to reproduce an extraordinary array of sounds.  They frequently fool people into thinking a completely different type of animal is just out of sight!”
 
   “So, where are all the cute mammals?” I asked, giving hir right cheek a quick lick kiss.
 
   Shi giggled.  “They're asleep for the most part.  They're mostly nocturnal in this area.” Then shi froze, hir eyes going wide and hir ears facing straight forward.  Having been around felines I knew that shi had either seen or heard something of interest and was concentrating all hir senses on it.  I helped by making like a statue.  After a full minute, she whispered, “But I think I just found you one!  Come on!  This way!”
 
   Shi left the path, picking hir way through the undergrowth as quickly and silently as the jaguar of hir fur patterning.  It was a thing of beauty to see hir on the hunt.  I could see now why hir cub name had been “Jungle-kit”.  After a minute, shi stopped at the base of one of the Mountain Ashes.  Shi squatted then noiselessly leaped high up on the trunk.  Using hir four legs and two hands, shi quickly made hir way to a low thick branch.  Shi crouched as low as shi could along the branch, looking at hir quarry (whatever it was).
 
   I was just starting to wonder how I was going to join hir when shi lowered hir tail down to me.  Thank goodness for chakat tails!  I grabbed on.  With a minimum of effort, since I weighed only about half what shi did, shi lifted me up to the branch.  I securely seated myself and Forest silently pointed down and to the right.  There, on some rocks, was a rock wallaby.  It wasn't very large, being a member of a smaller species, but it was the only mammal we had seen so far today.  We watched it for a few minutes as it ate and groomed itself.  I grinned and snuggled up to Forest, gently caressing hir breasts through hir halter-top.  Hir nipples hardened and could feel hir throaty purr make hir entire body vibrate.  “Boyce,” shi whispered.  “If you keep this up we'll never get to where we're going!” I chuckled and stopped teasing hir, after giving hir breasts one final caress.  Ready to go after our short break, we hopped down from the branch to the forest floor.
 
   A small wind picked up, showering us with leaves and filling the air with the smell of eucalyptus oil, making the entire forest smell a bit like cough drops.  The path started to slope upwards at this point as we started to climb the lower slope of a mountain.  It wasn't very high as mountains go, maybe a thousand meters in height if that, and Forest explained that they were lucky to see one or two snowfalls all winter.  We hiked only about twenty minutes before we reached the top of the ridge.  What I saw there took my breath away!
 
   Nestled in a valley between the two main mountain ridges was a large lake.  Filtered by the unspoiled protected forest around it, the water was crystal clear.  “Wow!” I said quietly.
 
   Forest smiled.  “That's most people's reaction too.  The lake is a source of fresh water for this whole area and is partially man-made.  There are trails all around the lake since this is a popular area for hiking.”
 
   We began our hike around the lake.  The trail itself along the ridge kept the lake out of view for the most part, but the trail did occasionally open up to show off the glistening surface of the placid waters.  About ten minutes into our hike Forest took us off the main trail onto a side trail that you would miss every time unless you knew exactly where it was.  “I found this trail on a very old map one day while doing some initial research on this area,” shi told me.  “It has almost been forgotten.  It took me a while before I found it and I've improved it for my use.  I think I'm the only one that really knows about this trail and uses it now.” We hiked another five minutes up this hidden trail before Forest stopped and said; “We're here!”
 
   “Here” was a ledge with a magnificent view!  Not only did the view show off the lake, but a generous amount of the surrounding countryside as well.  The canopy of the forest spread out before us, the air tinged with the bluish haze of eucalyptus oil hanging in the air.  The ledge was open to the north-west so it was bathed in sunlight on this clear winter day.  Forest and I just stood there, our arms around each other, admiring the view.  After several minutes, Forest pulled me into hir arms and gave me a deep, passionate, love-filled kiss.  I returned the kiss in kind, pouring all my love for hir into it.  When at last we broke the kiss, shi whispered into my ear, “Come...”
 
   Taking my hand in hirs, she led me to a crevice in the rock ledge.  I followed hir inside and found myself in a shallow cave.  It was very small but dry inside.
 
   Forest turned to me.  “This is my secret retreat for the times when I want to enjoy a little solitude.  I've also used it on occasion for shelter in inclement weather.  I've never taken anyone but Goldfur here before today, Boyce.  I share my secret retreat with you.” 
 
   I stepped close to hir and pulled hir into my arms for a kiss.  “Thank you, my love, for so honouring me.” Our kiss deepened and I could feel hir start to purr.  One of hir hands reached down to my crotch and caressed my manhood through my pants.  I felt myself start to arouse under hir touch and felt the nipples on hir breasts start to grow with their own erections, pressing into my chest.
 
   “Wait, wait...” shi whispered.  Shi broke the kiss but gave me a reassuring smile.  Shi gave my manhood a final caress before moving to another part of the cave.  From its hiding place, shi pulled out a large plastic bag.  Reaching inside the bag, shi began pulling out a soft, baggy chakat-style sleeping mattress and I helped hir spread the mattress out on the cave's floor.  Together, we knelt on the mattress and faced each other.  I took hir hands in mine and held them before us.  My eyes looked deeply into hirs and I was lost.  I was so happy!  The moment we had waited for so long was finally here!
 
   I could see Forest's eyes shining as shi asked me the ritual question I had been waiting for so long to hear from hir: “Boyce, will you sire my child and promise to cherish and care for hir?”
 
   My own eyes were shining with unshed tears of happiness as I gave the traditional reply I had waited so long to say to hir: “I will.  Forest, will you bear my child and bring hir up happy in the security of the family?” 
 
   “I will,” shi confirmed.
 
   Together we finished: “In the spirit of love, let our child know joy and fulfilment all hir life.”
 
   Then we were kissing.  A kiss of joy and love and happiness all rolled into one!  The kiss seemed to go on forever.  Forest's tongue lapped all around my mouth as I tried to capture it with my own tongue.  Then shi opened hir mouth to me and our tongues plunged into each other's mouths, twining and tasting of each other.  Forest brought hir hands up and slowly began unbuttoning my shirt as my hands stroked slowly up and down hir upper back.
 
   I heard hir sigh of resignation as shi opened my shirt.  Yes, I was wearing my vest.  I know that shi hated it, but shi had come to reluctantly accept the necessity of my wearing it.  We separated slightly so that I could pull it and my undershirt off.  Shi hummed appreciatively and ran hir hands through the hair of my hirsute chest.
 
   “Now let's get you the rest of the way undressed!” shi exclaimed.  The next thing I knew, I was sitting on my butt and Forest was busy untying my hiking boots!  That done, shi pulled them and my socks off and started tugging on the legs of my pants!  “Hey!  Hey!  I need to unbuckle them!” I said.  Shi was giggling as I struggled with my belt and as soon as I had unbuckled the belt and unbuttoned my pants, Whoosh!  They joined my boots on the far side of the cave.
 
   Then, shi pounced!  Forest pinned me to the mattress, a feral gleam, and a hunger in hir eyes!  Hir gaze bore into me as I heard hir growling a low, almost subsonic growl.
 
   “You are mine!” shi ground out.  “You are mine to do with as I please!  Submit to me!”
 
   Wordlessly I tilted my head back, exposing my throat to my mate.  Shi took my throat in hir teeth, biting down just hard enough to establish hir dominance over me, growling all the while.  I was helpless before hir, completely at hir mercy, and I found it an incredible turn on!  It was all a bit of sexual role-playing, of course.  Hir demeanour was wild, but hir touch was wonderfully tender.
 
   “I will taste of you,” shi said.  Slowly, shi began to lick groom me, hir tongue playing over my face, my throat, my chest, and my belly.  Then shi reached the waistband of my very tented undershorts.
 
   “Oho!  What have we here?” shi said with a hungry grin.  Shi reached down with hir right hand and pulled off my underwear.  My arousal was plain to see as my fully erect penis throbbed with each beat of my heart.  “Goooood!  You are of a size enough to satisfy me!”  Shi reached down, cupping my scrotum.  Then hir fingers closed around it, hir claws lightly pricking its surface.  “I claim you, human, and I claim your seed!  You will service me, and with your seed I shall make a cub.  Your cub.  But first, you must prove yourself worthy of me!  Pleasure me, and you shall have the honour of giving me a cub.  Fail...” and hir fingers closed a bit tighter around my scrotum, “...and you shall be a man no more!  Now, pleasure me!” 
 
   Now was my chance to strike back, to gain the upper hand in this battle of love...and manly survival!  I didn't take any chances.  I attacked the most sensitive spot on hir lovely body, hir large full breasts.  I slid my hands up underneath hir halter-top, cupping hir breasts and teasing hir puffy nipples.  Shi grinned and hir eyes began to close in pleasure.  “Mmmm!  That's a very good start.”  I lightly caressed the undersides of hir breasts, felt the large, heavy weight of the beautiful place from where our cub would draw life-nourishing milk.  Hir nipples quickly hardened beneath my palms.  I could feel hir start to weaken beneath my expert touch.  Slowly, I eased hir down to the mattress beside me.  I gently rolled hir onto hir left side and then pressed my nude body to hirs, wrapping my legs around hir lower torso.  I reached forward with my mouth and took in my teeth the tie that held together the front of hir halter.  Hir breath began to quicken in anticipation and hir breasts surged forward into my hands as hir halter-top sprang away from hir breasts, leaving hir as nude as I was now.
 
   I moved my right hand to expose hir left nipple, still caressing both breasts all the while.  Already I could see evidence of hir arousal: milk already was leaking from hir swollen nipples.  I drew my tongue slowly around the nipple, feeling it stiffen and wrinkle and heard what sounded like a tiny whimper of pleasure escape hir lips.  I licked across the top of hir nipple and I heard hir give a tiny gasp and felt a small shudder pass through hir.  I thought I'd given hir a tiny orgasm!
 
   Pulling hir left nipple deep into my mouth, I began to drink of hir.  Shi moaned and held me to hir breast like I was hir own hungry cub.  I continued to pleasure hir other breast and began to move my hips against hir, rubbing my manhood through hir belly fur.  It wasn't but a few minutes when, clasping me to hirself with hands and handpaws, I felt hir have hir first full orgasm.  I stopped, allowing hir time to recover.
 
   “Oh Boyce! You always do that so well!” shi said to me with a happy smile once shi had composed hirself.  I gave hir a happy grin in reply and lick-kissed hir nose pad.  “I chose wisely when I asked you to sire my cub!”  I dropped my head back down and now concentrated on hir right breast.  I drank of hir until I brought hir to yet another orgasm.
 
   My mouth left hir breasts and moved up hir chest.  I reached hir throat and shi tipped hir head back.  Opening my mouth wide I bit down on hir, claiming hir as my own.  We kissed then; our lips pressed together, our tongues twining with each other.  “Boyce,” at last shi begged.  “Please!  Take me!”
 
   “Yes,” I whispered back to hir.  We separated briefly.  Forest got up and turned around.  Shi crouched on hir forepaws and raised hir haunches, hir tail moving aside to expose hir hot, ready femininity to me.  I moved up behind hir and placed my hands on hir hips.  I felt hir shudder in anticipation but I decided at that moment to surprise hir.
 
   Hir gasp was music to my ears as my tongue traced teasingly the swollen lips of hir femsex.  I plunged my tongue into hir vagina, tasting hir femininity, but avoiding the tiny pearl of hir clitoris.  I heard hir breathing increase, heard hir start to build towards orgasm.  I stopped and just held hir.  Once shi had cooled down, I started in on hir again.  Built hir up, let hir down.  I was driving hir crazy, denying hir the pleasure of release and I was enjoying it!
 
   “Oooo!  Boyce!  Please!  Stop torturing me!  PLEASE!” shi at last cried in desperation.  I stopped.  I moved up close behind hir, my throbbing manhood poised at the entrance to hir body.  “Please!” shi begged.  “Take me!”
 
   We both cried out as the tip of my penis penetrated hir and slowly began to slide into hir body.  Shi was like a furnace around me as I sank deeper and deeper into hir depths, so hot that I thought shi would blister me.  My hips finally pressed against hirs and I was completely buried within hir, the tip of my penis pressing against hir cervix.  I stayed there a few precious moments, feeling hir caress me with hirself, then I slowly began to pull out of hir.  I pulled back until only the head of my penis was inside hir, then I pressed myself deep into hir again.  Our lovemaking continued.  Slow and fast, tender and fierce, wild and gentle, all at the same time!  Hir tail held me to hir in a fierce caress, hir own hands caressing hir nipples.  Then I felt it: the point of no return!  The sweat broke out on my back and I knew I was spiralling upward towards climax! 
 
   “Forest!  You're mine!  I claim you as my own!  I shall plant my seed in your womb and start our cub there. Your belly will swell and all will know that it is with my child that you grow big.  Every kick, every movement, the heaviness of your belly will be a reminder that we are permanently joined as one.  That part of me is inside you, growing bigger and bigger!”  As orgasm was but moments away, my breath started to come in gasps.  “Oh!  Forest!  This...  is...  my...  gift...  to...  you...  dear...  ONE!”
 
   I roared out in ecstasy as ultimate pleasure blasted through me as I came!  I had penetrated hir cervix and I blasted jet after jet after jet of seed directly into Forest's hot waiting womb!  Beneath me, I heard hir scream out as shi reached release with me, announcing to all hir fierce pleasure as she conceived our child.  Shi closed tight around me and I roared out again as hir body milked my manhood of its seed, hungry to take it all within hirself.  I opened my mouth wide and bit down on the back of hir neck, claiming hir as my own, my mate!  We danced together at the heights of joy; joined together one heart, one soul, and one body!
 
   At last we began the long, warm pleasurable spiral downward of afterglow.  We lay there, still joined, my manhood buried deep within hir body, panting as we tried to recover our breath.  When at last the haze of pleasure began to lift, I felt Forest's arms around me, holding me to hir chest.  Shi kissed me and spoke the final formal words of our mating – “My deepest thanks for your gift.  I will always treasure this moment.”
 
   I felt my eyes starting to water.  Forest looked at me, caring but puzzled.
 
   Kissing hir, tears flowing down my cheeks, I answered hir-unspoken question.  “All of my previous children came as complete surprises both to me and the mother.  I have never had the happiness, the joy, of knowing that I was creating a child. I thank you for this precious, precious gift!”  Then shi held me to hir and let my happy tears flow.
 
   After a minute, I felt hir body squeeze on my penis, still deep inside hir.  Shi caressed and coaxed and I felt myself start to arouse and stiffen inside hir again.  With a gleam in hir eyes, shi asked, “Ready to go again?”
 
   I was, and we did!
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   It was a little after three that afternoon when we approached the Den.  As we turned the corner to go into the yard, we saw all the adults and cubs currently lined up together.  On seeing us, they broke out in a collective cheer and began clapping.
 
   “Congratulations, new parents-to-be!” Goldfur said significantly.  “Time of conception of your child...”
 
   “Wait a minute!” I demanded.  “How could you know....”
 
   Goldfur grinned, showing all hir teeth.  “You conceived your child by that lake in between the two mountain ridges, right?  Well, the lake together with the surrounding mountains makes for some great echoes!”  Shi touched one ear with a fingertip.  “And we've told you before how good our hearing is!”
 
   Forest giggled as I turned bright red in embarrassment!  
 
   “Hey Garrek!  He's as red as you are now,” Trina pointed out.  They laughed and this only caused me to blush all the harder.
 
   We had another barbecue that evening, a celebratory one for the coming cub.  It lasted long into the night and around midnight I and Forest went to our bed to sleep.  Not just to sleep, however...
 
   The next day dawned bright and glorious.  I awoke to Forest's gentle caresses and hug.  I opened my eyes and saw hir smiling.  Hir eyes were shining with happiness.
 
   “Boyce,” shi said to me. “I'm pregnant!”
 
   My cry of joy could be heard clear to the mountains.
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   It's funny how life can drag you down from the heights at times.  Actually, funny is not a very good word for it.  There's nothing funny about the tragic loss of life.  Not that my life hadn't seen its share of drama.  In the last few years alone, there had been the cliff rescue, the drowned foxtaur cub and the kidnapping of my sister's child.  Yet these low points always had the highs to more then balance them out, and we had happy and exciting lives.  Recent events have changed all this though.
 
   But I'm getting ahead of myself.  Before death must first come birth, and we had three mothers-to-be all giving birth within weeks of one another.  First came Trina, my Arctic Fox lifemate.  She'd had an uneventful pregnancy, suffering little of the morning sickness that was so prevalent amongst humans and other species.  We had been a little concerned about her because she is so small and slightly built.  We had been worried that she might end up with twins or even triplets, as foxes tend to have multiple births, but the difference between species that had made it so hard for her and Kris, a Red Fox, to conceive a child in the first place, seemed to have acted to keep it down to one child.  Nevertheless, by the time that the birth was only a few weeks away, Trina was huge with the cub.  Trina was very proud of how she looked though, and when my sister, Goldfur, asked her to pose for hir, she quite willingly agreed.  The result was quite beautiful, and the drawing is now hanging up in our sleeping den.
 
   The imminent arrival of the cub was first announced by a startled yip from Trina as we were sitting at the dining room table eating our dinner.  When Trina informed us that she'd just had a contraction, Kris, the level-headed paramedic, had a panic attack and started dithering.  We had to calm him down while others grabbed Trina's pre-packed suitcase and fetched the PTV from the garage.  Unlike Chakats, neither Kris nor Trina's kind usually held birthing parties like Chakats did, mainly because they didn't have the same certainty of a safe delivery, so they usually opted to give birth at a maternity centre.  Trina's contractions continued to come regularly on the trip to the hospital, and Kris got his act together again along the way.  He checked his mate out as much as possible, but both wanted to get her to the hospital soon despite the reassurance of the normal results.  When we arrived, Trina was hastened off to a delivery ward.  Only Kris and myself were allowed to join her there as we were her mates.  Kris was to take delivery of the cub under the watchful eyes of Trina's gynaecologist, Chakat Redears, while I tried to soothe and encourage her during her labour.
 
   I suppose it would make better reading if the event was more dramatic, but the birth went fairly smoothly.  I winced and shuddered each time Trina cried out in pain as she strove to deliver the child, but I murmured words of comfort and told her to bear down as I had been taught.  Before too long, Kris triumphantly held up their newborn son, and Trina sighed in tiredness and relief.  The whole event lasted about an hour and the doctor was quite happy with the birth.  She was moved to a hospital bed where she gave the cub his first feed, then both promptly fell asleep.  Those people who had come with Trina had crowded into the ward to see the two, but Redears, who knew how we Chakats could be, came around and herded most of us out.  We left Kris to watch over Trina, a foolish happy smile on his muzzle as he looked at the beautiful sight of mother and child.  I was feeling so happy for my lifemates too, but the rest of the family needed to be brought up to date, and my own cubs attended to also.  Redears did stop me long enough to reassure me that the birth had gone well and that Trina would be up on her feet in no time.  Shi added with a grin that we'd better get some rest too as that cub would be interrupting our sleep soon enough!
 
   Two days later, after mother and child had rested, been checked and pronounced fit, they returned home where we threw a celebration for them.  When we toasted to the future health and success of their cub, Kris announced that they were naming him Markus, a name that they had decided upon months ago when they found out they were having a boy.  We all had a good look at the cub then.  The light fuzz of fur was now dry and it was easier to see his colouring.  It looked as if he took after his father mostly, but we'd see what he'd grow up to look like.  My twins were fascinated by the new addition to the family and wanted to play with him, but I had to tell them to leave the cub alone until he was a little bigger.  They did take a shine to him, although I'd been a bit concerned that they might get jealous of the new addition.  The new child was well and truly a part of our family by the time that the next new arrival came along.
 
   This time it was Lupu, Goldfur's wolftaur den-mate, who was due.  The pretty wolftaur's lean upper torso contrasted sharply with her life-swollen lower belly.  Chakats, being solidly built, don't show pregnancy greatly, but Lupu's light build clearly showed the twins she bore.  Like us, she was able to keep active until shortly before she was due to give birth due to her four-legged stance, but as she came into the last couple of weeks, she was finding the heavy burden more and more arduous, so we insisted on her getting some extra rest while we did her chores.
 
   Lupu was grateful that she went into labour right on time, precisely on the 312th day of her pregnancy.  We had asked if she wanted to go to the maternity hospital, but she requested a Chakat-style home birthing, and so we'd gathered the family for the event as we had done for Goldfur's and mine.  Lupu seemed to be enjoying being the centre of attention with all the clan coming over and putting their hands on hir belly and giving their blessings for healthy children.  Then, while chatting animatedly with one of my aunts, she suddenly yelped.  Immediately all eyes turned to her and she gave us a sheepish grin.
 
   “Sorry about that,” Lupu said, “But I think the show is about to begin.”
 
   “Goldfur was up on all fours in a moment and was by Lupu's side in a blink.  “Here, let me help you to the nursery, dear.”
 
   “No need to fuss, love,” Lupu replied, even as she let my sister help her to her paws.  “It was only the first contrac...  YIPE!”  Everyone knew what had happened, and Goldfur smiled indulgently at hir den-mate.
 
   “When a Chakat cub decides it's time to come, shi's usually in a hurry to get out.  Believe me, it would be best if you made yourself comfortable in the nursery immediately.”
 
   Lupu merely nodded, easily convinced that Goldfur was right, and the two made their way to the nursery.  When Lupu had been settled in the proper birthing position, Goldfur settled in behind her in the sire's traditional place of support and comfort.  She gave Lupu a lick-kiss and murmured something into her ear that made her smile.  A moment later, that smile was replaced by a grimace as another contraction hit her.  The rest of the family filed in to take up places to witness the births and they offered their own words of support as each contraction grew closer.
 
   I wish that I could say that her labour went as easily as it had for Goldfur and myself, but the truth is that wolftaurs are not as highly modified as our own species had been to make childbirth easier.  For us, it was a matter of necessity.  The long pregnancy meant that the cubs were more highly developed before birth, but that also meant that they were larger.  Chakats' birth canals had been widened, the hipbones modified and other useful improvements on nature added to our genetic code, just to make childbirth a lot less painful and safer for the child.  However, Lupu's species were one of the earlier taur creations and didn't have the benefit of all this.  Normally it didn't matter too much because their species gave birth much sooner, and their cubs were much smaller.  However, as always when a Chakat could crossbreed, the resulting cubs were Chakats too, and their unique genes controlled the pregnancy.  The labour was much longer than normal and obviously hard on the poor bitch, but we had the skills of the family's midwife, Brightsong, to help her through this.  As a professional, Brightsong was intimately familiar with most species' needs, and not just those of a Chakat.  She gave Lupu a herbal medicine which dulled the pain, but also helped relax her, then encouraged and coached her through the birth.  Goldfur shuddered in empathetic reaction to every one of Lupu's yelps of pain, but hugged her even more, trying to bear part of the burden for her.
 
   The first cub was finally born safely and gave a healthy squall almost immediately.  Brightsong ran an expert eye over the child before smiling at the mother.  “Shi looks perfect!  Now let's concentrate on getting hir sister out.”  Brightsong handed the cub over to Quickpaw who was getting some first-hand experience to supplement hir studies.  Quickpaw's task was to clean and dry off the cub while Brightsong's attention was on the mother.
 
   The second cub came quicker and more easily than the first, although not without more yelps and tears.  In the end though, she came through the experience with very little trauma, which Brightsong quickly and efficiently attended.  Soon, both Lupu and Goldfur held a cub apiece, proudly looking at them as the room burst into cheering for the new additions to the family and congratulations for the parents.  Lupu lovingly licked the cub in her hands, the firstborn.  Hir fur had dried off enough now to be able to determine hir fur colour properly.  Shi was a dark grey mottled with areas of lighter grey, while hir sister was sandy-coloured, somewhere halfway between Goldfur and Lupu’s shade, but also possessing distinctive grey paws.
 
   The cubs were quick to take their first feed from their mother, and Lupu faithfully followed Chakat tradition in offering her milk to the sire afterwards.  Of course Goldfur took a token mouthful, but Lupu’s milk did not contain the chakafertizine hormone that stimulated the production of mother's milk in the sire.  However, because Goldfur was still feeding hir other cub, Blaze, it wasn't necessary.  In the event that it had been, there were other options open, the easiest of which was to ask Brightsong.  Shi was not only a midwife, but also a wet nurse.  Shi kept hirself permanently in mother's milk production mode and could give the requisite dose of hormone if ever it was required.  Quickpaw would have been seriously miffed though if we had asked Brightsong.  Shi regarded cub feeding as hir special privilege, and of course was also producing mother's milk for any cubs that came into hir care.
 
   Naturally the reverse wasn't a problem, and Lupu happily drained Goldfur's breasts to replace the fluids she had lost during childbirth and feeding cubs.  This done, the whole ceremony was complete and the crowd began to move off into the living room, a babble of lively discussion of the event following them out.  The parents would name the cubs later, but right then, Lupu was too tired to do any more.  Usually a Chakat mother would join hir guests soon after settling the cubs in the nursery, but Lupu was left to take a nap to recover her strength.
 
   It was nice to have newborn Chakat kittens around again.  Quickpaw was certainly happy enough to have new charges.  Lupu seemed quietly content to spend her time with the cubs and was a devoted mother.  Each night as Goldfur came home, she had them ready to show off to hir.  They had quickly agreed on cub-names for the two, and Chakats Stonefur and Greypaw were soon a beloved part of our lives.  The few weeks until Midnight's due date flew by.  Relativity had played its usual tricks on the star-faring mother-to-be.  The child that had been conceived a couple of days before Goldfur's brood was only now coming to term.  However, there was an additional complication for this event.  Arranging a birthing party was not going to be easy.  As you may recall, Midnight wasn't born on Earth, and hir entire family lived on other Federation worlds.  Midnight was originally from a frontier world.  It hadn't been one of the more successful ones and hir early life had been hard, taking hir sire's place when shi had been killed in an accident.  Shi had seen to the upbringing of hir siblings until they could all cope for themselves, then belatedly pursued hir dreams to the stars.  Now, many years later, hir mother and sisters had moved from a world that held mostly sad memories and little prospects, and relocated themselves on Chakona, the adopted home-world of Chakats.  Midnight intended to have hir birthing party with hir entire family, and that meant getting to Chakona.  Of course, when your mate is a Starfleet admiral, getting to an interplanetary destination wasn't as complicated or as expensive as it could be, especially since he had his own personal starship.  There was only a limited amount of room for passengers though and numbers had to be kept down.  Besides Midnight, Boyce brought along his other mates and cubs, including me and the twins.  My mother, Desertsand, also joined us because Midnight was my mate and my side of the family needed to be represented.  Goldfur and Garrek intended to be there too, but there wasn't enough room for them and Eudora on Boyce's ship.  However, as members of Star Corps, they could finagle passage to Chakona along with their cub.  Goldfur's child, Blaze, stayed with hir mother, Malena, back at the foxtaur village, and the newborn cubs would be staying with Lupu.  The new mother had declared that she wasn't ready to travel with them as yet, but would be content to care for them in her mate's absence.  Quickpaw desperately wanted to go too, but not only didn't shi qualify for a berth on the Star Corps ship, but shi also had exams due in a few days.  Instead, Goldfur solemnly pronounced hir to be the twins' foster mother and left the responsibility of caring for them and Lupu in hir hands.  It wasn't just a placating gesture either.  Chakat cubs need certain trace nutrients that are only present in Chakat milk.  While Lupu’s milk was enough to nourish them for the most part, one feed a day by Quickpaw was necessary to ensure that they got these nutrients to maintain their health and growth.  Providing milk for Blaze while shi stayed with hir mother in the Mountain Glade community was a constant complication for Goldfur and Malena.  And I'm sure that Trina didn't mind having a willing cubsitter available too!
 
   Chakona proved to be an exciting and wonderful place.  By coincidence, Goldfur's flight arrived first, which proved to be an advantage.  As an experienced traveller to other worlds, shi was able to prepare the way for the rest of us.  Shi arranged accommodation for all, and transport was waiting for us when we arrived with Boyce.  He was the only one of us to have actually been to Chakona before, except for Midnight who'd only managed to visit hir family once after they moved there.  During the interstellar journey, he had told us about the sights that we had to see while we were there.  Sometimes it was difficult to shut him up in fact!  We succeeded only by appealing to an even greater interest...  us!  Suffice to say that Rosepetal, Zhane, Midnight, Boyce and myself had a much deeper understanding of each other and our relationships by the end of the trip.  The journey home promised to be a lot of fun too!
 
   But I digress.  We weren't met at the spaceport due to the fact that Midnight's family lived in a rather distant rural area.  “I'm just a country kitty,” shi would say with a grin.  However, we couldn't just simply fly directly there in Boyce's ship.  Chakona's strict Immigration and Quarantine controls required us to go through the central spaceport first and, since we were there already, we took advantage of it and went sightseeing.  The first thing that struck us was the furry population.  Sure, we knew that the planet was populated by Terran morph species, but knowing and seeing were two different things.  And I'd never seen so many Chakats all in one place!  Humans were the odd species out in this population, with alien species making up the balance.  There was quite an air of excitement about the town.  People seemed genuinely happy to meet strangers and everyone was so helpful and considerate.  If this was a fair example of the social engineering for the planet, I'd have to say that it was a extraordinary success.  We wore ourselves out, wandering around and seeing the sights, marvelling at how well buildings and other structures had been integrated with the park-like environs.  And the air!  I breathed in deeply, smelling the myriad scents of the people and the vegetation.  Not even the cleanest city on Earth could match this place.
 
   In the end, it was our mother-to-be that brought an end to the day's activities.  Shi was pretty worn out by the time that we got to the hotel where we would be staying for the night.  None of us wanted to stay in Boyce's ship that evening!  The hotel had a magnificent view.  From the balcony we could see how the city of Amistad had grown up, nestled between the sea and the mountain ridge that separated it from the spaceport, insulating it from the noise and bright lights of the port and providing a safety buffer also.  I don't know who named the city, which means “Friendship” in Spanish, but it was probably some romantic soul, almost certainly a Chakat.  The hotel was built on the slopes of the ridge, affording us a panorama of the cityscape and the ocean beaches.  The setting sun, Chakastra, was deep red as it sank below the horizon, reflecting off the pacific waters.  We lounged out on the balcony, watching the changing aspect of the landscape while snacking on food and drink brought up by room service.  I admit that we indulged ourselves a little bit here as, instead of a service robot, we had the pleasure of being served by a perky teenage chakat.  I found out that shi was doing this to help pay for hir tuition, but shi rather enjoyed the social interaction.  However, hir career goal was to be an industrial chemist, and not in the hospitality industry.
 
   That brought up the major differences between Chakona and Earth: there virtually weren't any menial career jobs here.  Most of service industry and similar work was done by people who wanted to earn some extra money.  On this world, they would be considered dead-end jobs, unsuitable for careers.  Anything that could be done with machines, usually was.  There were enough really interesting careers to attract the workforce that hotels and such were constantly struggling to find staff.  If it wasn't for students such as the one who served us, they'd have a real problem.  Unlike some places on Earth, these staff were very well paid for this work.  Conversely though, tipping was not a practice on this world.  Any employee that needed more financial incentive to do something that they were already being paid well for, was considered to have a bad attitude and therefore undesirable.  Actually, that isn't quite correct.  There was one form of appreciation that was quite welcome and that was the Chakat practice of hugging to show friendship.  We all gave our cheery servant a cuddle to show our thanks, and shi went on hir way quite pleased.  Okay, I know some of you people find it a bit sappy, but we like it.
 
   Darkness had finally settled before any of us could be bothered moving again.  We'd just quietly enjoyed the mood and the scenery until the time came for Midnight to contact hir family.  Shi called them up on the comm to make the final arrangements for a time and place to meet after Boyce obtained the necessary clearances to fly from the spaceport to the island community where they lived.  Calling it an island tends to mislead people as to its size.  It was an island, but one slightly larger than Tasmania and home to many thousands of people.  It was located roughly 2500 kilometres north-west of where we were, just a bit south of the Skunktaur Archipelago.  When everything was settled, we made our way to the hotel's restaurant and had a banquet.  Massive transparent aluminium panels gave the illusion of dining under the open sky and stars, with the glow of the city lights their terrestrial counterpart.
 
   Finally, we reluctantly made our way back to our room after enjoying the restaurant's entertainment for hours.  One thing about the hotel, because it was built on the Chakats' homeworld, it catered to extended families.  None of those dinky rooms with a couple of beds in it for us!  We had chosen a room with a very large sleeping area plus an extra private room.  I did cub-minding duty in this room, joined by my sister.  Goldfur and I snuggled a bit that night, too weary to do any more.
 
   The trip to Midnight's family's home was swift and short.  We landed at a small commercial airport where we were met by Midnight's mother, Sharpears, and the rest of the family.  Yes, everyone came to meet hir.  It was a bit overwhelming seeing all of this, but I had to remind myself that shi hadn't been back to Chakona in years.  It took a bus to carry us all back to Sharpears’ home where shi was now raising another family with a new mate shi had met after moving there.  They'd had one cub apiece, the eldest still only 16 months old.  Midnight was absolutely delighted with the half-sisters that shi had never met and hit it off immediately with Treadsoft, hir mother's new lifemate.
 
   It was a joyous occasion for all, with much feasting, conversation and laughter.  As Midnight's mates, Boyce and I were treated as part of the family.  Sharpears knew all about Midnight's human mate and yet was still quite fascinated by the tale retold of how hir daughter had come to be pregnant by him.  Shi made sure though that shi expected him to treat his mate very well and care for the cub.  Boyce protested that he had already pledged to do so, then grinned when he realised that he was being teased.  My twins nearly drove themselves to utter exhaustion.  Never before had they been around so many Chakat cubs, and it seemed to rev up their excitement level to the nth degree.
 
   Not that there were only Chakats there.  One of Midnight's siblings, Windfree, had a Skunktaur mate named Magnus, and two hybrid cubs of their own.  The Skunktaurs are not just closely related, genetically speaking, but are virtually Chakats bred from skunk base stock.  In fact, they are known as “Chakat-Kin” and were usually called our brothers.  They are as bi-sexual as we are, but unlike us, they stayed in one gender phase at a time.  They could morph into the other sex usually at will, drawing on stored energy reserves to power the change.  I had known all this, and yet was still startled and fascinated to see the male Skunktaur that I'd been introduced to when we arrived, take feminine form the next day.  (And a very sexy one at that.  I admit I was turned on by the sight.  So what if I was in male phase?  I reckon hy could turn my head at any time!  By the way, “hy”, “hym” and “hys” are the correct terms to use for Skunktaurs, just as we use “shi” and “hir”.) However, frequently they preferred their male form which had earned them their “brother” tag, this in comparison to us Chakats who always look feminine and call ourselves “sisters”.  The Skunktaurs had the same equal attitude to the sexes as we did though, but only stayed in female phase for long periods when they were pregnant and couldn't change to male form.  Windfree had introduced hym as “Magnus of Clan Redpaw”.  The Skunktaur clans were distinguished by their peculiar mental abilities and hys clan's talent was telepathy.  Telekinesis and Astral Projection were the other two, and these talents could be shared and strengthened through an empathic link with their fellow Skunktaurs.  Because Chakats also had empathic abilities, they could even share their talents with us under the right circumstances. 
 
   The mates showed off their cubs.  The Skunktaurs could interbreed readily with us, more so than almost any other taur species, but unlike the rest, they were the only mates where the offspring weren't guaranteed to be Chakats also.  Our dominant genes made this the usual case, but the Skunktaurs' unique adaptive genetic structure was able to overcome this and the cubs could be either species, but more often a hybrid of the two.  This point was driven home by one of their children.  Shi looked like any other Chakat cub, possessing all our physical features.  Shi had a warm-grey tabby-striped fur pattern and the typical green-gold eyes.  However, shi also had one other distinctive marking, and that was the paw-shaped reddish patch of fur on hir right breast that was the distinctive trademark of the skunktaur brethren.  Magnus confirmed that shi had the telepathic gift also.  I wondered if this would be the way of the future: Chakats and Skunktaurs interbreeding to produce a race with all our combined abilities.
 
   The party broke up quite late.  Several went back to their respective dens, while others took advantage of the guest rooms and left the next day.  The birthing party wasn't for a few days yet, so there wasn't any point in hanging around.  It was crowded enough for Sharpears and Treadsoft anyway, putting up my entire family.  We had allowed for a few days leeway in case of delays in travelling, and we put that time to good use.  Midnight got to catch up on the news with all hir sisters and we got to know hir family better.  They showed us around the area, a pleasant rural community, and we met a lot of the people who formed the local populace.  Then a few days later, everyone gathered again for the birthing.  Aside from the sheer number of people at that birthing party, everything was quite normal.  Boyce proudly took his place, supporting Midnight during the labour, which began exactly on time despite the fears of those concerned about the unusual crossbreed child.  I watched my mate's face as shi endured the contractions and strain of childbirth.  It was a mixture of discomfort, concern and wonder, then as the cub slid free under the impetus of Midnight's final push, hir face lit up with joy.  I breathed a sigh of relief.  The second hurdle was over for Midnight as shi now had an actual child to show for all hir time and effort.  Shi had accepted hir pregnancy, but we had wondered if shi could do the same for the child hirself.  It seems we had been foolishly concerned as, despite hir tiredness, hir eyes shone with happiness as shi watched the cub being dried off, listened raptly to hir wailing cry as shi breathed air for the first time, and then tenderly cradled hir when shi was placed in hir arms.  Only then did I notice Boyce again.  His eyes were filled tears of joy.  He hugged both Midnight and their child as the cub instinctively sought out a nipple and started nursing.  I was extremely proud of both of them.  All the other traditions of the birthing were observed except that I stepped in to provide the replenishing milk feed for Midnight where the Admiral could not.  It was my right as Midnight's mate to do so, and I would serve as wet nurse when Midnight was unavailable.  I cared every bit as much for my mate's welfare and hir new cub as Boyce did.
 
   The birth brought a great deal of joy to Midnight's family.  Shi had been the last of the siblings to have a child due to hir years of wandering.  Even hir mother had had another child before hir.  This event had reunited them as nothing else could after so long apart.  Midnight was quickly up on hir feet and proudly showing off hir child to everyone.  We all got a good look then, and we soon saw that the darkness of the fur wasn't just due to being damp.  Hir coat was chocolate brown and speckled with dark red spots that looked like burning coals.  Hir eyes were still closed, but I was willing to bet that they'd be the same hazel colour as hir sire's.  After all, he had passed that on to his other two children, and I couldn't see why the same wouldn't hold true.  (I was right as it turned out.) Naturally we were all looking to see if there was anything else unusual about this most unlikely of crossbreeds, but shi looked utterly normal.  I suppose only time would tell if there was more of hir sire's genes in hir than was readily apparent at the moment.
 
   Midnight threw hirself into motherhood almost fanatically.  We spent a week there, getting to know people and places, but we found it hard to drag Midnight away from the house.  If I hadn't already been through the experience of childbirth, I don't know if I could have convinced my mate to relax a bit and enjoy the visit while shi could.  All too soon, our time was running out.  We had allowed ourselves another week to enjoy some of the tourist highlights of Chakona before we had to leave.  It was at the Grand Cascades, Chakona's equivalent of Niagara Falls (only better!) that I observed Goldfur and Garrek quietly talking while snuggling on the observation deck.  That wasn't unusual as there were several couples and triads doing exactly the same thing.  However, at the particular moment that I looked, I saw my sister's eyes light up with excitement and shi kissed hir mate passionately, much to his pleasure I might add!  I smiled, wondering what was going on, but pleased to see them enjoying themselves.  I wasn't left in the dark for long though because Goldfur came over to me, bursting with the news.
 
   “Garrek and I had decided a couple of months ago to have another cub, but despite our best efforts, I haven't conceived as yet.  Perhaps we've been caught up in the romantic atmosphere, but we really want to conceive this child on Chakona and we have this feeling that now will be the time we get lucky,” shi told me excitedly.  “I came into heat today, as you can tell, so I'm going to ask for a private room tonight for Garrek and myself.”
 
   “I understand,” I replied.  “Good luck, Goldie!”  Considering how low the chances were for a chakat to conceive by a foxtaur, they really needed my good wishes.  I reflected on the exceeding good fortune of Malena falling pregnant to Goldfur on her first night of trying.  Sometimes you can beat the odds, I suppose.  I wondered if it had anything to do with the fact that Goldfur was the sire in that instance.
 
   “Thanks, sis!” shi said, giving me a hug then bounding off to tell someone else.  I grinned.  I knew that nothing could spoil the love those two had for each other, but with the prospect of having another daughter, my sister was on top of the world, and I knew my brother-in-law wouldn't be far behind hir.
 
   A couple of days later, we were back at Sharpears’ place.  We were making our farewells as this was to be our final day on Chakona.  We had gathered around the dinner table when Midnight and Boyce announced that they had decided to name their child Ember and we toasted to the health and welfare of their cub.  Then Garrek stood up and said that he had an something important to say also.
 
   When all eyes were upon him, he said, “I wish to announce that Goldfur and I are going to be parents again.  Shi confirmed today that shi has conceived, thanks to my diligent efforts!”
 
   There were howls of derision and good-natured laughter at that last bit.  Some people chucked napkins or cushions at the grinning tod who was trying to dodge all the incoming missiles.  Then everyone tried to congratulate Goldfur simultaneously and it was some time before semblance was restored.
 
   Our final visit ended on a high, but we still felt reluctant to leave when our time ran out.  We'd all enjoyed getting to know this unique world and the marvellous communities that had been built here, but most of us had work or other commitments to get back to.  Goldfur's group was the first to leave, going directly onto a Corps ship for their next assignment.  My own travel plans were unexpectedly put on hold as Starfleet Command recalled the Admiral to attend to an incident, taking his first two mates with him, leaving just my mother, Midnight, myself and our cubs.  This proved to be useful in some ways as Midnight needed some more time to adjust to hir new status as a mother and I could spend more time alone with my mate during that wonderful but scary period.  By the time Boyce returned a few days later to collect us, Midnight was feeling quite good about greeting him as hir mate and sire of their beloved child, and both delighted in hir antics.  I promised my mate that I would be there for hir until shi was ready to go it alone.  I would take the role of foster-sire in Boyce's absence and put off my own plans until that time.  In return, shi promised that I wouldn't have to wait too long.  We sealed the bargain with a long evening of love-making.  It reminded me that, one day in the future, shi would be the mother to our cub, and this experience would serve hir well.
 
   Back on Earth, things soon settled back into routine, although we talked about the trip for weeks after.  Midnight seemed to be a typical Chakat mother, but occasionally a few flashes of doubt and insecurity would show through.  The initial emotional harm of the unexpected pregnancy was healing though and this happened with less and less frequency.  A few weeks passed and Quickpaw's eighteenth birthday was upon us.  We had a grand celebration and even the Admiral got back in time to help us celebrate the event.  I have written a separate chronicle of those events but there were a few highlights worth mentioning.  Quickpaw chose that moment to ask Boyce to be hir new Companion, to which he agreed readily.  On the same day, Midnight let me know that shi was ready to cope on hir own, which freed Boyce and myself to finally pursue our dream of having a cub.
 
   I have often written about my love life and the Admiral's skill at sex-play, so I won't go into details here.  My beloved Admiral thought the event was worthy of recording though, so he took it upon himself to write it himself.  However, suffice to say that on the day that I went into heat, we put all the longing and passion of a year of waiting into our love-making.  We went to a special and romantic spot and made love again and again.  We completely wore each other out over two days, but Boyce had enough energy left to jump up and dance for joy when I announced that my inner senses were telling me that his miraculous sperm had done their job and I was pregnant.  I must have caught first time to know that soon, but I certainly didn't regret all the other attempts to ensure a successful outcome!  Neither of us could have been happier and his other mates took me out for a night of celebration.  I was joining them in something that was unique in all known space and they thought that was the perfect excuse to party.
 
   It took a while, but life finally settled down to some semblance of normality.  There were no more births expected for a long time, no more conceptions planned.  Boyce went back to doing whatever Starfleet admirals do, taking the rest of his family with him.  I missed Rosepetal and Zhane.  I enjoyed having them over and our rapport had grown considerably since the day we had reached an accommodation of interests.  Midnight had arranged a transfer to Starfleet and, when hir maternity leave had expired, shi had joined the crew on Boyce's ship in much the same job as shi had in the Corps.  I smiled to myself when I thought of the stir it would cause when the Admiral introduced Ember as his child.  Goldfur and Garrek left for America to visit his village; he to spend time with his family, shi to attend to hir other mate, Malena.  That just left myself and my vulpine mates, plus Lupu.  She often stayed with us in Goldfur's absence.  There was no point in staying in the nearly empty den and Quickpaw was deep in studies again.  Besides, it was easier to look after all our cubs together and each of us took turns minding them.
 
   On the weekends though, when we weren't out in the field or doing our duties elsewhere, we “ladies” often went on shopping trips to the local market.  We all enjoyed a day of browsing, occasionally buying something that caught our eye.  We always took our cubs with us.  They seemed to enjoy the spirit and energy of the place and wore themselves out (and eventually us too) checking out the various sights, sounds and smells, and poking their noses into every stall.  Such was the case on the day that changed all our lives.
 
   It was a September weekend and, for once, all of us were home at the same time, so we planned an extra special outing.  Lupu had her cubs in the double saddlebag that I had originally used for my twins.  I kept my pair on cub-leashes because they'd outgrown that arrangement long ago, and Eudora was also in one held by Goldfur.  Trina had her kit in a special backpack, as did Midnight, although hirs was designed to put more weight on the lower torso.  We were quite a sight laden down with so many cubs!
 
   We had to pass through the grounds of the government centre that was between the parking station and the market that was our goal.  I noted with only minor interest that some sort of rally was gathering, but I didn't bother to stop and find out what it was about.  I wish I had because then I might have had some premonition of danger, but I didn't and we proceeded blissfully unaware of the incipient disaster.  The day was sunny and mild, the market was buzzing with the usual excitement, and we all set out to have some serious fun.  Occasionally I noticed that the rally was generating quite loud vocal support, but I didn't make the effort to try to make out what they were saying.  Another mistake.  I was laden with some material that I had bought for the twins' den while the others were picking out items that were of interest to them.  Lupu announced that she wanted to find some toys for her cubs while I was still haggling with a stall owner.  The others said that they wanted to get some lunch soon, so Lupu said she would go grab what she wanted and meet us all back at our favourite coffee shop.  Such an innocent act, yet with such tragic consequences.  We rarely ever split up, so why did it have to be this time?
 
   I'd finalised my purchases and rejoined Goldfur, Midnight and Trina, who'd already ordered my favourite market-day meal, when the background noise of the rally abruptly swelled and grew closer.  This time I was curious enough to pay attention, and the ever-alert Midnight had pricked up hir ears also.  When I did realise just what I was hearing, I began to worry.  I heard racial epithets being hurled and cries of fear.  I put my forepaws up on the table to elevate myself, joined moments later by Midnight, and we both started focusing our senses.  What they told us was terrifying.  The rally had turned into a riot, that curious and dangerous phenomenon for which the human race had an unenviable reputation for more frequently and violently than any other species.  Worse yet, from what I could pick up, it had been a protest by humans against non-humans for some reason that I would not learn until later, and the rioters were turning their anger against anyone non-human.  Both aliens and Terran morph species were targets, and that meant us and our cubs.
 
   I'd decided that I would make a retreat from the area with my children, and I could see from their faces that the others had decided the same thing after we explained what was happening.  Just then, Goldfur's wrist-comm warbled.  The moment that shi answered it, Lupu’s worried voice poured forth.  It seems that the riot had already spilled into the market and she was in the thick of it and she didn't like the looks on some people's faces.
 
   Goldfur ordered, “Make for the coffee shop as fast as you can.  I'll meet you on the way!”
 
   “I'm already on my way!” yipped Lupu.  Before the comm cut out though, we heard her voice saying worriedly.  “Greypaw!  Don't squirm like that....”
 
   Goldfur shoved Eudora's leash into my hands and took off.  Midnight called out, “Wait for me, Goldfur! Don't go alone!”  Ember's leash joined Eudora's.  “Protect the children!” Midnight called over hir shoulder as shi took off after my sister.  I desperately wanted to join them, but I had a greater responsibility to the children.  I needed to make sure that they were safe first.  I approached Antonio, the owner of the shop and a good friend, and I asked him if I could take the cubs into the back room.  He assured me that he had already been thinking of offering, his face darkening as he watched the growing throng outside.  I insisted that Trina stay there with the cubs also, not only to mind them, but to keep her safe too.  My vixen mate might have been wiry and strong for her size, but in this situation, she was far too vulnerable for my liking.  Against her protests, I then left to join Goldfur and Midnight.  There was safety in numbers, and Lupu was family to me also.
 
   Unfortunately, it was all too easy to find them.  As soon as I left the shop, I heard the yowls of enraged Chakats, something that I had hoped never to hear again.  I made a beeline for the noise and arrived in time to see a couple of humans, who were wearing an odd sort of uniform, flying through the air.  A crowd in the area was rapidly dispersing amidst yells and shrieks.  A few people were lying on the ground, unconscious or moaning in pain.  In the middle were Midnight and Goldfur, snarling, eyes gleaming with rage.  They were busy with a couple of assailants each, but quickly despatched them.  The few troublemakers that had stood their ground up until then, lost their nerve when they realised that I was joining the pair.  Odds of two dozen to three were too much for them, it seemed.  Some of them at least helped their injured compatriots away from the field of battle.  As the two Chakats stood guard, the area emptied of all but morph species.  I was appalled by the number of injuries that had been inflicted upon them.  Then I stared in horror at the lump of grey fur that my sister was now turning to.  It was Lupu.  She had apparently been the focus of the mob's rage and looked as if every square centimetre of her body had been pummelled or slashed.  Goldfur bent over her, urgently trying to get a response from her.  Midnight padded over to me to explain that they had arrived to find Lupu besieged by humans and trying to protect her children, partly by actively fending off attack and partly by putting her body between the mob and the cubs.  She'd collapsed soon after Goldfur and Midnight had arrived and realised what was happening.  Goldfur had instantly leapt into the fray and started defending hir den-mate, followed closely by Midnight.  Lupu was small and leanly built and hadn't stood a chance against the mob.  However, against two Chakats whose anger had been invoked, the rioters hadn't stood a chance.  We Chakats are slow to anger, but threaten our family and you will have about 200 kilograms of muscle and claws to deal with.  Not only were we better built to survive, but few could match us in a fight.
 
   A howl of anguish came from my sister.  Shi was tugging at a limp form cradled within the curl of the unconscious wolftaur’s body.  I could barely recognise hir as Greypaw, so covered in blood was shi.  Abruptly, Goldfur stopped hir cries and stabbed at hir wrist-comm.  It was non-civilian Star Corps issue, and shi switched it to the restricted band.  The response was immediate and Goldfur blurted out, “Medical emergency!  Require beam-out to nearest trauma facility – one adult wolftaur, two chakat cubs and myself! Lock onto this comm!”
 
   “Standby!” was the terse response.  I have to give the Corps credit though because it was scant seconds before the characteristic hum of the transporter effect was heard.  Midnight and I had stepped back and the transporter operator cleanly picked out the group which dissolved into sparkling energy particles and disappeared.  Midnight looked at me, a world of weariness in hir eyes.  The anger had faded from hir and left hir feeling exhausted.
 
   “Our cubs?” shi asked.
 
   “Safe,” I assured hir.  We walked back to the shop through the thinning crowd, senses alert still for any more danger.  I was rather bemused by the fact that this time Goldfur had not retreated into hirself as had happened when Eudora had been kidnapped.  Perhaps that incident had toughened hir up a bit.  Shi had actually pulled hir wits together and called for help while I had been standing around stunned.  I made a resolution to myself that I would never be found so wanting again.
 
   We gathered Trina and the cubs and headed off for our vehicle after thanking Antonio.  He dismissed it with a wave and gave me a quick hug and asking me to pass it on to Goldfur.  Midnight and I flanked the rest of our group as we trotted off smartly to the parking station.  We all wanted to be as far from that place as soon as possible.  We drove home in silence, all of us still shocked from the turn of events.  Even the cubs were quiet, knowing something was wrong but not understanding.  We put them all to bed for a nap when we got home, then turned on the vid to try to get some news.  It wasn't hard to find.  All the channels were buzzing with the events.  It turned out to be eerily familiar, jibing with events that Boyce had been telling me about in the past few weeks, only much bigger.  It had started as a legitimate organised rally by the “Earth For Humanity” movement.  This group's ostensible goals were to push for more rights for humans as the original inhabitants of this planet.  They claimed morphs and aliens were taking jobs from humans, a blatantly ridiculous statement as many industries had a crying need for more skilled workers.  Up until now, they had been a relatively small group accorded little more than crackpot status.  However, it seems that had been just a veneer and the movement had been clandestinely increasing the number of their adherents for some time.  Today turned out to be the day that they had chosen to go public with a show of strength.  The rally in our city turned out to be only one of several scattered around the world, and at each, the ringleaders had spewed forth a message of hate and intolerance that had not been heard since the genocidal wars of the twenty-first century.  In more than one city, the crowd had been whipped up into a frenzy of anti non-human fervour, and this had turned into confrontations with any morph or alien unlucky enough to be in the area at the time.  It had been our gravest misfortune that the market day had coincided with the rally because it was a popular spot for many species.  Taunts had turned to insults, insults to threats, threats to violence, and poor Lupu had been caught unawares in their midst, unable to defend herself and the cubs against so many.
 
   While we all nervously awaited word from Goldfur, we tried to learn as much as we could about other victims of the riot.  It seems that there had been two deaths already confirmed in our city alone, and they were still counting the injured.  While we were watching more footage from other cities, we were interrupted by the doorbell.  When I answered it, I was confronted by two police officers who politely asked if they could come in and ask us a few questions.  It turned out that they had gotten our address from the hospital where Lupu had ended up.  They particularly wanted to talk with Midnight due to hir and Goldfur's treatment of Lupu's assailants.  At first I was concerned that they were both going to be in trouble for their rough treatment of the rioters, but it soon became clear from their questions that they were trying to get every shred of evidence needed to nail the humans' coffins and bury them deep.
 
   They were almost finished when the call that we had been awaiting came in.  The expression on Goldfur's face was shocking.  Slowly, hir words choking in hir throat, shi gave us the news.  Lupu had only just came out of a lengthy stint in surgery and was now in intensive care.  Stonefur was squirming in Goldfur's arms, miraculously almost unscathed.  Shi had gotten extremely lucky and only received some minor cuts and bruises.  Hir sister was another story though.
 
   “Greypaw is dying, Forest.  Shi...  shi's been hurt too badly.  The medics say that despite their best efforts, we're likely to lose hir in the next few hours at most.  Oh Forest!  Shi only just started to live!”  At this point, Goldfur broke down, unable to restrain hir tears.
 
   “Hang on, Goldfur, we'll be there soon!” I promised.  Shi nodded, unable to reply, and I switched off the comm.  Right now, I wished Garrek or Malena was here to help, but Goldfur's mates were both at the foxtaur village.  I asked Midnight to look after the cubs and took Trina with me to the hospital.  We made our way there as fast as possible and found my sister with a doctor in a waiting room of the emergency ward.  I had been hoping that the situation would improve during our journey, but real life rarely brings such miracles.  My sister looked devastated and fell into my arms, weeping uncontrollably.  I looked at the doctor questioningly.
 
   “Greypaw has just been declared dead,” he confirmed.  “The wolftaur, Lupu, is in a critical but stable condition.”
 
   “Leave my sister in my care, doctor.  I'll see that shi gets some help.  Right now, the best thing you could do is make sure that hir den-mate lives, otherwise things could get much worse.”
 
   The doctor nodded, understanding fully, then left us to get back to his patient.  I held Goldfur until the tears finally stopped.  I didn't need to say anything as shi could sense my sympathy through our empathic link, just as I could feel hir sense of loss.  I tried to relieve hir of some of the burden of that emotion, but there was so much of it.  Stonefur, who was being held possessively under one of hir sire's arms, started to squirm restlessly.  Trina took over hir care, although Goldfur was understandably reluctant to let hir go.  Shi and I stayed together, hugging each other closely, and I poured all my love and caring into our link.  We were still like that when the doctor came back a couple of hours later to announce that Lupu was definitely going to remain among the living.  Medical science was so good nowadays that, once the crisis point had been passed, patients would unfailingly recover.  The doctor said that he would rather not let her have any visitors as yet, but knew that it would be utterly futile for him to try to stop Goldfur, so we would be allowed to pay her a very brief visit, so long as we did nothing to disturb her.
 
   The sight we beheld when we entered Lupu's recovery ward was heart-stopping.  Three legs and an arm were in casts, the others heavily bandaged.  Much fur had been shaven off to allow the doctors to treat the multitude of cuts and contusions.  Hir upper ribcage was heavily bandaged, but seeing as most of the breathing was done by the lungs in the lower torso, she was spared at least some pain.  I could see sutures holding together her right ear where it had been ripped badly.  Healing accelerators would soon fix that and many other wounds, while a great many tubes and cables attached to her fed her fluids and drugs while monitoring her condition closely.  The doctor quietly informed us that she had suffered several serious internal injuries that would prevent her from getting around easily for several weeks, but all the external wounds should heal cleanly and the fur would re-grow to cover up all the remaining traces.
 
   Goldfur was finally convinced that shi no longer had to worry frantically over hir den-mate.  I felt hir start to shake with the release of the tension.  Shi leaned over Lupu and gave her a careful lick-kiss on the muzzle, whispering, “Get well soon, my Little Wolf.”
 
   Lupu's eyes fluttered half open.  Very faintly, I heard her reply, “Swee...  Mil...”.  I failed to understand what she was trying to say, but then I noticed Goldfur's crooked smile in response.  Lupu lapsed back into her healing sleep, but as the doctor ushered us out, I asked my sister what Lupu had said.
 
   Goldfur almost looked embarrassed.  “It's her pet name for me.  She was trying to say Sweet Milk.”
 
   I smiled.  I could figure out how she got that nickname!  Anyway, I was glad of the diversion.  It had dragged Goldfur out of the rut of misery shi had been in due to the death of hir child, just as Miktar had once done for me when I was mourning the death of a foxtaur cub I'd failed to save.  I still knew some of what shi was feeling and I was determined not to let hir descend into those depths again.  The rest of the family would rally to see to it that shi would get all the attention shi would need until shi came to terms with hir loss, as they would do for Lupu too when she had recovered consciousness.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Weeks passed, and Goldfur regained hir good humour and zest for life, although there lingered a tinge of sadness.  Shi seldom let Stonefur out of hir sight nowadays.  The crisis had passed though after the funeral for Greypaw.  It was a Chakat style event of course, where all the family gathered to not only farewell a loved one, but to remind the bereaved of the joy the departed soul had brought and the how much those still living needed and loved hir.  Our funerals are more cathartic than the sombre human ones, and this helped my sister to finally come to terms with hir loss.  Lupu was another matter.  She was an invalid for weeks after coming home from the hospital, and she was an absolute terror on the powered wheelchair built for taurforms that she was using in that period.  She seemed to be recovering well, except that she could never bring herself to discuss her lost cub.  In her eyes, she had failed in her duty to protect the cubs.  I could feel the tension between her and Goldfur occasionally.  My sister did not blame her at all, but I knew Lupu viewed it from a more lupine point of view.  She had failed her mate, her alpha and the pack, and her relationship with Goldfur suffered for it.
 
   The day came when she was back on all four paws again and could discard the wheelchair, but she had no desire to leave the den.  We suspected that she was afraid to go out in the crowd, amidst people who might be one of those who had beaten her so badly and killed a helpless cub.  We could scarcely blame her though.  Immediately after the riot, police had cracked down hard.  Many people had been charged with assault or murder, and the courts would be busy for quite a while.  The root of the problem was still there though.  The leaders of the “Earth For Humanity” movement disclaimed any responsibility and resisted any attempts to ban their activities, claiming that they had the democratic right to promote their opinions.  With the likes of them out there, even I felt an unease that I had never felt before.  Could Earth's golden age of peace be finally drawing to an end?  I hoped not, but history has a habit of dashing those hopes.
 
   I stroked my lower torso thoughtfully, wondering what sort of world that I'd be bringing my unborn cub into.  I loved this land, and we all had many cherished relatives and friends here, but I would do whatever it took to keep my family healthy and happy and I would leave my options open.  Perhaps our future lay in moving to a world like Chakona?  I didn't know the answer to that one as yet.  Who knew what the future would bring?
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   Episode 26:  Harvest Ceremony
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Halona calmly drew back her bowstring, a young buck clearly in her sights.  She had been tracking it half the morning and had been rewarded with this opportunity.  It had paused to graze in a meadow and she had arrived at the edge of the forest downwind from it.  It was a middle distance shot, one which she was almost certain to make a clean kill.  Her satisfaction turned to dismay when, with a loud snap, the bowstring broke.  The buck's head jerked up alertly and moments later it had bounded out of the clearing into the cover of the forest again.  Halona cursed and raged against unfair Fates.  “Why did it have to happen now?” she demanded of the forest, but of course it didn't answer.  She fumed for a few moments longer before shaking herself.  “Calm down, vixen, you aren't achieving anything by this.” 
 
   Halona stepped out of the shadows of the forest and into the full sunshine of a brilliant Autumn morning.  The sun highlighted the gorgeous red fur of the vixen foxtaur.  Creamy belly fur with white and dark brown markings made her a very attractive member of her species.  Her hair was long and full, but held loosely in a leather tie decorated with a couple of feathers which kept it out of her way while she was hunting.  She was a youth still, but the medium-sized breasts that were only partly restrained by her hunting jacket revealed her maturity.  A quiver full of arrows was slung over her back and the strap parted her breasts.  Shin guards over the black fur on her four legs plus some unique sandals completed her ensemble.  The sandals were made especially to suit foxtaurs and they protected the footpads from the harshest terrain whilst still allowing the toes and claws to extend to give purchase where needed.  Many foxtaurs didn't use footwear, but they didn't need to cover the large amounts of territory that she did.  
 
   Halona dug into the pocket of her jacket and pulled out a spare bowstring.  Swiftly and expertly, she replaced the broken one and was ready to begin the hunt anew.  She trotted over to the place where the buck had been standing and put her nose to the ground, picking up its scent.  Tracking by smell wasn't one of the foxtaurs' strongest abilities, but with a trail this new, she could use that weak talent to good effect.  She took off in the direction she saw the deer leave the meadow and was quickly on its trail again.  It was very important to her that this hunt be wound up quickly.  Although she was confident of eventually bringing back its carcass, today was special.  This day would see her rise from the status of apprentice to a fully independent hunter.  Other vixens and tods were also taking their final tests today, but it was the lure of a special prize for the female hunters of the clan that made this day's hunt so important.  The first to come back with a buck would be proclaimed Daughter of the Hunt and enjoy special status during the celebration of the Harvest Festival.  
 
   Halona had been learning more than just how to track and use a bow during her apprenticeship.  She had a very thorough education in herd management, biology and land care.  Being out in the field constantly, they were responsible for making sure that the food animals were tended as best as wild animals could be.  Sickly beasts were separated from herds and left for the natural predators, thus ensuring the safety of the main herd while allowing the wolves and cougars in the area to find easy prey.  Injured beasts were chosen as prime targets for slaughter.  The hunters were also obligated to report signs of disease or natural disasters to the resource management specialists.  No, being a hunter was not the simple vocation of the pre-industrial era, and it took years of learning to achieve the official title of Clan Hunter.  After all, the entire community depended on the abilities of its hunters to provide meat and poultry for their tables.  Domesticated animals were mostly out of the question for this area, and the clan took pride in its ability to feed its people and care for the forest at the same time.  
 
   The deer didn't have much of a chance for a head start before Halona was hot on its heels.  The foxtaurs had been bred for a purpose and this shone through when put to the task.  Halona followed the buck swiftly and tirelessly.  Her four-pawed form was sure-footed and she could keep this pace up for a long time.  Her eyesight was sharper than that of non-morphic foxes and caught subtle signs of the deer's passing.  Her nose occasionally gave her a whiff of its scent and she used these indications and her knowledge of the land to make a decision.  She suspected that it would soon come to a nearby lake and move down its shore.  She knew of a spot where the forest opened up a little which would afford her a clear shot at the beast.  She had been keeping an eye on the deer in this area and learned some of their habits, hoping to increase her chances of bagging her prey quickly.  It was time to see if she had got it right.  She cut away from the buck's trail and headed for the clearing.  Years of training and a good sense of direction led her unerringly to her goal.  She found herself a concealed spot downwind of her prey and waited.  She didn't have to wait long and felt a thrill of satisfaction at judging it correctly.  
 
   The buck had been slowing down, the urgency of its flight having been dulled by the apparent lack of pursuit.  Since the sound that had startled it back at the meadow, it hadn't sensed any danger, such had been the careful pursuit of the huntress.  It looked around, its nose testing the air, but failed to detect the foxtaur who was waiting for it.  Halona had braced her four feet to stand utterly still.  She had already readied her longbow and had an arrow nocked in the string.  Her pelt was lost amongst the flickering shadows of the forest and the creak of the bow being drawn was lost amongst similar sounds from the surrounding trees.  The deer never sensed a thing and presented itself as the perfect target.  Halona decided to go for the chancier but more impressive shot.  At the perfect moment, she released the bowstring and the arrow flew to its target.  The shaft penetrated the buck's throat and severed the spinal cord.  The animal collapsed, instantly killed by the superbly skilful shot.  
 
   The vixentaur couldn't help herself.  She leapt from her hiding spot and danced around and yipped for joy.  She had surpassed herself and was immensely satisfied with her shot.  This was going to be something to boast about to the other apprentices when she got back.  She wasn't terribly vain about her abilities, but this was one hunt that she was going to brag about for a long while.  She finally calmed down and brought her mind back to the task at hand.  Killing the deer was only one step.  She now had to gut the beast and bring it back to the Mountain Glade Community butchery.  Only then would it be considered that the hunt was complete.  She pulled out a razor-sharp hunting knife and proceeded to open up the carcass and disembowel it.  After cleaning up, she bound the body to make it easier to carry.  This was the hardest part.  She had to carry the deer all the way back to the village with no assistance.  Fortunately, foxtaurs were also bred to be able to carry heavy loads, their taur-forms being far better adapted to the task than two-legged morphs or humans.  Getting it secured on her lower torso was the trickiest part, but once having done so, she moved off quickly and easily in the direction of the village.  
 
   Glancing at the position of the sun told Halona that it was almost noon.  That was plenty of time for another female hunter to have bagged a buck and returned to claim the prize.  She resigned herself to not getting her expectations up and was prepared to be content with the retelling of her hunting tale.  It was half an hour later when she reached one of the paths that led to into the town and it wasn't long before she reached the Hunter's Hall.  In the typical foxtaur minimalist style, this place served many purposes such as the offices for the Chief Hunter, the training facilities for the apprentices, specialist equipment and supplies storage and simple manufacturing equipment.  The butchery was located conveniently next door, but Halona had to report to the Chief Hunter first.  She met an older tod along the way though who smiled at her in welcome.  
 
   “Hi there, Halona!  I see you've completed your test.  How'd it go?” he asked.  
 
   “Had a bowstring snap, but otherwise it went very well.  Tell me, Zandek, have you seen any other hunter vixens come in yet?” 
 
   Zandek shook his head.  “Sorry, but I haven't been around here for long, so I don't know if anyone has beat you in.  I'm afraid you're going to have to find that out from the chief.” 
 
   “Damn!  I've tried to be calm about this, but now that the crunch is here, I'm as nervous as can be.” 
 
   “Then don't stand there yipping at me,” he laughingly replied.  “Get into her office and find out!” 
 
   Halona knew he was right.  She was just putting off the possibility of disappointment.  She said, “Thanks, I'll catch you later, Zandek.” She gave him a cheery wave of her tail as she walked towards the Chief Hunter's office.  The door was open and, as foxtaurs always do when doors are left open in tacit invitation, she walked in unannounced.  Thea, the current Chief Hunter, was a middle-aged vixen who kept her office decorated with trophies of her accomplishments.  All the apprentices who came in here were always impressed and knew that they had a lot to do to match the achievements of their craft master.  She looked up and smiled as Halona entered.  
 
   “Welcome, Halona!  I see that you have completed your hunt.” She had been squatting behind her desk, but she got up immediately and walked over to her apprentice to check the carcass.  “A fine buck, well prepared.  Hmmm, arrow through the throat, I see.  A fine shot.  Congratulations on a fine hunt.  You have completed you final test in style.” 
 
   “Thank you, Chief Hunter, but can you tell me if I was the first?” 
 
   Thea grinned.  She had deliberately neglected to mention that point, spinning out the tension.  She relented and said, “Yes, dear, you're the first one back.  You get the honour of representing us as Daughter of the Hunt at tonight's festivities.” 
 
   Halona couldn't help herself.  She yipped and pranced in joy.  Thea watched her indulgently.  She remembered the time many years ago when she had been told the same thing and fully understood the emotions of the moment.  After letting the young vixen rejoice for a short while, she put a calming hand on her shoulder.  Halona took the hint and restrained herself.  “Time to take the carcass to the butcher, Halona.  Then go home and prepare for tonight's ceremony.  You'll have a big audience to face this evening.” 
 
   That sobered up the new hunter.  What if she forgot the dance steps?  Or stumbled over her own paws?  Thea smiled to herself and swatted Halona lightly on the rump.  “Get going, girl!” 
 
   Halona jumped, then trotted out of the office and headed for the butcher.  She dropped off the buck as she had done with so many other kills before, but this time requested that they save a trophy for her.  She then virtually ran back home to tell her family.  Her parents were both overjoyed at her accomplishment, especially her father who was also a hunter and in whose footsteps she had decided to follow.  She excused herself to clean up the dirt and blood that inevitably stained any hunter's fur.  She indulged in a long luxuriant bath and spent some time drying and brushing her fur to make it look its best.  By this time, dinner was ready.  Her mother served up a special meal cooked to celebrate the completion of her apprenticeship.  They ate it in high spirits, even more excited for the honour that she had earned.  
 
   Halona had long ago decided what she would wear to the ceremony if she was the lucky one.  She couldn't wear just anything because there was a certain amount of symbolism in it all.  She also pulled out some of her favourite ornaments and spent some time arranging them in her fur.  Lastly, she took out the ceremonial short bow that was to be used for the dance.  Finally she was ready and she joined her parents in the living room.  They complimented her on her outfit and they all then left for the festival grounds.  By this time, twilight had set in and the bonfires on the grounds could be seen lighting up the surrounding trees and the crowd gathered there.  Occasionally a familiar voice would call to her and congratulate her on winning the hunt.  She had never felt so proud.  
 
   She was a little early for the ceremony yet, but she was too excited to participate in the minor entertainments.  Instead, she sought out friends to have a chat and to hopefully settle her nerves.  Then she was surprised by a new arrival, a vixentaur that she knew but she had not yet met.  This was hardly surprising; everyone in the village knew of Malena Redfox because of her mate, the chakat named Goldfur.  She had recently been thrust into the public eye when some racist elements had stirred up trouble because of this.  Halona had never understood what the fuss was about, but she was nevertheless still a little overwhelmed when the chakat in question appeared moments later.  Up until now, the vixen had never met one of hir kind.  They were becoming an increasingly common sight about the village though.  Halona was impressed by the power and the grace of the felitaur and rather fascinated to find that, despite the obvious feminine aspects of the chakat, shi also came across with a masculine appeal.  At that moment, Halona better understood why Malena had chosen to mate outside her species.  
 
   Suddenly she realised that Malena and Goldfur were headed in her direction and she wondered why.  Malena stepped up to hir and smiled.  
 
   “Hi!  I'm told that you have been chosen as Daughter of the Hunt this year?” 
 
   Halona merely nodded, unable to think of anything to say to this.  
 
   “I suppose you know who I am,” continued Malena.  “May I introduce you to my lifemate, Goldfur.  I've been trying to explain some of the ceremonies to hir and I thought it best if shi heard some of it from you, if that isn't inconvenient.” 
 
   “Oh!  Sure, I'd love to!” Halona blurted out.  She put her hand out, palm forward, the ritual greeting of the foxtaurs.  Goldfur, familiar with the practice, did the same and they put their palms together, entwining their fingers.  “I am Halona Brushtail and I'm pleased to meet you.” 
 
   “I am Chakat Goldfur, child of Longstripe and Desertsand.  It is my pleasure too,” shi replied.  
 
   They released their hands and Halona said, “I suppose I should start with the name.  This ceremony is called The Dance of Mother Harvest and the Daughter of the Hunt and is a ritual that both celebrates the achievements of the people in the food-providing services and imparts a lesson to the people in the village.  I represent the Hunters who provide meat, fish and poultry.  Mother Harvest represents the Gatherers who grow the vegetables, grains and fruit.  More than that, each of us provides other materials that the community needs.  For example, see the vest I'm wearing?  It's all leather with fasteners made of bone.  Other animal products such as oils are also supplied by the efforts of the Hunters.  On the other hand, the Gatherers grow cotton and flax for other materials.  The point of the ceremony is not just to celebrate our successful Harvest, but to emphasise that no means of food harvesting is better than the other and that both are important to the community.” 
 
   “How did you get to be chosen as Daughter of the Hunt?  And where's the representative for Mother Harvest?” Goldfur enquired.  
 
   “The graduating class of vixen hunter apprentices compete to be the first to retrieve a particular species of food animal, a buck being the target this year.  The Gatherers choose their representative completely differently, but I don't know who was picked this year, or why.” 
 
   “I think I do,” interjected Malena.  Both Goldfur and Halona looked in the direction that Malena was pointing.  A middle-aged vixen was approaching the ceremonial dance area.  She wore no top, but she had a ribbon of cloth wound about her and glossy green leaves decorating her hair and tail.  She carried a woven basket filled with fruit and vegetables.  
 
   “I think you're right, Malena.  I recognise her.  That's Petra Strongpaw, the farmer who had a bumper crop this year but gave away half of it to a family whose crops were lost in a mudslide.  I guess she's being honoured for her generous act.” 
 
   Malena nodded in mute agreement and Halona continued her explanation.  “You see how she's not wearing any clothing?  That's to represent her closeness to nature and also emphasise the “Mother” part of the Mother Harvest title.  The cloth and leaves represent the products of the Gatherers as much as my leather and bone items represent the Hunters'.  Anyway, I think it's time to start the ceremony.  I hope that I made things clearer and I also hope you will stay for the ceremony.” 
 
   “Thank you, Halona.  It was most informative.  Of course I'll watch the dance.” Shi smiled in genuine appreciation and once again Halona was struck by the depth of the reaction it inspired.  The vixen grinned back, then walked away, waving.  
 
   Halona approached the dance area.  Petra noticed, smiled at the young vixen and also approached from the other side.  The sky was now completely dark and stars shone in the clear sky.  The whole festival grounds were strung with ornamental lamps that gave a warm light to illuminate the dancers who were now as ready as they would ever be.  The crowd sensed that the ceremony was about to start and quickly gathered around.  A couple of drummers positioned themselves at the edge of the circle as one of the village elders padded to the centre of it.  She held up her hands and the crowd hushed.  
 
   “Vixens, tods and visitors, tonight we celebrate another good harvest.  However, this particular ceremony points out that we need our hunters and our farmers equally.  Join with me in singing the praises of our food gatherers.” The elder moved to the side as the dancers took the stage.  Halona felt another bout of nerves.  She knew the dance steps thoroughly, but this didn't make her any more confident.  Then Petra gave her a wink.  Halona realised that she must be feeling just as nervous, and somehow that made her feel better.  
 
   The elder gave a signal to the drummers and they started a beat.  She then sang the first verse: “The Sun beats down upon the earth...” 
 
   The crowd as one joined in with the next line: 
 
   “Foxtaur farmers till the fields...” 
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   Petra and Halona began their dance.  On the beat they stepped forward and began the steps of a dance that was decades old.  They side-stepped, pranced and wove about each other, ritualistically going through the motions of farming chores while the singers supplied the verses.  
 
   “Our hunters stalk the beasts and birds...” 
 
   As the new verse began, the dancers stepped up to each other, turned aside and circled each other, this time symbolically enacting a hunt.  
 
   “Nature's bounty we make our own...” 
 
   Halona raised her bow above her head and spun about.  Petra raised the basket and did the same.  
 
   “The meat we eat, the skins we cure...” 
 
   Halona mimed using her bow to take down prey.  
 
   “The fruit we pick, the cloth we weave...” 
 
   Petra went through the motions of harvesting her produce.  
 
   “All things we need, they provide...” 
 
   Halona and Petra bowed to each other, one offering her basket, the other her bow.  
 
   “Neither greater than the other.” 
 
   The two vixens exchanged their gifts.  They then turned and presented them to the crowd.  The song was done and they cheered the dancers.  The harvest was officially complete and ceremonially shared amongst all.  Petra and Halona gave each other a big hug of congratulations, grins of delight on their muzzles.  Their moment of glory was not ended yet though as they were the guests of honour at the feast and, quite frankly, both felt as if they were starving now that the pre-dance nerves were lifted.  
 
   The sounds of a large gong announced to all the revellers that the feast was about to start and there was a surge of foxtaur forms towards the area that had been set aside for the banquet.  Thus it had been done for decades and, tradition willing, would continue to do so for many more to come.  However, this was one festival that would stand out forever in the mind of one young huntress. 
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   Episode 27:  Obligation
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   “Obligation?  What do you mean you have an obligation to go back to your home village, Garrek Redfox?  We’ve only just gotten back from our latest star mission and you want to go gallivanting off again, and so soon after I give birth to our second cub!  What’s more important than that?” demanded Goldfur, irritation plain on hir face.  Shi was extremely gravid now and the burden tended to reduce hir patience with annoying interruptions such as this.
 
   “That videocomm call was from one of the clan elders,” I replied with a helpless shrug.  “He reminded me that I was due for Obligation and, although I had been granted exemption from the previous one, I’d need an extremely good reason for not complying this time.  I don’t think that I’ve ever brought the subject up before, but every five years all males are obliged by clan law to provide their services to their home clan for a period of a week.  This service has to be performed within a month of their birthday, and since I have absolutely no intention of leaving you by yourself between now and when our child is born, I’ll have to do it not long after.”
 
   Goldfur frowned.  “And just what is this oh-so-important obligation that takes you away at a time that you’ll be so needed?”
 
   I shifted uneasily from paw to paw.  This wasn’t exactly the most comfortable of subjects for me.  “Well, you know how vixens outnumber tods about four to one amongst foxtaurs?  There are many vixens who can’t get a mate, or who don’t wish to be a second mate with lower status.  They often make other relationships though, but often they will want a cub and have no one to sire it.”
 
   “Go on!” demanded Goldfur, clearly interested in spite of hirself.
 
   “You already know that in our society, vixens have the right to ask any tod to become their mate.  What I’ve never brought up before is the other alternative.  Since there are relatively so few males, the matriarchs long ago decreed that all males make themselves available for siring purposes for a week every five years from their eighteenth birthday onwards.”
 
   Goldfur’s mood changed abruptly as shi sat down hard on hir rump and threw back hir head laughing.  After a short while, shi brought hirself back under control, smothering a few more snorts of amusement.  “So!  My shy foxtaur tod has got to play super-stud for a week.  Oh, I’ve got to see that!”
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   I felt my ears burning with embarrassment.  I’d gotten a lot more comfortable around vixens under the loving care of my beautiful chakat mate, but that didn’t mean that I was enthusiastic about playing the part of a prize bull under hir watchful eyes.  “I sort of expected you to be busy with the cub at that time, but I was also hoping that you’d let me do this by myself.”
 
   Goldfur gave me a thoughtful look, a small smile still playing on hir lips.  Finally shi said, “Okay, I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable about doing this, so I’ll stay here until the week is up.  However, after that, I expect a full report.  I want the juicy details!”
 
   “Alright!  Alright!  It’s a deal!” I knew quite well that shi wouldn’t budge beyond that, and I can’t say that I blame hir either.  Chakats are extremely dedicated to their lifemates and feel uncomfortable about being left out of something that so strongly affected their relationship.  Shi didn’t give a damn about me actually having sex with others.  Chakats are the only species that is utterly without jealousy.  They can barely recognise the concept.  As far as Goldfur was concerned, I could have a new lover every day and shi wouldn’t mind, just so long as they didn’t adversely affect my relationship with hir.  In this case though, I knew that shi would indeed want to know everything that happened simply out of pure feline curiosity! 
 
   “Good!” shi said.  “Tell me more about this custom.  Why don’t the vixens just get a sperm donation, artificial insemination, or some such thing?”
 
   “You’ve seen foxtaur lifestyle for yourself, so you could figure out part of it.  We embrace the natural without denying technology.  If there’s a natural way of doing something, that will always be chosen first before anything else is tried.  There’s also the social aspect.  Vixens like to know something about the future father of their cubs, even if it’s for one night only.  Also, a bit is like the chakat attitude to life.  The act of conceiving a child is both a solemn and joyous thing, something that should be shared with a person, not with a test tube.  That attitude has now been enshrined in clan law.”
 
   “How does it work?  Do the vixens put in for the next available tod?  Does she get to have your services for that week?  Is it one long orgy?” Shi said the last with a big grin.  I knew shi wasn’t serious about that one.
 
   “Nowhere near it!” I replied.  “When I get to the village, I will put my availability up on the public notice boards, and the exact seven days the Obligation will run.  Vixens who are looking for a mating for procreative purposes can then seek me out.  For those seven days, I must remain totally available during the daylight hours, and during that time, any vixen may claim my obligation.  For that night, I am hers to mate with for as much as she wishes or needs.  She may only claim me for one night though so that other vixens may have their chance too.”
 
   “It’s as simple as that?” Goldfur asked sceptically.  
 
   “Hardly.  There are a few nuances, such as wearing a traditional armband to signify that I’m under Obligation, and certain formalities.  There are some things that either party may request or demand.  Also, as I said, this tradition has the weight of law behind it.  I was only granted exemption from the Obligation that fell on my twenty third birthday as I was a trainee with the Star Corps and on leave-of-absence from the clan.  I was also many, many light-years away!”
 
   “That accounts for one occasion, but what about the first?”
 
   I’d hoped she wouldn’t bring that up because I still felt foolish about that time.  “I had the week of Obligation then too, but nobody wanted me.  On the last day, my girlfriend at the time took pity on me and claimed me for the night.  This was before Ketta made her move on me and put me off vixens for so long.”
 
   Goldfur’s surprise was evident.  “Why didn’t anyone claim you on the other days?”
 
   “I didn’t realise why at the time.  I was young and full of hormones like any other teenager, and I foolishly thought that I’d have a number of vixens asking for my services.  Now I know differently.  You see, a vixen who mates out of love will usually find someone near her own age, but a vixen who’s only looking for someone to sire a cub is only going to choose someone she thinks will contribute desirable traits.  Most take older, more experienced lovers, ones who have proven themselves already.  Mated tods who already have children are very popular choices.  Randy young tods are not.
 
   “I see what you mean,” Goldfur said sympathetically.  “What of the children who are conceived during this Obligation though?” she asked pointedly.
 
   I’d known that the subject of cubs would be brought up.  Chakats had a protective instinct towards their progeny that bordered on the fanatical, as I had found out a while back.  It was also a good question for any species though.  “The care of the cubs is ultimately the responsibility of their mother.  You see, in order to gain the cooperation of the males, the matriarchs had to grant concessions to be fair.  By clan law, the vixen has no right to ask the siring tod to have anything whatsoever to do with the cub sired through Obligation.  However, the reverse is also true - by being absolved from all responsibility, he has no right to demand a part in their lives.  However, a tod may ask for that right if he's interested.  The vixen may then accept or deny, and he must accept her verdict.  The cubs always retain the right to know who their sire is, and may choose to include or exclude him without the undue influence from either parent.  The laws are close to absolute in order to protect all, but having said that, many choose to involve themselves beyond the Obligation.”
 
   Goldfur mulled over that information, slowly nodding.  “It sounds reasonable, and judging by your clan, the system works.  I’m curious to see what comes of this.  I’d like to see a kit you could claim as your son or daughter.  It’d be interesting to see if they inherit your gorgeous colouring!” Shi ran hir hand through the bright red fur on my rump, and I realised that hir mood had completely turned around again.  I’d known about the mood changes of a pregnant female (or a herm in Goldfur’s case), but no one had told me how horny chakats got when with child.  I found out soon after Goldfur had conceived Eudora though, and this pregnancy had been no different.  I had no cause for complaint though, and we’d spent many an evening in loving intimacy.  Somehow I knew I’d be explaining the rest of this Obligation on the pillows! 
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Coming back to my home village was always a pleasure for me.  Most foxtaurs were so strongly bound to their home territory that most never left.  A few traded with other clans, but I was the rare exception who actually enjoyed travelling and working in space.  My parents had been shocked when I had announced that I was going to take up a career in the Star Corps, but to their credit, they were supportive of my choice.  They also knew of some of the circumstances that made me want to move away from the clan, but even I was glad to return regularly.
 
   Stepping out onto the commons, I paused and took in the atmosphere.  The den back in Australia was my home now, but this place would always be a part of me, and I felt instantly at ease.  The usual walk from the PTV parking station to home was a pleasant stroll interspersed with a couple of chats with acquaintances.  I thoroughly enjoyed the Spring weather and the familiar faces encountered.  I didn’t have to announce my arrival because my brother, Miktar, was hanging about the front of the den, apparently waiting for me.  Not alone though, I noted.  He’d told me about this vixen that he’d been seeing on a regular basis, and judging by what I saw before they noticed me, their relationship was a rather… friendly one!  Upon spotting me though, he bounded over to greet me.
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   “Hey there, big brother!  You’re early!” he yipped.
 
   “You know me, Mik; can’t wait to get back for mom’s cooking!”
 
   We both laughed.  She always made such a fuss whenever I came back for a visit.  For some reason she seemed to think that I didn’t get fed well.  Truthfully, Goldfur wasn’t much of a cook, but fortunately I didn’t mate with hir for that reason.  “So, who’s your friend?” I asked, looking in the direction of the vixen waiting politely.
 
   Miktar’s grin grew wider.  “She may be more than a friend soon,” he said in a conspiratorial tone as he waved her over to join us.  “This gorgeous vixen is Zezu,” he introduced her with a cuddle.  “Zeezee, meet my brother Garrek.”
 
   “Hi!  Nice to meet you,” she said shyly.
 
   “Ah!  I think I remember Mik mentioning your name.  How long have you known him?” I asked.
 
   “About a year and a half,” she replied.
 
   “And he’s resisted this long?”
 
   She blushed, her ears fairly glowing.  I liked her already.  A pain in my arm from Miktar punching it refrained me from saying any more.  We went inside then to see the rest of the family.  I almost tripped over my young sister, Neesha.  She was now about two and a half years of age and, as typical of children her age, always underfoot.
 
   “Hi hi Gabbek!” she exclaimed.  She still couldn’t say my name right, but it didn’t bother me.  I was just glad that she could recognise me and say that much.
 
   I cuddled her.  “Hiya squirt!” I said, ruffling her headfur.  She was way too young to be growing hair yet as only females did in our species.  My mother came out from her workshop then in search of her elusive cub.
 
   “Garrek, you’re here!  Why didn’t you tell me your brother had arrived, Miktar?” she said as she came over to hug me.
 
   “Aw, mom, he just got here!” Miktar protested.
 
   “Well, he’s just in time for lunch!”
 
   Miktar and I glanced at each other, a secret smile passing between us.
 
   Mom had indeed lain on a feast.  I wondered how she managed to do that and still do stuff in her workshop and keep an eye on Neesha.  Motherly miracles, I suppose.  Even as a parent myself, I never achieved that level of competence.
 
   The family dinner consisted of the usual catching up and exchanging of news between servings of food.  Malena particularly wanted to hear about Goldfur’s newest cub.  Not too surprising I suppose, considering that she was also Goldfur’s mate and such events were bound to affect the dynamics of our relationship.  They all expressed curiosity about my plans for the Obligation and I let them know that I planned to register immediately after lunch so that it could start tomorrow.  I wanted to get it over and done with as soon as possible.  After all, I had family responsibilities, and a new cub especially to think about back in Australia.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   “Garrek!  When did you get into town?” asked the vixen behind the Community Services counter.
 
   “Just a couple of hours ago, Nena,” I replied.  “Had lunch with the folks before coming over to register.”
 
   “Register for what?”
 
   “Obligation,” I said simply.  Nena’s eyes widened in surprise, then narrowed again as she assessed that piece of information.  I could almost hear the gears turning in her head.
 
   She sighed.  “Not a good time for me, I’m afraid.”
 
   “Why Nena, I had no idea you were after a cub already.”
 
   “Nah.  Just wanted a good excuse to get my hands on you for a night!” She grinned and I returned it with a smile of my own.  She and I had been verbal sparring partners for years.  It was fun to be able to do so again.
 
   “Anyhow, back to business.  I need you to put out a notice on the public announcements that I’ll be accepting Obligation requests from tomorrow.”
 
   “Sure thing!” She then opened up a cupboard and pulled out a cardboard box.  Opening that box, she took out a leather armband with feathers hanging from it.  There were seven green ones and then three blue ones.  The leather was ornately tooled and looked vaguely Native American.  Nena held it under a scanning device and it beeped to acknowledge activating the circuitry hidden in the leather.  The armband’s purpose was to signify that the wearer was on Obligation.  Each green feather represented a claim.  Each blue one was a deferred claim.  Not all vixens wanting a sire for a cub would be in heat during my week of Obligation, but they could request what essentially was a rain check.  I didn’t have to accept any of those if I didn’t want to, but I wasn’t allowed to accept more than three if I did.  Theoretically, I could end up servicing up to ten vixens.  I rather hoped not!  The circuitry was basically a homing device so that any vixen wishing to breed with me could find me readily.  From tomorrow and for a full week, I had to be available from sun-up to sundown roughly.  “That’s it.  You’re registered and ready to go.”
 
   “Thanks Nena.  Drop by for lunch sometime.”
 
   “I’d be happy to do that, Garrek.” She leaned over the counter, grabbed my vest and pulled me towards herself.  She kissed me before I could react, then leaned back with a satisfied look.  “That’s for luck, and also to make up for my lost opportunity.”
 
   At a loss for words, I merely smiled and nodded.  I was uncomfortably aware of her eyes watching me every moment until I turned a corner out of her sight.  If I was going to react like that when a vixen approached me for my services for real, I wondered if I would be able to perform my duty properly.
 
   I socialised with my family for the rest of the day.  I spent little enough time here at the village, so I had to make the most of it.  The only other thing that stands out in my memory happened that night.  Since Neesha’s birth, there wasn’t a spare room any longer.  That usually didn’t matter as Goldfur and I shared Malena’s room when we visited.  As co-mate with me, Malena had just as much right to sleep with Goldfur as I did, especially as she got to see hir so infrequently.  I was comfortable with that as I had accepted it right from the beginning.  What felt weird now was just Malena and myself in that room.  We hadn’t shared a den since before I was a teenager.  Now we were both adults though, and without Goldfur there, the whole situation changed.  I always knew my sister was a pretty vixen.  I just never realised how desirable until being left alone to sleep with her.  She seemed oblivious to this though and merely gave me a goodnight hug and quickly went to sleep.  It was a long time before I was able to do the same.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The first day of my Obligation started normally enough.  I ate a quick breakfast, packed my workstation and headed off into the middle of town.  I intended to find myself a place to settle down for the day, in a spot where any prospective claimants of my services could easily find me, and where I could also get some work done while waiting.  The project that Goldfur and I were working on had been disrupted enough with the birth of our latest child.  We couldn’t afford another week off, so I brought my work with me.  I came to a popular spot in town called Pawprints.  Too informal to call a restaurant, yet it was much more than a coffee shop.  It was a place for friends to meet, or for a family to come for a reasonably priced meal, but most of all it was a great place to socialise.  This morning, several foxtaurs were there for breakfast, and I was pleased to recognise one of the proprietors at work.  I approached him.
 
   “How’ve you been, Markot?” I asked.
 
   He turned to me and after half a second I saw recognition in his eyes.  “Garrek!  I’m fine, thanks.  I heard you were back.” That was hardly surprising.  Gossip probably disseminated faster in this place than any other in the village.  “So, you’re here for an Obligation, I see,” he noted, eyes on the armband.
 
   “Yep, and I was wondering if I could borrow a spot where I could park my butt for the day.” I patted the workstation.  “Got some projects to work on while the girls queue up.”
 
   He laughed at that.” Okay, just so long as you buy a couple of mugs of coffee while you’re here, I don’t think my business partner will mind.”
 
   I smiled.  There was little chance of her objecting as she was also his denmate.  “Thanks Markot.  Where’s a good spot?”
 
   “Why not take a window booth?  The vixens can see you there and it’s got a power plug nearby if you need it.  It’s also a good place to be for long periods because you’ll get plenty of good natural light.” The foxtaur predilection for all things natural showed clearly.  “I spent my last Obligation in the kitchen half the time!”
 
   “Get any takers?” I asked.
 
   “Two, and both conceived.  They both had girls though.” I saw his face flash a touch of disappointment briefly.  Last I heard, he and his mate had two girls of their own, and I know that every tod hoped to sire at least one male child.  He’d have other chances though.  “I hope you have good luck, Garrek.”
 
   “Thanks.  It’ll be kind of strange to have normal kits for a change.”
 
   “That’s right, you’ve already had half a son with that chakat cub of yours.”
 
   “Two now,” I corrected.
 
   “Really?  When did that happen?”
 
   “Just a few days ago.  The timing of this Obligation was rather poor actually.”
 
   “Too bad.  Do you suppose two half sons make one whole one?” he asked with a grin.
 
   “Now you’re being silly,” I reprimanded lightly.
 
   “You’re right, and I’m also getting behind.” I noticed his mate glaring at him from behind the counter.  “I’ll talk to you more later,” he added as he went back to work.
 
   I made myself comfortable in the booth, set up my workstation and buried myself in the project.  A mug of coffee occasionally appeared next to me without me even noticing who had brought it.  I was so wrapped up in my work that it took a long time for me to notice that somebody was trying to get my attention.  Looking up, I saw a vixen regarding me.  Her colouration was the typical red and white of our clan, although her 'socks' and 'gloves' were a medium brown rather than black.  Her hair was blonde, a bit unusual for our clan, and it was cut to about shoulder length, presumably to keep it out of the way while she used the bow she was carrying.  A quiver full of arrows was slung around her waist, and she was dressed in a soft leather halter of the kind that Forestwalker favoured.  A few golden bracelets were worn on her forelegs, upper arms, and one more around the base of her tail to complete her ornamentation.
 
   “I’m Jinni the Hunter,” she announced.  “Are you Garrek Redfox?”
 
   Suddenly my old nervousness appeared and my mouth went dry for a moment.  Swallowing the lump in my throat, I replied, “Yeah, that’s me.”
 
   “I hereby claim your Obligation,” she said stiffly.
 
   
  
 

“I reached up to the band on my left arm and plucked a green feather from it.  Handing it to her, I asked, “Your first time?”
 
   Taking the feather from me, she visibly relaxed, then smiled.  “Yes, you’re right.  I only recently decided that it was time for me to have a kit, but there hasn’t been a potential sire available until you came along.”
 
   “When did you want to do it?”
 
    “Oh!  It must be tonight!  I’m almost at the end of my heat cycle.  No one’s claimed you for tonight yet, have they?” she asked worriedly.
 
   I laughed.  “No, it’s the first time I’ve been claimed.  Ever!” I didn’t really count the time my old girlfriend had taken a feather so that I would not have to say that no one had wanted me on my first Obligation.
 
   “Phew!  Thank goodness for that!  Here…” She handed me a card.  “This is where I live.  Can you come by around seven?” I nodded.  “Good.  I gotta go now.” Waving, she left with excitement in her step.
 
   I looked at the card.  As simply and as quickly as that, I had committed myself to doing my best to conceive a child with someone I’d known for about two minutes.  I felt weird.  Back when I was eighteen, I would have been impatient for the time to come.  Now that I was a decade older and mated though, it all felt different.  Admittedly, living in a chakat extended family made it nearly impossible to be monogamous.  Forest was a frequent bed companion, and even Trina insisted on getting in on the action occasionally.  This would be the first time with someone outside of the family though.  My musings were interrupted by an old familiar voice.
 
   “Garrek!  Is that you?”
 
   My head snapped up as I recognised the owner of that voice – a vixen whom I’d not seen in years regarded me with joy.  Her fur was much browner than most, and she had smallish ‘boots’ and ‘gloves’ with an unusual dark cream colour.  Where most foxtaurs had white fur on their bellies, etcetera, she only had it on her tail tip.  Instead, dark beige fur went from her cheek ruffs and muzzle, in a band down her neck and between her breasts before broadening to fully cover upper and lower bellies, spreading to the thighs of the hind legs.  Her hair was a gorgeous strawberry blonde, very thick and luxurious, flowing to waist height, and her eyes were bright blue.  Her breasts were very large and firm, a teenage foxtaur's fantasy, but it was her smile that was to die for.  I could have described all this without even looking.  I jumped to my feet and we bounded together to hug each other long and hard.  “Kassi!  I thought that you and Zendak were still doing the inter-clan relations work?” Kassi had been my first and last girlfriend back when I was a teenager.  I suppose that I could have had more, but I’d already decided that she was the one that I wanted.  Unfortunately, so did another tod named Zendak.  We were rivals for her affections for years, but she was always scrupulously fair in her attentions.  It’s a good thing that Zendak was also my best friend, and our rivalry a friendly one!
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   “We decided to come back to the village and settle down.  Being away from our clan for most of the time had become too much to bear anymore.” That wasn’t too surprising as it was a typical manifestation of the foxtaurs’ bond to the land.  “And what about you?  Last time I heard, you were still gallivanting around space and had found yourself a chakat mate.”
 
   I indicated my armband.  “That’s true, but Obligation brings me back right now.  I just started today.”
 
   “Lucky devil.  Wait!  The Ketta incident isn’t still affecting you, is it?” she asked worriedly.
 
   “That’s been resolved.  I won’t have any problems performing my duty.” I hope, I added to myself.
 
   “Good!” she said with relief.  “We’ve got so much to catch up on.  I don’t even know how many kits you’ve had.”
 
   “Just had our second.  You’ll get to see hir and my firstborn when Goldfur comes over after my Obligation is finished.  How about you?  Keeping up to date with you was impossible.  I never even knew which clan you were at from month to month.”
 
   Kassi’s face fell.  “We’ve had none.”
 
   “What? !  But having kits was why you eventually chose Zendak over me!” At the time, I was still looking for a career in engineering and wasn’t ready to be tied down with children yet.  However, Zendak had been willing, and thus Kassi’s choice had been made for her.
 
   “We’ve tried many times, but I’ve never conceived.  One of the reasons we came back to stay is to find a solution.  You see, it turns out that both of us have a low fertility score, and the two of us together means we have virtually no chance of ever having children.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that, Kas.”
 
   “It’s a little ironic.  If I had chosen you and been a little patient, I might have had the kits that I wanted by now.” She paused a moment, then shook her head.  “But Zendak and I have been very happy otherwise.  I’m just sorry I couldn’t have taken you both as mates.”
 
   Unfortunately for Kassi, clan law forbade a vixen from monopolising two males due to the shortage that necessitated Obligation.  Unfortunate for me too because it had left the way open for Ketta to make her moves on me.  But there was another consequence.  “I might not have ever met Goldfur if you had chosen me, and I truly love hir.  I wouldn’t change that for anything.”
 
   “Of course not, and I don’t regret mating with Zendak either.  You’ve got to see him!  He’ll be as surprised as I was to see you sitting there.”
 
   “I’ll bet!  When would you like to arrange it?”
 
   “Have you had lunch yet?” I shook my head.  “Well why not come home with me now?  I’ll make you lunch and we three can do a lot of catching up.”
 
   “Sounds great to me!” I hastily started packing.  The locater tag in the armband would let vixens find me just as well at Kassi’s place as here.  I remembered to leave some money for the coffee, then Kassi and I headed off to her home.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   If I thought the greeting Kassi had given me was enthusiastic, it paled compared to Zendak’s.  We danced around each other like overstimulated kits.  That lunch lasted over two hours!  Even then we only covered the highlights of each other’s lives in that time.  They’d done a very good job with the inter-clan relations and the elders had been reluctant to accept their resignation.  They’d put aside enough money to buy a home and get new careers started though.  I could tell that they were both happy to have fixed roots again, but they were curious about my plans for the future.
 
   “Haven’t you ever had the urge to pack up your family and settle down in a nice den here in our village,” Zendak asked.
 
   “Occasionally,” I admitted, “But unlike you two, it wasn’t a strong pull.  I’ve felt quite at home in Australia or in a starship cabin.  However, the family has been discussing a move.  We’ve been moving more and more towards emigrating to Chakona.”
 
   “Chakona!” Kassi exclaimed.  “Why do you want to go all the way there?”
 
   “For the welfare of our family, Kas.  The Earth is changing again, but not for the better unfortunately.  I don’t know how much you’ve heard about non-clan affairs, but a movement calling itself Earth For Humanity is causing problems for morphs, and they seem to be represented in most countries.”
 
   “What sort of problems?”
 
   “The worst kind.  It ranges from the subtle to the violent.  Goldfur even lost a cub in a riot incited by these people.  No, not one of my cubs.  Shi was sired by Goldfur, borne by Lupu, the wolftaur I told you about earlier.  Nevertheless, it hit the entire family hard, and Goldfur hasn’t been quite the same since.  We don’t want to go to Chakona, but we may need to.  Someone needs to deal with the situation here, but not our family.  We’ve already paid too high a price.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that, dear,” Kassi said sympathetically and she gave me a hug.  “I’m even sorrier that it means that we won’t see you much after you move.”
 
   “Well, it won’t be quite that bad.  Seeing as most missions pass through Earth at some stage, stopping by occasionally won’t be too much of a problem.  One of the best things about the Star Corps is that due to its highly varied membership, it tends to be very sympathetic to the needs of its members, and it’s well known how strongly attached we foxtaurs are to our homelands.”
 
   Zendak grinned.  “Especially if you have lots of family to see, yes?”
 
   “You got it!” I returned the grin.
 
   “Good!  Then I propose that you increase that family and ensure that you come back often.”
 
   “Oh?  And what would you suggest I do?”
 
   “I’d start with giving Kassi a kit,” Zendak said matter-of-factly.
 
   “What? ? ! !” she and I chorused.
 
   Zendak’s grin widened.  “Why are you so surprised?  Isn’t it obvious?  Kassi desperately wants a kit that I haven’t been able to give her, and probably never will.  Due to clan law, she has to try every natural means of conception first before artificial means will even be considered.  Then up you pop at a most serendipitous moment, and you’re even on Obligation.  If that isn’t an omen, I don’t know what is!”
 
   “And you’re comfortable with that?” I asked.
 
   He turned completely serious and he put his right hand on my shoulder.  “My friend, you were and are almost a brother to me.  We always shared everything, and I would have been content to share Kassi with you too if clan law permitted.” He glanced at Kassi momentarily.  “Providing that was what Kas wanted, of course.  I’ve been most contented just having Kassi as my mate.  It’s Kassi who needs something more though, and if you’re the one who can give that to her, then not only will I be comfortable with it, I’ll be overjoyed to see Kassi fulfilled at last.” He turned back to Kassi.  “My love, I won’t presume to make that decision for you, but please consider the idea.  I think that you’ll be much happier if you do this.”
 
   Kassi still hadn’t quite recovered from the surprise, but I could tell already that she was intrigued.  As for me, I admit that I was excited at the prospect.  I had to keep my feelings under control though because it really wasn’t my choice.  It was Kassi who had the final say, and a mating under Obligation promised no more than a one night stand.  Still, it was an opportunity I did not wish to miss.  Kassi seemed to make up her mind and she stepped up to me.
 
   “Garrek, I do want a kit badly, but not so badly as to want to force you into it, even if it’s under Obligation.  Tell me, would you like to have a child with me?”
 
   I didn’t have to think about that even for a moment.  Ten years ago I wasn’t ready, but today I was mated with two cubs.  I knew what it was like and what I’d be in for now.  “I’d love to, Kas,” I replied simply.
 
   “You understand that I would want to keep the kit here with me and raise her in the clan.  I don’t want my kit roaming about space.  Or at least not until she’s old enough to make her own decisions on that matter!”
 
   “It’s okay, Kassi.  Any child we may conceive will be for you to love and nurture in a normal foxtaur community.  Even I have to admit that I’ve got an unusual lifestyle, although I wouldn’t swap it for any other.  But I think you should cover yourself with the clan and do this under Obligation.” I plucked a green feather and handed it to her.  “The choice is yours.  If you do conceive, then you can come back to me under your own terms.”
 
   She took the feather, stared at it for a moment, then threw her arms around my neck and nearly smothered me with lick-kisses.  Eventually she relented, but the grin on her face didn’t.  “We’re going to have a beautiful kit, just you wait and see!”
 
   Zendak came over and took her hand.  “And I promise that I’ll take care of her as if she were my own.  But I do hope that you come and visit her, and us, often.”
 
   “That was the whole idea, wasn’t it?” I asked with a wink.  We all laughed.  It was so good to have all three of us together again.
 
   I spent the rest of the afternoon with them, trying vainly to cram in several years apart into a few hours.  Firstly I arranged a day to attempt to conceive a kit with Kassi.  It turned out her next heat was due in five days, so we’d have to wait until then.  I suppose it could have been a lot worse, but those few days were going to seem like weeks to me.  Eventually I had to take leave of my friends though.  It was almost sunset and time for my appointment with Jinni.  No other vixens had tracked me down that afternoon, but I suppose giving away two feathers in one day was a more than adequate start to the Obligation.
 
   It was a lengthy but pleasant stroll to her den on the other side of the village.  The door was quickly opened after I knocked, but to my surprise, it wasn’t Jinni who answered it.  Another pretty vixen of the same age as Jinni stood in the doorway with a smile on her face.
 
   “Would you be Garrek?” she asked, thus dispelling my doubts that I’d come to the right place.
 
   “That would be me,” I replied, returning the smile.
 
   She stood aside.  “Come in!  Jinni’s expecting you.  She’s still cooking dinner though.  I’m Karree, by the way; one of Jinni’s hunting pack.  I’ll let her know you’re here.  Make yourself comfortable!”
 
   I sat on a lounging mat and watched as she disappeared in the direction of the source of some very pleasant smells.  They reminded me that I was rather hungry!  I wasn’t terribly surprised when yet another vixen came out of the kitchen upon hearing the news.  Hunter vixens frequently banded together with three or four others to make a kind of family unit.  They shared the bounty of their hunts, and also the costs of their home.  When you have a shortage of males, all sorts of different family units are formed, and this was a common one.  The new vixen pulled a fourth into view and they both gave me the once-over, grinned and winked, then went back into the kitchen.  After a long moment, Jinni came out, wiping her hands on the apron she wearing to protect her fur from the hazards of cooking.
 
   “Welcome, Garrek.  Dinner’s almost ready.  And don’t worry about my huntmates; they’ll be going after the meal to leave us in peace.” Some quiet giggles came from the kitchen.  “Won’t they?” she said a bit louder and deliberately.
 
   “Yes, Jinni!” they chorused from out of sight.
 
   I smiled and shook my head.  Thanks heavens I only had to deal with one of them! 
 
   Jinni excused herself while the others made themselves busy.  The two I hadn’t met yet introduced themselves as Willa and Marith.  They were all in their low twenties, apparently having been together as a team since they graduated as proficient hunters.  They told me how it was usual for three of them to go out on the hunt while the fourth would keep house.  This duty revolved around the four so that all shared equally in responsibility.  Today however, although Jinni went on the hunt, she also was doing the cooking.  She had been scheduled to be in the hunting party today, but it was customary for the vixen to cook dinner for the visiting male.  It was in a way a payment for services to be rendered.  This wasn’t law, but part of a custom that went back as far as the first Obligations.  It suited me fine though.  I was very hungry and needed food to give me energy to do my duty tonight! 
 
   It was a fine meal of venison with roast potatoes and corn.  The deer was one that they had caught only that morning, so it was as fresh as it could get.  The company was amusing, and no shortage of innuendo flew around.  It did bother me a bit, but not a patch on what it once would have done to me before Goldfur had helped heal my emotional wounds.  In fact, I have to admit that I had a lot of fun.  When the meal was done though, Jinni quickly shooed them out of the house.  She came back and settled down beside me.  “They won’t be back before tomorrow, so we’re alone for the rest of the evening.  Are you ready?”
 
   “Well, aside from the fact that you left me feeling pretty full, yeah, I suppose I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”
 
   “That’s okay.  I hoped you’d take it easy at first anyway.”
 
   “Ummm, you don’t mean that you’re a virgin, do you?”
 
   “Good grief, no!  I just meant that I’d like to do this slow and sorta romantic.  It’s not as if I’ll be able to claim you after tonight, so I want to make the most of it.”
 
   I smiled gently.  “Fair enough.  I’ll do my best to earn that fine dinner.”
 
   Jinni giggled.  “Anytime then, Hon.”
 
   And so, for the first time in my life, I commenced courting a vixen purely for the sake of Obligation.  I used everything that I’d learned in the past decade, and especially from Goldfur, to give Jinni the most erotic night of her life, and she responded in kind.  Once started, I rediscovered how much I’d missed the company of a vixen foxtaur.  I’d not been intimate with one since the incident with the security guard on the mission where I met Goldfur.  Don’t get me wrong.  A chakat has charms that no vixen could match, but there’s always a certain indefinable something about being with a lover of your own species.  Perhaps it was just the pheromones, but I’d like to think that there was something more to it than that.  Whatever the case, we spent a long time in foreplay which got us both ready for several couplings that were extremely pleasurable.  I think that I got as much from the encounter as she did, but the last thing that I remember before drifting off into sleep was Jinni lick-kissing me then laying her head on my chest and saying “Thank You”.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   I woke from sound slumber by Jinni climbing out of the bedding.  The light of dawn was just starting to show through the window, and by it I could tell that she was starting to put on her hunter’s jacket.  I caught her fine nude form in profile against the window before she pulled it on though.  I murmured my approval.
 
   “Thank you, Garrek.  I’m sorry if I disturbed you, but I still have to go out on a hunt today and I have to start early.”
 
   “I understand,” I replied.  “It was a nice sight to wake up to though.”
 
   She grinned.  “And maybe you’ll get to see it again if you wish.  I really enjoyed last night together.  I really hope that the mating is successful.” She bent over the bed to give me a parting kiss.  “Don’t be a stranger.  I’d like to see you more, socially of course.  Bring your chakat mate if you wish.”
 
   “I might just do that.  And my thanks too for making my first Obligation such a pleasant one.”
 
   “You’re welcome!  You can stay here and get some more sleep if you wish, or you could have some breakfast.  It’s Willa’s turn to stay at home, so she’ll show you where everything is.” She tugged on a belt to make it settle properly.  “And now I have to go.  Smooth trails, dear!”
 
   “And the same for you, Jinni!”
 
   Jinni trotted out of the bedroom in a jaunty manner and I grinned.  I still felt good about last night too!  I didn’t feel like going back to sleep right then, so I took advantage of the offer of breakfast.  Willa tried to weasel out details of what happened between Jinni and myself last night, but I told her that she was going to have to ask her denmate herself because as far as I was concerned, that was a private matter.  Willa knew I was right, but she was frustrated anyway.
 
   I headed to my home.  I needed to get some things and try to pick up where I left off yesterday at Pawprints and try to make up for the lost time.  After all, half the day was spent catching up on old times with Kassi and Zendak, which meant that I’d have to try to make up for it over the rest of the week.  I had another short hold-up though when I got to the den.  My mother was sitting at the kitchen table chatting with another vixen, the sight of whom made me feel like an awkward teenager again.  I recognised her immediately, and moments later she spotted me and got up to meet me.
 
   “Garrek!  Your mother told me that you were visiting, and I just had to come over and see how you were doing!” She gave me a big hug which I found a little disconcerting.
 
   “Hello, Aunt Lorene.  It’s nice to see you too.” 
 
   “Good heavens, I think you’re old enough to drop the ‘Aunt’ by now, don’t you think.  You’re certainly grown more than enough for me to stop thinking of you as a kit!”
 
   I nodded agreement.  Lorene was actually my mother’s much younger half-sister.  Their mother had had one of those Festival affairs with a tod visiting from another clan.  This practice often brought new blood into the otherwise fairly closed community, but one of the results was the occasional interesting results such crossbreeding produced.  It was one such result that had fascinated me as a kit, deeply interested me as a teen, and now caused me embarrassment as an adult.  Lorene had two pairs of breasts!  All the vixens in her sire’s clan, the Golden Foxtaurs, were like that, but here in this community, they were unique.
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   As a horny adolescent, I developed a crush on her, and was often nearly caught staring at them.  Yeah, I know that half the vixens in the village went bare-breasted anyway, but there was something especially attractive about her endowments that I had never outgrown.  Now whenever she hugged me, all I could ever think of were those four beautifully formed mammaries rubbing up against me, and I found it intensely arousing.  Naturally I didn’t want to put myself on display, so I had to sit down at the table where my physical reaction was hidden and chat with her for a while until I was back to normal.  After a decent length of time, I excused myself and continued on with my plans.  Somehow I felt Lorene’s eyes on me though until I passed out of sight.  It seemed that this visit back to my home village was going to be more interesting than I had bargained for! 
 
   I did end up reclaiming the booth at Pawprints, but after getting off to a flying start, the warm lazy day started taking its toll on me.  I really hadn’t gotten enough sleep after the exertions of the previous night, and it had to catch up to me sometime.  I nodded off somewhere around noon and only woke up when someone started shaking my shoulder.  Blinking the sleep out of my eyes, I gradually woke up and focused on the person who had disturbed my unintentional nap. 
 
   A vixen stood in front of me, patiently waiting for me to gather my wits.  With a shock, I recognised her.  Although I had never personally met Shansu, everyone had heard about the hunter vixen who had been caught in a severe forest fire a few years back.  She had survived by digging a foxhole and covering herself partly with dirt, but she had still been horribly burned and barely survived.  She had been quickly found and sent off by airlift for treatment in one of the big hospitals, but the scars still remained.  Both ear tips were gone and half her head hair had been permanently lost.  Her face had been covered and was mostly unharmed except for the exposed nose-pad.  The left hand that had covered it had been so badly burned that the fur was completely gone and so badly scarred that it impaired its usefulness.  Her left hind leg was similarly afflicted and she had a permanent limp, and various patches of fur were missing, mostly on the left side due to her laying on her right.  I couldn’t see much of this presently due to her wearing a long-sleeved shirt, a scarf and something like a saddle blanket.  Part of this was to hide her disfigurement, but some of it was to protect her exposed and sensitive skin.  Her injuries had forced her to give up hunting.  Now she worked as a librarian, as best as I recalled.
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   “You’re Garrek, aren’t you?” she asked as soon as she realised I had reorientated myself.  I nodded and she continued.  “I… I wish to have a kit.  Are you available tonight?” Hesitant at first, her words started coming out in a rush as if to get them out before she changed her mind.
 
   “That is your right,” I replied, “And yes, I’m available tonight.  Do you wish to claim a feather?”
 
   She looked at me, some surprise on her face.  “You’re not put off about spending the night with someone as hideous as me?”
 
   This time I was surprised.  Sure, her injuries were unpleasant, but while I did feel some pity for her plight, it never occurred to me that she had expected me to be completely repulsed.  However, I must admit that I was far from your typical foxtaur.  I did things on a regular basis that others wouldn’t even want to try even once.  It suddenly occurred to me that the average tod would be rather set in his ways and viewpoints.  My lifestyle required that I be adaptable and broad-minded.  Maybe that was all that was needed, or perhaps the influence of my chakat family had changed me.  It’s hard to be anything but positive when you have an empathic rapport with your mate and hir kin.  I got out from the booth and stood in front of her.  She looked away, afraid to look me in the face.  I gently put my hand under her chin and guided it back to look her in the eyes.  I saw fear and self-loathing, and my heart nearly broke.  I had to do something, but I prayed that I would not be too clumsy about doing it.
 
   “Why do you want a child by me?  Haven’t you got someone to share your life?” I asked.
 
   I saw tears welling in her eyes.  “No one except my immediate family has ever wanted to be with me since I was maimed,” she said in a barely audible tone.  “I hide in the library stacks so that I don’t have to meet people and deal with their looks.  But I’m so lonely.  I want a kit who’ll fill that loneliness.”
 
   So, the villagers were willing to pay for her needs, just so they didn’t have to feel guilty about making her a virtual outcast within the community?  A vibrant and beautiful person had been struck down so unfairly in the prime of life, but it seemed community attitudes might be keeping her down.  “Shansu, I would be honoured to give you a kit, but is it the right thing?  Perhaps your loneliness would be assuaged, but that should never be the only reason to have a child.”
 
   “And what else would you suggest?” she asked bitterly.
 
   She had me there.  I sure wasn’t a psychologist, and I was just trying to do the right thing.  I plucked a green feather and held it up in front of her.  “I don’t know, but I’ll be there tonight to perhaps find an alternative.  I’m offering you the feather, not because you need to compel me by Obligation, but as an indication of my commitment, and so you can have your night with me without fear of another claiming your place.”
 
   After a moment of astonishment, she nearly snatched the feather from me like a drowning person grabs at a straw.  She stared at it and I sensed a dawning ray of hope.  She looked at me and said, “Sequoia lane, Den #5.” She then turned and left quickly, as if she was afraid I’d change my mind.  I watched her go and wondered how this night would go.  I noticed Markot sidling up to me and turned my attention to him.
 
   “You know, she’s only half right,” he said.
 
   “About what?” I asked.
 
   “It’s true that a lot of people shun her, but she’s the one who’s keeping herself down.  She’s got such a poor self-image that she can’t even imagine anyone wanting to associate with her, so she makes it too hard for others to do so, and all without realising that she’s doing it.”
 
   I looked back in the direction that Shansu had disappeared.  I found that easy to believe after looking her in the eyes.  I hoped that I could do something about that tonight.  I sighed.  Whatever happened to the idea of some simple procreative matings to fulfil my Obligation?  “You’re probably right.  Better get me some more coffee.  I think it’s going to be a long day.”
 
   That wasn’t going to be the end of things for today though.  Fate seemed to be having its amusement at my expense at the moment.  I didn’t even get the chance to sit down when I noticed two vixens walk in the door.  The moment that I saw one of them focus on my armband, I knew what at least one of them was here for.  I waited for them to walk up.  The one that approached me was quite pretty, around her late twenties I guessed.  Her fur was fairly evenly orange blending subtly into her medium brown socks and gloves, and more sharply into the creamy white fur over throat and belly.  Her entire breasts were covered with the same colour too, as I could readily tell because she was one of those vixens who preferred going bare-breasted.  Her hair was black, long and straight.
 
   Her companion was quite a contrast.  Her fur colour was boldly segregated and was darker all round.  Black hair cropped quite short seemed to match her attitude which projected barely restrained hostility.  I wondered what had gotten her tail in a twist.  She wore a leather jacket that did nothing to flatter her looks.  She also wore so many earrings, I wondered how she could still keep them erect!
 
   “Good day!” the first one said.  “You’d be Garrek, yes?”
 
   Well at least this vixen seemed pleasant enough.  “That’s me.  What can I do for you?”
 
   The vixen’s eyes slid to the armband briefly.  “I would have thought that was obvious,” She said with a knowing grin.
 
   I smiled back.  “Well, I guessed, but it’s up to you to ask.”
 
   “Fair enough.  My name’s Merta.  This is my mate, Voshu,” she said, indicating her vulpamour partner.  The description literally means fox-lover, but it’s applied strictly to same-sex relationships.  Their relationship was actually quite common amongst foxtaur clans.  The same breeding program that had accidentally caused an imbalance in the genders had also resulted in a bias towards attraction to the female sex.  Hence there were plenty of lesbian vixens, and conversely very few homosexual tods.  In fact, I knew of none of the latter in our village, although I knew that there were some in others.  Matings between vixens were not only legal, but they were also a way of relieving the burden on the scarce available males.  However, there was still one thing that they couldn’t achieve.  
 
   “I’ve decided that it’s time for me to have a kit, and for that I need a male,” Merta informed me.  I noticed Voshu grimace at that statement.  “You’ve come along at just the right time.  Is tonight free?”
 
   I shook my head.  “Sorry, but I’m already spoken for tonight.”
 
   Merta shrugged.  “Tomorrow or the next night will do.  I’ve only just come into heat.”
 
   “Tomorrow is still free.”
 
   Then I hereby claim Obligation from you for tomorrow night,” she stated, holding out her hand.
 
   I gave her one of the green feathers and she told me her address.  “Please come promptly at six.  We like to eat early.” She gave me a wave as she turned and left, her companion by her side leaving without having uttered a word.  A gorgeous nude vixen had just left my presence, but instead of arousal, I felt a slight sense of foreboding.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   I was almost late for my date with Shansu.  In trying to make up for lost time, I got absorbed in my work and lost track of the hours.  I hastily packed up and headed for Shansu’s den.  She greeted me at the door and I could see that there was a touch of surprise that I hadn’t failed to turn up despite the compulsion of Obligation.  A meal was ready to be served as per tradition, but unlike my previous night’s dinner, it was a very quiet and subdued affair.  I complimented her on her cooking and she managed a wan smile in acknowledgment.  Then she cut to the point.
 
   “My sleeping den is this way.  Let’s get this over and done with,” she said.
 
   I got up from behind the dining table to follow her, but when we were in the room, I put my hand on her arm to stop her.  “No, I don’t think so.”
 
   She looked shocked, then resigned.  “I suppose I couldn’t expect you to be able to stand the thought of being in bed with someone like me.  Thanks for coming over though.”
 
   I shook my head.  “You’ve got it all wrong, Shansu.  I will be doing my best to give you the child you want, but not yet.” I saw the bewilderment in her eyes.  “First, you must want to have the child for her sake though.  She can’t be just a tool to relieve your loneliness.  As a father, I know that the kit will need more from you than that.  Second, I plan to make love to you for as long as you wish, and the only reason that I will be thinking about your injuries is to make sure that I don’t hurt you while we’re coupling.” I pulled her close to me and I looked at her intently.  My mind filled in the missing fur, hair and ear tips and I could see that she was otherwise a very attractive vixen.  This close, her scent was also very arousing.  “Shansu, you’re prettier than you think, and one day others will see that too, and then maybe you will also.  I like what I see, and although I cannot be your mate, for tonight, let me be your lover.”
 
   Shansu’s eyes got wider and wider as she absorbed all this.  She still couldn’t believe I meant what I said.  I saw her starting to open her muzzle to reply, probably to deny what I said, so I leant forward and covered it with my own and kissed her long and deep.  Halfway through, I felt her surprise turn to responsiveness.  She pulled me tightly to her and gave me everything that she had been storing up for ages.  I was nearly overwhelmed when we pulled apart.  I noticed that her eyes were full of tears, but she was smiling.  They were tears of happiness.
 
   “Thank you, Garrek.  If nothing else happens tonight, I’ll remember this.”
 
   “The rest of tonight is up to you, dear.  I hope I get the chance to do more.”
 
   Shansu looked thoughtful.  “You’re referring to my reason for wanting a kit, aren’t you?  Actually, before my accident, I had planned to have my first child by now.  However, I’d also planned to either have a mate or a hunting pack to be part of the family that she’d grow up with.”
 
   “Don’t you have anyone to support you at all?”
 
   “My parents would, but I didn’t want to burden them.”
 
   “Have you ever asked?  I know my mother was overjoyed to have a grandchild.”
 
   Shansu shook her head.  “No.  I’ve never done that.”
 
   “Shansu, I’ve yet to meet a mother who didn’t like having grandkits, and I’m reasonably sure yours is no different.  If I give you a child, will you share her with your family instead of clinging to her as your emotional lifeline?”
 
   Shansu looked me in the eyes and saw how seriously I meant this.  Then she nodded and said, “Okay, I promise.”
 
   “Then, dear vixen, shall we begin?” I asked with a grin.
 
   “Yes!” she replied most emphatically, and pulled me onto the bedding, giggling.
 
   Let me tell you that aside from having to watch out for a few tender parts of her body, sex with Shansu was not merely every bit as good as with Jinni, but even better.  A foxtaur vixen who hasn’t had sex in many months has got a whole lot saved up for whoever breaks the ice, and she gave it all to me!  I woke up sometime during the night to find her nude form firmly snuggled up to me.  I caressed her cheek fur and she murmured something in her sleep.  It didn’t really matter what she said because I could see the smile that was stuck on her face, and that satisfied me.  I went back to sleep content with the night’s results.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   I woke again with the sun in my eyes, silhouetting Shansu’s head as she looked at me.  I think she must have been simply watching me as I slept.
 
   “Good morning,” she said.
 
   I smiled.  “A very good morning indeed.  And how are you feeling today?”
 
   She thought a moment.  “Satisfied.  Absolutely and completely satisfied.  And a little sore.”
 
   “Sorry.  I tried to be as careful as possible.”
 
   She grinned widely.  “That’s not where I’m sore!”
 
   “Oh? … Oh!” It suddenly occurred to me what she meant.  Well, we did get a little wild occasionally.  I had enjoyed it though, and by her response, so had Shansu.
 
   “Would you like some breakfast?” she asked.
 
   I opened my mouth to respond, only to be beaten to the punch by a loud growl from my stomach.
 
   “I’ll take that as a yes,” she giggled.  She got up and walked out of the den, presumably heading for the kitchen.  Significantly, she didn’t cover up her scars first.  Hopefully this meant that she now felt comfortable with me and not that she merely forgot to put on her clothes.  I headed for the bathroom to clean up, then joined Shansu in the kitchen.  She now had on an apron and gloves, but that was to protect herself from the spitting fat from the frypan on the stove.  “I hope you like bacon and eggs.  I cook them rather well, I’m told.”
 
   “Sure, I love them,” I replied.
 
   She served us both a hearty breakfast and we ate in companionable silence.  She cleared the plates then said, “Time for me to get ready for work, I suppose.  Thank you for being so wonderful last night.  I promise I won’t forget what you said either.”
 
   “Good!” I replied.  “And let me know if the mating was successful, won’t you?”
 
   “Sure!” she said, then kissed me.  “I had to get a last one in before you left!” Smiling broadly, she led me to the door and waved me goodbye.  As I headed off in the direction of Pawprints, I mused over the events of the past night and found them to be pretty satisfactory.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The third day of my Obligation went without an approach from another vixen, thankfully.  I was beginning to feel as if I was going to have to make up for the missed Obligation after all!  Still, the day wasn’t without incident.  I was taking a break from my work and strolling around the village, chatting with a few old acquaintances while I had the opportunity.  It was during one of those chats when something caught the attention of my friend and me.  Several hunt vixens appeared to be crowded together and heading in the direction of the main village complex.  My friend and I had our interest piqued, so we walked over on an intercept course.  We were shocked to see that two were supporting a third whose fur was matted with blood, the source of which was clear.  An arrow was embedded in her left shoulder!  Then I looked at the vixen’s pained face and was dismayed to recognise her as Willa, with Karree and Jinni helping her reach the medical centre under her own power.
 
   “Jinni!” I called out.  “What happened?”
 
   Jinni looked around and spotted me in the growing crowd of curious onlookers.  “Someone shot Willa while we were on the hunt, and we’re pretty sure it wasn’t an accident either.”
 
   “But who would do that?” I heard a few other foxtaurs echoing my curiosity and concern.
 
   “We don’t know, but that looks awfully like the kind of arrow that wolftaur hunters use.” That was all we were going to learn right now.  We’d reached the medical centre, and because it was so small, the staff barred all but the most essential people from entering.  I figured that I’d find out more soon enough though, so I left the complex straight away.  I needed to get back to my work anyway.  Strangely though, I didn’t hear anything more about it later.  For some reason unknown to me, the village elders clamped down on the news and I was not to learn more about the situation for a while.
 
   Actually, I think I would have preferred dealing with the arrow.  This night’s Obligation was making me feel nervous.  I was treading unknown waters here.  I turned up at the vulpamours’ den at six on the dot.  It was Voshu who answered the door.  She merely grunted and held the door open for me to enter.  Great.  If anything, the situation had gotten even chillier.  She indicated one of the lounging mats and then left the room without having spoken a word.  I guessed she’d gone to join Merta in the kitchen and that left me with nothing to do other than twiddling my thumbs.  Fortunately I wasn’t left for long.  Merta came into the room, carrying a large platter of assorted foodstuffs.  It seemed she was going to be as pleasant a hostess as her mate was a rude one.  We ate with only a little small-talk, and the meal was over more quickly than I might have wished.
 
   “Okay,” Merta said.  “The social niceties have been observed, and now it’s time to do what you’re here for.  Now while I have nothing against males in particular, I just don’t have interest in your sex either, so I intend that Voshu be there to get me in the mood.  Anyway, the kit is going to be raised between us, so Voshu should be there at her conception.”
 
   My heart sank.  What she said was logical, but having Voshu in the room with us was something that I hadn’t planned on.  When we got to the bedroom though, it got even worse.  Voshu’s possessiveness really took hold as shi practically shouldered me aside to take up her position with Merta.  The vixens undressed each other, and then immediately started kissing and fondling one another.  I suppose there are many males who’d enjoy watching two vixens getting it on, but I found that only of limited appeal, and now that I was a barely needed third party, I felt completely out in the cold.
 
   Merta suddenly looked around and asked, “Well?  What are you waiting for?”
 
   Suddenly my discomfort and humiliation boiled over into rage.  “Who the hell do you think you are?” I roared at them.  Both stopped what they were doing, shocked at my words.  “From the moment we met, the only way that you’ve thought of me was as a tool, and a distasteful one at that!  And Voshu hasn’t even the decency to speak one word to me!  You expect me to turn up at a precise time, pay lip service to tradition, then basically ignore me.  What do you think I am?  A fuck machine that you can turn on and off at a whim, then quietly tuck away somewhere so that you won’t have to see it later?  I’ve never been treated so rudely and callously in all my life!  Even Ketta’s manipulations were better than being treated like this!  I tell you right now that I’ve never been so uninterested in sex in all my life as I am now, and I’m just a nanosecond away from walking out on this, and Obligation be damned!  I’d rather deal with the elders than put up with this shit any longer.  So what’s it to be?  Do I leave now, or will you have the decency to treat me as a person and not just as sperm injector?”
 
   Voshu still didn’t say anything, but she had the grace to look embarrassed as it finally sunk in just how badly she’d been acting.  Merta was the one who made the apology though.  “You’re right, and I’m sorry.  We’ve gone about this all wrong.  All I can say is that I’ve never done this before and I only feel comfortable in the arms of my mate.  What would you like me to do?”
 
   Still angry, but mollified for the moment, I thought briefly, the said, “None of us wants this to be an all-night thing, so I propose that we put all our effort into one mating.  You, Merta, must do your best to arouse me so that I can perform my duty.  Voshu, if you can’t help, at least don’t hinder.  Just be civil and let nature take its course, and then I’ll be out of your way forever.” She nodded.
 
   Merta came over to me and looked at me squarely, then sighed.  “Garrek, you’re a good-looking tod, but I must confess that I still feel no desire for you.”
 
   “Then don’t look at me,” I replied.  “Close your eyes and fantasise that I’m your lover.  Think how you’re doing this for the both of you.  You’re going to bring a new life into your family; a kit to share your life and your joys.  Every touch you feel is Voshu’s, and I’m just her intermediary.”
 
   Merta had closed her eyes as soon as I told her, and I immediately began caressing her, lick-kissing her and fondling her nipples.  She started to respond, and I also at last began to get into the mood.  Between touching her intimately and breathing the pheromones that close proximity brought to my nose more strongly, I started to think that perhaps I might just be able to do this after all.  Then Voshu really surprised me.  She broke out of her stasis and walked behind me.  Moments later, I was startled to feel her hand upon my sheath, stroking and teasing the organ within.  As usual, it responded with a mind of its own and I rapidly gained full erection as she continued to stroke it.  I let her keep that up while I concentrated on Merta until I could feel the time was near.  I gestured to Voshu to take over from me and she willingly complied.  I took up my position behind Merta and mounted her.  A small moan came from her, but it was smothered by the deep kiss Voshu was sharing with her.  Then I concentrated on a little fantasy of my own in order to bring the deed to its climax.  Thankfully, it worked, and I filled Merta with my seed.  I didn’t linger within her for long though and dismounted.  Merta looked satisfied though, as only a vixen in heat can be.  Voshu cuddled her close, still giving her affectionate lick-kisses.  Merta smiled at me.  “Thank you.  I’m glad you decided to stay.  The bathroom is right through that door if you need it,” she added, waving in its direction.
 
   I nodded.  Although her words were polite, we both knew that it was time for me to leave.  I quickly cleaned up and let myself out of the den.  I knew that the vulpamours would be making the rest of this evening a special night for them both to remember, but I was just glad my part of it was over and I could put it out of my mind.
 
   I headed back to the family den, surprising everyone doubly by not staying the night as I had with the previous two vixens, but also by coming home so early.  It was a bit awkward to explain because I didn’t want to talk about the events of that evening.  Eventually they stopped pestering me about it though and I could enjoy the rest of the evening with my family.  Of course it meant spending the night alone with Malena again.  When she snuggled up to me at bedtime though, I felt greatly comforted by her warm familiarity.  The events at Merta’s den were quietly relegated to the background and I got off to sleep quite quickly.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   A good night’s sleep did wonders for me and I was able to put the previous evening’s events to the back of my mind.  Nevertheless, I did pray that I would not have another vulpamour come seeking my services.  After breakfast, instead of heading for Pawprints immediately, I went to the community centre with the hope of getting some news about what had happened to Willa.  Looking it up on the village net had proved futile, but this event touched me personally and I preferred to try to learn things first-hand anyway.  I was turned away from the medical centre though without learning anything.  However, I got lucky and ran into Jinni who was on the way in.
 
   “Good morning, Garrek!”
 
   “Morning, Jinni!  Aren’t you late for your hunt?” I asked curiously.
 
   “It’s my turn to stay at home, so I’m just taking the opportunity to check on Willa.”
 
   “I just got turned away, but I suppose as her hunt-mate, you’d be entitled to visit,” I surmised.
 
   She nodded.  “Yep.  You don’t need to worry about her though.  The arrow went into nothing besides flesh.  It was painful, and she lost a fair amount of blood, but she should recover from it quickly enough.  In the meantime, the rest of us are going to have to hunt for her until she’s back to full strength.”
 
   “Have you any better idea of what happened?”
 
   “Nope.  It looks as if someone went to the trouble of making it look like a hunting accident, but the circumstances don’t really support it.  She was in an open area with good visibility at the time.  Also, we never saw the archer.  If it had really been an accident, you would have expected the hunter to come over and find that out, but we never saw or smelled a thing.  We can only surmise that the culprit was hiding from us.”
 
   “So you think some wolftaur is taking pot-shots at foxtaurs?  Why would they do that?”
 
   “That’s our best guess so far, but we can’t figure that out.  The wolftaur packs are nomadic and don’t own any land, but they’ve got the right to hunt on foxtaur territory when they’re in it.  That arrangement has worked well for us for generations.  In fact, we usually send a representative to the pack when we know they’re in the area in order to update them on what game species are in abundance and which should be left alone this season.  That works out well for both our species.  We don’t compete for limited resources, so we both prosper.  Thus it doesn’t make sense for them to having any sort of grudge against us.”
 
   “Do you know of any pack in the area at the moment?” I asked.
 
   “That’s another thing.  While we know that one is due sometime soon, recent surveys indicate that the nearest is not within hunting range.” Jinni shook her head in puzzlement.  “It’s all a big mystery so far.  Look, I’ve got to see Willa now and get back to the den.  If I find out anything more, I’ll let you know, okay?”
 
   “Okay, Jinni.  Thanks.” I gave her a parting nuzzle and we went our separate ways.
 
   The morning was spent without incident.  I bought a meal from my hosts and took it outside to a nearby arboretum to eat it.  The Spring weather was extremely pleasant and I dozed off after my meal.  This time, nobody interrupted me and I woke up by myself.  I was just getting up to head back to the café when a teenage vixen stepped up to me.  The timing was such that I wondered if she had been watching and waiting for me to wake.
 
   “Hi!” she said.  “I’m Fleete, and I want to claim a night with you.”
 
   I blinked in surprise.  I was no great judge, but I’d be astonished if she had been of age for very long.  “Surely you’re too young to want a kit yet?” I blurted out.
 
   She laughed.  “Don’t be silly!  I don’t intend to try for one for a year or two yet.”
 
   “Then why would you want my services?” I asked in puzzlement.
 
   Here she looked a little embarrassed.  “I want to get some experience before my boyfriend and I do it for the first time.  I want to give him the night of his life so that he’ll want to choose me as his first mate.”
 
   I was floored.  “But… but the Obligation is for breeding purposes!  Wouldn’t it be a misuse of the service…”
 
   She interrupted me.  “Garrek Redfox, I hereby claim Obligation from you!” she said with determination.
 
   Any objections that I had, died on my lips.  With the formal declaration, the matter was now out of my hands.  Any female of age could claim that right, and what I thought of her motives had no bearing on the matter.  With a sigh, I plucked a feather and handed it to her.  “When do you want to do this?” I simply asked.
 
   “Is tomorrow night free?” I nodded.  “Good.  I’ll have the traditional dinner ready about six-thirty.  I live at the only den in Cedar Grove.  I’ll see you then!” 
 
   With that, she trotted off, leaving me stunned.  I just couldn’t understand this.  All my life I had heard that the Obligation was purely for breeding purposes; a means of getting around the problem of the shortage of males.  Now I’d just been tapped as a gigolo, or so I felt.  I lowered myself to the ground again, not ready to go back to work yet until I straightened this out in my mind.  It would have been much easier for me to deal with her wanting to have a child despite her youth.  It wasn’t common, but some vixens liked to have their kits really early.  I was still trying to make sense of it when a quiet voice disturbed my thoughts.
 
   “You seem troubled, young man.” 
 
   I looked up to see an elderly vixen observing me.  Her fur patterning was fairly common, although she did have one unusual distinctive feature – one front paw did not have the usual dark brown sock.  The rest of her coat had liberal numbers of silver hairs growing in it, and her hair was mostly the same, with only a trace of her original red colouration still showing.  Her lower belly fur sagged both from age and several pregnancies, I judged.  I realised that I was in the presence of one of the village elders and I jumped to my feet.
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   “Good day to you, Elder!” I said respectfully.
 
   “And to you too, Garrek Redfox,” she replied.
 
   “You know me, Elder?” I asked, surprised at being addressed by name.
 
   “Only indirectly,” she answered.  “But you still haven’t mentioned why you looked so troubled.”
 
   “I don’t want to bother you with my problems…” I began.
 
   “Nonsense!  That’s one of an Elder’s duties, to look after the welfare of the clan members.  Spit it out, young tod!”
 
   Startled, I did exactly that.  I told her all about Fleete and her desire for some instructional sex.  Then the Elder surprised me again.
 
   “Oh, is that all?” she said.
 
   I blinked, totally knocked for a loop.  This was okay by her? 
 
   She smiled at me sympathetically and patted me on the arm.  “I’m sorry, that wasn’t very helpful of me, was it?  Let’s sit down and talk about this a bit.” So, once again, I laid on the grass and the Elder followed suit.  “First of all, let me introduce myself.  My name is Thayla.  It’s no coincidence that I knew your name though.  I came over specifically to see you.”
 
   “You did?” I was getting tired of all these surprises.  “Why?”
 
   “It’s about Shansu, and how your night of Obligation with her went.”
 
   I momentarily forgot about Fleete, my concern for Shansu getting priority.  “Is she alright?  Is something wrong?”
 
   Thayla laughed.  “It’s okay, Garrek.  Not only is Shansu alright, she’s better than she has been since her accident.  Do you know how long and hard we elders have tried to help that poor vixen?  Yet in one night, you managed more than all of us combined.  She’s like a changed vixen.  All yesterday she was happy, and she was even heard to be humming a cheerful tune.  Now we know that sex alone couldn’t have achieved those results, so this morning, when it was clear that she was still in a good mood, I asked her about her experience.” She held up a hand to forestall a comment from me.  “It’s okay.  I’m in charge of her case, so it was professional interest, mostly.  She told me about what you did for her and, believe me, I’m impressed.  You gave her exactly what she needed.  I think you made the breakthrough that was badly needed and we’ll be able to make some real progress with her now.  We’re hoping that you’ll be able to give us a helping hand occasionally when you’re in town.”
 
   “Well, sure, I guess.  It’s not as if I’m qualified for that sort of thing though,” I said a trifle dubiously.
 
   “Nonsense!” she said again.  “All it took was a good dose of empathy, and you seem to have some to spare.”
 
   “Comes from being mated to a chakat, I suppose,” I replied.
 
   “Somehow, I think you’ve got enough of your own ability without giving the credit to others.  Anyway, on behalf of the Council of Elders, we thank you, Garrek.”
 
   “You’re welcome,” I said with a blush.
 
   I’m sure she realised that I was blushing and she grinned.  Then she continued.  “It remains to be seen whether she’s conceived yet, but whether she does is irrelevant.  It’s what you did in the course of the Obligation that is important, and the answer to your own questions concerning Fleete.  You see, while the custom was definitely started for the purposes of breeding, Obligation is far more than that nowadays.  It performs an important social function also.  Many interactions between tods and vixens are facilitated under the umbrella of the Obligation.  Problems between families can be circumvented through the use of the custom.  Many nervous potential mates can be wooed when there’s no necessity to make a commitment putting them off.  You were able to break through Shansu’s fear of rejection because you could freely give her something she needed, and I don’t mean just the sex.  The list goes on.  In Fleete’s case, I happen to know that she has found love very early in her life, but she’s unsure about her own body and afraid of making a mess of things.  What she wants from you is not merely lessons in sexual techniques, but getting a handle on how to please a lover, to show him that she really cares.  The Obligation gives her a means of learning this without misleading another tod.”
 
   The light dawned on me.  What had seemed to me to be a selfish desire for sex was instead was a very genuine need to learn.  My misgivings were all erased, and suddenly I was looking forward to doing my best for the young vixen.  I smiled at Thayla.  “Thank you, Elder.  I understand now.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear that.  You can thank me in another way though.  My mate died about a year ago, and since then my den has been mostly empty.”
 
   I looked at her, a little startled.  Then this time I really looked at her.  Her age was still evident, but there was the fire of life in her eyes, and she moved with sureness and strength.  This vixen was still almost at her prime, and it was evident to me now that she badly missed her mate.  I knew what I had to do.  I plucked one of the green feathers and held it up.  “Would you care to spend this evening with me, Elder?” I asked.
 
   She smiled and reached out to take the feather.  “Only if you’ll stop calling me Elder and use my name.”
 
   “In that case, I’ll see you at sundown, Thayla.” I said with a grin.
 
   “I’ll be looking forward to it,” she replied, then leaned over and kissed me on the cheek.  “Den #2, Birch Way.  Come hungry!”
 
   I watched her go with a smile.  I really didn’t know what I had just let myself in for, but somehow I knew that it was going to be at least as pleasant as the night with the vulpamours had been the opposite.  I spent several minutes reflecting on what I had learned and just done before I forced myself to get up and go back to my work.  Learning life’s lessons was one thing, but paying the bills was also still important.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The excitement and anticipation of my rendezvous with Thayla did indeed give me an appetite.  When I reached her address, I could easily guess which was her den without having to resort to looking for a number.  It was old but beautiful, just like Thayla.  The stone and timber were well-weathered but kept in good repair.  It fit into the scenery as if it had always been there.  In fact, it was hard to tell where the den ended and nature took over.  It gave me a sense of having been lived-in happily for decades, and judging by the den alone, I felt that Thayla’s life there had been a happy one.  She greeted me warmly at the door and showed me around.  The interior matched the exterior in that it had the comfortably well-worn feeling.  Everything had its place and probably nothing had changed since she had lost her mate.  However, while some might have pined away after such a loss, Thayla had gone on with her life, only keeping the house as it was to remind her of the happy times she’d had with her mate for so many years.  All her children had moved out though, and the place seemed just a little empty.  This night, I was determined to fill that emptiness, if only just for a while.
 
   We spent most of the evening after dinner just talking.  Thayla’s life had been quite an interesting one, and I was hard-pressed to find enough interesting subjects to talk about in return.  She did seem fascinated with my descriptions of other worlds, even if she had no inclination to travel there herself.  It surprised us both when her antique clock chimed midnight.
 
   “My, but I’ve been talking my head off, haven’t I?” commented Thayla.
 
   “No more than I have,” I replied.
 
   “Would you care to step into my sleeping den, young sir,” she asked coyly.
 
   “It would be my pleasure, ma’am,” I replied in kind.
 
   She laughed, then took my hand and led me to her bedding.  There she started taking off her blouse.  I stopped her and took over.  She smiled indulgently and let me, then waited for me to do the same with her halter.  With that off, I could now see that although the years had taken their toll, her breasts were still pleasingly firm despite some sag, and I could see her nipples were hardened in excitement.  I cupped both breasts then alternated licking each nipple.  She giggled like a teenager at first, then started sighing in pleasure.  I took great pains to give her my utmost, and then she started showing me other ways of pleasuring her.  At some time that I can’t remember, my own vest was removed and we both engaged in full-on foreplay.  I learned so many new things from her that night that I would be bursting to try them out on Goldfur later.  After a very long period of mutual pleasuring, we finally joined and I discovered that even there I had a thing or two to learn.  Perhaps she no longer had the energy of youth, but Thayla had the benefit of long experience.  I’d have to say that she and her mate must have had one helluva sex-life because she certainly gave me a very large sampling of it.  We would have gone on all night, but after several orgasms, we were both exhausted.  Even then, we both took pleasure in snuggling up together to get some sleep.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   My experience with Thayla did not quite end that night.  In fact, it seemed to have invigorated her.  I woke to find her caressing me.  When she knew I was conscious, she shifted her attentions to more intimate areas.  Between gasps of pleasure, I managed to ask, “Did you and your mate do this every morning?”
 
   “As often as we could, anyway,” was her reply.
 
   I took a chance with a joke.  “I think I know how he died!”
 
   My hunch paid off.  She could have been offended by my attempt at humour, but I had judged that she was reconciled to her loss and was able to appreciate my joke.  She laughed.
 
   “I’d say it was a matter who was going to make the other croak first!” she retorted.
 
   I laughed along with her, then pulled her close to me.  We made gentle love for one last time.  Technically, now that the sun was up, her allotted time was over.  I didn’t care.  She deserved it, and I enjoyed giving her what she needed.  We even had a lengthy shower together afterwards.  We had a leisurely breakfast before I finally had to leave.  She gave me a kiss as I left, then as I walked down the path from her door, she called out to me.
 
   “Garrek!” I looked back.  “My door will always be open to you.  I mean that.”
 
   I smiled.  “Thank you, Thayla.  I will remember that.” I resumed walking, reflecting on the strange twists my term of Obligation was taking.  I knew already that I’d be taking up Thayla on her invitation some day.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   “Why so late this morning?” Markot asked.  “I was beginning to wonder if I should stop holding the booth for you today.”
 
   “My client kept me back a bit this morning,” I replied.
 
   “Oh?  More than a bit, I’d say!” Markot said with a knowing grin.
 
   “Perhaps, but if you want the details, you’ll have to wait for her to divulge them.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Ah!  That would be telling!” I replied unhelpfully.
 
   Markot realised that he wasn’t going to get anything out of me, so he just served me my coffee and went back to work.  I set myself up as usual and prepared to do the same.  I glanced at my armband and at the single remaining green feather.  Fleete had tonight, then Kassi tomorrow.  I had three whole days though for someone to claim the last night with me.  I hardly believed that I’d had six claims already, let alone getting a clean sweep.  I shrugged.  What would be, would be.  I got stuck into my engineering design work.  Nobody interrupted me that whole day.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Fleete’s night was pretty much as Thayla predicted it would be like.  She was both excited and nervous.  After all, it was going to be her first real sexual experience.  I made sure first that she realised that first penetration could possibly be painful.  She gave me a look that said that even a baby knew that, but I wanted to be sure anyway.  I must say that she was a cooperative and fast learner.  She had to have it really bad for her boyfriend, whoever he was.  Somehow I was pretty sure that she’d land him!  The coupling was a bit uncomfortable for her at first, but she rapidly moved past that stage and managed to perform creditably.  I diligently tried to teach her how to please her prospective mate and not get too distracted by the physical pleasure of the lessons.  Eventually she declared that she had had enough tuition though.  She thanked me, gave me a kiss, then politely showed me to the door.  I expected as much.  I was teacher, not a lover, but I was satisfied with the night’s work.  The only sour note was her father.  He obviously didn’t approve of her getting sexual experience when so young.  However, the decision was no longer his to make, nor mine to refuse.  The combination of Vixen’s Choice and Obligation was a one-two punch that couldn’t be resisted.  I shrugged wordlessly at him, and he nodded grimly back.  We both knew it was out of our control, so he didn’t make trouble for me.
 
   I headed off to bed straight after taking a shower.  Malena joined me in bed pretty much straight away.  I gave her a lick-kiss before settling down.
 
   “What was that for?” she asked.
 
   “Just because I love you, sis,” I replied.
 
   I missed the strange look on her face.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The next day wasn’t quite as uneventful as the previous.  I heard that a search had failed to uncover any more clues as to the culprit responsible for the arrow injury.  I had a sense of foreboding that it wouldn’t be the last we’d hear of that though.  Lorene dropped in on me at the café and left me distracted for a long time.  Why on Earth did those four jiggling tits turn me into a randy teenager every time I looked at them?  I gave up on trying to work and took an early lunch break.
 
   After lunch, I managed to get back into the work again, but I did have one interruption.  I noticed someone walk into my peripheral vision, so I looked up and realised that it was Voshu standing there.  That surprised me, but hearing her speak for the first time was an even bigger surprise.
 
   “I thought you should know that the doctor says that Merta’s conceived.” Her voice was actually nothing like I thought it would be, considering her demeanour.  It was actually quite lovely! 
 
   “Thank you for letting me know,” I replied, “But why did you come to tell me and not Merta?”
 
   “Because I was going this way, and… and because I owed you an apology.” She said the last in a rush, perhaps determined to get it out before she changed her mind.  “You didn’t deserve how I treated you.”
 
   “Thanks for that too.  I hope you remember next time Merta wants a child though.”
 
   Voshu nodded, then turned to leave.
 
   “Voshu!” I called.
 
   “Yes?” she asked, turning back to me.
 
   “I hope it’s a girl,” I said.
 
   For the first time, Voshu smiled.  “Thanks.  I hope so too.” Then she left me to my work.  Months later I was to learn that she did indeed give birth to a female kit.  I hoped that Merta would find another tod though if she ever wanted another! 
 
   The rest of the day was productive until late afternoon when my excitement started building.  At last the time had come that I could once again be with Kassi, and gradually my thoughts were dominated by my daydreams until I wasn’t getting anything done at all.  I gave up and packed it in early and headed off to Kassi’s place.  I figured that it was unlikely that a vixen would come looking for me this late in the day anyway.
 
   Zendak greeted me at the door.  I was pleased to see him, but I was also glad when he announced that he was just on his way out for the evening.
 
   “I really shouldn’t be chasing you out of your own home though,” I dutifully objected.
 
   “Rubbish!  I’d only be in the way.  Besides, I’m going to be spending time with some of my old buddies, something that Kassi wouldn’t have particularly enjoyed anyway, so you’re a great excuse to do it now while I can.”
 
   “Have a good time then,” I replied.
 
   “I will.  I won’t need to wish you the same.  If I don’t hear you two yipping in ecstasy halfway across the village, I’ll have to come looking to find out why not!”
 
   I swatted him on the rump.  “Get out of here you dirty old tod!”
 
   He danced out of my reach with a grin on his face.  He always had been the bawdier of us two.  I shook my head in wonder.  Some things never change.  When he left though, I thanked the Maker for giving me such a good and understanding friend.
 
   I met Kassi just inside.  “You’re early,” she observed.
 
   “I know.  I couldn’t concentrate, so I decided to come around now rather than ruin the rest of my work.”
 
   “Dinner isn’t ready.  I… I burned the roast.”
 
   We looked at each other for a long moment, then we fell into each other’s arms, laughing our heads off.  
 
   “Oh what a pair we make!” I finally said.
 
   “Perfectly matched!” she agreed.
 
   The suspense was broken, and we could finally relax.  I went into the kitchen to help her salvage what we could of the roast, and tradition be blowed.  The result wasn’t bad, especially with the liberal amounts of gravy we put on it.  That dinner was the best I had eaten in ages, although it wasn’t the ordinary cooking that was responsible.  It was just like old times again when Kassi had cooked up a meal before we went out for some fun at the community centre.  We enjoyed each other’s company then and now despite any little hiccups that affected our lives.
 
   We retired to the lounging area where we talked about old times, and our plans for the future.  Somewhere amidst that conversation, we started petting.  Then the conversation dried up as it turned into foreplay.  We never made it to the bedroom.  When we came together, it was glorious.  Jinni had been fun, and Thayla had years of experience, but Kassi and I discovered that we still loved each other as much as ever we had, and that turns mere sex into something that transcended all those experiences.  Perhaps we did make enough racket to be heard halfway across the village, because Zendak didn’t come back that night.  We finally exhausted ourselves and dragged our weary bodies off to the sleeping den.  Falling into each other’s embrace, we slept soundly and shared beautiful dreams.
 
   The early morning sun made a lovely warm glow in the room, and it also matched the glow in our hearts as we made love once again.  We’d chosen a more awkward position that allowed us to be face to face.  My cock was buried deeply within her and I alternated sucking on her breasts and kissing her deeply.  I felt as if I could do this all day, but Kassi tantalised and teased me until I came with a mighty surge.  Panting, I let her lick-kiss me, murmuring how pleased she was with me.  If she didn’t conceive now, it sure wasn’t for lack of trying!  After just lying together for a while and enjoying the afterglow, Kassi declared that it was time to get up.
 
   “Do I have to?” I almost whined.
 
   “You’ve got work to do, love, and so do I.  Moreover, my fur feels like it’s been through a tornado.  I really want to freshen up.”
 
   I reluctantly agreed, but we both shared the shower.
 
   We both had huge appetites, and ate a very large breakfast.  We didn’t talk much at all.  I think we said everything that we needed to say in both words and actions last night.  Instead, we just smiled at each other as we recalled what we did.  Being with Kassi again made me almost feel like I was a teenager again in that I felt strong and ready to take on the world.  No, I hadn’t forgotten Goldfur but, as shi often says, love should multiply, not divide.  I felt like the luckiest foxtaur in the world to have two such beautiful people as my lovers.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   There’s nothing like good sex with a lover to get your day off to a great start.  I must have gotten more done that day than I had in the previous two!  It helped that I wasn’t interrupted by anything more than Markot asking if I wanted any more coffee, or something to eat.  As the lowering sun signalled the nearing of the end of the day, my final feather stayed unclaimed.  I closed off the project that I was working on and packed up my equipment.  I then thanked my hosts for their generosity and started strolling home.  I was a little surprised to run into Shansu, but then again, her way home went close by Pawprints, so it wasn’t that remarkable.
 
   “Good afternoon, Garrek,” she said with a smile.  She still wore her protective garments, but today they looked as if she had dressed to impress rather than to hide within them.
 
   “G’day, Shansu!” I replied cheerfully.  Her eyebrow cocked questioningly at my use of that phrase.  “Picking up some speech habits from my mate,” I explained.
 
   “It sounds a bit funny coming from you.  You still have a local accent rather than an Australian one.”
 
   I shrugged.  “It doesn’t bother me.  Anyway, how have you been?”
 
   “I’ve been great, thanks.  I wanted to let you know that I’m still savouring the night we spent together.  I went to the doctor this afternoon though to see if I’ve conceived.  He says I didn’t.” There was a touch of disappointment in her voice.
 
   I gave her a comforting hug.  “It’s okay, hon.  You’ll succeed soon enough.  At least you know you don’t need a kit not to be lonely anymore.”
 
   “Yeah, I know, but I really wanted the child to be yours.” She sighed.
 
   I felt flattered.  There was one thing more that I could offer her though.  I pulled a blue feather from the armband and held it out for her.  “If you still want that kit, next time I’m in the village when you’re in heat, come see me.”
 
   Shansu took the feather, then threw her arms around my neck and kissed me.  “Oh, thank you, Garrek!  You will be hearing from me!  Bye!”
 
   With that, she trotted off in the direction of her den, her slight limp doing nothing to hide the happiness in her stride.  I grinned as I watched her go.  While it was a big deal to her, it wasn’t that great a decision for me.  I reckon that Goldfur would have given me a kick in the behind if I hadn’t offered her another opportunity!  (It was to be many months before our schedules coincided again, but I kept my promise.  That mating would prove to be successful and, to her delight, she bore a son.  If she had a bad case of hero worship before, it was overwhelming after that! ) That left Jinni to hear from.  The busy huntress probably hadn’t had the time to check with the doctor, or the opportunity to catch me to let me know the news.  It could wait another day though.
 
   I got back to my home only to find it almost deserted.  Malena was there to greet me though, although I noticed that Blaze’s cub leash was left on the table.  I guessed that the two of them had only just gotten home themselves.
 
   “Where’s everybody?” I asked.
 
   “Dad and Mom got a dinner invitation for tonight.  If you’d been home you would have known, but they thought that they’d better not take the chance of interrupting something, so they didn’t try to contact you.  Instead, all you have is me!  I just put Blaze to bed.  Shi’s pretty tired.  How was your day?”
 
   “Great!  Near perfect in fact.  Obviously I didn’t get any taker for the last feather, so here I am!”
 
   Malena walked closer to my left arm to look at the armband.  “I see that one of the blue feathers is gone though.”
 
   “Yeah.  Shansu didn’t conceive, so I offered her another opportunity.”
 
   “That’s nice of you.  I’m glad that your last green feather wasn’t taken though.” She reached out and plucked the feather.  “That means I can have it!” The deep orange light of the sunset streaming through the window clearly showed the triumph on her face.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Shocked, I reached out to grab it.  “You don’t know what you’re doing!” I said incredulously.
 
   “Oh yes I do, Garrek,” she said as she kept the feather out of my reach.  “I know exactly what I’m doing.  I’ve been trying to make up my mind about this for days, and even this afternoon I was watching from a distance, hoping that no one would come to claim your last feather.  I’ve been trying to work up the nerve to claim it for myself, and finally I have.  I claim Obligation from you, Garrek!”
 
   “But… but I’m your brother!” I couldn’t understand why she was doing this.
 
   “And you’re also my co-mate with Goldfur.  I don’t want to be regarded just as your sister.  I’ve seen how the other chakat relationships work, and how they have equality between all their partners.  And just look at Forestwalker and Goldfur.  They’re siblings and they make love all the time!  I want the same between us.  Anyway, I get to see Goldfur far too little, and I would also like to have a foxtaur tod as one of my mates.”
 
   “If that’s all you want, why not try to get one of the other village tods, even as a secondary mate?”
 
   “Why should I go after one of them, when the handsomest, smartest and sexiest one is already my co-mate?”
 
   My jaw opened to answer, but I could think of nothing to say to this.  Instead I simply gaped in astonishment.  She thought that of me?  I had always been very fond of my sister, but I had no idea that she thought so much of me.
 
   “Besides, you don’t think that you’d be the first in such a relationship, do you?  I checked it out.  The Council of Elders allows a single generation of inbreeding because it’s virtually harmless.  There are plenty of vixens who have hooked onto their brothers as one way of getting around the shortage of males, and not even all those love them as I love you!”
 
   “You’re kidding me!” She shook her head firmly.  “I… I had no idea that so much...  incest...  happens.”
 
   “Incest is such a human word.  They have good reasons for not practicing it too much, but we morph species are much more genetically clean, so it’s not a big problem.  However,” she came close, put her arms around me and hugged me hard.  “I don’t give a damn about that anyway.  Do you know how long I’ve wanted you?  Ever since I was old enough to appreciate boys!  You were my big strong brother at first, then I hit puberty and suddenly I started noticing other things too.  I saw the vixens admiring your gorgeous fur and your tall lean body, and I’d get a bit jealous.  When you lost Kassi to Zendak, I was quietly sympathising with you.  When Ketta tore you up emotionally, I wanted to tear her up physically.  And when you couldn’t be there for my coming-of-age, I was enormously disappointed.  Garrek, you’ve been a major part of my life for so long now, I can’t imagine not wanting to be your lover!  Then when I became Goldfur’s denmate, suddenly I had you there too, and yet you were always just out of reach.  The first time that we both made love to Goldfur at the same time, I was thinking of you just as much as I was thinking of hir.  I truly love Goldfur, but Garrek, you were always my first love.”
 
   It was all too much for me to take in so quickly.  I never had an inkling of all this.  She called me the smartest.  Right now I felt anything but!  I looked down into her eyes.  Gone was the triumph, replaced by a strange mixture of fear and desire.  For the first time when embracing my sister, I was acutely aware of her femininity.  I cursed myself when I felt my body respond.  Yet everything that she did or said only confused me more.  I wanted to respond to the gorgeous vixen in my arms, but it was the very familiar face of my little sister that gazed back at me.  Little?  She was over twenty years of age and with a child of her own.  Makers!  I’d even watched Goldfur giving her lessons in making love!  Familiar?  But it was a good familiarity; something that you wanted to see again after being away for a long time.  I remembered the first time that we had teamed up against Goldfur to give hir a double orgasm.  I recalled how randy I felt doing this, even more than normal.  I suddenly realised something that I’d never even allowed myself to see before: I felt that excited because I was doing it with Malena there!  We had never touched each other sexually deliberately, but the contacts we made while making love to Goldfur had surely increased our desire.  Omigod!  It was true!  She did desire me, and I’d been picking up on it but ignoring it all this time! 
 
   “You think I’m the sexiest too?” Okay, so I have a lot of self-doubts, but I really didn’t see myself as the best pick in the village.
 
   “Without a doubt.  You’re everything I’ve ever wanted in a lover.” A shy grin formed.  “And it doesn’t hurt that you’ve got the biggest cock of any tod in the village, and I want it in me!”
 
   Just as I was settling down, she knocked me for a loop again.  And yet, I couldn’t repudiate it.  Back when I was a foolish teenager, I had been proud of my endowment.  I was not only the tallest in the village, but I was the longest.  Turned out to be a curse though.  Those shallow vixens, and Ketta in particular, had only been interested in the tall tod with the big dick.  I’d been just a plaything to them and I had hated it.  It took a chakat to help me get comfortable with myself again, and it helped that shi was just as well endowed as I was.  We’d started on an equal footing, and I had badly needed that.  Now Malena was admitting a desire that she’d kept hidden all through those bad years.  If she’d said anything back then, it would have probably made things much worse.  Now that I’d gotten comfortable with my body again though, she could freely speak and, dammit, she was turning me on! 
 
   I groaned.  “Why did you wait so long to tell me all of this?”
 
   Malena went back to being fearful and uncertain.  “Because I wanted you to come to me first.  I wanted you to see me as a grown vixen, independent and desirable.  I wanted you to fall in love with me.” Her voice trailed off.  Then she gathered herself again.  “I finally realised though that you’d probably never see me as anything but your little sister, no matter how long we were co-mates.  Then when I heard that you were coming home for Obligation, I suddenly realised that I had a chance to make my desires real, and in such a way that you couldn’t blame yourself.”
 
   I nodded.  “It’s true.  I have to accept any Obligation claim, even if it’s from my sister.  But that wouldn’t stop people commenting if they found out, nor would it give you any measure of protection.”
 
   Malena looked at the feather in her hand, then spread her fingers to let it slip between them and fall to the floor.  “I never really wanted it that way.  I want you to recognise my claim as your co-mate, accept me as I am, and let me love you.  I want to have the privileges that other co-mates have.  I know that it’s usually two vixens that have to share a male, and our relationship is unique, but I don’t care.  I love you, Garrek.”  
 
   She put her head against my chest and just held me, waiting for my decision.  I could still do this and rightfully claim that it was under Obligation, but I didn’t feel that was the answer.  She wanted… she needed me to accept her without that prop.  Thayla had taught me that the purpose of Obligation included dealing with social needs.  Perhaps in this case, the only thing that it needed to do was to get Malena’s true desires out in the open.  The rest was my decision.  I gently disengaged myself from Malena’s hold, then stepped back a pace to gaze at her.  Malena was puzzled, but I needed to do something first.  For the first time ever I looked hard at Malena and deliberately forgot everything about her being my sister.  I saw instead a very pretty vixen, perhaps not a drop-dead gorgeous one, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.  She was graceful and sexy, and she was smart and sassy.  In many ways, she was like Kassi, and suddenly I saw that the reason that I’d been attracted to both of them was that they both fit the same mould of my idea of the perfect vixen mate.  As soon as I realised that, I knew my decision had been already made long ago.
 
   “Malena, will you join me in the sleeping den?  I think we have a few years to make up for.”
 
   Malena’s eyes went wide with momentary surprise, then lit with joy.  She grabbed my arm and squeezed it tight as she pulled me in the room’s direction.  “Oh, yes!  YES!  Oh, thank you Garrek!  I promise to make this a night we’ll both remember for the rest of our lives!”
 
   “My dear, it already is!”
 
   You’d think that after a week of making love to a different vixen every night, I’d be tired and jaded.  It wasn’t so.  This mating was to prove to be the culmination of all those previous ones.  The sheer physical pleasure with Jinni, combined with emotional need of Shansu, Fleete’s eager need to learn, the raw physical demands from Merta, the skills learned from Thayla and the long-term love of Kassi, were all manifested in our love-making.  No two foxtaurs ever enjoyed their first mating as much as we did that night.  And believe me, I made sure that Malena felt every inch of that big cock of mine as I tried to bury myself within her.  My doubts were gone.  This was the right thing to do and, by the Makers, I was going to do it as well as I possibly could.  Malena matched me for every effort, and between us, we made the universe move.
 
   Eventually though, the flesh failed us, although the spirit wanted to keep going all night.  We curled up together, absolutely exhausted but utterly content.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   I think we barely woke up while it was still morning.  I wondered why we’d been left alone so long.  Then again, our parents may have quite rightly thought that I’d be recuperating from another Obligation, and waking Malena would have wakened me also.  I carefully stretched, trying not to disturb Malena, only to realise that she was in the process of waking up also.
 
   “Good morning,” I said.
 
   She smiled.  “A very good morning.  And thank you for the excellent evening.”
 
   “You’re more than welcome.  I hope that it was everything that you’d hoped it would be.”
 
   “Hooboy!  Was it ever!  You fulfilled my every fantasy last night.” She snuggled up to me.  “I’m going to spend all day recalling every moment of it!”
 
   “Ha!  Good!  Then I won’t be hearing any more of this stuff about co-mates anymore, okay?”
 
   Malena’s face fell.  As you wish.  Thanks for giving me this one night though.  I won’t bother you with those claims anymmphh…” Her words were cut off as I clamped my hand over her muzzle.
 
   I gave her a reassuring smile.  “What I meant, dear one, is that from now on, I’ll only refer to you as my denmate – a full mate with all the rights and responsibilities thereof.  Now does that suit you?”
 
   She broke out of my loose grip and start lick-kissing me like mad.  “Yes!  Yes!  Yes!  Oh, I love you, Garrek Redfox!”
 
   Laughing, I replied as best as I could, mostly in kind.
 
   We finally stopped, panting to catch our breaths.  Something occurred to me then.  “We’ll have to tell our parents about this.  We can’t deceive them, even if their absence made it much easier to fulfil our destiny.  Actually, come to think of it, their going out last night was awfully convenient.”
 
   “Yeah,” Malena agreed, “We’ll talk it over with them as soon as we have breakfast.  But their dinner date wasn’t such a coincidence.”
 
   “Oh?  Do I detect a bit of manipulation?” I asked.
 
   “Remember when I told you that ours wouldn’t be the only such relationship.  Well, one of my best friends is in that sort of a mating.  Her name is Tashka.”
 
   “Isn’t she the daughter of Jenkul and Mareeth?”
 
   “Yes, and that’s whose den our parents went to last night.”
 
   “And they asked Dad and Mom over because Tashka suggested it?”
 
   “Something like that.  Tashka wanted me to find the same fulfilment as she had, and this was the best way she could help out.”
 
   I shook my head.  “Devious vixens!”
 
   Malena laughed.  “And aren’t you tods glad of it.  Without us, you’d never get pushed in the right direction!”
 
   I swatted her with a pillow! 
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   We showered together first before heading for the kitchen.  We really needed it!  Malena asked if she could tell our parents about our new status.  She wanted to handle it her way.  After all, I could leave any time and be back in the comfort of my den back in Australia, but she wanted to remain home still.  It suited me to let her do it her way, so I gave her no argument.
 
   Our mother was in the kitchen, drinking some hot tea.  Our father would be working at this time, so we could deal with him a little later.  I headed to the stove to start cooking some eggs and bacon for both of us.  Malena stepped up to mom, intending to get the announcement over and done with.
 
   “Hi, Mom,” we both said.
 
   “Good afternoon, dears,” Jaleth said.  “I trust you got plenty of rest?”
 
   “Yeah, you could say so, although it was a bit of a late night for us,” I said.  Malena gave me look, and I shut up and left the rest of the conversation to her.
 
   Malena said, “Mom, we gotta talk to you about something.”
 
   “Sure, honey.  What’s up?”
 
   “It concerns both Garrek and me, and… well… a lot of things changed last night,” Malena started.
 
   Jaleth nodded.  “Judging by some of the things I heard last night and the scent coming from your room this morning, I’d guess that you finally asked your brother to make love with you.”
 
   If you’d told me that the moon had really turned into green cheese, I would not have been as stunned as I was just then.  Even Malena was struck dumb for a moment.
 
   “But… but…” Malena tried to formulate a question.
 
   Mother smiled benignly.  “My dearest daughter, I’ve been watching you make goo-goo eyes at Garrek for a decade.  I’ve seen how both your relationships were going.  I had my doubts about the wisdom of what you were doing and, frankly, I would rather that you had found another tod to fall in love with so that neither of your lives would be complicated by this.  Eventually though, I realised that no matter how I felt about it, sooner or later you’d be making your move on him.  Actually, I’m a bit surprised that it took you this long to do so after becoming Garrek's co-mate with Goldfur.”
 
   I rolled my eyes to the heavens.  It was true – you can’t hide anything from your mother!  That made it twice now that our mother had stolen the wind from Malena’s sails, the previous time being when she announced that she’d asked Goldfur to be her mate.  This time though, I’d been caught by surprise too.
 
   Jaleth continued, “When we got that last-moment dinner invitation from Jenkul and Mareeth for the last night of Garrek’s Obligation, I guessed that you were finally going to make your move.  I therefore made it a point of making it a late night with our friends, although I had to tell your father why I was dragging things out.  Yes, that means you won’t have to explain to him that you nabbed Garrek under Obligation.”
 
   “That’s good,” I said with some relief, “But it’s not quite completely accurate.”
 
   “Oh?  What did I get wrong?”
 
   “Malena did take my feather of Obligation, but after she told me her motives and I took stock of my own feelings, I accepted her as my mate unreservedly, and without the protection of Obligation.  The decision was mine and Malena’s alone!” I finished defiantly.
 
   Jaleth looked hard at us both, and then she smiled even more widely.  “That’s even better.  You’ve formed a real relationship, and that is better than anything formed under Obligation.”
 
   “Anyway,” I continued, “While we’re having a sexual relationship now, it’s not as if we intend to kick out a slew of kits!”
 
   Malena and Jaleth gave each other a look, but they didn’t argue with me.  Perhaps I should have asked what they meant by that look.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   “Don’t tell me, let me guess!” Goldfur interrupted the detailed account that I’d promised to give hir.  Shi’d arrived later that afternoon, bringing along the cubs.  Shi had hitched a ride on a Star Corps transport that was going this way and arrived a little sooner than anticipated, but I was glad to see hir.  “I’m betting that Malena tapped you for the final night’s Obligation.”
 
   I gave up.  It seems everybody had figured out Malena’s intentions before even she did.  “How did you know that?” I demanded.
 
   Shi smiled and tapped hir head.  “Empathic, remember?  Every time she was with you, I could sense her true feelings for you.  It wasn’t up to me to bring it up though, although if she continued to dither, I might have given her a little push in the right direction.”
 
   I always overlooked that chakat talent.  It’s so subtle, it got overlooked easily, yet chakats could learn so much about people with it.  However I did manage to tantalise hir when I told hir about some of the new techniques I’d learned from Thayla, and I looked forward to showing some of them to hir tonight.
 
   Jinni had called that afternoon to let me know that she had conceived also, so I was able to give Goldfur my tally of successes so far.  I’d invited Kassi and Zendak to dinner so that they could meet my family.  I knew I wanted to keep seeing them both now that they’d settled back down in the village, so this was the perfect opportunity for everybody to learn about each other.  We didn’t know if Kassi had conceived yet, but if she did, I wanted to follow every moment of our child’s growth.
 
   When I’d completed recounting my exploits, Goldfur began updating me on what had been happening back home.  “We’ve got a new guest staying with us for a while,” shi started.  “You’ve never met this person, but you’re going to find the face awfully familiar!”
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