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   Foreword
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   This book is a collection of episodes in the lives of my chakat family, just like the first book – Forest Tales.  If you have not read that book yet, I strongly recommend that you read it first because it establishes the characters and backgrounds which are assumed as established already in the stories in this book.
 
   Forest Tales collected all the episodes until the events related in the stand-alone novel – Transformations.  The first episode in this book wraps up the loose ends in that book and starts other events in motion.  The stand-alone novel – More Terrible Than Chains – continues from there.  The second episode in this book then continues after the events of that novel.  Because this is in fact all one continuous saga of the chakat extended family, the episode numbering reflects this, with Transformations being regarded as Episode 28, and More Terrible Than Chains as Episode 30.
 
   After Episode 41 however, events start shifting into the future of the current storyline.  Therefore I have elected to give them different episode numbers as I intend to write other stories within the intervening period.
 
   I wish to thank the loyal fans of my stories and characters, especially the ones who contributed to the feedback and discussions of the episodes as I wrote them.  Their insights have often forced me to improve my stories and helped me avoid some mistakes also.
 
   Please be advised that some of these stories contain strong adult themes.
 
    
 
   Bernard “Goldfur” Doove
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   Episode 29: Conclusions
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Two eyes watched intently from behind the concealment of their owner’s carefully constructed hunting blind as a party of three foxtaur hunter-vixens trotted down the forest trail on their way to their hunting grounds. ‘Perfect!’ the watcher thought to himself. The wind was in his face, so there wasn’t a chance of being smelled, and the vixens were chatting amongst themselves and not paying any real attention to what was happening around them. The watcher pulled on a pair of leather gloves, then took out a carefully bundled package from his backpack. It consisted of an old wolf’s pelt wrapped around several arrows of unique design. Picking up the bow that had been laid within easy reach but away from accidental contact, he selected an arrow and nocked it onto the string. Drawing back the arrow, making sure that at no time did it touch anything but the bow and the gloves, he moved to the gap in the blind that he’d left specifically for shooting, then aimed at the vixen at the rear. He loosed the arrow and immediately moved back completely behind cover again. A scream of pain brought a nasty smile of satisfaction to his thin lips. 
 
   ‘That oughtta get ’em baying for blood! Once they start fighting each other, the World Government will have to step in and take back control from those damn foxtaurs.’
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
    “You gotta go to the Common!” Miktar gasped out. “There’s some sort of commotion there. I think somebody else has been shot with a wolftaur arrow!” The teenaged foxtaur tod, unremarkable in appearance except for a slightly redder than normal hue to his fur, had burst into the living room, panting slightly. 
 
   Malena, a vixen who was rather distinctive in the paleness of her own colouring, looked up in alarm at her brother.  “Do you know who it was?”
 
   “No, I raced back here as soon as I heard.”
 
   Malena gathered Blaze into her arms, not willing to waste time finding a minder for her young cub. She made her way at her best speed for the Common. It wasn’t hard to find the centre of action because she could hear the agitated voices long before she saw anyone. Very quickly, she was close enough to make out what they were saying.
 
   “When are you going after those savages?” demanded one vixen shrilly, tail lashing violently.
 
   “It hasn’t been confirmed that a wolftaur is the perpetrator,” replied a calm voice that Malena recognised as Purteshka’s.
 
   “Then what the smegging hell do you think this is?” a huntress asked hotly, waving an arrow above her head.
 
   “I just see an arrow. It hasn’t been established that it was even made by wolftaur, let alone shot by one.” Purteshka was imperturbable, speaking in her usual controlled manner, taking nothing as fact until proven beyond doubt. Malena realised that she was trying to keep the more volatile hunter vixens under control by remaining calm and logical. The Justice & Enforcement vixen was not in her robe of office, having probably been caught by surprise while plying her normal trade, but her demeanour had the unmistakable air of authority that she assumed when dealing with clan business.
 
   Unmollified, the same huntress kept arguing. She marked off her points on her fingers, her voice rising with each one: “It’s marked like a wolftaur arrow. It’s from an area where wolftaurs are known to hunt. It’s the fifth known incident of its kind so far. Heaven knows how many missed that we don’t know about.” She threw up her hands into the air as if to wrest an answer from Purteshka. “Are you waiting for someone to die before you’ll do something about it?” she accused. Her fur was fairly bristling with anger.
 
   “You all know that I’ve already sent out scouts to try to find whoever shot that arrow. You will wait until they return with their report before doing anything.” This time, Purteshka’s words held the unmistakable tone of finality. She had given an order and expected to be obeyed. The hunter vixens continued grumbling, but none challenged her authority… this time. The group started breaking apart, but Malena waited around for a chance to talk to the elder.
 
   Purteshka stepped down from the high point she was standing on and walked up to Malena, her aura of authority dissolving into friendly familiarity. “Hello, Malena. How are you and little Blaze today?”
 
   “We’re both doing well, thanks.” She put the squirming cub down, though keeping a firm grasp on one hand. “Could you tell me what exactly happened today?” Malena asked anxiously.
 
   Purteshka sighed. “I wish I could tell you exactly what happened, but what I do know is that someone shot Patishu in the hind leg with that arrow you saw being waved around. Naturally all the hunters are worried that they’ll be the next target.”
 
   “Three arrows missed their marks, and the ones that hit were both weren’t exactly good shots. Either the archer is a lousy shot or aiming to frighten,” Malena observed.
 
   “Quite true, and neither fits well with what we know of wolftaurs. That’s why when I sent out the scouts, I told them to look out for anything that seemed out of place, rather than evidence of a wolftaur in the area.”
 
   Malena nodded. “I’m just concerned about what some of the hunters will do when Goldfur arrives soon. Shi’s bringing Lupu along, and I’m worried that they might take it out on her.”
 
   “Good point. I’ll try to have a discreet watch put on her while she’s here, but hopefully we’ll resolve this before things get out of hand.”
 
   Malena agreed fervently. She not only wanted to see that her wolven friend came to no harm, but she wanted to avoid stressing her mate, Goldfur, who already had seen more than enough troubles in the past few years.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
    “What do you think of Lupu’s old stamping grounds, Dale?” Forestwalker asked.
 
   Goldendale looked around and drew in a lungful of the fresh mountain air. The village was extraordinarily pretty to hir mind. The dens particularly appealed to hir, looking homey and comfortable. The village centre looked more like a park with the occasional discreet building spoiling that illusion. The whole place looked as if both natural growth and the products of artifice had grown together, complimenting each other. “It looks gorgeous, Forest,” Goldendale replied. “I especially like the scents. That’s something this new body can do a lot better than my old. I can really appreciate the nuances a lot more.”
 
   “You’ll also find it very useful if you do any hunting,” Forest noted.
 
   “Well, it’s not as if I wasn’t already a good hunter as a human. I was a pretty good planetary scout and often lived off the land.” It wasn’t so long since shi’d been an average male human, and occasionally shi still felt as if shi needed to defend hir previous incarnation.
 
   “I didn’t mean to denigrate your abilities, Dale. I merely meant that it would be helpful.” Forest and hir family had been doing their best to make Dale’s transition as smooth as possible. Hir recent acceptance of hir new form had been a major step, but they all knew that it would take a lot longer before being a chakat would come as naturally to hir as those born that way.
 
   “It’s okay. I’m still getting used to being a chakat, so it’s likely that I’ll need to lean on my previous skills more until I learn new ones in this form. Anyway, there’s a question that I’ve been meaning to ask you. How come you came along with Goldfur, Lupu and me on this trip? It’s not one of those festival times that you’ve told me about, is it?
 
   Before Forest could answer, Garrek spoke up. “Shi’s here to see Malena, and heaven knows only how many others in the village,” he said with a cheeky grin.
 
   Completely unfazed, Forest shot back, “This from the tod who has several vixens all happy to share their beds with him!”
 
   Garrek’s ears almost glowed from the blush that could be seen only through the thin fur inside of his ears. Chakats might be comfortable with having many partners, but he was still a fairly shy person, and just because what Forestwalker had said was completely true didn’t make it any less embarrassing. He hadn’t gone out of his way to achieve this, but his recent Obligation had greatly changed his relationships with many people. Goldfur put hir arm supportively around hir lifemate, although shi too was struggling to keep hir amusement in check.
 
   “Anyhow,” Forest continued, “It’s true. I do want to see Malena and others, but I’m also a keen bushwalker, and I love this countryside, so I never miss an opportunity to come.”
 
   “I’m glad you came along,” Lupu said. “I’m going to need all the moral support that I can get when I confront the pack. I may be bringing a big, strong mate along, but every extra person can only help to impress the pack members.”
 
   “We’ll all be doing our bit to help, never fear!” Garrek said, glad to have the subject off him.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
    “They’re here!” Malena called out as she spotted the approaching chakats from the den window. She went to the door to meet the group and flew into Goldfur’s arms to give hir a huge hug and kiss. She then repeated her actions with Garrek.”
 
   Goldfur said, “Dale, I’d like you to meet Malena, my lifemate and Garrek’s denmate.”
 
   “Glad to meet you!” Malena said, automatically giving hir a chakat-style hug of greeting. Dale had gotten to be familiar with it during Forest’s birthing though, so shi only hesitated for a moment before returning the hug in full. Malena stepped back a pace to give Dale a good looking-over. “Aside from the hair and clothes, I couldn’t tell you apart from Goldie. Don’t be too surprised if I accidentally give you an unexpected snuggle!”
 
   “Believe me, I know what you mean. It’s okay, I’m used to it.”
 
   “Auntie M’ena! Hug!!” Several cubs were waiting for their turn with their foxtaur relative, and Eudora had gotten impatient. Malena soon corrected the oversight with hir as well as all the others in the entourage. Only Tailstalker and Windrunner, the newest kittens asleep in their respective mother’s saddlebag carriers, escaped the welcome.
 
   Everyone piled inside the den, there to be greeted by Jaleth who’d just come out of the kitchen, and Rikandor who’d been in a back room when Malena’s call had reached him. He brought with him their daughter, Neesha, and Malena’s cub, Blaze, who pulled out of his hands the moment that they saw the cubs and raced over to them. The ensuing meleé that followed was inevitable as the children went into hyperactive fun mode. Jaleth firmly herded them out into the yard before returning to socialise with the others.
 
   The inevitable huge meal was well received, and they spent the time updating each other on what had been happening recently. Malena eventually broached the subject that most worried her.
 
   “Lupu, I advise you to be on alert when you’re moving through the village. There was another arrow shooting a few days ago, and there are a few hunters who are ready to blame any wolftaur that they see.”
 
   “But I’ve been here many times before. Why would they pick on me?”
 
   “Logic has nothing to do with it. Those vixens are scared and angry. They might be the next victim, and eventually, one of them might be killed. Having no one definite to blame, they’re ready to lash out at any scapegoat. I don’t want you to be that person.”
 
   “Don’t go anywhere without myself or Goldfur,” Dale advised. “I couldn’t bear to see anything happen to you, love.”
 
   Lupu stroked hir cheek. “Okay, hon. I promise.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   That night, Malena, Garrek and Goldfur excused themselves early. No one was in any doubt as to what would be happening behind the closed door of the sleeping den. Absence makes the heart grow fonder, they say, and this threesome was a shining example. Lupu and Dale were given a room to themselves, leaving only Forest unpartnered. Shi chose to room with the cubs which, although not conducive to good sleep, however gave hir a pleasant feeling. Shi also got to breastfeed not only hir newborn, but Goldfur’s as well. “Next best thing to sex,” shi thought contentedly as a cub suckled on each of hir teats. Goldfur’s milk would be claimed by others this evening!
 
   They all gathered early the next morning to make preparations for the field trip. Lupu and Dale had the most to take along as they would not be returning for a long time, and they had to take as many things as they thought they’d need for an extended stay. The extras were shared amongst the saddlepacks of the others. Only Garrek would not be going on this trip, although he helped with the packing. He had many other things to do while here at the village, and his presence wasn’t really needed anyway. They only had to acquire a few more things from the village market before they set off, so when they had done as much as they could, they all set off together to the village centre. They weren’t to get there without an unplanned delay though.
 
   They noted a knot of hunter vixens approaching from a side path. Abruptly, one yelled out, “Look there’s one of those murderous bitches now!” She pointed directly at Lupu who gasped in shock as all the vixens turned glares of hatred in her direction. 
 
   Dale and Goldfur immediately stepped in front of Lupu, while the others covered the sides. “What’s going on here?” demanded Goldfur.
 
   “Halla was just wounded by yet another attack with a wolftaur arrow,” said the lead vixen who seemed to be the ringleader, “And we’re not going to take this lying down any more! We’re going to deal with any wolftaurs we find on our territory, and that includes any spies!” She said the last with her gaze locked on Lupu.
 
   Goldfur’s tail slowly lashed the air, a warning sign to those who knew feline body language that they were treading dangerous ground. “Lupu has never done anything to harm you, nor is she a spy. I strongly advise you to leave her alone, or find out what it’s like when you threaten a chakat’s mate.” 
 
   This statement had quite a strong effect on most of the vixens. All of them had heard of the cubnapping episode and what had happened to Ketta. Few were willing to risk the wrath of an enraged chakat. The leader wasn’t to be so easily cowed though. She came up almost nose to nose and started poking Goldfur in the middle of the chest above hir breasts with her index finger. “Maybe you chakats are in league with the wolftaurs. I’ve never approved of your kind interbreeding with ours anyway. You’ve never done foxtaurs any favours as far as I’m concerned.” A couple of other vixens nodded their heads in agreement. Goldfur glared at the offending finger, a low rumbling growl building deep in hir throat.
 
   ‘Oh, great!’ thought Forest. ‘We’ve encountered a clique of those anti-chakat vixens.’ Shi felt hir tail starting to fluff out in involuntary fear reaction.
 
   The group started advancing on the chakats, Goldfur and Dale now openly snarling in final warning. That was immediately brought to a stop though as a voice boomed out, “YOU WILL DESIST!”
 
   Everyone looked around in surprise. To the side of both groups stood one lone male foxtaur clad only in his robe of office. Everyone but Dale instantly recognised him as Ballarn, one half of the Justice & Enforcement team. He seldom spoke, but when he did it was with such authority that none hesitated to obey. Right now his eyes blazed with righteous anger. The vixens had not only been openly defying a J&E directive, but they had been about to direct violence against others within the village.
 
   “Why have you taken the law into your own hands?” he demanded.
 
   “Because you haven’t done what has needed to be done!” the lead vixen spat out defiantly.
 
   “And what convinces you that your course of action is the right one, Pollissu?” asked Ballarn scornfully.
 
   Pollissu stepped up to him and waved an arrow in his face. Her tail lashed violently both in anger and trepidation at her temerity. “Anyone can see that this was made by wolftaurs. All the arrows are wolftaur style. Who else would use those against us? None of us needs help putting two and two together!”
 
   “Obviously you do. That isn’t a wolftaur arrow.” A new voice entered the argument, surprising all. They looked in the owner’s direction. Lupu gazed back nervously at them. “I admit that it looks a lot like one, but that arrow was never made by a wolftaur.”
 
   “Huh! You’d say anything to protect yourself, bitch!” Pollissu sneered.
 
   “I’d like to hear why she has made that statement,” yet another voice said quietly, but with much authority. Purteshka had just arrived to join her partner. By now, the balance of power had shifted so much that none of the other vixens were inclined to make trouble anymore. Pollissu, unable to back out gracefully, simmered in anger and resentment.
 
   Lupu, daring to leave the cover of her protectors, padded over to where the duo was confronting Pollissu and held out her hand. “May I have that arrow please?”
 
   Pollissu handed it over with ill grace. Holding it carefully only by the very ends, Lupu examined it closely, then sniffed it. She then held it up so all could see. “Do you see these markings? Although they look like decoration, there’s a very definite pattern behind these in genuine wolftaur arrows. I don’t know how you do things in the foxtaur clans, but in the pack, the hunters rarely have the time to be making the weapons. They need to be concentrating on getting enough food to feed the entire pack. Such things as arrow-making are left to those who are best at doing it. The typical pack has just one master arrowsmith, and perhaps an apprentice. All the arrows made for the hunters are thus not only of the highest quality, but also look almost identical. You can tell the craftperson by their product. Each pack marks all their arrows with a specific pattern that identifies it as theirs. The pattern of this is placed wrongly, but even ignoring that, these colours would identify them as belonging to a pack that has never been within a thousand kilometres of these lands.”
 
   “We only have your say-so on this though,” Purteshka stated.
 
   “Not so,” Lupu demurred. “You should be able to find a record on what packs roam which areas and what their pack colours are. Anyway, there are further inconsistencies. The wolftaur hunters usually operate in groups of three or four. This results in more efficient hunting and more kills. However, there’s much prestige in being the actual hunter to bring the quarry down. Because many arrows may be loosed at the prey, it would be near impossible to determine whose arrow actually made the kill because they all look the same. Therefore, every hunter marks their arrows with their scent to identify them. This arrow not only doesn’t have that marker scent, it has almost no scent on it at all except those of the vixens who have handled it. This seems to indicate that someone went to a lot of effort not to leave a scent to identify them, and frankly I think that degree of non-contamination is beyond any pack-living wolftaur.” She sniffed the arrow long and hard, seeking a clue. Her eyes widened. “Goldfur, could you take a good sniff at this and tell me if you scent anything out of place?”
 
   Goldfur came over while Purteshka looked on critically. Goldfur carefully examined the arrow for all possible scents until shi came across one that shi realised that shi knew Lupu must be referring to. “I smell human!” shi said with surprise.
 
   Lupu nodded in agreement. “I thought I did too. Yet so very faint. I think that’s our culprit though. Why else would it be so weak?”
 
   “Wait a minute!” Pollissu objected. “I smelled no such thing on that arrow. You’re just making that up!” 
 
   Goldfur turned to Purteshka. “You already know that the chakat sense of smell is much more sensitive than that of foxtaurs. Wolftaur smelling ability is just as good, and I think we’ve already proved ourselves honourable. I state for the record that while there is a hint of timber wolf scent, there is no scent of wolftaur on this arrow, but there is a trace of human.”
 
   “So noted,” Purteshka acknowledged. “Porah, Jinith, Faalu, Benesh… you four will search in parties of two in the areas where assaults have occurred. You will be looking specifically for human traces. There are no humans currently in foxtaur territory with permission, so any you may find must be treated as being highly dangerous. Do not approach them. Just report anything you may discover. In any case, I want to hear your reports in my office by sundown.”
 
   The named vixens nodded and hurried to comply. They were relieved to finally be looking for something specific and doing something about it. The remaining vixens started slinking away quietly. Deprived of her support, Pollissu knew she could not pursue her vendettas any more now, but as she too tried to leave, she was brought to a halt by Ballarn.
 
   “Pollissu! My office. Now!” A tod of few words, but who demanded instant obedience to his rightful commands, he didn’t even bother to look to see if the vixen was following him as he trotted back to the village civic centre. Pollissu meekly complied though. Purteshka remained with Lupu and the others, and when Pollissu was out of earshot, she began to speak.
 
   “I believe that you’re heading out to find Lupu’s pack today?” When she got acknowledgment, she continued. “Pollissu is hardly the only vixen who feels the way she does, so watch out for those, as well as this alleged human perpetrator. Tensions have been running high lately, and I would appreciate it if, for the good of the village, you didn’t spend more time than you absolutely must out in public. Until this is resolved, I don’t want any more of these incidents.”
 
   “Understood,” Goldfur said.
 
   “Excellent. Please give me the arrow for evidence.” Goldfur handed it over. Purteshka took it carefully and placed it in a plastic bag pulled out of her hip pouch. “Good luck with your quest, Lupu.” With that, Purteshka departed in the direction that Ballarn had taken.
 
   “She acts as if she doesn’t quite believe me,” Lupu said.
 
   “No, Lupu,” Garrek said. “It’s her job to deal strictly with facts and make judgements on those. She probably believes you, but won’t treat what you’ve told her as concrete fact until she’s had the chance to cross-check it. She might have to take your word about the scents though.
 
   “Enough! We’re wasting precious time here,” Goldfur said shortly. “Let’s get those supplies and get this show on the road!”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   After everyone else had left, Garrek set about his own agenda. Unlike Goldfur and the others, Garrek carried nothing. What he intended to do was purely local. It had been a few months now since his Obligation, and there were a few people he needed to look up. There was nothing stopping him from taking his time now though, and he enjoyed a casual stroll through the village, stopping occasionally to chat with friends. However, he did have an ultimate goal, and eventually he stopped at a den in Sequoia Lane and knocked at the door. The door was very quickly opened by a foxtaur vixen whose ears were raggedly cropped, and sparse hair cut short. Her face may have been scarred by the forest fire that had so badly burned her all over, but the smile on her face when she saw Garrek was almost enough to make you overlook the rest. She dived into Garrek’s arms.
 
   “Oh, Garrek! You’re here at last!” She hugged him strongly.
 
   Garrek laughed and hugged her back. “Jeez, Shansu, I’m even a little bit early for our rendezvous. You didn’t think I’d back out now, did you?”
 
   “No, of course not. I’m just really pleased to see you again. I’ve been counting the days since you called to say that you were planning a trip to the village and wanted to confirm with me when my next heat was due.”
 
   “I promised you another try at a kit, and this was the soonest I could arrange it. I’m glad that you still want it. Now stand back and let me have a look at you!”
 
   Shansu grinned and did so, posing a bit for him. She had gone to great lengths to dress for the occasion. Rather than her usual long-sleeved blouse and saddle-blanket arrangement that was meant to protect the furless patches on her hide, she was wearing a very elaborate outfit this day especially for Garrek’s visit. She had on a beautiful silk top with a floral design on it. The voluminous sleeves covered the disfiguring scars on her arms, and a pair of gloves concealed the total lack of fur on the left hand. She also wore a taur-style dress over her lower torso that hid other furless patches on her body, and sandals to complete the outfit. She even had a broad ribbon tied around her truncated tail to camouflage that limb’s injuries.
 
   “Good heavens! It looks like you’re going to be a festival queen!” Garrek exclaimed. “You look gorgeous! Did you do all this just for me?”
 
   Shansu blushed a little. Garrek could easily tell because her ears showed it readily. “I know, I went a bit overboard, but I wanted this to be something really special.”
 
   “It’s okay, Shansu. I appreciate it, and I think a lot of other tods out there would do so too. I hope you take the time to find out.”
 
   “Are you going to preach at me again, Garrek?” Shansu asked, raising an eyebrow.
 
   “Only if you force me to, hon. You know I only want the best for you.”
 
   “Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten my promise. Now are you going to come in or not?”
 
   “At once!” Garrek laughed and Shansu joined in. The two went inside and she served him some morning tea that she’d had ready. They then chatted for a while, catching up on what had happened since they’d last seen each other. When the mood was right though, Shansu got up and took Garrek’s hand. Without a word, she led him to her sleeping den. Then she helped him remove her elaborate clothing and carefully set it aside. Garrek then kissed her gently and Shansu returned it with fervour.
 
   Before long, the two were entwined in a passionate embrace, and very soon after, Garrek mounted her. He brought her to orgasm several times before he let himself go and filled her with his seed. Yips of ecstasy died down into panting from their exertions, and they embraced as they enjoyed the afterglow. Eventually though, they knew that their time together was up.
 
   “Thank you for this, Garrek. I hope that this attempt to conceive a kit will be successful. I dearly want the child to have you as her sire. And thank your mate for letting me have this second opportunity.”
 
   “You’re welcome, and I’ll pass that on to Goldfur. But I would have done it anyway even if Goldfur hadn’t urged me to.”
 
   Shansu gave him a lick-kiss on the cheek. “I believe you, and thanks.”
 
   They cleaned up and Shansu put on her usual protective clothing. She then walked with him to the door to farewell him. Garrek stepped outside, turned, and gave her one last lick-kiss. “Call me the moment that they let you know that you’ve conceived.”
 
   “I’ll do that, Garrek. Thank you again. May the stream of your life flow smoothly.”
 
   Garrek smiled and nodded, then turned down the path back to the village. Shansu watched him until he was out of sight, her eyes shining with affection for the tod who had turned her life around. She sighed. “If only he wasn’t mated already and lived away from the village,” she murmured wistfully.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The expedition commenced, Malena taking the lead because she was most familiar with the territory that they would have to be crossing. Years of field lessons had given her a thorough knowledge of the land, and she had also gone to the trouble of looking up the latest reports on the whereabouts of Lupu’s pack. Goldfur walked by her side when she could, pleased to be able to spend some time with her mate doing something other than village activities or even making love. Lupu and Dale followed behind. The wolftaur was happily showing things to her interested audience. While she wasn’t a hunter, she did have a good knowledge of many useful plants that the pack utilised for many applications ranging from glue to medicine. Forestwalker was close behind, listening in on the conversation with a professional interest. Each was laden with fully loaded saddlebags plus a small knapsack. Everyone was enjoying the walk, and the crisp, cold winter air kept them cool despite their exertions. Patches of snow that had gotten through the tree canopy occasionally made walking a little bit more difficult, but nothing that caused real hardship.
 
   “You sure you remembered everything that you need, Lupu?” Forestwalker asked at one point. “I’m sure we could have squeezed in a kitchen sink if we tried.”
 
   “You’re welcome to go back and fetch me one if you like,” retorted Lupu. “I tried hard to keep the load to a minimum, but if Dale and I are going to spend several weeks with the pack, I want to be fully prepared.”
 
   Forestwalker grinned. “And I thought I lugged a lot of equipment on my field expeditions!”
 
   “I suppose I’m a bit spoiled by living in civilisation, but even if I could go back to the bare essentials, I don’t think it’s fair to thrust Dale into it cold. Besides, some of that stuff is for bribes. I’m going to need all the good will that I can gather.”
 
   “Makes sense. It’s a good thing that we’re all trail-hardened though. It looks like we’re headed for the mountains. We’ll all feel it if we have to lug a lot over rugged territory and icy rocks rather than these sheltered forest trails.”
 
   “Can’t help that, I’m sorry. Hopefully Malena knows an easy route.”
 
   “Amen to that!” chimed in Dale.
 
   Despite the load and the increasingly difficult trail though, none of the trekkers had much trouble handling the load, not even Dale who was still learning the full capabilities of hir body. After a few hours, the conversation dried up as each concentrated their efforts into hiking. Around midday, Malena called a break as they reached a well-maintained hut.
 
   “This is one of the foxtaur clan’s emergency huts,” she explained. “We keep supplies to deal with accidents or storms, etcetera. However, I just want to make use of the fireplace to make some hot drinks.”
 
   There was a chorus of agreement to that, and soon everyone was drinking their favourite revitalising hot beverage. They didn’t spend too much time at the hut though; they didn’t want stiffness to set in. They were soon on their way again, following Malena along the path that had now levelled out after threatening to lift them further up into the less hospitable regions.
 
   After a couple of hours, Goldfur sidled up closer to Malena and murmured, “Are you aware that we’re being watched?”
 
   “I wasn’t sure, but I had been expecting some sort of contact about now. Can you confirm that they’re wolftaurs?” When Goldfur nodded in affirmation, Malena continued, “We’ll just keep going this way until they decide to confront us. I’m not expecting any difficulty because the clan regularly maintains contact with the packs anyway. In fact, the council elders asked me to do that task while I was going this way.”
 
   “Okay. I suppose the scouts have sent word ahead to the pack and someone will soon meet us,” Goldfur speculated.
 
   “That’s what I reckon also,” Malena agreed.
 
   Goldfur hung back to tell the others to expect company soon, and shi was soon proved correct. Two impressively large male wolftaurs were waiting for them as they rounded a bend in the trail.
 
   “Halt!” one commanded. “Who are you and what are you doing in our pack’s territory?” he asked gruffly.
 
   Malena, who had been warned what to expect, calmly replied, “I am Malena Redfox, representative of the Mountain Glade foxtaur clan on whose grounds your pack hunts with our permission. We come with news and supplies.”
 
   “Well come, Malena Redfox. Who are your travelling companions?” he asked suspiciously.
 
   Malena looked at Goldfur. “This is Chakat Goldfur, my lifemate. Shi travels with me to keep me company and help me with the load. The jaguar-patterned chakat is hir sister, Forestwalker, also helping us today. The other chakat is Goldendale, newly mated to Lupu, whom I believe you already know.”
 
   Both wolftaurs were startled when Malena mentioned Dale’s mating to Lupu, but rapidly covered it up. The spokesman stepped forward to confront Lupu. “Why do you return once again, Lupukshawteanae?” he growled.
 
   Dale was a little startled to hear his mate’s full name for the first time, but didn’t miss Lupu staring back defiantly. “The same reason as I did before, Rannkaisharten; to regain my place in the pack!”
 
   The wolftaur glared back, but eventually grunted. “That is up to the Alpha to decide.” He then turned and started up the trail. “Follow me,” he commanded as his companion fell in behind the group.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Garrek’s next destination was the home of Kassi and Zendak. His former girlfriend and best friend had both been nearly bursting with the need to tell him that she had at last conceived a cub and their joy had been unbounded. That Garrek was the sire of the child was utterly irrelevant. Kassi’s long-cherished goal was to have cubs, and Zendak’s greatest pleasure was the happiness of his mate. They’d asked him to stop by their place as soon as he could arrange a visit, and truthfully, Garrek very much wanted to see both again anyway.
 
   This time it was Kassi who met him at the door. “Garrek, hon! It’s so good to see you!” She demonstrated how good by giving him a huge hug and several lick-kisses right there in the front doorway where every passing foxtaur could get an eyeful. “How’s it feel to be the father of a foxtaur kit for a change?”
 
   Garrek walked inside with Kassi. “It’s great, but it’s not as if it’s the first time. After all, both Jinni and Merta got in ahead of you by a few days,” he replied cheekily. “However, there’s one thing that makes this one special… it’s the fulfilment of our teenage desires.” He gave her another hug. “I hope she brings just as much joy as the day you learned that you conceived her.”
 
   “Him,” replied Kassi.
 
   “Huh?” said Garrek, confused by the reply.
 
   “Conceived him. I had the kit sexed by the medtechs. They told me it’s male.” Kassi had a huge grin on her face.
 
   Garrek was stunned, then elated. “Your first, and it’s a boy! Oh Kass, that’s great news!
 
   “You bet! It sort of makes up for all the times that I failed to conceive before.” While female kits were always welcome, the low incidence of male births always made them special. 
 
   “We’ve got to celebrate this,” Garrek announced. Grab your stuff. We’re going out to Pawprints for a meal.” He paused, suddenly realising that something was missing. “Um… where’s Zendak?”
 
   “Working, unfortunately. Would you prefer to put this off until this evening?”
 
   “No. I think that at least this time, it’s something that just we two can celebrate. After all, it’s our child. There will be plenty of other opportunities for the three of us though.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Kassi said, grabbing a hip pouch. “Let’s go!”
 
   Markot was there to welcome the two. “Welcome, parents-to-be!” he exclaimed jovially.
 
   “Word of that has already gotten around?” Garrek asked, eyeing Kassi.
 
   “Markot laughed. “She’s been telling anybody who’ll listen. So how many kits does that make from your Obligation? Three? I’m glad that you got the male in the bunch, Kassi. Considering how you two were sweethearts for so long, I’d have to say that it was only fair.”
 
   Kassi said, “Having waited so long for any child at all, I think it’s more like due compensation!”
 
   Garrek added, “But any kit is a reason to celebrate, so if you would show us a table, we’d like to get started on it.”
 
   “How about the booth where you were reunited then?” Markot suggested.
 
   Garrek looked at Kassi and saw her look of approval. “That’d be perfect!”
 
   Markot and his mate made the meal a memorable one, yet the two would later find it difficult to recall exactly what they had eaten, for they lost themselves in conversation. Each first updated the other in what had been happening in their lives, then the subjects turned to more and more intimate matters. By the time the meal was done, Markot had to shoo them home, much amusement in his voice. “Go! If you keep this up, instead of paying me for the meal, I’ll have to pay you for entertaining my other customers!
 
   Both then realised how absorbed they’d gotten and blushed with a touch of embarrassment. Garrek paid for the meal and they parted, arm in arm. Kassi burst into a fit of giggles. “Oh boy, we were like a couple of teenagers again! I don’t think I have felt quite like that since you, I and Zendak were always doing everything together.”
 
   “You’re right. There’s only a couple of differences now, and the most important is that new life you’re bearing.”
 
   Kassi leaned over and kissed him. “Let’s hope that I don’t spoil him rotten!”
 
   “With Zendak there to raise him, I think he’ll have a good upbringing.”
 
   “Don’t forget that I want you to have a big part in his childhood too.”
 
   “I’ve already promised to be there for both of you as much as I can.
 
   “I know. I just like to hear you saying that again.”
 
   Garrek laughed. “Well, until Zendak gets home, you have me to yourself.”
 
   “And believe me, I’m going to take advantage of it!” Kassi declared.
 
   The two strolled back to her place in companionable silence, holding each other closely and just enjoying being with the other. When they arrived, Kassi wordlessly steered Garrek to the sleeping den and took off his jacket. Garrek reciprocated by undoing the ties on Kassi’s top and letting in fall open so he could gaze upon her pretty breasts. He then slipped her top off her shoulders and threw it aside, then bent over to kiss her nipples. 
 
   Kassi giggled. “You always did like those.”
 
   “And they’re prettier than ever,” Garrek declared, then parted his muzzle to kiss Kassi full on hers. A long moment later, the two parted, panting from the passion that had gone into the kiss, then they laid down upon the sleeping mats and started serious foreplay. Hours passed before the lovers were finally done with their efforts to make up for their time apart.
 
   Kassi sighed. “I’d like this to go on forever, but it’s time I started cooking dinner. Zendak will be wanting to chat with you when he gets home, so you won’t be bored while I’m busy.”
 
   “I’ll help you until he arrives. It’s not as if sex is the only reason to be with you, you know!”
 
   “I know, and thanks.”
 
   Although Garrek wasn’t a very competent cook, he at least made a decent helper. The preparations went quickly, helped by the interesting conversation. Garrek also told Kassi about the fulfilment of his promise to Shansu.
 
   “It seems to me that you’re making a lot of vixens happy lately. Have you followed up on that huntress yet? What was her name again?” asked Kassi.
 
   “Jinni. And no, not yet. I hope to see her tomorrow though. I had far more important things to do today.”
 
   “Ha! Can’t handle three girls in one day, eh?” Kassi had a light-hearted dig at him.
 
   “It’s not my fault all you vixens are sex-mad!” Garrek retorted.
 
   “Only for the right tod,” Kassi replied smugly. Just then, a series of yips came from the direction of the front door. “Zendak’s home!”
 
   “Careful, he might think we’re up to hanky-panky!” Garrek said conspiratorially. 
 
   Kassi swatted him with an oven mitt. Get out there and greet him, you twit! I’ll be out there in a moment when the ruckus has died down.”
 
   Garrek grinned. How well she knew them! He went out to the living room and there was the usual excited greeting between the old friends. Kassi soon joined them and it turned into a three-way hug. Then Kassi said, “Thanks to Garrek’s help, dinner will be ready very soon. You two get the table ready and then chat for a while.”
 
   “Okay, Love,” Zendak said as he kissed her and she trotted off to the kitchen.
 
   The tods did as they were instructed and were deep in conversation when Kassi plonked the baking dish down in front of their noses. Twin smiles grew as the aroma of roast venison, potatoes and spices wafted up their noses. Conversation slowed as the three started eating, but resumed full flow once they all had their fill. Then Zendak turned serious. He reached over and put his right hand on Garrek’s left arm, gripping it firmly.
 
   “My friend, it’s time to ask something of you, something that we both decided to ask you some time ago and have been impatiently waiting for you to return so that we could ask it in person and all together.” He paused, took a deep breath, then said, “Garrek, we want you to be our co-mate. Now that you have a mate of your own, the law forbidding a vixen to have two males just to herself no longer applies. Kassi and I want you to have a bigger part in the raising of the kit, and frankly we’d both like to have you back in our lives a lot more. We realise though your commitment to your present mate and family and have no intention of disrupting it, but do you think that you could be a part of ours as well?”
 
   Garrek was stunned. He’d only just gotten used to having his two closest foxtaur friends back in his life again. His time of Obligation had thrown them together in a delightful manner, but he hadn’t even started thinking of any long term relationships due to his existing commitments. And yet, a part of him thrilled just to hear them ask. He realised that deep inside of him, he’d never stopped caring for Kassi and Zendak, and he’d had to bury his feelings to assuage his sense of loss when they were parted. Now that they’d come together again, everything was happening so fast! His first impulse was to say yes, but they were asking a deep commitment from him and he refused to be rushed. He made his decision. “Kassi… Zendak… I’m deeply honoured and moved that you want me to be your co-mate. It’s all I can do to stop myself from shouting – yes! But I would be a poor mate if I didn’t talk to Goldfur about this first. Shi’s my lifemate and I love hir deeply, and I won’t do anything without discussing it with hir before making a commitment. But I do know my lifemate well, and I would be extremely surprised if shi objected. Chakats love large families, and I know shi already likes you both. When shi gets back, I’ll confirm my feelings, but right now I’ll just say that I would be delighted to be formally mated with you.” Garrek felt his eyes stinging, and he suddenly realised that he had started weeping with joy. His throat tightened up and no more words came. Instead, he got up and walked between Kassi and Zendak and put an arm around both and hugged them tightly.
 
   Zendak grinned and Kassi kissed him. She said, “We expected that you’d want to talk with Goldfur before committing yourself. Whatever the outcome though, you’ll always have a place in our hearts.”
 
   “Believe me, that means a great deal to me,” Garrek said fervently.
 
   “Silly tod!” Kassi said, “You know that we could never let you go again!”
 
   Garrek grinned. “Does that mean that I won’t have to sleep alone tonight?”
 
   “Aaargh!!” Zendak cried. “Are we going to have to club you into submission and drag you into our den?” He mock-glared at Garrek until both of them burst out laughing. “Damn! It’s good to have you back, Garrek!”
 
   “I missed you too, ‘Dak.”
 
   “It’s been years since someone called me that. You bring back memories, my friend.”
 
   “I’m looking forward to making new ones.”
 
   “Then let’s get started!” Kassi exclaimed, hooking her arms around one each of theirs and leading them off in the direction of the sleeping den.
 
   “What about the dirty dishes?” Garrek asked.
 
   “They can wait, but I can’t!”
 
   “Wasn’t this afternoon enough for you?”
 
   “Never! I’m got a few years to make up for, and that’s going to need a lot of dedicated effort to catch up,” Kassi insisted.
 
   “I can’t wait to start!” Garrek smiled.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Dale and Lupu led the group into the wolftaurs’ campsite, putting up a bold front. Dale’s confidence was shaken though when confronted by the biggest wolftaur shi had ever seen. ‘Dire wolf’ was the first thing to float through hir mind. ‘This guy could eat a chakat for lunch!’ shi thought nervously. ‘He’s surely got to be the Alpha.’
 
   The wolftaur calmly looked over the group before letting his gaze settle on Lupu. “Hello, daughter. I see that you have made good on your vow to return.”
 
   ‘That’s Lupu’s father? Holy cow! I’m going to have to deal with him? Hooboy!” Dale thought with some trepidation.
 
   Lupu replied, “Yes, father. Did you ever doubt that I would?”
 
   “After bringing your chakat mate… Goldfur, wasn’t it?… last time, no, not really.”
 
   “Things have changed a lot since then. While Goldfur remains my denmate, I have a new companion whom I have taken as a mate, hopefully for life. Father, this is Chakat Goldendale. Dale will be remaining with me this time, and we will argue my cause together.”
 
   The pack leader’s expression remained stern, but there was still a hint of surprise in his eyes. There were several moments of silence as he digested this information, then he grunted in resignation. “You always did things differently from others of your own kind. I would be more surprised if you had suddenly changed. Very well, you and your mate may talk with the pack again.” His eyes shifted to Forestwalker and Malena. “And what is your purpose here?”
 
   Malena spoke up first, introducing herself as she had to the two who had met them. Then she continued, “This is Chakat Forestwalker, sister to Goldfur and our friend who volunteered to help lug this load.”
 
   Forestwalker added, “I’m also a biologist and interested in the local plants and animals. I hope you don’t mind if I look around a little.”
 
   “Well met Malena Redfox and Chakat Forestwalker. I have no objections to your looking around, but check with the hunters first as to where you wish to look, or you might spoil their hunt. As for you, vixen, I believe our Crafters have many suitable goods for trade. I will talk to you later about clan business.” He turned his attention to everyone in the party. “You all have permission to stay the night with the pack. Do not stray outside the camp after sundown. Lupukshawteanae, you and your mate… mates… come with me.” Without looking to see if they obeyed, but nevertheless expecting compliance, he turned and padded off in the direction of a nearby cliff face. When he reached it, he made an abrupt turn and seemingly disappeared from sight. When the followers got there though, they saw the crevice hidden from view and entered it to find that it widened out into a small cave where apparently the pack leader had made into a den.
 
   Dale was surprised to see that the pack leader was smiling as his daughter walked up to him and into his arms. “I have missed you, my little Lupu.”
 
   “And I, you, father.” Lupu hugged him tightly.
 
   The atmosphere was so different from when they were standing amidst the pack that it left Dale a little dizzy. Goldfur noticed and murmured to hir, “It’s okay, Dale. Lupu’s father can’t be seen to be giving favour to his daughter while her status is still officially that of an exile, but he really loves her. He can only show it here in private though.”
 
   “Quite correct, Goldfur,” the wolftaur said, his keen ears not having missed the quiet comment. I’m even happy to see you too because it means that my little cub has been in good care with you. But who is this chakat that not only looks almost the same as you, but also smells identical to your scent?”
 
   “That, sir, is a very long story, but trust me, Goldendale is a worthy mate for your daughter.”
 
   “I will decide that for myself, but nevertheless I will bear your recommendation in mind.” He turned his gaze fully upon Dale who tried to control the impulse to squirm. “My name is Chrisen, and it seems that we are now related, whether I approve of my daughter’s second mating or not. I think that you and I have a lot to talk about, don’t we?”
 
   Dale tried to swallow with a suddenly-dry throat. “Yes sir!” shi managed to say.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The next morning, it was as if the intervening years had never passed for Garrek, Zendak and Kassi. They all woke together, enjoyed a few moments of companionable cuddling, then made their morning ablutions and had breakfast. The three were so comfortable together that few words were needed between them, and parting for their respective duties was difficult. Garrek gave Zendak a parting hug as warm as the one he’d just given Kassi.
 
   “I’ll let you know what’s happening later as soon as I know myself,” he promised them. “I hope today goes as well as yesterday, anyway.”
 
   “Have a great day, Garrek,” Zendak said. Kassi smiled and nodded in agreement with her mate.
 
   Garrek winked at them and turned down the path, his walk jaunty and full of joy of life. He headed off in the direction of Jinni’s den on the other side of the village. His inquiries the previous day led him to believe that this was her day to stay at home while the rest of her hunt team went out for the day, so hopefully she would be there. He soon had his answer. A yip into the open doorway of her den was quickly answered, and Jinni padded over with a look of surprise on her face.
 
   “Garrek! Karree told me to expect a visitor today, but refused to tell me who. I’m pleased to see that it’s you.” She gave Garrek a light hug and nuzzle. “Come on in! Would you like something to eat or drink?”
 
   “No thanks, Jinni. I just had breakfast a short time ago.”
 
   “Okay. So, to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?”
 
   “Well, aside from just a social call, I was wondering how your pregnancy was progressing.”
 
   Jinni smiled. “It’s nice to see a tod having such concern for the kits he’s sired. We’re both doing fine. The medtechs say that I’m having a normal pregnancy so far.”
 
   “Have you sexed the kit?”
 
   “No. Any reason why you’re asking?”
 
   “I just found out yesterday that Kassi is bearing a male. We’re both very pleased about that.”
 
   “I would be too! Congratulations Garrek!” Jinni gave him a lick-kiss on the cheek.
 
   “Thanks! Anyway, I was just curious. I already knew that the vulpamours are expecting a female, and the odds favour that you will too, but I can always hope.”
 
   “That makes two of us. You’ve gotten me curious, so I might just ask about that at my next check-up.”
 
   “Let me know if you do, okay?” Garrek requested.
 
   “Sure thing,” replied Jinni, nodding.
 
   “I’ll drop in on you again occasionally to see how things are going, if you don’t mind that is?”
 
   “You’ll always be a welcome visitor, Garrek. What brought you back to the village this time?”
 
   “Goldfur was accompanying Lupu and her new mate, so I thought it was the perfect opportunity to take care of a few outstanding tasks.”
 
   Jinni’s happy mood evaporated. “That wolftaur bitch? What’s she doing here?” she demanded.
 
   Garrek was startled her sudden change of mood. “She’s still trying to rejoin her pack. Dale, her new chakat mate, is going to help her.”
 
   “What remarkable timing,” Jinni frowned. “She was here when Willa got shot by a wolftaur arrow. She arrives here and Halla gets shot too.”
 
   “What are you saying?” Garrek asked in confusion tinged with the beginnings of anger. “Are you accusing Lupu of assaulting those vixens?”
 
   Jinni looked determined. “I suppose that wouldn’t explain the other attacks, but she could be in collusion with those sneaky curs.”
 
   “Dammit Jinni, that’s ridiculous! I’ve heard about those attacks, and nobody has even proved who did any of them yet. Now you’re accusing someone you don’t even know in the slightest!”
 
   “Maybe not, Garrek, but you’re not the one who has to go into the forest most days to hunt, and having to worry if there’s an arrow aimed at your heart!” Jinni’s tail lashed in agitation.
 
   Garrek took Jinni’s arms in his hands and stared her in the eyes intently. “I understand your fear, but that doesn’t excuse your accusation of Lupu. She’s Goldfur’s mate, and that says more about her character than anything else in the world you could come up with. Leave her out of your vendetta!”
 
   Jinni was not quite ready to let it go though. “Just keep her kind out of foxtaur grounds. They are not welcome, understand?” Her lips were curled back in a snarl.
 
   Garrek scowled. “Even if you’re right about a wolftaur shooting foxtaurs, why blame all wolftaurs for the actions of what might be a rogue?”
 
   “Nothing started until that wolftaur pack first entered clan territory. And shootings aren’t the only things happening. Our traps have been broken, cached supplies have been stolen, hunts have been spoiled... the list goes on. It sounds like the act of a group rather than just one person.”
 
   “You’re exaggerating things. We’ve always had some losses or bad luck. Now you’re attributing every little thing that goes wrong with this supposed wolftaur vendetta. By the Makers, Jinni, why would they do these things? We’ve been at peace with them for generations. It doesn’t make sense!”
 
   “When we catch that one shooting hunters, we’ll ask him that very question!” Jinni said defiantly.
 
   Garrek sighed and released her. “You’re in the wrong, Jinni. Perhaps Goldfur and Forest can help find the real troublemaker. They’re pretty good at tracking and might be able to prove that it’s not wolftaurs giving you trouble.”
 
   “If it stops these attacks, we’ll gladly accept anything.” The slight glimmer of hope deflated her ire and she tried to shake her mood off. “I’m sorry Garrek, but until this crisis is resolved, Lupu or any of her family are persona non grata here.”
 
   “Jinni, I’m part of her family too,” Garrek told her sternly.
 
   “Only if you wish it to be, Garrek,” Jinni replied a little sadly.
 
   Garrek turned towards the door. “That decision was made long ago, and I’ll never go back on my commitment to my family.” 
 
   Jinni nodded, accepting that. Strength of character was one of the things she most liked about this tod. “Give my regards to Goldfur, okay?”
 
   “I’ll do that. Tail High, Jinni.”
 
   “What’s that?” asked Jinni with a quizzical look on her face.
 
   “Oh! That’s a common chakat farewell. It basically means ‘Be Happy’.”
 
   Jinni gave him a lopsided smile. “In that case, Tail High to you too, Garrek.”
 
   Garrek left the hunter vixen’s den feeling a little frustrated. He’d found out what he wanted to know, but ended up stirring up a hornets’ nest in the process. He sighed. ‘Can’t make everybody happy all the time, I suppose. I hope we can sort this out long before Lupu returns, or there might be big trouble between her, Goldfur and the rest of the village hotheads. Anyway, one more stop, and I’ll be done with checking up. Maybe a discreet inquiry will let me know how Merta is doing. Not that I should be poking my nose into her business – she and her mate made it plain that the kit was purely their responsibility and they had no interest in involving me. Still, I can’t help being curious.’
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
    “It’s time!” Chrisen said. “Lupu, you and your mates will join me at the pack council. Remember Goldendale, you will not speak of your previous incarnation. You are Goldfur’s identical twin sister.”
 
   Dale nodded, recalling Chrisen’s warning about how some pack members felt about humans. Anyway, the bit about being Goldfur’s twin was completely true, although not in the way the others would think it would be. Chrisen and shi had spent a lot of time last night getting to know one another thoroughly, and Chrisen had grudgingly conceded that Goldendale seemed to be an adequate mate for his favourite daughter, no matter hir strange genesis.
 
   Chrisen turned to Malena and Forestwalker. “Vixen, your trade goods were most welcome at this time of season. Thank you also for your latest news on the herds. Our hunters will make good use of that knowledge today. Your warnings about this strange business with the arrow shootings will be heeded and our hunters will avoid foxtaur hunting parties until this is resolved. However, now that your business has been concluded, you and your chakat companion are required to leave pack territory.
 
   “Thank you for your hospitality, sir. I will pass on your compliments to the clan elders. Malena turned, touching Forestwalker on the arm to indicate to hir to follow. Forestwalker gave a respectful bow and said, “It’s been a pleasure meeting you, sir,” then departed with Malena.
 
   “Lupu, follow me out a minute after I leave. You will be called to council.” Chrisen then exited the cave.
 
   Dale’s nerves were getting to hir by now. Lupu put a comforting arm around hir and said to hir with a smile, “I thought you were here to give me support, love, not the other way around.”
 
   Dale looked at her and replied, “I’m sorry, hon. Your father is a bit intimidating, and facing a whole bunch of your relatives isn’t going to be as easy as I thought. I promise that I won’t let you down though.”
 
   “Don’t forget that I’m here to help too, Dale,” Goldfur interjected. “I’ve been through some of this before and they won’t bite your head off for merely stating your cause. The wolftaurs may seem rough, but they respect people who have the strength of character to push their cause against strong opposition.”
 
   Dale smiled wanly. “Knowing it and feeling it are two different things!” Shi took a couple of deep breaths, then firmed hir resolve. “Okay, let’s do it! C’mon love, let’s make your case so solid, it’ll make their heads spin!!”
 
   Lupu laughed, hooked her arm in Dale’s, then boldly headed off to confront the council.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Garrek’s destination was the den of Thayla, the elder who had left an open invitation to Garrek. His encounter with her had been so pleasant, he’d been determined to accept that invitation. He wondered if she would be at home, but seeing as her den was almost on the same route back into the centre of the village, he felt he might as well try there first. Her door was open, and seeing as most foxtaurs only closed the door during the day if nobody was at home (barring bad weather), he found this to be an encouraging sign. He yipped the standard greeting, and heard an answering yip from inside. A few moments later, an elderly-looking vixen came to the door. Her fur colour was the common red fox variety, although the right front paw lacked the dark brown ‘sock’. Her coat was streaked with silver hairs, and her hair was mostly the same, showing only hints of its original red colouration. Her lower belly fur sagged both from age and several pregnancies, and her breasts showed the weight of many years, but didn’t sag nearly as much as might be expected. In fact, despite her age, the vixen looked to be in fine fitness, with a spring in her step and sparkle in her eyes that made her appear to be much younger than she actually was. Thayla’s eyes widened in surprise and delight when she recognised her visitor.
 
   “Garrek! Come in! I’m so pleased to see you again. I had heard that you were back and I confess that I was hoping that you’d pay me a visit.”
 
   “I’ve had your invitation on my mind ever since we parted, Thayla. You opened my eyes in more ways than one, and I find myself wanting more.”
 
   Thayla smiled slyly. “Everything has its price, Garrek. Are you willing to pay it?”
 
   “If the currency is what I think it is, I think I can arrange that,” Garrek retorted.
 
   Thayla laughed. Enough bantering, dear. I’ve missed you, you know. For the first time in a long while, I’ve been wanting somebody else to share a bit of my life with, so I’ll come right out and say it. Would you dally with me for a while?” Thayla gently moved in close and laid her muzzle against Garrek’s.
 
   Garrek was electrified. He had come here knowing that Thayla would be very likely want to make love again, and thought that he would be prepared for it. Instead Thayla had surprised him again. Her feelings for him seemed to be stronger than he had anticipated. What surprised him even more though was that he was thrilled to find that out. He thought that his commitments to Goldfur, Malena and Kassi would preclude any desire to add to that number, but his reactions were proving him wrong. It wasn’t as if it was uncommon for a foxtaur tod to have three or four vixens as mates due to the numerical disparity, but he was already part of an extended chakat family, and that made his life a lot more complex than an ordinary foxtaur’s. Still, that didn’t seem to deter him from his desires. Garrek smiled back lovingly. “I would be more than happy to do so, Thayla.”
 
   “Thank you, dear. Come! Let me show you something.”
 
   Thayla led the willing tod to the sleeping den. The last time that he’d been there, Garrek had noted the many shelves laden with decades of memorabilia. Each piece was a significant moment in Thayla’s life, and she could tell a willing listener exactly how and why she had acquired it. She’d told Garrek that, in many ways, they summed up her life better than any diary could. As she led Garrek into the room, he noted that some rearranging had been done. One shelf now was almost completely bare. The sole item on it was a green feather mounted on a polished piece of wood. With a start, Garrek recognised it as being the feather that he had given Thayla at his Obligation.
 
   Thayla was watching his expression, and when she saw that he knew what it was, she said, “I needed to clear a shelf because I felt a new chapter in my life had started that day we made love. I was hoping that you would prove me right, and you have. Before we do anything else though, my young lover, I want you to know how happy you have made me by just turning up again at my doorstep. I want to be a part of your life, if you’ll let me, and in return I promise that you’ll never regret that decision. I’m not a young vixen any more, and I’ll be satisfied with just a bit of your time. I just don’t want to be lonely so often.”
 
   Garrek felt his eyes misting with emotion, and he struggled to find the right words. “Thayla, I’ve spent the last couple of days checking up on vixens whom I’ve only met through Obligation because I don’t take any of my relationships lightly, despite being absolved of responsibility. I didn’t come back here today merely because you invited me to do so, but because I cared so much about you that I wanted to return. What I’m saying is that if I accept your offer, you would never be a minor part of my life. My time may be limited, but you would be entitled to your fair share, regardless of my prior commitments.”
 
   Thayla smiled tenderly. “That’s more than I could have hoped for, Garrek, and I’m overjoyed that you feel this way. I know that you’ll want to talk this over with Goldfur and Malena, and perhaps Kassi and Zendak too?” she asked astutely.
 
   Garrek looked at her in only mild surprise. It didn’t take too much to figure out how Kassi and Zendak stood with him, although they’d only just formally asked him to be their co-mate. If anyone could figure it out though, it would be Thayla. “Yes, I’ll be talking to them all as soon as I can, but for now, this moment is yours. What would you like to do right now?”
 
   “Silly tod! Do I still need to give you lessons?
 
   “Yes, please!” Garrek said enthusiastically, letting his tongue loll out.
 
   Thayla laughed gaily. “You make me feel like a young vixen again. Come on, let’s do something about that!” And she did, proving at the same time that she hadn’t shown him all her tricks the previous time they’d made love.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Forestwalker and Malena wasted no time in heading off back to the foxtaur village. Having been advised that there wouldn’t be any hunting packs along their path today, Forest felt free to stop occasionally to gather specimens, but shi still didn’t dawdle too long until they were well away from the pack’s camp. After that though, Malena often found it hard to get the engrossed chakat moving on. Not that she wasn’t guilty of a few delays herself. At one stage she showed Forest how she could entice some Blue Jays close with some stalks of wild grain that she had found along their path. In short, both were enjoying the walk and the landscape, but also the company of each other.
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   “It’s not often that we get so much time together alone, is it?” Malena commented.
 
   “True,” Forestwalker agreed. “I could get to like this a lot.”
 
   Malena looked thoughtful, then appeared to make up her mind. “Forest, why is it that you have never asked me to be your Companion?”
 
   Forestwalker looked very surprised, and was momentarily lost for words. Before shi could say anything, Malena continued. “I’m sorry. That was terribly selfish of me. It’s not as if you don’t have enough mates already to think about, let alone taking on another Companion. Forget I asked.”
 
   Forest rolled hir eyes. “No I won’t forget. The reason that I have never asked is because you already are my Companion!”
 
   “Huh? How could I be? I don’t recall you ever asking me!” Malena was badly confused.
 
   Forest stopped to face Malena and took the vixen’s hands, gazing into her eyes. “Malena, ever since that day that you asked me to renew our love-making experience after the kidnapping incident, we have been Companions. I realise now that I should have made it clear, but amongst chakats, such things are usually understood without the need for putting it into words.”
 
   “Oh! But you have the formal oath when you become Denmates. I thought you’d have one for becoming Companions too.”
 
   Forest shook hir head. “That’s the difference. Denmateship is a formal relationship, but a Companionship is an informal relationship, so we don’t have a formal declaration. We’ve made love many times since then though, and I would have thought that you’d realise that chakats just don’t have such long-term relationships without becoming Companions at least.”
 
   Malena took this information in, then said, “You mean that I could have called you my Companion all this time, and presumed your interest in more?”
 
   “Uh-huh!” Forest affirmed with a grin.
 
   “D’oh! What a twit I am sometimes!” Then she smiled mischievously. “In that case, show me how interested you are, and catch me if you can!” She bounded off down the trail.
 
   Forest looked outraged. “You big tease!!” shi called after her, then took off in hot pursuit, a predatory grin on hir face.
 
   Malena led Forestwalker a merry chase, but it was one that shi was destined to lose. Not that she really wanted to escape! When she reached a small clearing in the forest that was piled deeply with cushioning pine needles without snow getting in the way, she slowed enough to let Forestwalker catch her. Giggling, the two fell into each other’s arms and kissed deeply. Neither bothered to break the kiss for a long time, but finally a need for air ended it. Panting, Malena said between breaths, “Now that you’ve caught me, what are you going to do?”
 
   “No more games, cheeky vixen. I’m going to make love to you until you can’t orgasm any more!”
 
   “Promises, promises!” Malena laughed, but started pulling off Forest’s top. Forest returned the favour, then started stroking the vixen’s pert nipples. Malena responded by lowering her muzzle to one of Forest’s full breasts and licking the large nipple into full hardness. She knew that no matter which sexual mood Forest was in, starting lovemaking by suckling on hir teats was always a sure-fire means of arousing hir to hir fullest. After drinking her fill of Forest’s milk, she offered her own breasts to the chakat who accepted eagerly. Long before they were both done, Forestwalker’s penis had engorged to its fullest, aching to be used. Malena rolled over and lifted her tail, inviting her lover in, and Forest quickly accepted. The two joined with gasps of pleasure, then settled in for a lengthy period of pure joy in their love-making.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Malena lay on her side next to Forest, both spent from their enthusiastic coupling. She idly traced a finger around one of Forest’s nipples. Forest just laid there, enjoying the sensation. Suddenly Malena blurted out, “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Sorry? What have you got to be sorry for?” asked Forest in a puzzled tone.
 
   “I’m sorry that I can’t completely fulfil your needs like another chakat could.”
 
   “Not that I feel unsatisfied, but what exactly do you mean?”
 
   “I mean that I can’t mount and pleasure you in the male manner.”
 
   Forest was puzzled. Shi propped hirself up on one elbow to look Malena level in the face. “Has either Goldfur or myself ever complained about being dissatisfied with our love-making with you? Both of us have single-sex mates, but neither of us find that a problem.”
 
   Malena was quiet for a moment, thinking. “Then perhaps it’s just me. I have never felt this way when making love with a foxtaur, but I often feel as if I’ve left something undone after sex with a chakat.”
 
   “Have you ever mentioned this to Goldie?”
 
   “No, not yet. The feeling has been growing stronger though, and today I just had to say something.”
 
   “Can you describe this feeling any better? Maybe we can figure out a way to deal with it.”
 
   Malena gave Forest a lopsided smile. “Actually, if I have to be completely honest, if it isn’t merely a desire to please you, then it must be a desire to please myself, no? I want to know what it’s like to mount you and pleasure you like a male could.”
 
   Forest’s eyebrows went up in surprise. “You want to be a herm like us!” shi declared. “How long have you had this feeling?”
 
   “What was the first thing that I did when we all first met?” Malena countered.
 
   Forest didn’t have to think long about that. “You wanted to see for yourself that we were male as well as female.”
 
   “Right. And I’ve been wondering what it’s like to be a herm ever since.”
 
   Forest mulled over that fact for a while, then said, “Well, there’s no easy way of doing that short of going Dale’s route or radical and expensive genetic resequencing. However, I believe I can give you a taste of what it’s like.”
 
   “Huh?” Malena was genuinely surprised. “How?” she demanded.
 
   “By application of a chakat’s Talent,” replied Forest.
 
   “Talent? For chakats, that’s your empathic senses. You and Goldfur already share your pleasure with me that way, and I believe you feel mine too. But it doesn’t give me any male sensations.”
 
   “Correct, but that isn’t the end of that Talent’s capabilities. I don’t know if it’s ever been mentioned to you, but I have a higher E-rating than Goldfur. My mother wanted me to go into special training to take advantage of it, but my love was biology, so I never did. Still, I can do things that Goldie can’t, and I reckon I might be able to pull off something to help deal with your desire.”
 
   Malena was really intrigued by now. “That sounds exciting. What would I have to do?”
 
   “Well, the simplest and easiest way would be to give me a blow-job,” Forest smirked.
 
   Malena blinked in confusion. “Ummm, not that I’d mind, but how is that going to help me experience being male?”
 
   “Because I’m going to try to use my Talent to project the sensation into you so that you can feel what I’m feeling. I suggested a blow-job because I’d have the least amount to do physically, so I could concentrate on using my empathic talent to project the sensation to you.”
 
   “I see,” said Malena, intrigued. “What exactly do you want me to do?”
 
   “Take the usual 69 position and then do your best to pleasure my cock.”
 
   “No sooner said than done!” she said excitedly, shifting around so that her muzzle was close to Forest’s sheath. Forest reached out to place hir hand on Malena’s belly where the male apparatus would be. “Why are you doing that?” asked Malena.
 
   “To help localise the sensation. While there’s going to be more than adequate physical contact for my Talent to work at its strongest, I need all the help that I can get to make this work right. But nothing’s going to happen if you don’t start doing something!”
 
   “Oh! Right!” Malena then caressed Forest’s sheath and got an immediate response. Forest was already excited by this experiment too, so hir penis very quickly slid free of its sheath and started firming. Malena took it in her hand and angled it to her muzzle. As she started to gently lick it, Forest began projecting the sensation into Malena who immediately got a startled look on her face.
 
   “Don’t stop, dear,” Forest said.
 
   Malena realised that this would have to be like a regular 69 session where one would have to keep giving pleasure even while one’s partner was distracting her with his own efforts. Therefore she renewed her efforts with vigour. Forest was having a difficult time concentrating on projecting the sensation of male sexual arousal while being so pleasurably being serviced, but she managed barely to keep it up. Malena in turn was revelling in the totally new sensations. She could feel her tongue on the penis just as if the appendage was her own. When she surrounded it with her muzzle and started to suck, she started groaning with the new pleasures flooding her. The more excitement she got, the more effort she put into pleasuring Forest, and the stronger the sensations got. Then she started feeling a new sensation – a growing tension, a feeling of an imminent explosion. ‘Makers! I can feel hir ready to come to orgasm!’ She then proceeded to give it her all, and moments later she felt the eruption coming. Before the first spurt of Forest’s semen jetted into her maw, Malena felt it being pumped as if it were her own penis and not Forest’s. She revelled in the sensation of male orgasm for the first time, completely unable to do anything more. When the orgasm finished, she distantly realised that she had a mouthful of Forest’s seed and swallowed it distractedly. She was mostly basking in the afterglow of the orgasm, and she rested her head on the chakat’s belly while both enjoyed the results of their efforts.
 
   It was Malena who recovered her energy first, which was hardly surprising since she’d only received the sensations of the orgasm without actually providing any exertion. She shifted around so that she could kiss Forest, and then said, “Thank you, my Companion.”
 
   “You’re welcome. I trust it went well?”
 
   “Without anything to compare it to, I’d still have to say that the experience seemed complete. Now I truly know what a male orgasm is like.”
 
   “So, do you think your feeling of incompletion is fixed?”
 
   “Hell, no! I wanna screw the living daylights out of you now!” Malena laughed. “But now at least I know what the feeling is like, and something can be done about it. I look forward to doing this again.”
 
   “Sure, just not today. I’m pretty much exhausted after that effort.”
 
   Malena grinned. “I can appreciate that. Thanks again for going to the effort. Rest a while and I’ll break out energy bars for us. We’ve got to get going soon if we want to get back to the village by dinner.”
 
   Forest nodded in agreement and welcomed the nutritious energy food. They both munched on the bars until Forest felt that her energy level start to rise again. “Well, this isn’t getting us anywhere, so let’s get moving, shall we?”
 
   “Okay. I’ll grab our tops and we can… aarggh!” Malena’s reply was interrupted by hir cry of pain. Forest’s head whipped up to see Malena stumbling to the ground with an arrow through her waist. Forest immediately leapt into action. They were too exposed here and shi grabbed Malena under the shoulders and half dragged and half assisted her to position behind a large tree. Judging from the way the arrow had struck Malena, Forest felt that that would bring them out of the line of fire. Malena slumped to the ground when Forest released her to peer around the tree. Shi knew that shi couldn’t do anything to help her while they were both still under threat.
 
   “Where are you, ya bugger?!” shi mumbled angrily. “Downwind of us, at least, or I’d smell ya.” Shi concentrated all hir keen senses, focusing in the general direction that shi sensed the assailant was in. After a brief search, shi said, “Gotcha!” The tiniest of movements had locked hir focus on the culprit. “Looks like we’ve found our mysterious wolftaur imitator. I’ve spotted a male human.”
 
   “Not quite how I wanted to find him,” Malena choked out from behind teeth gritted in pain.
 
   “Stay here. I’m going to try to get that bloke.”
 
   “But he might shoot you too!”
 
   “He might just do that anyway. Might as well take the initiative and not give him any more advantage over us. Besides, I want to put an end to these shootings”
 
   “Be careful, Forest! He’s been smart enough to not get caught this far.”
 
   “I know. I have no intention of getting myself killed.” Forest then bounded in the direction of nearby tree to start a zigzag course to take hir closer to the man. After hir fourth dash, an arrow thokked into the trunk of the tree that shi took refuge behind. ‘Too close,’ thought Forest. ‘I wonder just how good he is with that bow and arrow.’ Nevertheless, shi continued to close the gap between hir and hir assailant. When another arrow swished by, shi judged that shi was close enough to make a charge on the human before he could nock another arrow, aim and release. Shi dashed in his direction at top speed. ‘Damn! Too slow! I’m still too tired from our sex-play.’ Then shi had him clean in hir sights. ‘MISTAKE!’ screamed a voice in the back of hir mind. The glint of light from a steel barrel reminded hir that shi’d failed to consider that he might have another weapon beside the bow. Shi tried to twist aside, but a huge bang that hurt hir sensitive ears accompanied an impact on hir right upper foreleg, and shi crashed into a heap behind and to one side of the human. The pain hit hir, and it took hir some time to gather hir wits again. When shi got hirself reorientated, shi looked up, straight into the sights of a hunting rifle. A primitive yet still-effective weapon often favoured by hunters, it was quite capable of killing hir instantly. Shi stared at it in horrible fascination, while panting from both hir exertion and shock.
 
   Finally, Forest managed to tear hir eyes away from the rifle and looked at the human. ‘Redneck,’ was the first impression shi had of him, from the way he looked to the way he dressed. “Why are you doing this?” shi asked, hoping to stall him. It wasn’t the first time that shi’d been at the wrong end of a weapon, although shi had sincerely wished at the time that it would be hir last.
 
   At first Forest thought that he was going to shoot hir without bothering to answer, but eventually he lowered the gun, satisfied that shi wasn’t able to leap up and attack him. “To get you damned gene-jokes out of lands that belong to us humans. A man can’t even shoot a deer without you animals causing all sorts of troubles with your sympathisers.”
 
   “But this land has been under the foxtaurs’ control for generations. No humans have been on this land in ages.”
 
   “Wrong. My family has hunted on these lands for all that time.” Pride and defiance mixed in his voice.
 
   “Then they’ve been there illegally. Before it was handed over to the control of the foxtaurs, these lands were a national park. The foxtaurs are the hereditary rangers and protectors of this entire area!” The man’s visage darkened. Forest felt hir hackles rising in increased fear. ‘Oh brilliant, Forest. Make him angrier,’ shi thought.
 
   “My family was here long before these national parks and the damned smart-ass animals who think they own this land. If I want to hunt here, I damn well will!”
 
   Forest winced beneath the onslaught of anger shi felt directed at hir and shrugged helplessly. “The government says that the foxtaurs have the right to control these lands as its official representatives.”
 
   The human spat in hir face. “That for the bloody government! Full of gene-joke sympathisers! Fuck! They even put some of those animals into power. Why should I pay attention to anything that anyone in the government says if they can’t even put humans first like they should.”
 
   ‘Damn! He’s an Earth For Humanity supporter.’ Forest was really concerned now. This man wasn’t going to stop at getting rid of a couple of witnesses. Shi had to buy more time. “So you came up with an idea to pit foxtaurs against wolftaurs to show the government that having morphs in control of the land was a bad idea?”
 
   “Figured it out, did you? No matter, you won’t live to tell anyone about it. If you hadn’t tried to play the hero, you might have survived this. Not that I mind much. Two less of you beasts is also a good outcome.” His eyes skimmed over Forest’s pelt. “Might get me a real nice fur skin or two out of it too!”
 
   Forest shuddered at the thought. “You won’t get away with this, you know?” Forest’s tail lashed back and forth, agitation, fear and near helplessness rendering hir impotent to do anything more.
 
   “Ha! I am getting away with it. A couple more pushes, and those foxtaurs are going to attack the wolftaurs in vengeance.” His amusement at how easily he had manipulated the foxtaurs was plain.
 
   “They’ve already figured out that the wolftaur arrows that you’ve been using are fakes.”
 
   “I don’t believe you. They’ve got nothing to connect them with me anyway. Enough talk. Say your prayers, animal.” He started raising the gun again.
 
   “But I know something that you don’t know,” Forest said desperately.
 
   In spite of himself, the man was curious and paused. “Oh yeah? What?” Then he grunted and collapsed on the ground, unconscious.
 
   Malena stood behind him, leaning heavily on the branch that she’d just used to club him senseless. “Shi knew that I was sneaking up on you, you bastard!” she told his deaf ears, then slumped to the ground, exhausted.
 
   “I was worried that he was going to hear you any moment,” Forest said with relief. “Are you alright?”
 
   Malena nodded. “I’m okay, relatively speaking that is. It wasn’t easy sneaking up that quietly and still quickly enough with this arrow in my side. If you hadn’t kept arguing with him so loudly, he would surely have heard me coming long ago.”
 
   “It’s a good thing that he didn’t seem to realise that a taur’s waist is mostly muscle, and while painful, an arrow through there isn’t crippling.”
 
   “Ha! Speak for yourself!” Malena grinned weakly. “What about that leg of yours? It looks pretty ugly.”
 
   Forest looked at the congealing mess on hir leg. “I admit that it looks bad, and hurts like hell, but I don’t think any major damage has been done. Better attend to it though.” Shi struggled to hir feet and swore, then added, “There might be more damage than I first thought.” Shi hobbled over to Malena. “I’ll go grab the first aid kit.”
 
   “Are you sure that you’ll be okay?” Malena asked worriedly.
 
   “Sure! I don’t think this will kill me. Let me borrow that branch of yours.” Using the branch as a staff to support hirself, Forest limped over to where they had dropped their backpacks. Shi grabbed them and their tops, then limped back, collapsing beside Malena with a grateful sigh. Shi pulled out the first aid kit and was about to tend Malena when she took it out of Forest’s hands.
 
   “You contact the village. Your wound is worse than mine. I’ll fix it while you’re talking,” Malena insisted.
 
   Forest couldn’t argue with that. Shi pulled out the uni-com that shi’d bought soon after the incident with the poachers. Shi could be sure now that no matter where on Terra shi was, shi would never be out of contact again. While Malena cleansed hir wound, treated it with antiseptic and then bandaged it, Forest contacted the Mountain Glade community centre and reported the encounter, though not without a few hisses of pain during hir treatment.
 
   Forest shut off the comm, but activated the beacon function. “They’re on their way with the aerial rescue unit. They’ll home in on my comm signal. Now let me attend your wounds.”
 
   “I’d prefer it if you’d tie up that human first. It’s making me nervous thinking that he might recover consciousness and either attack us or run away to cause more trouble.”
 
   “Good point,” said Forest. Shi pulled out hir climbing ropes which shi always carried with hir on hikes, and quickly rendered the man incapable of escaping. “Now will you let me help you?”
 
   “Gladly!” Malena complied. Forest didn’t remove the shaft as it was acting partly as a seal for the wound. It could be more safely removed back at the medical centre. Shi did clean up the entrance and exit wounds though, then spraying an antiseptic sealant on both. “Keep still until the rescue unit arrives. We don’t want you tearing open those seals.”
 
   “Okay. Rather a bummer of a way to end the day, hey?”
 
   “I’ve had better,” Forest admitted. “But look at the bright side: we’ve caught the troublemaker and life back at the village should return to a much more pleasant state. It was a bit disconcerting with all those vixens baying for blood.”
 
   “Amen to that!” Malena agreed fervently.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Having finally had enough of love-play, Garrek and Thayla retired to the kitchen for a very belated lunch. After that, they settled down in the living room to talk. The topics covered many things, but a lot of it focused on Garrek’s family. Thayla was very happy with Garrek’s evident pride in his mates and children, not to mention the rest of his extended family. He was evidently a responsible and good tod, which couldn’t always be said for many male foxtaurs. Too many vixens had to settle for much less. Thayla wondered if Garrek realised what a target he was making of himself. As for Garrek, he delighted in the warmth and knowledgability of Thayla and reckoned that her maturity would make a good addition to the family.
 
   Their conversation was interrupted by the ringing of Garrek’s comm. Taking it out of his belt pouch, he said, “Garrek here.” His eyes opened in surprise as the speaker at the other end informed him of disturbing news. “I’ll be right there!” he declared, jumping to his feet and heading to the door.
 
   “Garrek, what’s wrong?” Thayla asked as she got to her own feet.
 
   “Malena and Forest have both been injured by that archer. They’re bringing them into the medical centre. I’m headed there right now.”
 
   Thayla grabbed her hip pouch. “Wait up! I’m coming with you!”
 
   They proceeded at a fast trot to the medical centre where they found Purteshka waiting. Having been apprised of the situation, she had realised that Garrek should be informed. “They haven’t arrived yet, but I wouldn’t worry too much. The latest reports suggest that they’ll both be fine.”
 
   “Did they catch the culprit? Garrek asked.
 
   “If you hadn’t hung up so precipitously, I would have told you that they have indeed captured the person who has been shooting the hunters. It was a human as surmised, and they think he was acting alone, but we’ll determine that for ourselves when we get him back here for questioning.”
 
   “That’s a relief,” Garrek said just as the hum of the arriving aerial rescue unit caught his ears. He waited impatiently for it to land. The moment the doors opened, Garrek had his nose inside, only to be pushed aside by the emerging crew. Staff came out from the medical centre joined them with gurnies and they started unloading the patients onto them. As soon as he saw Malena, Garrek approached her. “Malena! Are you okay?!”
 
   “Hi Garrek,” Malena replied with a smile. “I’ll be fine, dear, but I think you’d better let the medics take me into the surgery to get this thing out first.” She indicated the shaft sticking out of her side.
 
   Garrek’s eyes goggled. “Oh! I’m sorry! Get her in there quick!” he demanded.
 
   “We will, if you just get out of the way!” one medic said sourly.
 
   Garrek jumped aside as if scalded and they pushed the gurney inside. Thayla smiled in amusement. Then Forest appeared and was put on the next gurney.
 
   “Hey Garrek, you can keep me company if you like. I don’t need to go into surgery. Just need a good patch job.” Forest winked at him. Apparently shi had caught the exchange too.
 
   “Sure, Forest,” Garrek replied. “Maybe you can tell me exactly what happened.”
 
   “You might as well tell me the whole story while you’re at it,” Purteshka added.
 
   “Do you think there might be room for me?” A tod wearing a white jacket and with a stethoscope around his neck asked dryly. Everyone looked a little chagrined.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
    “So, Malena is staying overnight in the hospital?” Zendak asked.
 
   “Yep,” Garrek replied. “And Forestwalker insisted on staying with her, so that left me by myself tonight. So I came over here. Mom said she was happy to look after the cubs for another night, and frankly I don’t want to be alone tonight.”
 
   “Of course we’re delighted to have you here, even if the circumstances are rather bad,” Kassi said. I gather that Goldfur won’t be back tonight either?”
 
   “Actually I didn’t really expect hir back until tomorrow. Shi said shi’d contact me if that changes.”
 
   Kassi hugged him. “Then we’ll just have to take advantage of the situation while you wait to ask hir about our proposal.”
 
   Garrek smiled at her. “Given the circumstances, I couldn’t think of anything I’d rather do right now.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The next day dawned to find Lupu snuggled up to Goldfur on one side, and Dale on the other. The three had cause to celebrate the previous night because they had argued their cause successfully with the pack, and though there was still a lot of dissenters, Lupu would be allowed to stay with the pack, along with her new mate. Goldfur knew that this would be the last time that shi and Lupu would be together for a while, and Dale had insisted that they have some time alone together. They realised how much Dale was trying to be like a chakat in letting hir mate be with another, so although they accepted hir offer, they did not take too long to have their farewell fling. They then insisted on Dale joining them. Goldfur had been tempted to ask Dale if shi wanted to make love to hir, but figured that shi still wasn’t quite ready for that. Instead, all three snuggled and talked until sleep overtook them.
 
   Goldfur stayed long enough to partake of breakfast before starting hir hike back to the foxtaur village. Shi knew shi’d have no trouble finding hir way there because shi had good trail sense. Hir load would be much lighter because Lupu and Dale were keeping most of what everyone lugged up, so shi expected to have a pleasant easy journey back. Shi gave both a parting kiss, paid hir respects to Chrisen, then started on hir trip.
 
   Shi made good time, and shi wasn’t too far from the foxtaur village when shi was startled by an unexpected greeting.
 
   “Hello, gorgeous!” A grinning foxtaur lay on a bed of pine needles next to the trail, evidently waiting for hir.
 
   “Garrek! What are you doing out here? No, forget that question, I’m just glad to see you!”
 
   “Same here, Goldie.” Garrek got up and met Goldfur with a huge hug. They kissed passionately, always glad to be together after being separated for any length of time.
 
   When they parted, Goldfur said, “I’m so glad you came out to meet me here. There hasn’t been any problems, has there?” shi asked, suddenly aware that something wasn’t quite right.
 
   Garrek smiled. He’d known that shi’d sense his moods despite his self-control. “Problems? Yeah, you could say that, but they’ve been pretty much resolved. I thought I’d come out to meet you so that we could talk about them on the way to the village.” He then went on to explain the events that had befallen Malena and Forest. Goldfur was appropriately dismayed and enraged by what he had to say, but as Garrek planned, hir mood was much calmer before they reached the village. Then he told hir about Kassi and Zendak’s proposal, and Thayla’s too.
 
   Goldfur looked at hir mate, wondering how shi’d been so lucky to claim him first. It seemed that so many were seeing what a catch he was and wanted a part of him. The thing that impressed hir most was that through it all, he remained such a humble, shy person. Here he had so many people wanting him, and yet he remained so level-headed and concerned for hir and their family. Shi kissed him again for no other reason than shi loved him, then said, “Of course you have my blessing to take Kassi and Zendak as co-mates. But first we need to make them fully aware of what they’re getting into. After all, if you mate one member of a chakat family, you effectively acquire all the others too!”
 
   “Yeah, I realised that. I’ve invited them over for dinner for that reason. Thayla too.”
 
   “She sounds like a lovely person from what you’ve told me about her. I’m especially looking forward to meeting her.”
 
   “I think you’ll be impressed like I was, darling.”
 
   “You do realise that things are going to get a lot more complicated now, and we won’t have Lupu around to help?” Goldfur asked.
 
   Garrek nodded. “I’m aware of that, but I reckon that it’ll be more than worth it. I love these people, hon, and I think that our family will be the better for having them.”
 
   Goldfur smirked. “No need to convince me, dear. I’m a chakat, remember? Big families, lots of mates, even more cubs!”
 
   “Speaking of which, Kassi and I are expecting a son!”
 
   “I bet that made you both delirious with joy.”
 
   “You better believe it! For her to get a son first off is so unlikely. I’m so happy for Kassi.” Garrek looked so grateful.
 
   Goldfur shook hir head in wonder. Even with that really good news, his first thoughts were for others. Shi could hardly believe hir fortune to find such a perfect mate. “Garrek, you didn’t schedule that dinner too early, I hope?”
 
   “No, I couldn’t be sure when you’d be arriving after all.”
 
   “Quite right, and we’re going to be late,” shi stated.
 
   “We are?” he asked questioningly. “We’re not that far from the village though.”
 
   “Yes, but you haven’t allowed for an unexpected delay,” shi insisted.
 
   “What delay?” he asked, puzzled.
 
   Goldfur took Garrek’s arm and started guiding him off the trail. “The delay while I make love to the most wonderful mate in the world!”
 
   “Oh! That delay,” smiled Garrek.
 
    
 
   ************************************************************
 
    
 
   *The events in my novel – “More Terrible Than Chains” – follow this story.
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   Episode 31: Disastrous Decision
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   “I said, ‘Do you support the proposal, Thayla?’” repeated Freesia, the elder foxtaur vixen who was chairing the meeting.
 
   Thayla collected her thoughts into coherency before replying, “Yes, yes I do.”
 
   “Good. Let the records show that the proposal was passed by five votes to two against.” Freesia rapped her gavel. “This meeting of the Mountain Glade council is now concluded. I’ll see you all back here in four weeks for the next regular meeting.” She then continued with a concerned tone in her voice as she spoke just to Thayla. “Are you feeling okay, Thayla? You seem to be having trouble focusing lately.”
 
   Thayla nodded in agreement, and then said, “I haven’t been feeling completely well lately, I must admit. I’m not sure what’s wrong with me though.”
 
   “Time to visit the doctor then,” Freesia recommended.
 
   “Yes, I really should have done so sooner.”
 
   Some time later, Thayla exited the doctor’s surgery. “This changes everything,” she murmured to herself. “How is my new denmate going to react?” She trotted off home, her world turned topsy-turvy, and started making new plans for Garrek’s upcoming visit.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Goldfur, dripping with seawater, shook hirself vigorously, sending spray in all directions.
 
   “Hey!” exclaimed Forestwalker indignantly. “Can’t a person laze in the sun in peace?”
 
   Goldfur grinned unrepentantly and sprawled onto the sand next to hir sister. “Nope! We’re going to arrange a game of beach volleyball in a few minutes, so you need to start getting your blood pumping.”
 
   “The twins have already worn me out,” protested Forestwalker, “and besides, I told Leanna to leave the cub-watching to me so shi could have some fun. In fact I insisted, otherwise shi might never have let hirself go ‘off-duty’ and enjoy this trip to the beach.”
 
   The sisters watched Leanna for a while. Right now, shi had hir arms about the shoulders of Kris and Trina, swinging between them, giggling like a little girl. Earlier, shi had splashed in the waves, built a sandcastle, and threw a Frisbee, just like the children.
 
   Goldfur said, “It’s at times like these that we get reminded just how young shi really is. Shi has an adult body, adult needs, and an adult sense of responsibility, but when shi is relieved of all of that, she can really show hir true age.”
 
   “Yeah,” Forest agreed. “Shi never had a childhood, having been raised artificially to maturity, but you can’t easily take away the need to play. Normally shi sublimates it into her sex-play, but deep down it seems that shi’s just as needful of child-like games as any person of hir real age.”
 
   “Kris and Trina know that, don’t they?”
 
   “Sure, but you know them – they work hard, and they play hard when work is done. They like Leanna’s energy and sheer sense of fun.” Forest laughed as they watched the foxes throw Leanna into the gentle surf, only to have hir swim under water and pull them both off balance to join hir. Wild splashing ensued, accompanied by shrieks of laughter.
 
   Goldfur grinned. “See? That’s where you should be.”
 
   Forest shook hir head. “No, I want those three to be together as much as possible.”
 
   Goldfur gave hir sister a keen look. “Is your den-mating with Leanna not working out as you thought it would?”
 
   “Oh no, that’s not what I meant. I just want them to get more familiar with each other and get used to the idea of they being a triad. They match each other so well in so many ways, just as I thought that they would originally.”
 
   “So you’re not concerned that Leanna might have proposed to you simply out of a sense of misplaced gratitude?”
 
   “Give me a little credit, sis. I was well aware of that possibility, but so far all hir feelings have been 100% genuine. I can sense that much clearly. It’s still early days though, and if hir feelings for me should fade, shi will still have Kris and Trina. In the meantime, I’m quite enjoying having hir as a mate, and I reckon that the most likely outcome is that we’re going to end up as a comfortable foursome. Besides, when Midnight is at home, I can devote more time to my lifemate without worrying about neglecting Leanna.”
 
   “Shi deserves happiness,” Goldfur said. “Shi does so much for everyone in the family, always thinking of others first, especially the cubs.”
 
   “I agree. Did you know that the other day when we were all out of the house except Leanna and Trina working in hir office, Leanna discovered just how inundated Trina was in paperwork which was slowing down her real work on projects. Leanna was feeling a bit bored and asked Trina if shi could have a go at taming it. Shi had that office totally organised in just a few hours, and now Trina wants to officially hire hir as a part-time secretary. I found out that Leanna used to do much of hir former master’s office work also. Apparently it amused him that the pleasant female voice that fielded his calls and dealt with customers was actually supposed to be a moronic sex slave. It was his private joke on them.”
 
   “Not much of a joke, if you ask me. How did Leanna feel about doing that work?”
 
   “Grateful, actually. A person of hir intelligence would get bored easily, and although it wasn’t very challenging, it kept hir mind occupied. It’s true still. Aside from these rare times when shi lets go and just plays, shi always has to be doing something. Even when shi’s resting, you notice that shi likes to engage in deep conversations. Frankly, I think we might get a shock if we accurately measured hir IQ.”
 
   Goldfur grimaced wryly. “I know what you mean. I’m grateful that shi’s taken our children under hir wing. I think this is going to be an all-round win for them, hir and us. Right now though, I think that’s shi’s got the right idea, and it’s time that you got up and chose your team-mates because I’m ready to thrash you at volleyball!”
 
   “In your dreams, Goldie!” Forest laughed as shi surged to hir feet.
 
   The adults paired up with the cubs who, while not very skilled, made up for it in enthusiasm. Leanna had never played the game before but, true to hir nature, soon was playing like an expert. Forestwalker wondered if shi could be encouraged to join up in some formal competitive sport, but shi noticed the fennec favouring the cubs on both sides during the game, and suspected that Leanna might lack the killer instinct needed to be truly successful. Time would tell, shi decided.
 
   After the games, everyone cooled off in the water again. Eventually Forestwalker announced that it was time for tea, and everyone headed to the beach showers to rinse the salt from their fur. The first ones done went to their PTV to grab the picnic gear, and they set it up on the grass on the foreshore. Several other families had had the same idea, and soon all the various children – morph, human and taur – were all playing together with balls, Frisbees, and even a kite. Leanna was keeping a watchful eye on hir charges even as shi helped with the preparations, and was instantly on the spot when Eudora collided with a human boy as they each chased their respective toys. Goldfur wasn’t far behind, but hir empathic sense had already told hir that neither had incurred more than a head bump, so shi didn’t rush. Shi was in time to hear the boy speak as he picked himself off the grass.
 
   “Oof! Next time you go first!” he said dizzily.
 
   Eudora untangled hir limbs and got to hir feet. “Okay by me,” shi replied.
 
   “Hey, we want to have a game of beach cricket, but don’t have enough people. Wanna play?”
 
   “Sure! Oh, wait, we’re about to have a picnic.”
 
   “That’s okay, we can wait. I’m Keith. My family is just over there.” He pointed them out.
 
   “Great!” Eudora replied enthusiastically. Then shi belatedly remembered something. “Is it okay with you, mum?” shi asked hopefully.
 
   “Sure, ’Dora, as long as the other cubs can join in also,” Goldfur assented.
 
   Eudora looked at Keith who replied, “Sure thing. We need a few more.”
 
   “Cool! I’m Eudora, but you can call me Dora too. See ya soon!”
 
   Shi fetched the Frisbee that shi’d been chasing, and headed back to the picnic, with Leanna and Goldfur bringing up the rear.
 
   “What’s wrong, Leanna?” Goldfur asked hir in puzzlement. “You seemed to react very strongly to a minor incident, and even now you’re very agitated.”
 
   Leanna attempted to relax as shi explained. “Back on my home-world, if a morph collided with a human, that morph would have been punished for carelessness. I was so worried for Eudora!”
 
   Goldfur grinned at hir to ease the tension. “This isn’t a perfect society, but usually the children can still bump heads without causing huge dramas. Sure, his parents could still have been irate, but I overheard one say ‘Keith’s just bowled over another kid’ in an exasperated tone, so I don’t think we’re going to have any problems.”
 
   Leanna was relieved, but it would still be a long time before shi would stop worrying so much when humans and the cubs intermixed.
 
   In the end, Marcus, Kayla, Snowcloud, Stonefur, Patchwork and Eudora joined with several human children, plus a few morphs to have a lively game. The parents joined the chakats to chat while watching their progeny play. Only the late setting of the summer sun brought their day to a close, and the families said goodbye and left for their respective homes.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Garrek found himself under water and completely disoriented until his paws found the bottom and he stood up, gasping for breath. Where was he? He looked about and saw that he was surrounded by pools of water, and he was standing in one of them. They looked strangely familiar. As he panted for breath, he noticed that his shirt was strangely tight. He looked down and was startled by the sight that met his eyes. Ripping his shirt open, he confirmed the awful truth – two very large breasts! He was a vixen! He had fallen into the cursed springs, into the pool of the drowned foxtaur vixen!
 
   “Nooooooo!” he wailed.
 
   A very hard thump on the shoulder rattled him, and he looked into the face of his bleary-eyed lifemate.
 
   “No more 20th Century anime marathons for you,” Goldfur said crossly, then settled down to go back to sleep.
 
   The very embarrassed (and very male) foxtaur settled back down beside hir to get some much-needed, and hopefully dreamless, slumber.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
    “He did what?” asked Forestwalker in amused disbelief.
 
   “Garrek thought that he’d been transformed into a vixen by this magic pool like that Ranma character in those ancient animation shows,” Goldfur explained, in a much better humour now that shi was rested.
 
   Forestwalker laughed. “I never understood what he sees in those type of shows. The girls are all two thirds leg and their eyes are enormous.”
 
   Goldfur shrugged. “Whatever his reasons, it’s a fairly harmless hobby. I won’t let him go on a viewing binge like that again if it’s going to give him nightmares.”
 
   “Especially as we’re preparing to visit his village for the New Year’s Festival,” Forestwalker agreed.
 
   “He wanted to show off his collection of antique recordings to Leanna and the others. I don’t know how impressed they were, but once he gets started, he has a hard time stopping. I practically had to drag him to bed.”
 
   A mischievous smile grew on Forestwalker’s muzzle. “I think that I’m going to have to pull a prank on him for this.”
 
   “Be my guest. Just let me know when you’re going to do it so that I can watch the fun!”
 
   The sisters laughed and went back to work.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Leanna had virtually nothing to pack, so shi helped with the cubs’ stuff, then kept them out of the adults’ way. Mostly though, shi had been instructed to play hard with them in order to wear them out quickly. Then they would have an early dinner and be put to bed. They would be woken in the early hours of the morning to be transported, courtesy of Boyce’s shuttle, to California where it was several time zones later in the day. It was crowded, even in that capacious spacecraft, but it saved them a lot of time and expense.
 
   Although Boyce had been to Mountain Glade previously to deliver or pick up passengers, he hadn’t had the opportunity to stay before, so this was to be a new experience for him, as well as his Caitian mates and Leanna. He’d had to park the shuttle well away from the village though because the foxtaurs didn’t want his craft causing a disturbance in their community. However, they were met by the clan’s mini-bus which was capable of carrying all of them, plus their baggage.
 
   The newcomers loved the snow-covered scenery and the picturesque community, and were made to feel warmly welcome when they arrived at Garrek and Malena’s den. As always, Jaleth had been cooking up heaps of hot food for the visitors, and they were treated to a hearty lunch.
 
   Soon after they had arrived, Garrek’s denmate, Kassi and Zendak, his best friend and co-mate, had come to the den, soon followed by Thayla, the elder vixen who had also become part of Garrek’s family. The joy in their reunion was readily apparent, and the dining room was filled with animated conversation as they all caught up with the news.
 
   “I have a very important piece of news,” Thayla announced. When she had their attention, she continued. “I had reason to visit the doctor a few weeks ago. I have not been feeling right lately.”
 
   “Oh no!” exclaimed Garrek. “Is it serious?”
 
   Thayla smiled reassuringly at her concerned mate. “Don’t worry. It’s something that I’ll get over in about six months.”
 
   Quickpaw was the first to catch on. “You’re pregnant!” shi exclaimed.
 
   Garrek looked startled as Thayla nodded in confirmation. “But I thought you were… well… too old to have kits anymore?” he queried.
 
   “So did I, but the doctor chastised me for forgetting my lessons, but it’s been a very long time since I was a young vixen learning about sex. He reminded me that the cessation of overt heats didn’t mean that I wasn’t fertile anymore. It’s only a symptom of the oncoming of menopause. Bottom line, Garrek dear, is that I apparently had a ripe egg waiting the last time that we made love. The doctor confirmed that I’ve been suffering from mild morning sickness, but that stage has passed now, thankfully.”
 
   Garrek absorbed this news, then said, “How do you feel about this? We didn’t plan on a kit at all.”
 
   “My love, I consider it a gift. I told you that I considered our mating as the start of a new chapter in my life, and the only lack would have been children. The doctor says that I am very lucky, and probably will never be fertile again after this one, so this will be a very precious child for me.”
 
   “For both of us, darling. Are you hoping for a tod this time?”
 
   “I honestly don’t care, Garrek. If he or she is half the person their sire is, I’ll be very satisfied.”
 
   “Congratulations, Thayla,” Goldfur said, and the rest of the family echoed hir statement. Garrek had tears of happiness welling in his eyes as he hugged and nuzzled the elderly vixen. Malena joined him, then Kassi and Zendak completed the foxtaur branch of the extended family.
 
   Goldfur smiled fondly at hir lifemate. He was so dedicated to all his denmates! Shi had missed them also. However, shi was still waiting for two more to join them. It was about mid afternoon, while the adults were lounging around the fire, conversing, when a familiar howl announced their imminent arrival. Stepping outside, Goldfur and the others saw two familiar figures walking out of the forest and leaving fresh tracks through the snow. Many of the cubs who had been playing outside, rushed to meet them. Goldfur noted with surprise a third figure following behind. The first two were a wolftaur and a chakat, and the mysterious third person was another wolftaur. When they came close, the lead wolftaur bounded up to Goldfur and gave hir a huge hug.
 
   “It’s so good to see you again, Goldie!” she exclaimed.
 
   “I’ve missed you a lot too, Lupu,” Goldfur replied as shi hugged and nuzzled the wolftaur bitch.
 
   Then the chakat joined them, and shi and Goldfur faced each other as almost mirror images, clothing aside.
 
   “It’s great to see you also, twin sister,” Goldfur said. “It looks as if the time spent with the pack has been good to you. You look strong and toned.”
 
   Goldendale grinned. “You get that way when you have to hunt for your meals every day. I must say that I’m glad to be back with the family again though.” Shi exchanged hugs with Goldfur and the rest of the others, and was introduced to Leanna. The fennec was startled by the absolute identicalness of the two chakats even though shi had been forewarned. Only their hair length differed – Goldfur in hir typical ponytail, and Dale in a shoulder length style.
 
   “I see that your hair has returned to its normal colour,” observed Forestwalker.
 
   “Yeah, there isn’t much in the way of hair-care products out in the middle of the forest. I might or might not dye it again.”
 
   “So, who is your wolftaur friend?” asked Goldfur. “Did he guide you back to the village?”
 
   Dale looked a bit embarrassed. “No, I remembered the way okay. Goldfur, meet Avissavaunte, my new denmate.”
 
   Goldfur was very surprised. “You took another mate? A male? Do you mean to tell me that in just a few months, you’ve become so accustomed to being a chakat that you’ve gone from being hysterical over the thought of being mounted, to actually mating?”
 
   Dale gave hir a lopsided grin. “Yep. Surprised the hell out of me too, I must admit. However, I think that I made a good choice, and he, Lupu and I make a great triad.”
 
   “Please tell me that you’re not pregnant,” Goldfur pled.
 
   “What? Good grief, no! I’m not ready for that yet; not for a long while at least. I definitely plan to do so in the future, but I have a lot more growing as a chakat before I commit to such a big step.”
 
   “Thank heavens for that, at least,” Goldfur said with relief.
 
   “Goldie, stop being rude and talk to Avi,” insisted Dale.
 
   Goldfur looked embarrassed and offered a greeting hug to the wolftaur who had been shyly hanging back. He accepted it, and the two briefly embraced.
 
   “My apologies, Avissavaunte,” Goldfur said. “I’m just really concerned about my twin sister. Shi’s rather inexperienced about many things, and I worry about hir welfare.”
 
   Avissavaunte replied, “Just call me Avi, please, and I understand your concern. After Dale explained hir origins to me, I felt the same urge to protect the person with whom I was falling in love.”
 
   “You’re going to have to explain how that happened,” Forestwalker said, pretty much voicing the thoughts of everyone who had been familiar with Dale.
 
   “It’s a long story,” Dale said.
 
   “They’re the best kind, and we have plenty of time,” Goldfur said, putting an arm around both Lupu and Dale, and then steering them into the den. “We’ve got a roaring fire, and Jaleth has laid on plenty of nibblies.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
    “Things were a bit awkward for the first few days,” Dale began after they’d settled in. “The hunters let me join them though, and my old human skills were good enough to keep me out of trouble, and even bring in some game. I quickly grew familiar with the wolftaur style of hunting, and the hunters eventually conceded that I was as good as any of them, and wasn’t going to be a burden on the pack. Lupu started practicing her old skills, and we managed quite well. I even started making some friends. We had been there only a couple of weeks though when an odd offering was left at the mouth of our den….
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
    “Lupu! Do you know why there’s a bracelet hanging off a stake out here?” Dale called back into the den.
 
   Lupu padded out to have a look, and her eyes widened in surprise. She picked up the bracelet which she noted was skilfully made from grass and dried seeds. “It’s an expression of interest. When a male is interested in a female, he will sometimes leave her an anonymous gift of a bracelet like this. If she isn’t interested, she will leave it where it was found. However, if she is interested in a possible boyfriend, she will wear it so the male can see it in public. Then usually follows more gifts to show that the male is serious, and to let the female change her mind without publicly embarrassing her suitor. Then, if all goes well, the male will turn up with a bracelet matching the first, and the female will make a final decision to date him or send him away.”
 
   “So some male in the pack has the hots for you?” Dale asked. Shi knew that had shi been human, shi probably would have felt jealous, but as a chakat, all shi felt was curiosity.
 
   Lupu grinned evilly. “Not me, hon. You!” She held up a broad leaf attached to the bracelet. On it was written roughly – ‘GOLDUNDAIL’. The spelling was bad, but there was no ambiguity as for whom it was intended.
 
   “ME?!” Dale was incredulous. “Some guy wants to date me?”
 
   “Uh-huh,” Lupu confirmed, amused by hir predicament.
 
   “But I’m a chakat – why would he chase after me?”
 
   “Perhaps he likes what he sees,” Lupu replied as she hugged and caressed the bewildered chakat. “Just like I do,” she added.
 
   “I know that I said that I intended to explore my female side and eventually seek out some male company, but this is way sooner than I had planned.”
 
   “If I know you, you’d leave it until it was almost too late. I promised Goldie that I would help you be a chakat when these kind of circumstances occurred, so here’s my first piece of advice – Don’t reject it without looking into it further. There’s no commitment at this point.”
 
   “You sound as if you’re eager to have your denmate go off with the first person who propositions hir!”
 
   “Dale, my love, I may not be a chakat, but having been part of a chakat family for some time now, I know them a hell of a lot better than you do, even though you are one. A chakat is happiest when shi’s interacting with several people on a very close basis, and I don’t necessarily mean on a sexual basis. However, it’s in their nature to be promiscuous, but they nevertheless are particular about with whom. So, even though I was a mere third mate to Goldfur, I felt very much loved. Now I’m first mate to you, and I feel secure and happy as well as loved. So, not only don’t I object to you being interested in others, I don’t feel threatened, and I know that it’s best for you in the long run.”
 
   Dale hugged Lupu appreciatively, and then said, “Thanks, but this still makes me nervous just thinking about it.”
 
   “I’d be surprised if it didn’t. Just let it happen naturally. Don’t force it or fight it. If it’s meant to happen, it will.”
 
   Dale took the bracelet and held it up to have a good look at it. “Such a simple thing, yet so full of potential. Okay, I’ll give it a chance. God, I hope he’s at least not one of those crude ones!”
 
   Dale wore the bracelet the next time that shi left the den. Shi strained hir untrained senses to try to detect one of the males reacting in pleasure, but all shi managed to pick up were a few surprised people, both male and female.
 
   Life went on normally for a few days. Dale left in the morning with the hunting pack, getting more adept with the wolftaur-style hunting bow. Hir previous training as a planetary surveyor for the Star Corps, and the associated field survival skills needed to do the job, had let hir adapt quickly, and shi made hir fair share of the kills. Each evening though, when shi came back to the den, some other gift was waiting as Lupu had predicted. A necklace matching the bracelet was first, then cold season fruits and hoarded nuts. When a well-made leather pouch was left, Dale was impressed.
 
   “This guy is really serious!” shi said to Lupu as shi showed it off.
 
   “He sure is,” Lupu agreed as she examined its quality. “In fact, with something this good, I’m betting that he’ll soon make his approach. Are you ready for him?”
 
   “As ready as I’ll ever be, I reckon. I must admit that there’s something to be said for this method. Curiosity has raised my anticipation for the real thing. I’m dying to know who wants me as his girlfriend this bad!
 
   Lupu was correct again. Instead of another gift, waiting for Dale when shi returned the next evening was a youthful and quite handsome male wolftaur. As shi approached, he held up his arm to show a bracelet that was the twin to the one that Dale wore.
 
   ‘Here we go!’ Dale thought to hirself and stepped forward. ‘I wonder which of us is more nervous?’ Then shi realised that shi had indeed been sensing his nervousness, although outwardly he seemed calm.
 
   “I am Avissavaunte, and I would like to have the privilege of courting you,” the young wolftaur said formally.
 
   “Avissa-vaunte,” repeated Dale, trying to pronounce it correctly.
 
   “That’s right, but if you wish, you can call me just Avi.”
 
   “Well, Avi, we’ve done all this so far the wolftaur way. However, I’m not a wolftaur, so I’m going to change the script a bit. Come inside the den and let’s talk.”
 
   Rather than being worried about this variation to the wolftaur courting practices, Avi seemed relieved that Dale was willing to go further. They stepped inside where Dale saw Lupu waiting, and shi suspected that she had known about Avi standing out there, and had been eagerly awaiting Dale’s return.
 
   “Lupu, darling, this is Avissavaunte, my potential suitor.”
 
   “Yes, I know Avi. Shy and awkward around the bitches. A very talented artisan though.”
 
   Dale could feel Avi’s embarrassment at Lupu’s blunt assessment. “Avi, you must already know that I’m a hermaphrodite, and happily mated to Lupu. Tell me your reasons for wanting to court me in spite of those facts.”
 
   “Goldendale, I think that you are very beautiful,” Avi started.
 
   “Thank you,” replied Dale, startled that shi did indeed feel flattered. Shi’d never been the type to put much stock in hir looks, at least not before the change. “There must be plenty of attractive bitches though. Why prefer me over them?”
 
   “Because I like new and different things. The pack is too hidebound to embrace new things. Many barely tolerate you for the most part. I, on the other hand, find you exotic and sexy.”
 
   Dale could hardly begrudge him for his tastes, and frankly the feelings that he was unconsciously projecting as he explained himself were turning hir on. Shi would not let that influence hir unduly though. “So basically you think that I am pretty, sexy and exotic. You could still have a lot of fun with a young wolftaur bitch.”
 
   “None of them are interested in me,” he stated flatly.
 
   That surprised Dale. Even shi could see how physically attractive he was, and he had certainly been talking well so far. “Why not?” shi queried.
 
   “Because he’s an oddball,” interrupted Lupu. “He doesn’t have the pack mentality, and that makes the others uneasy.”
 
   “You don’t have to think like the pack in order to serve it,” he replied defensively. “Just because I have my own thoughts and dreams doesn’t make me worthless.”
 
   “No, but it makes you undesirable to them.” Then Lupu gave him a big friendly grin. “But you’re a lot like me, and I like your attitude.”
 
   Strangely enough, so did Dale. Shi had been a bit concerned about having one of the typical males because of their greatly different attitudes and pack-mind. Shi was suddenly a lot more interested in him. “Avi, I intend to rejoin my family at the end of the year, and probably go back to work. If you really want a relationship with me, what will you do then?”
 
   He was silent for a long moment as he considered that seriously, then he looked hir in the eyes and said earnestly, “Can I come with you?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I don’t belong here. As Lupu said, I don’t have the pack mentality. I have dreams and ambitions that I can’t pursue while I live with the pack. Here, I barely started to read before I was told to stop wasting my time on such frivolous things and work at something useful. I’m stifling here!” He realised how loud and excited he was getting, and cut himself off.
 
   Dale considered what he’d said, then asked, “So, did you see me just as a means of getting out of here?”
 
   “No!” he exclaimed. “Well… yes, I thought of that at first, but I genuinely do find you attractive. You’re a breath of fresh air in this stultifying atmosphere. You’re pretty, sexy, and the most exciting thing to happen around here, including when your twin sister visited briefly. When I thought about asking you to take me with you, my thoughts kept turning to… well… more physical things if you know what I mean?”
 
   Dale was certain that shi did indeed know, and decided to cut that off before he got more detailed, and shi got more embarrassed. “Okay, I believe you, and I sure can’t blame you for wanting more out of life. I must say that you have me intrigued, and I find you a more interesting person for wanting to improve yourself.
 
   Avi began to look hopeful. Dale made a decision then. “If anything is going to develop between us, we’re going to have to be truthful with each other. You’ve told me your full motivations; now I’ll tell you a few startling things about myself that may change your mind. First though, I need you to give me your word that you won’t tell anybody what I’m about to tell you.”
 
   Avi eagerly agreed, not willing to risk his best chance ever.
 
   Dale said, “Make yourself comfortable, Avi. This is a complicated story.” And so shi related hir true genesis, with Lupu occasionally interjecting with extra details. Avi listened in astounded silence until Dale concluded, “… and that’s how I came to be here with the pack.”
 
   Avi was silent for a while as he absorbed these facts. Then he said with wonder in his voice, “I had no idea such things were possible. I so want to see these things for myself!”
 
   Dale was amused. “What? Nothing about having a former male human as a girlfriend?”
 
   “Huh? Oh no! You’re a chakat now, and that’s what attracted me. In fact I like it better because I don’t feel so odd anymore. We are actually a good match in that respect.”
 
   Dale grinned. “Yeah, I suppose we are. Well, Lupu encouraged me to find a boyfriend, and I really want to develop my female side and grow fully as a chakat, so I think that I will accept your advances.”
 
   Avi looked relieved and happy. “Thank you, Dale. Ummm… how do you want to start this? I’m rather new to this stuff from here on.”
 
   “That makes two of us, Avi, so let’s take it easy for now. For starters, let’s give you a reading lesson. I’m not having a boyfriend who can’t spell or write properly!”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
    “You mean to tell us that you started dating by giving Avi spelling lessons?” Forestwalker asked incredulously.
 
   “Yep!” Dale agreed with a grin. “Each evening, Avi would come over and we would read one of the books that I’d brought with me. Not the best of school books, but Avi still learned quickly.”
 
   Avi spoke up. “I’ve always wanted to be able to read and write properly, so I was highly motivated. In return, I taught Dale some of my crafts.”
 
   “I’m working on a very nice necklace at the moment,” Dale said. “Anyway, we got to know each other better and our friendship grew deeper. Then one night, it just happened. I don’t recall exactly how it started other than being very close to Avi as I showed him something, then suddenly we were hugging and fondling each other, then it developed into kissing intimately, leaving us breathless and excited. Avi then asked me if I wished to go all the way, and I said yes without hesitation. All the fear and doubt were finally gone, and I was ready to make love.”
 
   “So, what was it like, sis?” Goldfur asked.
 
   Dale gave them all a big goofy grin as shi recalled the moment. “Glorious!” shi summed it up.
 
   “You couldn’t have torn them apart,” Lupu commented with a grin. “Two virgins discovering just how good sex is! I should have had some popcorn while watching the show.”
 
   Dale threw a cushion at the cheeky wolftaur bitch. Some things never changed!
 
   Goldfur put hir arm about Dale and gave hir a big hug. “Congratulations! You did it right. You were true to yourself and still behaved in a chakat manner. Not much more to go before you will feel that you were destined to be a chakat.”
 
   “I believe you, Goldie,” Dale said. “More and more, the memory of what it was like being human is becoming unreal to me. Getting past that last hurdle has made me completely comfortable with myself. I truly think that Avi will make a great mate for us, and he’ll be a good sire when I’m ready to have a child.”
 
   “As I’ve said, take your time. You’ll know when you’re ready, just like you knew when you were ready to be mounted for the first time. However, you said ‘a great mate for us’. I thought Avi was courting only you.”
 
   “He was, but when I decided to make our relationship formal, I insisted that it would be on chakat terms if he was going to join our family. Lupu is his co-mate, and I expect that he and she will keep each other company when I go back to work.”
 
   “Neither of us were averse to the idea,” Lupu added.
 
   Avi said, “I hadn’t expected that because wolftaurs are often monogamous, but Lupu is as unusual as the rest of us. So I went from having no mates, to having two. I’m still overwhelmed. I can’t believe how my luck has turned around.”
 
   “Stick with us, kiddo, and you’ll still get overwhelmed on a regular basis, but you’ll have a damn lot of fun in the meantime,” Lupu predicted.
 
   “So you’ve decided to go back to work with the Star Corps?” Goldfur asked.
 
   “Yeah, I’m ready now, and aside from having to adapt a few things, my skills are still valid. I don’t intend to live off the Star Corps’ generosity for much longer.”
 
   “I’m sure that they’ll be delighted to hear that. I have one question though. Are you aware that there’s a rule that if there’s a chakat amongst the crew, there must be at least two, preferably more, or none at all?”
 
   “No, I wasn’t. Why is that? Do they… we… need the company?”
 
   “Broadly speaking, yes. We chakats are extremely social creatures, as you have learned. We actually need the company of others for our mental health, far more than any other species. In particular, we need the company of other chakats for some empathic interaction. In the short term, we can get by with the company of other species, especially if they are emotionally close to us, such as our denmates, like you just did with Lupu. However, for longer periods such as lengthy Star Corps missions, we have to have at least one chakat with whom we can socialise.”
 
   “That probably accounts for why I’ve been feeling a bit antsy lately, and why seeing you and Forest again was so much on my mind lately,” Dale conjectured. “I had put it down to a touch of home-sickness or the like. I’ve never had that before though, so it was a bit odd.”
 
   “Well, we can’t know exactly how much your transformation has affected you psychologically, but yes, it could be a factor. That’s not the end of the story though. You already know that we are very tactile creatures, and we tend to express ourselves sexually a lot. During times of heat and rut, we need some company, preferably a chakat’s, to deal with them. Stress relief is the common euphemism, but an accurate one. No chakat ever died from lack of sex, but none would willingly do without if they had another option.”
 
   “So you’re saying that I’d be expected to provide ‘stress relief’ to any other chakats aboard?” Dale asked uncertainly.
 
   “Yes, although I must emphasise that that isn’t compulsory. It would only be expected because it’s not something that would normally bother a chakat. Recreational sex is a favourite form of socialising for us. It’s a mutually beneficial arrangement with no obligations. We make it a point to get to know any new chakat that we meet on a mission well before we would need their services, so we can do so as familiar friends, and not just as a convenient sex partner. That’s how I met Midnight, in fact. We don’t have enough in common to be interested in being mates, but we enjoyed the times that we spent together. Other chakats have met their lifemates that way. Of course, I fell for this hunky foxtaur instead!” Goldfur said as shi gave Garrek a cuddle.
 
   “Well, I’m not in the market for another mate, thanks!” Dale said adamantly. “However, I can see the necessity of the practice. Ummm… do you think that I could arrange that my first mission back is on the same ship as you, Goldie?”
 
   “I’m reasonably sure that they’d be happy to arrange that. Anything to get you back up to speed and being a useful member of the Corps again. So you think that it would be easier to deal with me rather than a new chakat?”
 
   “Oh yes! In fact I almost asked you to be my first lover with me in the female role before I left with Lupu.”
 
   Goldfur’s eyebrows raised in surprise and curiosity. “Not that I would have said no, but why me? Why not someone like Midnight who prefers hir male side?”
 
   “It’s simple, really. Anyone else in this family could not help see me as you. Intellectually they might know that I’m Dale, but their sight, smell, hearing and touch would tell them it’s you. In the heat of passion, I want to be appreciated for myself, not Goldfur. You, on the other hand, would not see me as yourself. You could treat me as a unique person.”
 
   “That makes a lot of sense,” Goldfur agreed, “and I’m a tad disappointed not to be your first male lover. Why didn’t you ask?”
 
   “I wasn’t quite ready then. The time spent with Lupu’s pack plus Avi’s courting were what I need to get me in the proper mood. Only then was I ready to explore my female side.”
 
   “Then you did everything right. I’m proud of you, twin sister. I’ll be pleased to be able to count on you on a mission, and I promise to make it as pleasant as possible for you too. There’s just one possibility left – there could be more than just we two chakats on board. I’ll be happy to deal with any others, but there’s always the chance that that might not work out.”
 
   “I don’t expect miracles, Goldie. I’ve coped with everything so far, and I’m certainly not fragile anymore. I just want to get back to my career, and now that Avi is here to help keep Lupu company while I’m away, I won’t have to fret over her. Or at least not nearly as much!”
 
   Goldfur looked at Avi. “You don’t intend to travel with Dale? You’re entitled to do so as hir mate, you know?”
 
   Avi looked embarrassed. “I know that I said that I intended to go out and experience new things, but that’s a bit too much for me so soon. Maybe after I learn more about the world outside of the pack, I’ll be ready to travel with hir.”
 
   “Fair enough.” Goldfur conceded. “It’s a big universe out there, and you need to be able to face it confidently.”
 
   Forestwalker added, “And we’ll be delighted to have you around and get you ready for that day.” There were murmurs of agreement from all present.
 
   “Thanks, everyone,” Avi said. “Dale and Lupu both told me that I would like it here with you, and could count on you to help me. I’m so excited about all this. In the space of a few weeks, I’ve gained a mate, a new family, and a brand-new life. This is all a dream come true for me!”
 
   “One thing that we can promise, Avi – it will never be boring with us!” Forest added with a grin.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Strata was glad to finally be at the foxtaur village. The stay with Forestwalker’s family had been very pleasant, but shi had been feeling like fifth wheel lately, even though shi had tried to help with the chores. It was pleasant to meet so many foxtaurs, but it had made hir even more eager to meet the person that Forest had said would likely make a good match for hir. Lunch had stretched hir anticipation to the breaking point, but at last it was over, and Malena had left to visit her friend and find out if she was still potentially interested in a herm mate. When Malena returned, she had a big grin on her face.
 
   “Fellana thought that I was teasing her when I told her that a herm foxtaur was eager to meet her,” Malena told Strata. “When I finally convinced her that I was serious, she nearly chased me out of her den. She told me to go fetch you while she readied herself. She’ll meet you in the glade next to her den. If you’re ready, I’ll take you there now.”
 
   “Ready? I’ve been ready since Forest told me about your friend! Lead on!”
 
   Malena took Strata as far as the edge of the glade, then came to a halt and said, “Fellana should be waiting for you there. Good luck!”
 
   “Thanks, Malena. However this comes out, I’m grateful for the efforts of you and your family.”
 
   Malena nodded and smiled, then let the Stellar Foxtaur go meet her friend alone.
 
   Strata hesitated. Now that the moment was here, shi had an attack of nerves. What if this person didn’t like what she saw? What if shi had been deluding hirself with unrealistic expectations? What if… What if shi got off hir rump and found out! Shi stepped down the trail and it opened into a small grassy glade with a tiny creek flowing through it. The overhanging trees had kept much of the snow out of there, so it didn’t have the same wintry aspect of much of the village. Strata hardly noticed though, because waiting for hir was a gorgeous red-fox vixentaur with a tail that was two thirds black fur. She wore a simple but attractive blue top and an ornamented hip pouch, plus a few other decorative baubles. Strata, as per usual, wore nothing, but the vixen was running her eyes over the Stellar with equal admiration.
 
   “Fellana Blacktail, I presume?” Strata asked.
 
   “Yes, and you would have to be Strata. You’re the first Stellar Foxtaur I’ve ever seen, or heard of to be honest.”
 
   “We’re not commonly found on Earth,” Strata explained.
 
   “So, what are you doing here on Earth then?” Fellana asked curiously.
 
   “I’m seeking a mate,” Strata answered bluntly.
 
   “That’s funny, so am I,” Fellana replied with a big smile. “Malena says that you prefer your male side, so that’s why you’re looking for a vixen?”
 
   “That’s right. Are you interested?”
 
   “I’d be lying through my teeth if I said that I wasn’t. Want to be my partner for the New Year’s Eve party tonight? We can get to know each other better.”
 
   “Definitely! But have you anything else to do before then?”
 
   “Nothing that can’t wait. Want to get started sooner?”
 
   Strata reached out to take Fellana’s hands. “My dear gorgeous vixen, I’m been waiting for long enough. I need to know if we are right for each other, and the sooner the better.”
 
   Fellana gazed into Strata’s eyes. “You’re like someone out of my wildest fantasies. I should be sensible and learn more about you first….” Her voice trailed off as she got caught up in the emotion of the moment. “I… never believed in… love at first sight,” she said in a very small, disbelieving voice.
 
   
  
 

Strata leaned in and replied in a matching tone, “Neither did I.” A few seconds later, and the two were hugging and fondling each other while kissing as if they had been building up to this moment all their lives. The intimate encounter lasted until they finally broke apart, panting heavily to regain their breath.
 
   “I don’t *pant* believe that *pant* I did that!” Fellana said when she could spare the breath to speak.
 
   “Me neither, *pant* but I’m glad *pant* that I did!” Strata admitted.
 
   “Me too! *pant* I’m so glad *pant* that I waited *pant* for you to come *pant* into my life.”
 
   “And I’m glad *pant* that I found you!” 
 
   Strata hugged the vixen while they both recovered their breath. Fellana returned it with enthusiasm. Then she started exploring the Stellar with her hands. When she reached hir breasts, shi cupped one with her hand. “You have lovely firm breasts, like a chakat’s, I think.”
 
   “Yes, you’d be right there, but I’d rather you didn’t explore my female attributes now.”
 
   “Why not? Even if you are male-dominant like Chakat Midnight, I desire you as a whole. I want to fondle the entirety of you, even when you mount me. You are going to mount me, aren’t you?”
 
   “If you hadn’t noticed already, I have an erection that is insisting on being used.”
 
   “Oh, I noticed,” Fellana said with a grin, “and that’s the male part of you that I want to play with now. You just let me play with your tits when I want, and I’ll be happy to wait until you come into heat to play with the rest of your feminine side.”
 
   That was a compromise that Strata could live with. In fact shi most eagerly did so. No one shi had ever been intimate with had ever excited hir as much as this vixen had done so in the very short time that they’d been together. It was absolutely ridiculous! It was deliriously wonderful!! “Deal!” shi declared, and things got decidedly steamy from there.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
    “You’re a hopeless voyeur!” Malena scolded Forestwalker.
 
   The chakat grinned with chagrin as shi sat just outside of the glade, letting hir empathic senses tell hir how well the meeting was going. Malena had discovered hir there as she had left the glade.
 
   “I had to find out how successful our match-making was,” Forestwalker explained.
 
   “So, how are they doing?” Malena asked, curious in spite of herself.
 
   “It’s a good thing taurs don’t wear pants. It’s a great time-saver.” Forestwalker’s grin grew larger.
 
   “What? No, no! They can’t be at it already – they just met! I know that Fellana has a fascination for herms, but that is like something out of a badly written romance novel!” Malena exclaimed disbelievingly.
 
   “Yeah, I know, but whether you call it love at first sight, wish-fulfilment, or they just simply haven’t gotten laid in far too long – right now those two are radiating enough mutual lust to excite a village full of chakats.”
 
   “I can tell. You’re showing, dear.”
 
   “Heh! Yeah, I’d better try to ignore those two, or I’ll be walking around with a stiffy all afternoon.” Forestwalker got up and started walking back to the den with Malena, going slowly to allow hir time for hir erection to subside. “I’ll say that we can call this mission accomplished.”
 
   “Yeah. Lucky them.” Malena sounded a bit frustrated, and Forestwalker wondered why. 
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   It was so unfair! Everyone was getting what they wanted with no effort at all. Strata and Fellana seemed destined for each other. Thayla had gotten pregnant to Garrek without even trying. Yet every time that she had even started hinting at the subject of a kit over the past months, Garrek had steered the conversation away. She was his denmate now – she had the right to have a kit by him! By accepting her as his mate, he had forfeited his argument against procreative sex, hadn’t he? After all, it was a well known fact that one degree of inbreeding posed no risk whatsoever for foxtaurs, and she knew that she’d be able to give them both a perfect child. If only she could get past those blinkers of his! Worse yet, she was coming into heat, and the combination of hormones and frustration was making her so… so… arrgh!!!
 
   Suddenly a thought occurred to Malena, and she paused her pacing and silent ranting. With the hormones also came pheromones. Maybe there was a way to induce Garrek after all. Not tonight though. He would be spending that with Kassi and Zendak, and she had no intention of getting between them. Besides, a bit more time spent in preparation would make it even more effective. She smiled to herself. “Tomorrow night, brother-mate, you’re going to be mine!”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The village had outdone itself this year. Strings of lanterns of various colours gaily lit the snowy landscape. A small sliver of moonlight barely added anything to the illumination. A couple of bonfires added local areas of extra light and warmth to the common, and musicians had set themselves up beside one. The crisp chill night air was already filled with conversation and laughter as the community gathered to socialise and dance. The meeting hall had also been set up, both as a precaution against bad weather, and as a refuge from the cold. The foxtaurs, however, had their winter fur, and they hardly needed the jackets or other clothing that they wore. Between the fires and dancing, many were quite toasty, unlike the visitors from Australia who had just come from Summer. Everyone from there only had their thin summer-length fur coats, so even the chakats opted to wear woolly pullovers for extra warmth. Boyce and Leanna wore more also, and the Caitians, whose natural climate tended to be hot, were really well rugged-up.
 
   The cubs had been made to take afternoon naps so that they could stay up longer and enjoy the New Year’s Eve party. Their parents let them join the foxtaur kits romping in the snow, taking full advantage of the unusually late bedtime. The adults were then free to talk, sing, dance, or partake of the huge feast that had been prepared. Tables laden with food were scattered around the common, and a couple of spits spread delicious smell of cooking meat to add to the appetites of those present.
 
   Aside from the usual group of vixens who didn’t like any strangers in the village other than foxtaurs visiting from other clans, the denizens of Mountain Glade made their visitors very welcome. The Caitians proved to be very popular because they would share tales from an alien world. M’Lai was regarded with a touch of awe due to her size. Boyce wondered what they would make of Zhane!
 
   The festival was a grand excuse for the foxtaurs to liven up the dull wintry days, and they didn’t bother setting a specific agenda. People did what they wanted, when they wanted, and for as long as they felt like doing so. A few temporary partners would enjoy the festivities together, then head off later for more private activities. Several tods visiting from other villages virtually guaranteed that there would be a couple of ‘festival kits’ conceived this night. Forestwalker spotted Strata and Fellana a few times, and while they did participate in some of the activities, it was obvious that they were mostly interested in each other. Shi was careful to keep hir empathic senses away from the pair. Shi suspected it might result in some embarrassment if shi didn’t.
 
   At the stroke of midnight, a short fireworks display began, and the revellers cheered and toasted in the year 2332. Not long after, adults with kits started heading back to their dens. A while later, the musicians finished their last sets and packed their instruments. Garrek had joined them with his flute for a few songs, especially with one that he had been practicing especially for the festival. He carefully put it away in its padded case until the next occasion. He gave Goldfur and Malena a goodnight hug and kiss before heading off with Kassi and Zendak for the night. Midnight bade a similar goodnight to Forestwalker before leaving with Dilenna, the hunter vixen with whom shi’d had a close relationship for a long time. The rest of the family headed back to the den, as the remaining foxtaurs also walked, or staggered their way home, leaving the lanterns to burn out. One by one, they ran out of fuel, and the common sank into darkness.
 
   Goldfur elected to spend that night with Lupu, Dale and Avi in a private sleeping den, while Boyce, M’Lai and Rosepetal were given the use of another. Jaleth and Rikandor spent the night in the communal sleeping den, along with Leanna, Trina, Kris and all the cubs. Malena had asked for Forestwallker’s company for the night. The chakat was a wonderful bed companion, but tomorrow night, Malena had more important plans.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
    “Phew! It’s a bit stuffy in here,” Forestwalker commented when they woke. “You left the windows and door closed all night. With you in heat, I’m getting terribly aroused. A pity that I can’t do much about it. I don’t want to accidentally impregnate you!”
 
   Malena smiled. The concentrated effect of her mating scent was her primary tool towards achieving her goal. However, while Forest wasn’t the intended target, that didn’t mean that they couldn’t have some fun.
 
   “We don’t get many opportunities to make love,” Malena told the chakat, “so no sense in letting my Companion’s erection go to waste. Besides, I know you’ll like this.”
 
   She proceeded to pleasure Forestwalker’s cock orally, and the chakat was reminded how she first did that in order to experience the feeling through Forest’s Talent. “Practice makes perfect,” shi said, and once again the lovers shared the pleasure with the intimacy only achievable through an empathic link.
 
   Eventually they were most pleasantly done, and Forest said, “I need a shower. Do you want to go first?”
 
   “No, you go first. In fact, don’t wait for me at all. I’m still tired from yesterday, not to mention that little stunt. I think I’ll rest some more. Close the door behind you when you leave, please.”
 
   “Okay. I suggest that you open the windows a bit. It’s cool, but you need the fresh air in here.”
 
   “Good idea. See you later, Forest.”
 
   The chakat left in a good mood after a very enjoyable start to the day. Malena, who had been moving towards the windows as Forestwalker left, stopped and went to the door instead and locked it. Foxtaurs almost never locked their doors, and this one was stiff from disuse. However, a locked door was a silent demand for privacy that was never violated. She intended to spend most of the day here, and she didn’t want anyone spoiling her preparations. Making love to Forestwalker had helped it get off to a good beginning, with the exertions adding more pheromones to the air. Malena towelled herself down, concentrating on the areas where her scent was strongest, then left the towels spread over the bed. She dug out the stash of food and drink that she had prepared the previous day and breakfasted on that. The rest of the day was occupied with reading and personal projects, interspersed with periods of vigorous exercise. She had no idea how much of that was useful or necessary, but she wasn’t leaving anything to chance.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Forestwalker let the others know that Malena was resting longer, so eventually no one even thought about where she was the rest of the day. Shi, Goldfur and Quickpaw then said farewell as the chakats took their youngest sister back to hir college. They intended to spend a day together, just the three sisters renewing their bond. The rest continued their holiday at the foxtaur village. At first though, they pitched in to help with the clean-up, although even that was a bit of an excuse to socialise while the cubs played, and they got to eat the leftovers too. It was a pleasant and relaxing day for all.
 
   Well, not quite all. Malena was a bit tired from her continued exertions, and a little tense as she wondered if anything might go wrong. Before he’d left with Kassi and Zendak last night, Garrek had told Malena that he intended to visit Thayla’s den for lunch, and then be back before dinner to spend more time with the family, and asked her to let the others know. She agreed, but had no intention of doing so. It fit in too perfectly with her plans. She asked him to stop by her room as soon as he got home because she had a surprise for him. Hopefully curiosity would bring him to her before he saw any of the others, but as they would also be out socialising until late, her chances were good. Her ploy worked.
 
   About four in the afternoon, Garrek returned from his tryst with Thayla, feeling good after spending special moments with the elderly vixen who had captured a place in his heart. They’d talked about the kit, and made plans to help Thayla care for it while Garrek was absent. It wasn’t something that he’d ever expected to need to do, but he found that he’d been excited about it, and even Thayla was caught up in his excitement. So many things were working out so well, Garrek was feeling top of the world. He recalled Malena’s request to see her when he got home, and he thought it would also be a good time to talk with her about future matters. Of course, he was also curious about the surprise.
 
   Malena’s door had a note pinned on it: ‘Garrek – knock and I’ll let you in’. He wondered why she had felt the need to lock the door at all, but did as the note instructed. She opened the door mere moments after he knocked. She was nude and dishevelled, and had an air of excitement about her.
 
   “Come in, Garrek,” she said cheerfully.
 
   Garrek stepped inside. “So what is it you… whoa! Your room reeks! What on Earth have you been doing in here?”
 
   “Just something to help you get in the mood,” She replied obliquely.
 
   “In the mood?” Malena, are you talking about making love? You’re on heat, so we can’t go all the way.” Nevertheless, even as he said that, he was beginning to feel very aroused.
 
   Malena had firmly closed the door behind him and stood between him and the door. “And why not?” she asked. “I’m your denmate, aren’t I?”
 
   Garrek had thought about just that on several occasions, but still wasn’t convinced that having a child by his sister was a good idea, although his resolve on that matter had been considerably diminished. However, for some reason, he was having a hard time organising his thoughts to argue the point. Worse yet, he was getting a hell of a hard-on. “You’re my sister,” was all that he managed to get out.
 
   “And you’re my beloved brother-mate. I want your child, Garrek. I’ve wanted a kit by you for almost as long as I knew that I loved you, but you’ve never listened when I tried to ask.”
 
   Suddenly one thought managed to clarify in the befuddled tod’s head. “Your mating scent! That’s what this room reeks of! You’re trying to get me so randy that I can’t think straight.” He started for the door, but Malena blocked his way.
 
   “Garrek, let it go. We’ll make beautiful love, and if we’re blessed, we’ll have a kit to show for it.”
 
   Garrek was too confused to consider the pros and cons though. All that he could think about was to get outside, but that was quickly drowning in the sexual urges flooding over him. He tried pushing Malena aside, but she was a strong vixen, and was braced for the attempt. His exertions made him breathe deeper of the pheromone-laden air, and the desires kept getting ever stronger. His voice degenerated into a lustful growl, and his struggles to get past the determined vixen finally stopped.
 
   Malena stepped back and watched him standing there, panting. He had a full erection displaying his impressive endowment, and Malena felt a thrill of anticipation. “Come on, Garrek. Join me on the bed and I’ll show you the best that I can do for one whom I love so much….” Her voice trailed off as his face turned to look at her. His eyes were totally devoid of intelligence, and a gutteral animal growl of lust came from his throat. Before she could react, he pounced on her, pinning her arms as he mounted her. Without the slightest hint of care or playfulness, he slammed his penis into her.
 
   Malena squawked in dismay and discomfort. “Garrek! What are you doing? Stop that! Let me go!”
 
   But the tod heard nothing, and cared for nothing except thrusting into the vixen that was so deliciously on heat. He bit down hard where her neck met her shoulder, and she cried out in pain. She struggled hard to get out of his grip, but it was like trying to escape steel clamps. As if she hadn’t tried anything at all, his pounding continued without missing a beat.
 
   ‘He’s gone completely feral! Oh, Makers! What have I done?’
 
   She felt his thrusts intensify as he orgasmed, filling her with the semen that she had sought from him, but not in such an awful manner. Everything had gone terribly wrong. Hoping that his climax had relaxed Garrek, she tried again to break free. It was futile effort. All she achieved was to make him shift his grip. He clutched one of her breasts painfully and resumed his thrusting – relentless, remorseless, and utterly without love. Malena wept uncontrollably. The coupling was uncomfortable to the point of being painful, but it was the dawning realisation that she may have destroyed their relationship that truly hurt. She had just done worse to him than Ketta ever had. How could she have been so stupid and selfish? She railed at herself as Garrek built himself up to another climax. She repeated her efforts to break free with the same lack of results. Garrek again bit down on her shoulder, causing her to yelp in pain. Incredibly, he began to tirelessly thrust into her again and again. Despite being drained of semen now, the overpowering flood of pheromones would only allow him one course of action – he would mate with her until he collapsed from exhaustion! She struggled to move towards the window. If she could open it and clear the air, perhaps he would come to his senses. Her best efforts only caused them to overbalance. There was a momentary flurry of limbs flailing everywhere, then when Malena got reoriented, she found herself on her backs with Garrek still buried within her, only now he was face to face. This was worse! She could now see the horrible emptiness in his eyes as he mindlessly fucked her. She closed her eyes, unable to bear the sight. She yelled for help, but nobody was there to help her. Her chakat mate and companion were also out of empathic range, so no rescue would be forthcoming from them. She pleaded with Garrek, begged him to stop, hoping that she would get through to him, but it was utterly futile. She may as well have been giving him encouragement, for all the difference that it made. Each time he paused, she tried to escape, but his unnatural strength always exceeded hers. When Malena finally lost consciousness due to shock and exhaustion, her brother was still pounding away at her aching loins.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   When Jaleth returned from a pleasant dinner spent with friends, she noticed that Malena was still absent. “Rik, could you go see if Malena is still holed up in her den?”
 
   Rikandor said, “OK,” and headed for Malena’s room. The door was closed, so he knocked and called Malena’s name first. Receiving no response, he tried again more loudly. Again there was no reply, so Rikandor slowly opened the door. His nose was assaulted by smells – sweat and rutting were chief among them. Almost instantaneously, he felt the beginnings of an erection. At the same time, he noticed his two eldest offspring, both unconscious, Garrek sprawled on top of Malena, still intimately coupled with her. Rikandor recoiled in horror as he recognised what had happened here, and he hastily backed out of the room, slamming the door and breathing deeply of the clean air outside. Then he called out to his lifemate urgently.
 
   “Jaleth! Come here now!”
 
   His yell was loud enough and so frantic in tone that Jaleth ran to his side. She saw that he was sporting a full erection, but his face had nothing of sexual playfulness about it.
 
   “Rik, what’s wrong?” she asked with great concern.
 
   “Go into Malena’s room and see for yourself. I can’t go in there again.”
 
   Curious and worried, she opened the door as Rikandor got well away from the area. She saw what her lifemate had seen, and also recognised what must have happened. The mating scent that was so heavy in the air, it was having a physical effect on her too, but unlike with the tods, it was not overwhelming her. Instead, fury possessed her. She went to the windows and threw them fully open, letting the cold evening air flood into the room. She could do nothing more for now. Only time would work this out of Garrek’s system. She left the room, closing the door behind her so none of the pheromone-laden air would get blown into the den, causing more mischief. Then she went to Rikandor to help ease his unbidden lust. They would have words with their daughter later, but for now they worried about how their son would react when he woke… and remembered.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The first thing that Malena noticed when she woke was how cold it was in her room, and she realised that clean air had replaced the haze that had overcome Garrek. Her brother was still lying intimately close to her, but was still but for the rise and fall of his chests as he breathed normally. Hopefully the clean air would keep him asleep while she extricated herself from the entanglement of limbs. Of course she realised that the open window meant that her mother was home and knew most of what had happened. Facing her was going to be almost as bad as what she had just gone through. Nevertheless, she would face the consequences of her actions.
 
   Garrek showed no signs of waking as she got out of the embrace and pulled her legs from under him. She put a pillow under his head to replace the shoulder it had been resting upon, and drew a blanket over him to keep him warm. She rubbed the injured shoulder, wincing in pain as she aggravated the bite. She picked up all the towels and cloths that she had used to sop up her sweat and scent in the effort to increase its potency in the room, and threw them out the window in disgust. She then headed to the bathroom to clean herself thoroughly. As much as her mother would be wanting to yell at her, it would be worse if she turned up in this condition, and Malena couldn’t bear herself this way either. She walked stiffly, her hindquarters hurting abominably. Her body ached, her breast was bruised terribly and the bites were bloody and painful. She showered for ages. She felt as if she could never feel completely clean again. When she finally got out and dried off, she put on a modest clean top, whimpering as she brushed against the abused breast. She brushed her hair, but realised that she was just delaying the inevitable.
 
   It was very late, and everyone had gone to bed in the communal sleeping den, even her father who was curled up protectively around her young sister. Malena knew that her mother would not be amongst them, however. She would be waiting, no matter how long it took, and she would be waiting where there would be the least chance of disturbing their family and guests. Malena headed for the kitchen.
 
   The cold stare with which Jaleth greeted her daughter made the winter landscape outside seem positively tropical. She didn’t need to be an empathic chakat to tell that her mother, although outwardly calm, was seething with anger. Malena squatted in front of Jaleth.
 
   “Mom, things went badly wrong tonight,” Malena said.
 
   “Wrong? You raped my son! This goes way beyond wrong.”
 
   “That wasn’t my intention, Mom! I just wanted to get him in the mood.”
 
   “Moonlight walks, hugs and kisses, making him treats, quiet talks – these are things that you do to get tods in the mood. Instead you baited a trap and hit him where he was totally vulnerable. You used him, you ripped away his mind and free will, you turned Garrek into nothing more than a rutting animal, and that’s your idea of getting him in the mood?” Her voice had been getting more and more icy, and each word stabbed Malena like an icicle.
 
   “But I didn’t know that would happen!” wailed Malena.
 
   “Didn’t know? DIDN’T KNOW?! Were you asleep during your lessons? Every vixen is warned not to overexpose tods to our mating scent!”
 
   Malena started to reply, but paused with her muzzle gaping when she realised that she hadn’t remembered that at all. Had she really not been paying attention? She quailed inside when she recalled her rather wild youth. She’d done a lot of things then that she later regretted and worked hard to make up. However, you can’t make up for things that you did not know that you’d missed. In a very small voice, she replied, “I don’t remember.”
 
   “Obviously not. Even so, if you’d been aware of that problem, it was still your intention to force Garrek to breed with you before he was ready. I supported your mating because you’d been Garrek’s constant reliable friend throughout your life, and helped him when he needed it the most. You were as good as denmates already, so I had no misgivings when you formalised it. But Garrek has only recently gone through an Obligation that has seen profound changes in his life, including gaining new denmates. This is a time when he most needs some stability and understanding. Instead at every moment, you took the opportunity to pressure him to impregnate you. I know that he has brushed off the subject several times with you. Couldn’t you get the hint? No means no!”
 
   Malena was weeping copiously once more. She brushed the tears from her eyes and said in a voice cracking with emotion, “I was blind and selfish.”
 
   Jaleth nodded in agreement. “Yes you were, and more. A fat lot of good that will do to get you what you really need. I have no idea how Garrek is going to react when he wakes and remembers, but it won’t be good. And he will remember. In fact he won’t be able to forget because it will be seared into his memory. What do you reckon he will think when he sees the result of this in ten months? Is he going to love them, or loathe them because they will remind him of the night that he was raped?”
 
   “Garrek would never do that!” said Malena, shocked by her mother’s words. Then something occurred to her. “What do you mean by ‘them’?”
 
   A horrible grin that said, ‘You deserve this’, crossed Jaleth’s muzzle. “You really weren’t paying attention at all, were you? For some reason, the hyper-stimulation of feral copulations almost always results in multiple births. You may expect the discomfort and inconvenience of bearing twins!”
 
   Malena buried her face in her hands. “Oh, Makers!” she groaned. While carrying a child was easier for a taur than a biped, twins were much harder because of their size and extra limbs. On top of that, she had made plans that included only one new child, not two. To cope with them, she was going to need all the help and good will from her family that she could get, especially her mother. Right now though, Malena didn’t even know if she was even going to be welcome in this den anymore. While Jaleth loved all her children, her first-born son was her favourite. And if word got out to the elders, what would they do? It was too much for her to cope with, and she broke down into heart-rending sobs.
 
   Jaleth got up, ignoring her daughter’s distress. “You may not sleep with the family tonight, and Garrek will be left undisturbed to recover as best he can from exhaustion. You can sleep in the spare den tonight. Tomorrow we will decide on any further punishment after we find out Garrek’s state of mind.”
 
   With that, Jaleth dismissed her errant daughter, and went to join her lifemate and the rest of her family. For a foxtaur, sleeping alone at night was unpleasant and very undesirable. Being deliberately denied the company of others was a very harsh punishment, and yet it was the least that Jaleth felt Malena deserved for her actions.
 
   Malena continued crying for several minutes before she regained some self-control. She felt very little self-pity because she recognised that she had only herself to blame, but she still wished for the comfort of a hug. Instead she headed to the spare den to spend a lonely night by herself. Her misery was complete.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Little Blaze knew that there was something wrong with hir mother, but couldn’t understand what. It had started yesterday while shi was with the family’s friends. Hir undeveloped Talent had sensed something that had made hir uneasy and unhappy, but hir family had put that down to other factors. Now though, shi knew that hir mother was very unhappy, although shi didn’t know why. Nevertheless, the little chakat’s hugs seemed to be making her feel better, so shi did it a lot.
 
   Malena had taken the cub to the common to play with the kits there while she stayed away from the den and the recriminations of the others. Even her beloved Goldfur had been hard pressed to restrain hir anger when shi had returned that morning and learned what Malena had done to hir first lifemate. In fact, if it wasn’t for Forestwalker calming hir down, things could have turned out much worse. Malena felt like dirt and, if it wasn’t for Blaze, she might have been inclined to do something foolish. Instead, she stewed in her own misery as the same thoughts raced through her head again and again.
 
   “Goldfur will forgive me eventually, and I think Mom will too if Garrek pulls through this okay. If he doesn’t, she may kick me out of the den. And even if he does, will he ever forgive me?” She tried to put herself in his place, and could not think of a way that she could forgive herself. Just then, she spotted Garrek running through the far side of the common. “He’s woken up! Where’s he going? He can’t be looking for me. Maybe I should try to talk to him?” But as she dithered, he disappeared from sight. She sighed at possibly missing an opportunity, but she really didn’t know what she could have said, and he seemed to be headed in the direction of Thayla’s den. Perhaps she could help him where nobody else could.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Thayla had been shocked when Garrek had burst into her den in such a distressed state. It took her a long time to calm him down enough to begin explaining.
 
   When he had awakened, at first all Garrek had felt was a deep, aching tiredness and a lot of confusion. He struggled to recall why he would feel this way, until memories of the previous night crashed in on him. He whimpered as he recalled how the inexorable wave of raw lust had subsumed him – the relentless drive to copulate, the violent attack on Malena, and his mindless mania to do it all again and again and again….
 
   He became aware of someone holding him, attempting to soothe him, but he shrank away from the contact with horror. He did not want to be touched; did not want to touch back in fear of the return of the madness. He blindly scrambled to his feet, completely unaware that it was his chakat mate, and not his sister, who was desperately asking him to calm down. Last he knew, shi was still away with hir sisters. He shook off hir grasp and exited the den hastily. His first thought was to seek out his parents, but he quailed at the idea of facing them and explaining what he had done. He then thought of his best friend and co-mate, but even as he started out of the den, he remembered that Zendak and Kassi were out of the village on business today, and on second thought, he didn’t really want to tell them what happened anyway. Then the image of Thayla crossed his mind. Mature and experienced – she would know what to do!
 
   So he had bolted for Thayla’s den and into the arms of the startled vixen. Here was one person who had loved him completely without the thought of children. She had started a new life built around him. She was now his rock, his anchor, and when he was coherent enough to do so, he poured out his troubles to her.
 
   Outside, Goldfur was listening to every word with her keen hearing. Shi desperately wanted to join him, but Jaleth had intercepted hir to let Garrek unburden himself and calm down before trying again. Malena, having spotted the two in pursuit of Garrek, joined them. Despite the glares given to her, she stood her ground. Just because she had made a horrible mistake, didn’t mean that she wasn’t as concerned as they were.
 
   Thayla had seen and heard many things in her life, but this was a new twist. She had let Garrek complete his explanation without interruption, and then he had started crying in catharsis while she just held him and murmured soothing sounds and words.
 
   “It’s alright, Garrek. It was not your fault. Malena was extremely foolish, but she could not have meant this to happen. It’s a tragic consequence of youthful ignorance, and you must realise that she is suffering for her mistake also. I know that she loves you deeply and would never have done this to you if she had known what would happen. You and she still have issues to work out because she tried to unfairly influence you. Right now though, just relax and put those thoughts out of your mind. Focus on us for now, my love. I’m here to protect you. I’ll be here for as long as you need me.”
 
   She held him gently, stroking his head as the tension, remorse and anger ebbed from him. She noticed Goldfur and Jaleth discreetly peering in the door, and she nodded silently at them. When she judged that the moment was right, she said, “Your first mate, Goldfur, will want to help soothe you. Are you ready to see hir yet?”
 
   Garrek felt a wash of shame, but Thayla’s calming words and actions had helped get his perspective back. “Shi must be worried about me. Yes, I think I’m ready.”
 
   “Then let hir join us now.” Thayla inclined her head to indicate to Goldfur to join them. The chakat padded inside and laid down next to the two. Shi gently placed hir hand under Garrek’s chin and guided his head to look at hir. His eyes glistened with spent tears as they met hirs filled with compassion.
 
   “Peace, beloved. No one blames you. We just want you back with us, back with your family who loves you.” Shi backed hir words with all the strength of hir empathic talent, radiating reassurance and love. Shi wished that shi had the strength of talent as hir sister, but made up for it as much as shi could with the depth of hir feelings for him. The last vestiges of his shame and fear crumbled before the overwhelming compassion and love, and he reached out to Goldfur with both his hands and his heart. His two mates held him close as he relaxed and fell into a therapeutic slumber, with Goldfur’s mental presence reassuringly there at all times.
 
   Jaleth took Malena by the arm and led her away with some reluctance. “I think that he’s going to be okay, but you will probably need to avoid approaching him for a while. I know that you want to express your remorse, but you are going to have to wait until he’s ready to face you and approaches you first.”
 
   Malena didn’t want to leave Garrek like that, and she desperately wanted to apologise to him, but she knew that her mother was right. “OK,” she replied.
 
   “Don’t think that this is almost over, daughter. You are still banned from sharing the den with us until further notice, unless Garrek indicates he wants you there. Be grateful that I don’t do more. Also, if the elders find out what you have done, you may have to face censure from them and the whole community.”
 
   “Are you going to tell them?” asked Malena.
 
   “I won’t tell them, but neither will I cover this up if they ask. Maybe Garrek will say something, but it’s more likely that Thayla, being an elder herself, might bring this up with the council. She may have to balance that against the effect it might have on Garrek. Right now, I will back her against you.”
 
   Malena realised how angry her mother still was with her despite the outward calm. Their family was very close-knit, and for Jaleth to reject her like this was unprecedented. Malena resigned herself to feeling miserable for a long time.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Goldfur stayed overnight with Garrek at Thayla’s den. Malena would have slept alone but for Blaze refusing to settle down with the rest of the family, and insisting on joining hir mother.
 
   A pall had been thrown over the family’s visit, and they decided to pack up and go home a bit sooner than originally planned. They were virtually ready to leave when Garrek arrived along with Goldfur.
 
   “Good,” said Goldfur when shi saw the luggage. “I was going to suggest the same thing. Give us a moment to grab a couple of things, and then we can head out. We stopped by Kassi and Zendak’s den and found them home, so we’ve said our goodbyes to them already. There shouldn’t be anything else to hold us up.”
 
   Garrek had said nothing, heading straight for Jaleth’s workshop where he found his mother and baby sister, Neesha. Jaleth immediately downed tools and walked into her son’s welcoming arms.
 
   After a lengthy hug, Jaleth asked, “How are you feeling, son?”
 
   “Still touchy, I admit, but far better than yesterday. I’ll be okay, mom. I just need a bit of time to bury the memory of the worst of the experience, and to come to terms with the rest.”
 
   “What about Malena?”
 
   “She and I will have a heart to heart talk about what brought this about, but not yet. I can’t deal with that so soon. Please leave the rest to me though. When I come back from my next assignment, I will be ready to resolve the issue. Let her stew with the consequences in the meantime.”
 
   “As you wish. What about Thayla? Will she pursue this officially?”
 
   “I asked her not to. This is a personal issue, not a public one, and I’d feel worse if my actions were exposed to public scrutiny, even if I was not responsible for them. I suspect that Malena will be beating herself up enough over this anyway.”
 
   “Very well. Take it easy, Garrek. Never forget that I love you, no matter how far from home that you go.”
 
   “I never do, Mom.” He hugged her fiercely, then gave Neesha a gentler hug and departed.
 
   Back in the common room, Garrek said his farewells to his father and brother, then put on his backpack. Malena thought that he was going to leave without saying anything to her, but just before he left, he turned to her and said, “Malena, I love you…, but at the moment, I don’t particularly like you.” He then walked away without a backward glance.
 
   Tears welled in Malena’s eyes once more.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Several days later, Malena stepped out of the doctor’s office. A few years back she had gone to him to confirm being pregnant to Goldfur, and that had been a joyful day. Today however, she hadn’t gone to confirm a pregnancy. Both she and Garrek had been proven fertile, so the chance of her not conceiving was tiny. She needed to know if her mother had been right and whether she could expect twins. The very suspicious doctor had decreed that she didn’t have twins – he had detected three fertilised eggs growing within her. Triplets! Malena was shattered. She had planned for one child, feared getting two, but was now told to expect three.
 
   “I can’t handle three,” she mumbled to herself. “Mom was prepared to help with another kit, but she doesn’t have the time and resources to deal with three, and neither do I. Makers! Just carrying them to term is going to be hell.”
 
   “What’s wrong, Mommy?” Blaze asked plaintively. It seemed that hir mom was always upset lately, and it made the little cub unhappy.
 
   “Sorry, darling. Mommy just got some bad news. But how would you like more sisters?”
 
   “More playmates?” Blaze asked hopefully.
 
   Malena sighed. The foxtaur kits of hir age were proving unable to keep up with the chakat kitten, and it had been bothering hir. It seemed that the only playmates that were ideal were the part of the family that lived in Australia. Perhaps that was the solution for both of them. “Yes, dear, more playmates.”
 
   Blaze smiled happily.
 
   Malena continued, “I wanted to bring you up in the foxtaur community, but that’s looking impossible now, so I’m going to ask to move over with the rest of the family.” Blaze just looked confused. “You’ll get to play with Snowcloud and Patchwork and the others all the time,” Malena clarified for the child.
 
   “Yay!” exclaimed Blaze and shi danced excitedly.
 
   “Whoa there! Not yet, dear,” Malena said with a laugh. ‘I wonder when they’ll get over being mad at me?’ she thought more soberly. ‘And it will mean the end of my intended career in this community. I wonder if I can migrate my studies into a related career? *sigh* So many problems caused by one really stupid mistake. One thing’s for certain – our lives will never be the same again. I suppose I’d better tell mom the news and get the “I told you so” out of the way. She’s just going to love this!’
 
   Malena said to the expectant kitten, “C’mon, I’ll race you home!”
 
   Blaze mewed in excitement and took off. Malena followed close behind to make sure shi didn’t end up in trouble.
 
   “Home?” Malena thought sadly. “Probably not for much longer.”
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   The comm rang stridently, making itself known over the bedlam of chakat cubs at play.
 
   “I’ll get it!” Forestwalker called out. Activating it, shi was delighted to see Malena’s visage upon it. “Malena! We were beginning to wonder if you were going to call. In fact I was going to call you again tonight if you didn’t.”
 
   Malena looked concerned. “I didn’t know how welcome a call from me would be under the circumstances. I thought that Goldfur at least would still be mad at me. How is shi feeling now?”
 
   “Still mad at you, of course. But Hon, just because you’re hir lifemate doesn’t mean that you won’t ever have a disagreement, even a big one like this. That happens even between chakats too, y’know? Shi has had to concentrate on Garrek recently, of course, but shi’s still concerned about you. Believe me, shi wanted to be completely calm and attuned to your own needs before shi talked with you again, but shi did call the day after we got back home. Jaleth told hir that you were out. In fact, you’ve been unavailable every time Goldfur called. Why didn’t you call hir back sooner?”
 
   Malena frowned and looked even more distressed. “Mom didn’t tell me about any calls whatsoever. She’s punishing me still, ostracising me in fact. She must have decided to shun me as much as she is able without letting the rest of the clan know. Oh, Forest, I just can’t take this too much more! Family is everything to a foxtaur, and I’m being shut out almost completely. Where’s Goldfur? I really need to talk to hir!”
 
   “Shi’s out on an errand, but shi’s due home any moment. In fact, I think I hear the PTV pulling in right now. Wait a moment while I check.”
 
   Forestwalker dashed out to the front yard where Goldfur was climbing out of the family PTV. “Goldie! Malena’s on the comm! Sounds like she’s got more troubles.”
 
   Goldfur wondered what else had gone wrong, but hurried inside with Forest right behind. Goldfur was relieved to finally see hir lifemate on the screen. “Malena! Why didn’t you return my calls? I was worried about you.”
 
   “Goldie, mom hasn’t been passing on your calls to me. I never knew! I should have tried calling you sooner, but I thought you were still so mad at me that you weren’t calling.”
 
   “Jaleth did that? I would not have thought that she’d do something so petty. I know that she regards Garrek as her favourite, but not at the expense of you. That must be terrible.”
 
   “It is, but things have gotten even more complicated. I went to the doctor to confirm the pregnancy. He tells me that there are three embryos. I’m expecting triplets! I can’t deal with that by myself, especially without mom’s support.”
 
   “Triplets!” Goldfur exclaimed. “Good heavens! That doesn’t usually happen amongst foxtaurs, does it?”
 
   “No, it doesn’t. In fact it’s directly as a result of the feral mating. Mom tells me that twins aren’t that unusual from such. I seem to have hit the jackpot. Oh, Goldfur, I can’t cope with three as well as Blaze. I know it’s so soon after, but could you consider me moving over to join your family in Australia?”
 
   “You know that I’ve wanted you to join us before this, but I respected your decision to raise Blaze at Mountain Glade. You had better wait until Garrek and I leave on our next assignment though. He needs the time to come to terms with what has happened.”
 
   Malena’s concern shifted to her brother-mate. “How is he doing, Goldie?”
 
   “He’s strong, Malena. Give him time and he will bounce back from this. You and he are going to have to start your relationship anew though. You need to regain his trust, and some of mine also.”
 
   Malena hung her head. “I know. Believe me, I realise that this was the worst decision of my life. I need to talk this over with you more before you leave.”
 
   “I agree, but Garrek will be here anytime, so I can’t spend too much time now. “I’ll call you back in a few hours, and I’ll make sure that Jaleth doesn’t intervene this time.”
 
   “Thank you Goldfur. I love you!” Malena exclaimed.
 
   “I love you too, Malena. Never forget that,” Goldfur replied.
 
   Goldfur disconnected with a sigh. Shi turned to Forestwalker who had been waiting and listening. “Good news and bad news, isn’t it? Triplets are going to be quite a burden for her. She belongs with us though. Thank heavens she doesn’t suffer from the homesickness because I can’t see her returning anytime soon.”
 
   Forestwalker nodded. “Yeah, I agree, but we’re going to have to work on Jaleth also. We can’t have the family tearing itself apart like that.”
 
   “I still find it hard to believe that Jaleth would react that strongly. I can only hope that her anger doesn’t consume her reason,” Goldfur said.
 
   “As much as they are similar to us, they are still foxtaurs and not chakats, and there are bound to be differences that we still don’t understand. Tread carefully, sis,” Forestwalker advised.
 
   “I will. At least I know what’s happening now. People seem to look to me as head of this household, so I suppose I’d better live up to that expectation and sort things out. I’ll have a good heart-to-heart talk with Malena tonight, and square us away.” Goldfur cocked an ear. “That’s Garrek arriving now. Don’t tell him about this call yet, please, especially about the triplets. That’s a bit too much for him to cope with yet, I think.”
 
   “Will do, Goldie.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   There was one more arrival not long after Garrek. Forestwalker was nearest the door when the public PTV pulled up outside, and opened the front door before the occupant got there. Hir eyes lit up in recognition of the red fox vixen in Star Fleet uniform.
 
   “I see you made it pretty much on schedule,” Forestwalker commented. “We’ve been expecting you for a couple of hours. Welcome to our humble abode.”
 
   The vixen grinned as a group of cubs streaked between them playing tag. “I see that it’s as hectic as you warned me it would be.”
 
   The chakat grinned at her. “That? Positively peaceful in comparison to what might happen. Anyway, come on inside. We’ve got a big surprise to pull.”
 
   “Lead on,” the vixen replied.
 
   Forestwalker showed their visitor into the lounge room, thankfully free of cubs at that time. Then shi headed for the back yard where shi had last seen Goldendale and hir mates. Shi found Lupu playing with Stonefur and a couple of other cubs, while Avi was studying a PADD while Goldendale was pointing out and explaining something displayed on it.
 
   “Dale!” Forestwalker called. “Could you come inside, hon? We’ve got a visitor whom you need to meet.”
 
   “No problem, Forest. I’ll be there in a minute.”
 
   Forestwalker went back inside and told the vixen that Dale would be along momentarily. Shi positioned hirself so that shi could see Goldendale when shi entered, a grin locked on hir face.
 
   Dale showed up in just over a minute. “OK, Forest, who’s our visi….” Goldendale froze and hir jaw dropped in surprise. Then she blurted out, “Mary-Anne!”
 
   The vixen’s smile broadened. She got up to approach the stunned chakat. “Different body, same reaction. That’s Dale alright! How are you doing, dear?”
 
   Dale used to look down several centimetres into his former girlfriend’s eyes, but now they were at the same eye level. Nothing else had changed about her though, and the memories of their time together overwhelmed hir momentarily before shi managed to say, “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Is that any way to greet me after so long?” Mary-Anne asked with a smirk.
 
   “Uh… sorry. Good heavens, it’s just such a surprise to see you.” Goldendale opened hir arms to give Mary-Anne a hug. Shi was hugely conscious though of hir breasts rubbing up against the buxom vixen’s however, and was a bit hesitant. Mary-Anne was having none of that though and pulled hir in tight to give hir a heartfelt hug and kiss on the cheek.
 
   Goldfur walked in just then and said with a grin, “Dang! Missed the big moment! If I had been a little earlier, I could have pretended to be Dale and got that hug.”
 
   Goldendale backed away slightly from the vixen and shook hir head in amusement. “Mary-Anne, meet my new twin sister, Goldfur. Shi’s the one with the long hair in a ponytail, so don’t mix us up. No hugs for hir meant for me!”
 
   Mary-Anne grinned back. “Oh, I already know Goldfur from the videocom. Shi’s owed a hug anyway for hir efforts to contact me after what happened to you. How do you think I knew what you’d look like when you walked in the room?”
 
   “Good point,” Goldendale admitted. “So that explains part of how you knew to come, but why now?”
 
   Goldfur interrupted. “Afternoon tea is ready, so why don’t you all make yourself comfortable while I serve it up, and Mary-Anne can explain everything.”
 
   The adults made themselves comfortable and Eudora, Snowcloud and Patchwork also joined them, partly out of curiosity but mostly for the cake served with the drinks. Lupu and Avi came in at that time, so Goldendale introduced them to Mary-Anne before they settled down on either side of the chakat.
 
   When everybody was served, Mary-Anne began her explanation. “My starship was on a deep-space mission when news of your accident finally reached me. We were way out of range of real-time communication though, so there was absolutely nothing I could do at that time. Of course the ship wasn’t going to return to Earth early either, so it was several months before we returned and I could see you. Only then I discovered that you had gone off into the wilds with your new wolftaur mate. Not only was my shore leave limited, but I also felt that it wasn’t an appropriate time for an old girlfriend to barge in. Anyway, I did manage to find out what time that you were due to return and arranged to have my next tour of duty bring me here at the same time. I think I had a bit of help from some people in the Stellar Services there, otherwise I might be back in deep space again. I’m glad that they were looking out for you though because I really wanted to see you again. I truly wish that I could have been there for you at the time of the accident though. You seem to have done very well for yourself without me, even getting a second mate! You’re really getting into this chakat thing, aren’t you?”
 
   “It has come surprisingly easily. Once I accepted my change, I began looking at things from a different point of view. The biggest thing was adapting to the fact that I am also female now, but I didn’t push it. So when the time was right, accepting Avi as a lover then a mate came naturally.”
 
   Mary-Anne looked a little melancholy. “You seem to have come through brilliantly, dear. I envy them. Letting our relationship lapse was the worst decision of my life.”
 
   Goldendale was surprised. “I thought that was a mutual decision based on our inability to be together much?”
 
   “Being together a little would have been better than not being together at all. I just thought it would be selfish of me to cling to you when you could have the opportunity to find someone else who could be there for you. I have regretted that decision ever since though.” Mary-Anne looked at Goldendale earnestly. “I’ve not met anyone close to being as compatible with me as you had been.”
 
   “I didn’t either until I met Lupu, and there’s a little more to our bond than the usual attraction between people. I didn’t rebound well after we parted. My new girlfriend turned out to be a fur-phobe.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that, Dale. I haven’t had a steady boyfriend at all. I’ve mostly buried myself in my career. I’ve done pretty well,” she said as she indicated her lieutenant’s pips, “but my social life has been a bust. I’d been pretty dissatisfied with the situation until I heard what had happened to you, and I knew that it was time for me to try to get back together with you. I didn’t realise that you would be acquiring new mates as a consequence though. Still, I had to see you again.”
 
   There was an awkward silence for a moment before Goldendale said, “I really wish that you had been there. It was hard, Mary-Anne. If it wasn’t for the wonderful support of my new family, I don’t know if I could have coped half so well, but those first couple of days were the worst.”
 
   Mary-Anne got up and went over to kneel in front of Goldendale. She put her arms around hir and put her head on the chakat’s shoulder. “I am so sorry, Dale. I’m sorry to have left you alone when you needed me the most. I’m also sorry for myself for letting a good thing go.”
 
   Goldendale stroked the vixen’s head, caught up in the emotion of the moment, yet still conscious of his denmates there right next to hir. It was an awkward but deeply moving scene. Eventually Mary-Anne got up and returned to her seat.
 
   The others filled the silence with anecdotes about what had happened to Goldendale at the time until Forestwalker excused hirself to look into preparations for dinner. Then Goldendale excused hirself also to attend to another need in private. Lupu and Avi got up and walked over to Mary-Anne.
 
   “We’d like to have a word with you alone, Mary-Anne. Could you come with us, please?” asked Avi.
 
   “Sure,” Mary-Anne agreed.
 
   The trio walked outside, and Lupu led them to a quiet corner of the garden where they could chat undisturbed.
 
   Lupu said without preamble, “I knew a lot about you and what you meant to Dale from what shi has told me ever since the day we first met. Shi has never forgotten you, but I have never felt threatened by hir emotional attachment to your memory. Now you are here and back in hir life again, and Avi and I both want to know what you intend to do from here.”
 
   Mary-Anne felt herself to be under the spotlight. Even she hadn’t been sure what she intended to do after meeting Dale again. “I… I don’t intend to get between you and Dale….”
 
   Lupu cut her off. “Forget that crap,” she said with her usual bluntness. “I asked what you want to do. I may not have spent as many years with hir as you did, but I know hir better now in many ways. Shi’s changed. Shi’s still basically the person that you once knew, but shi has grown and adapted. Shi’s a chakat now, and shi has different needs and desires from a human. Shi knows this up here,” she said as she tapped her head, “but she’s still learning it in here.” She moved her hand over her heart. “Avissavaunte here is proof of how much shi has changed already, but shi’s only slowly accepting hir nature. Right now you’re both behaving like a couple having an illicit affair. A real chakat would have thrown hir arms around you and had a good cry after that little speech of yours, but Dale was flustered and worried what we’d think. Well, I’ll tell you what we think so we can make this perfectly clear – Dale is a chakat now, and shi has new needs. The greatest trait of chakats is their capacity for love. Dale loves me deeply, but shi now also loves Avi without diminishing hir feelings for me. Yet hir first love was you, and that has never been lost either. We can accept that. Dale will accept that too once shi’s reassured. You need to accept that you have to commit to a relationship with hir or make the break final and just be friends. Anything else would be just cruel to hir. As long as you don’t try to come between us, we won’t try to stop you two from renewing your relationship. So, I ask you one more time – what do you want to do?”
 
   Emboldened by Lupu’s forthright manner, Mary-Anne replied, “I want things to go back to the way they were before I broke up with him… hir.”
 
   “Well they won’t be exactly the same because of hir changes, but that’s close enough. If you can make our denmate happy, then our family will be happy too. Make hir unhappy and we’ll be onto you like a tonne of bricks!”
 
   “You don’t strike me as typical wolftaurs from what I know of them,” Mary-Anne observed.
 
   “We’re not. We two were always different, and I have been mated to Goldfur for a while, learning what it’s like to be a chakat’s mate. I made the effort to adapt and have benefited from that. That’s why I won’t be a jealous bitch if you want to be with Dale. Can you say the same?”
 
   “If I have to share Dale in order to have him again, then yes I can,” Mary-Anne declared.
 
   “Great! That’s what we wanted to hear. Now what are you going to do about it?”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   It was a much more relaxed vixen who joined the family for dinner. Goldendale didn’t understand what had happened in hir absence but was happy that it had, so shi was able to enjoy the meal and table conversation as much as the others.
 
   Mary-Anne delighted the cubs with after-dinner treats brought from a far-flung world. There weren’t many left for the adults to sample! Much as Goldendale had done, the vixen regaled the family with tales of her experiences in Star Fleet, with Forestwalker occasionally adding hir observations from the time spent with Boyce. The evening flew by until the chakats grudgingly admitted to needing to go to bed. Mary-Anne was given the spare room for the night. How she chose to spend the night was left entirely up to her though.
 
   Dale wondered why Avi and Lupu seemed to be dragging their feet. They were the last ones to head for bed, even beating Leanna who typically checked up on the cubs before joining the others. As shi approached hir den though, Mary-Anne stepped out into the doorway of the spare room and leaned up against the frame. The vixen was wearing nothing but lacy blue lingerie that perfectly set off her gorgeous fur and hourglass figure. Goldendale’s hearts skipped a beat as shi recognised the same outfit that she had been wearing the last time that they had made love so long ago. “That’s not exactly typical sleeping garments to bring on a visit,” shi observed.
 
   “You know I usually sleep in my fur only. This is just for you, hon,” Mary-Anne said sultrily.
 
   “But what about…?” Goldendale started to say as shi turned to face Avi and Lupu, only to discover that they had disappeared into the common sleeping area.
 
   “Tonight is ours, Dale, if that is what you wish.” She walked up to Goldendale, swaying her hips and swishing her tail in a mesmerising manner. “I know that I do.”
 
   “But… I’m a chakat now. I’m not the man you used to love.”
 
   “Dale, remember back when we were in high school. Remember the two fox tods in our class?”
 
   “Mike and Justin? Sure I do.”
 
   “Two of the most handsome fox tods on Earth, and they knew it too. Remember how they were always trying to get me to go out with them? I never did though. If a person’s looks or species were what attracted me most, I would have gone out with one or both of those tods. Instead I dated someone who wasn’t even a morph, let alone a fox. A vixen and a human – how they gossiped! But you were the one that I wanted. You were clever, funny, and we liked the same things. You were the one who made me feel alive in that dreary little country town, and you were the one that I fell in love with. You’re still that person, Dale, even if the outer form has changed. After the time that we spent together this afternoon and evening, I know that the person that I fell in love with has grown but not intrinsically altered. I don’t care that you look like a cougar now. I don’t care that you have four legs instead of two. I don’t even care that you are a herm instead of just a male. I love Dale Perkins a.k.a. Goldendale, and I am damned if I am going to lose you again!”
 
   Mary-Anne pushed herself into Goldendale’s arms, wrapped one arm around hir back and used the other hand to pull the surprised chakat’s face to hers. She opened and turned her muzzle to match Goldendale’s and gave hir a long heartfelt kiss. Goldendale was conscious of the vixen’s breasts rubbing against hirs, but this time was turned on by the feeling rather than embarrassed by it, and shi returned the kiss with enthusiasm. They finally broke, panting for breath, and Mary-Anne gently tugged on Goldendale’s arm to bring hir into the spare room.
 
   “Lupu and Avi…” began Goldendale.
 
   “…have already given their blessing,” Mary-Anne finished for hir. “This night is ours, love. Unless you truly don’t want me anymore.”
 
   “God, yes! I want you so badly. I just thought that I never could have you anymore.”
 
   Mary-Anne encouraged the chakat to lay down on the bedding, then laid down next to hir, stroking the thick golden fur admiringly, Goldendale returning the favour with some welcome familiarity. 
 
   Mary-Anne said, “As was quite pointedly made clear to me this afternoon, you are a chakat now, with chakat needs and lifestyle. My career will still keep us apart for much of the time. That’s inevitable, but I will be happy to know that I will have a lover to come home to occasionally. Under those circumstances, I can’t be a full-time mate, but I can be a Chakat Companion. Will that work for you?”
 
   “Anything to have you back again. If Lupu is okay with that, then I’m sure not going to argue.”
 
   Mary-Anne was overjoyed. “Then let’s celebrate being Companions properly. I’ve been aching to do so for ages!” She reached out to stroke the chakat’s penis that had slid free of its sheath while they had talked and touched. “I never had cause for complaint when you were human, Dale, but you have to admit that you’ve been blessed in the male department by your change.”
 
   Dale grinned. “I know. Let me show you just how good it is too!”
 
   Mary-Anne giggled and the two started making love as only long-parted lovers could do so enthusiastically. By the time the pair had exhausted themselves, Mary-Anne had to admit that some changes were definitely for the better.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Lupu and Avi joined Goldendale and Mary-Anne in the morning to make sure that Goldendale was pleased and comfortable with the arrangements they had made with the vixen, and to reaffirm that they were happy to have her as their denmate’s Companion. Then they both embarrassed and pleased the chakat by all ganging up on hir. The foursome’s emotional output kept all the other adult chakats in a frisky mood all morning!
 
   Mary-Anne continued to endear herself to the entire family, and the cubs discovered that she was an easy touch for a treat or cuddles. If she hadn’t had to leave that afternoon, she might have been monopolised by the children all day. However, her shore leave was brief and not subject to extension, so she insisted on getting to know all the people in the extended family as best as she could in the limited time available. She intended that this would not be another sad ending to a relationship, but the start of a new one that encompassed her Companion’s entire new world. She was already looking forward to the challenges of mixing a career and a steady relationship. For the first time in years, Mary-Anne Renelle was truly happy again.
 
   Forestwalker stood by Goldendale’s side as they all waved goodbye to Mary-Anne as she left in the public PTV to go to the spaceport. As the PTV disappeared down the road, Forestwalker said, “Y’know, Dale, most chakats take a few years to get three mates, but you’ve done it in less than one. What’s your secret?” Shi grinned widely at the flustered changeling chakat.
 
   “Mary-Anne is only a Companion!” shi protested.
 
   “Tsk! Semantics!” Forestwalker replied smugly. “However, if you insist she’s not a mate, I might be interested in taking her out one night.”
 
   Now Goldendale realised shi was being teased. Shi poked Forestwalker in the chest above the chakat’s impressive cleavage and said with mock severity, “You’ve got three foxes of your own, ‘sis’, so hands off mine. Got it?”
 
   The people around hir laughed as Forest gave hir a fake terrified look and threw hir hands up in surrender. “OK! Point taken!”
 
   Goldfur had to add something though. “Are you sure about still going back to work though? You might come back with a couple more denmates at this rate.”
 
   “Arrgh! You’re all hopeless!” Goldendale cried before launching a tickle attack on hir giggling twin. Of course the cubs refused to be left out of the fun, and soon there was a huge writhing mass of fur and limbs as everyone became everybody else’s target in the tickle fest.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Garrek had been attending the Star Corps Engineering department’s briefings on the starship, Endeavour, a new ship with the latest improvements. Goldfur had similar updates in her field, but unfortunately not at the same time. Shi knew that there would inevitably be bugs to be worked out, and the authorities usually threw their best people at new ships. That meant teams like Goldfur and Garrek were often called upon. They did not mind as they enjoyed the challenge. Goldendale had similar briefings to attend, plus a couple of refresher courses aimed at familiarising hir with taur-related matters that might trip hir up otherwise.
 
   Their flight was scheduled to depart the Star Corps space station at 0900 hours the day after tomorrow, and they were both busy with preparations, Goldfur especially. After their heart-to-heart talk, both Goldfur and Malena were crying but reconciled. Goldfur made arrangements for Malena to fly over the same afternoon that shi and Garrek left. Shi regretted that shi would not be able to see her in person again before they left, but it was still too soon for Garrek. Shi contented hirself with knowing that hir second lifemate would be well cared-for and reasonably happy in hir absence.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Goldfur and Garrek with Eudora led by the hands between them, and with Tailstalker safely in the saddle-pack on the chakat’s back, stepped onto the Transporter platform. Goldendale joined them and they were all beamed up to the Endeavour. The Transporter Chief there welcomed them aboard and sent updates to their personal PADDs with details of their cabin assignment and updated duty lists. Goldfur had always made it a habit to check in with the Chief Engineer before departure, and shi liked to take along their children for the informal meeting so that they could all get to know each other better.
 
   The Chief Engineer looked anything but the part. He was a ferret morph and looked just like a clichéd version of his breed – excitable, mischievous and fun-loving. At least, that was the impression that he seemed to like to give for some reason. Goldfur liked to know with whom shi’d be working though, so shi had looked up his record a few days earlier when shi’d gotten notice of the crew listings. Shi had been surprised and impressed. Ansible Blackfoot had been one of the leading engineers in the design of the Endeavour, and probably knew just about every screw and switch in the ship by heart. “Call me ‘Antsy’”, he’d said with a grin as he tousled Eudora’s hair. Shi already looked forward to working with him.
 
   One of the things that shi found most interesting with new ships was the new crew. Frequently it brought hir into contact with people shi’d not met before, although the captain and several of the senior staff were known from previous voyages. This being a Terran based ship, it had a strongly predominant Terran contingent but also the usual smattering of alien races. In fact, while the Captain Blackwood was a silver fox morph, the First Officer was a male Caitian named R’Trarsk Mañutu. The first shift navigator was a dark black human woman called Fayola Freeman and the helmsman was Oceanrider, a cougar-patterned chakat like Goldfur but with slightly browner fur and brunette instead of blonde. Shi was a pilot 1st Class and was not only bridge crew but also flew shuttles. Goldfur was pleased to find that there would be another chakat though, and hoped that Goldendale would be spared the necessity of dealing with other chakats on this voyage. Time enough to get used to the idea by hir next voyage.
 
   Goldfur was intrigued when shi met the second chakat, an exploration specialist who would be establishing sites for bases on a new planet. Although shi was clearly built like a chakat, hir black and cream fur was patterned similar to that of a skunktaur’s, and hir tail was bushier than normal. Goldfur gave hir the typical formal chakat greeting, and the other replied, “I am Swiftwalk, child of Oakwood and Karnak, House Blackpaw. A pleasure to meet you, Goldfur.”
 
   They hugged as chakats typically do when greeting each other before Goldfur said, “So your sire is a skunktaur. You certainly inherited an interesting fur pattern. Did you also inherit hys Talent?”
 
   “Yep, and believe me, astral travel is a heck of a good Talent to have when you’re on an unfamiliar world. It enables me to check out possible dangers with impunity.”
 
   Goldfur laughed. “Yeah, you could make me envious. Good thing we’ll have you watching our backs while we set up the base equipment.”
 
   “My pleasure, Shir Goldfur. I hear you come with an intriguing companion though?”
 
   “So you’ve heard about Goldendale?” Goldfur asked. When Swiftwalk nodded, Goldfur continued, “Shi’s still learning new things about hirself and our species, so if it isn’t inconvenient, it would be best to not approach hir for anything too intimate yet. Fortunately we do have another on board.”
 
   “I’ve already met hir, and that shouldn’t be a problem. Like me, shi’s come aboard without a mate or companion, so that works out quite neatly for us.”
 
   “Great!” Goldfur replied with a smile. “I’ll be looking forward to working with you later. Maybe we can all meet up for coffee later?”
 
   “I’d love to,” Swiftwalk replied. “Say 1900 hours?”
 
   “Perfect for me. I’ll check with the others and let them know,” Goldfur agreed. “Tail high!”
 
   “Tail high, Goldfur,” Swiftwalk replied.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Goldfur and Goldendale turned up promptly at the coffee lounge. They had tried to bring along Garrek, but he had begged off, preferring to stay behind with the cubs. “Besides, I’m not comfortable in the middle of a chakat gabfest anyway,” he had added.
 
   They found Swiftwalk seated beside a table near a view portal, along with cougar-patterned chakat who had to be Oceanrider. Goldfur formally introduced hirself to hir and Swiftwalk was next. Then Goldendale did the same.
 
   “Wow! You really are identical,” Swiftwalk commented. “If it wasn’t for the haircut, I’d never be able to tell you two apart.”
 
   “I really don’t know how Goldie puts up with that long hair of hirs,” Goldendale replied. “It was relief to get it cut, besides making it clear which one of us was who.”
 
   “Tell us all about what happened to you,” begged Oceanrider.
 
   “All? That’s a long story which I’ll save for later when this voyage gets long and boring. I think we can get by with a just a little bit for now,” Goldendale said with a grin.
 
   “Okay, I’ll hold you to that,” Oceanrider promised.
 
   “Your turn, Oceanrider,” Goldfur prompted.
 
   “Right. My mother is Seamist and my sire is Marblefur. I’m the youngest of their three children. We grew up in Monterey, a town south of San Francisco in case you don’t know. We lived close to the beach and my mother loved to go sailing at every opportunity, and shi passed on that enthusiasm for the water to me also, which is how I ended up with my adult name. Later, that led me to pursuing a career as a pilot. My eldest sister, Springdaisy, moved to San Francisco to pursue hir career, and my other sister, Dapplecoat, met a chakat in high school with whom shi den-mated immediately after graduation and moved in with hir. When I left to attend Star Corps Academy, my parents dissolved their denmateship. Both have since found new mates, but fortunately not too far apart so that I can visit them both easily between tours of duty. I don’t have a lot of time to spare because I sign up for another tour almost immediately. I really love my job!”
 
   “What? Does that mean that you haven’t gotten a mate yet?” asked Swiftwalk.
 
   Oceanrider grinned. “Well, I don’t spend all my time with my parents. I do have someone who is rather special to me, and maybe in time, something more.”
 
   And so the conversation went, each chakat learning a little about each other as they enjoyed their coffee. Subtle empathic interactions, even with the inexperienced Goldendale, made their meeting even more pleasant as the foursome got familiar with each other. This was a vital part of chakat interaction that made long journeys more comfortable for them, and for their fellow crewmembers. A happy chakat radiated that emotion, and even non-empaths found their days more pleasant when working around them.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The flight to the new world, Sylvania, was as interesting and busy as Goldfur had expected, with both shi and Garrek being constantly called upon to tweak or fix equipment that didn’t quite work as well in real life as it did in the computer simulation. However, overall Goldfur was pleased with how well the new ship was running, and approved of the many design improvements. Shi was in techie’s heaven.
 
   The Endeavour was amongst the fastest of the Star Corps’ ships, but even so it was still a long journey to the new planet. More than long enough for a chakat to come into heat. Goldfur and Goldendale were still in synch, so both felt the need at the same time. Goldfur had the experience and self-control though, so after taking appropriate contraceptive precautions, shi let Goldendale control their first intimate encounter. Shy in spite of hirself, Goldendale nevertheless submitted to Goldfur fairly readily, hir experience with Avi making the situation a lot less daunting. Goldfur took it easy and made sure that Goldendale was comfortable every step of the way, and it turned into a very pleasant first time for both. Goldendale was a lot less reticent about returning the favour, and the two discovered exactly what they felt like to their lovers in both male and female fashion. Goldfur found it fascinating, while Goldendale ended up enjoying hirself too much to notice all the subtleties that first time around.
 
   “So, how do I compare to a wolftaur?” Goldfur asked curiously.
 
   Dale thought about it for a moment, then answered, “Better and not so good.”
 
   “Well, that’s a mixed reaction. Okay, what was better first?”
 
   “Obviously the fact that we were basically having sex with ourselves was pretty unique and quite a plus, and your greater experience was also very good. But there’s one thing that I mostly prefer over Avi,” Goldendale replied.
 
   Goldfur waited, but could sense embarrassment holding Goldendale back. “Go on, dear. I do understand your discomfort but you can’t upset me, nor will I hold anything against you.”
 
   Instead of answering hir, Goldendale asked instead, “Goldie, while you were staying with Lupu with the pack, did you have any sort of… relations with any of the male wolftaurs?”
 
   “Huh? No I didn’t. Not only was I there for only a short time in comparison to you, but I also found the males a rough and crude lot. Not like Avi,” shi added hastily.
 
   “Then you didn’t get to experience something that I have. I know that chakats and foxtaurs have a rather human-like penis, but wolftaurs are more like their feral cousins. They have this… bulge….” Goldendale floundered in embarrassment.
 
   It suddenly dawned on Goldfur what shi was trying to say. “Oh. OH! They have a cock-knot, and you two got tied! You did, didn’t you?”
 
   Dale nodded, hir ears folded right down in complete mortification.
 
   Goldfur laughed and hugged Goldendale. “Oh hon, you have to admit that it’s a bit funny, but it’s not anything to be ashamed about.”
 
   “Says you! You didn’t discover that you were stuck together with the first male who had ever mounted you. It was very disconcerting, I tell you! Avi was very apologetic. He hadn’t realised that I didn’t know about that, and Lupu hadn’t thought to warn me either.”
 
   “What about all the times since?” Goldfur asked, still grinning in spite of hirself.
 
   “Oh, they weren’t so bad once I knew what to expect. I’m not sure if I’ll ever get totally used to that though.”
 
   “Give it time, dear, you’ll be amazed.”
 
   “Maybe, but I must say that I really liked being mounted without being stuck like that afterwards,” Goldendale said with conviction.
 
   “Okay, but what was worse?”
 
   “You should be able to figure that one out for yourself, Goldie. I really love Avi, and he really loves me. Even with my poor skills with empathy, I can tell that much when we’re so intimately together.”
 
   “And love makes even the best sex better,” Goldfur concluded, knowing full well how that felt.
 
   “Exactly,” Goldendale agreed. “I care for you greatly as my twin sister and part of my new family, but I’m not in love with you.”
 
   Goldfur kissed hir. “I know, dear, and there’s absolutely nothing wrong with that. Avi is a very lucky bloke, and so are you to have him.”
 
   Their love-making done, Garrek and the cubs joined the two who needed rest after their enthusiastic exertions. He just wanted the company though, as any foxtaur normally did. It was the only sour note for the evening for Goldfur. Garrek still wasn’t interested in sex, something the lifemates had rarely missed indulging in at the slightest opportunity previously. Goldfur wondered if shi should push the issue, worried that he might be digging himself in deeper rather than finding some much-needed resolution to his conflict. Shi decided to let it slide for the moment until hir heat was over. Shi suspected it would remind Garrek too much of what had happened with Malena. Shi wondered though what the emotional tension was doing to their daughter. Although Eudora’s ability was still developing, it was more than sensitive enough to sense hir sire’s inner turmoil and hir mother’s concern. Thus the denmates frequently needed to soothe hir and ease hir into sleep.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Several days passed before the situation between Goldfur and Garrek came to a head. The four chakats had become coffee lounge regulars. They eventually dragged Garrek into their little clique, which proved to be what the foxtaur needed most. His instincts craved the company, and the totally harmless environment of the coffee lounge enabled him to let his guard down. After Goldfur proudly told the others of hir mate’s musical talent with the foxtaur flute, Oceanrider had managed to coax Garrek into playing his instrument for them. He played a selection of tunes for them, with his final piece being a hauntingly sad piece. He barely finished it as he broke down in tears, and the four chakats in unison extended their empathic abilities to comfort the foxtaur, with Goldfur hugging him tightly while he wept away his fears and unhappiness. That night he made love to Goldfur with renewed devotion, and Goldfur stopped worrying whether he would recover or not.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Sylvania filled the view port with blues and greens strongly reminiscent of Earth. There were deserts ringing the equator and no ice caps to speak of, indicating a much warmer climate than that of Earth, but animal life had been detected in abundance, and the survey probes had shown a world of enormous promise. First though, survey teams needed to be sent down to get an overview of the various prime targets, and that meant establishing base camps. That was the job of teams such as Goldfur and Garrek. Naturally they were partnered with the other chakats for that purpose – Oceanrider ferrying heavy equipment and light shuttles down in specially designed drop ships, and Swiftwalk checking the landing site clairvoyantly with hir Talent before risking opening the cargo bay doors to start unloading the equipment. Due to the oppressive heat, the chakats soon stripped down to nothing but their halters with the comm badge attached. Garrek went one step further, removing all clothing and attaching his comm badge to the belt around his waist. Everyone wore personal force field belts until they set up projector poles for the permanent force field that would form a barrier around the base camp. Despite the belts, everyone was much relieved to have the barrier up. While the small portable units could make the difference between life and death, they were nowhere near as effective as the larger static units.
 
   Dale and Swiftwalk next started setting up a multi-purpose building. It would serve as a supply depot and shelter for them while they explored the area. Goldfur and Garrek set up machinery and electronic gear with the speed of familiarity with the task while the other shuttle crew continued unloading gear. Everything was in place and working within three hours, and Oceanrider began preparing the shuttle for the trip back to the starship. Garrek wasn’t quite happy with the performance of one piece of machinery though, and he went inside the shuttle to pick up a special diagnostic tool. Goldfur, Goldendale and Swiftwalk were left to relax after their efforts, and took the opportunity to take a really good look at their surroundings. Plant life was abundant, but very little of it was similar to Earth’s. Typically, much of the animal life had been scared off by the drop ship, but the large vessel was designed for landing in awkward areas without making much environmental impact, its extra heavy-duty anti-grav units settling the ship onto its target with a minimum of noise and destruction. Goldfur kept an eye open anyway.
 
   “Looks like pretty dense jungle,” Goldfur observed. “I don’t think that I’d like going into there without knowing the dangers.”
 
   Goldendale took a deep sniff and said, “Yeah, you can smell all sorts of animal life. These keener chakat senses are going to be a big help. Just think how I used to do this job without the benefit of them.”
 
   Swiftwalk shuddered. “No thanks! I’ve had enough close shaves even with the benefit of an additional Talent. I sometimes wonder how humans ever coped.”
 
   “Speaking as an ex-human, it’s part something that you learn and part necessity. Seems like we did pretty well before creating morph species to do it better.”
 
   “No insult intended, Dale,” Swiftwalk said.
 
   “None taken, Swiftwalk, but just because I have chosen to remain a chakat doesn’t mean that I was unhappy as a human. I was damn good at my job before the change. These senses may make me better, but that takes nothing away from what I was.”
 
   Goldfur put hir hand on Goldendale’s arm. “No one thinks that, twin sister. I was happy to know you as you were in that brief time before the Transporter accident.”
 
   Goldendale recalled a couple of remarks that Goldfur had made to hir sister, Forestwalker, and grinned. “I think that you had other things on your mind besides my scouting ability then.”
 
   Goldfur returned the grin unrepentantly. Then hir smile slipped and was replaced with a puzzled frown.
 
   Goldendale saw that and asked, “What’s wrong, Goldie?”
 
   “Something’s not right. Something on the edge of my mind,” Goldfur replied.
 
   Swiftwalk’s eyes lost focus as shi ‘looked’ around. “There’s a very big animal just out of sight on the other side of the force field. Is that what you’re sensing?”
 
   Goldfur shook hir head. “No. Now that you mention it, I can smell a large carnivore nearby, but that’s not the kind of thing that I’m sensitive to. Electronics is my shtick and I sense something wrong….”
 
   Just then the friendly green glow on top of the force-field poles flared into red, and the beeping of an alarm could be heard from inside the shuttle.
 
   “Force-field failure!” yelled Goldfur, hands scrabbling futilely for the force-field belt that shi had taken off after the main shield had been established.
 
   Right on cue, the hidden beast chose to make its move, leaping out at Goldfur.. Goldendale’s reactions were nearly instantaneous though, and shi shoved hir twin down and out of the way, lashing out with hir hind legs as they tumbled out of the animal’s path. The beast did little more than grunt at the impact, but was knocked off balance and landed badly. It was back on its feet quickly, however, and snarling at the one chakat left in its sights.
 
   Swiftwalk stepped back, all claws popped out and fur fluffing out in fear… and vanished.
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   The other two scrambled back to their feet while the beast was confused.
 
   “Where’s Swiftwalk?” Goldfur asked frantically.
 
   “Less talking, more running!” yelled Goldendale, swatting Goldfur on the rump to motivate hir. Shi fervently wished that shi had a weapon with hir, but that was in hir pack, ready for when shi left the safety of the force-field.
 
   The beast roared as it turned to chase its original target. The chakats ran at top speed for the shuttle door, barely ahead of the hungry carnivore. Both realised with horror at the same time that the hatch door had automatically shut when the alarm had gone off and there would not be enough time to open it before they were pounced.
 
   Just then, Swiftwalk appeared directly in their path. Unable to stop, they collided with hir… and found themselves skidding across the cargo bay floor in a tangled heap.
 
   “What the hell…?” Goldfur exclaimed, completely disoriented.
 
   Swiftwalk was already on hir feet though and racing towards the weapons locker. “Grab a phaser!” shi shouted. “There may be other crew outside with that thing!”
 
   The two cougar chakats did as they were told, pushing aside their confusion. Swiftwalk shoved phaser rifles into their hands and the three armed their weapons and went to the personnel hatch.
 
   Swiftwalk said, “On three, Goldfur open the door and Dale and I will look for the beast. If it’s not in sight, I’ll go out and Dale will follow and I will cover hir. One, two, three!”
 
   The chakats proceeded as planned. Once out, Goldendale scanned for danger. “Over there!” Shi pointed out the beast rounding the corner of one of the huts.
 
   They ran after it, spurred on by a shout of terror that they heard moments later. Skidding around the corner, they saw that the beast had treed a male foxmorph. No one had any doubts that that would be of little use. All three fired as soon as they could bring their weapons to bear. The animal gave a weird scream before it collapsed, its fur smoking on its neck, shoulder and midriff.
 
   Although it appeared to be dead, Goldendale continued to aim hir phaser at the beast. “Goldie, can you sense if it’s still alive or not?” shi asked without taking hir eyes off it for even a moment.
 
   Goldfur nervously moved closer, approaching from the back just in case it recovered suddenly, but it didn’t even twitch. Touching it enabled hir empathic senses to get the strongest and clearest impression. With relief, shi realised that its life spark was dwindling away rapidly, extinguishing as shi watched. “It’s totally dead,” shi pronounced.
 
   “OK. We’re not safe yet though,” Swiftwalk said. “Dale – you and I have to guard the breach. Goldfur – get that damn force-field pole repaired!”
 
   “Repair? Hell no! I’m going to replace that bastard!” Goldfur declared, already racing back to the drop ship. Hitting hir comm badge, shi said, “Goldfur to Garrek. Drop whatever you’re doing and yank another force-field pole from storage. This is an emergency!”
 
   “I’m on it!” Garrek’s voice replied.
 
   Garrek had one uncrated by the time Goldfur ran in. Shi instructed him to carry one end while shi carried the other. With only a slight detour to grab hir tool kit, they carried the pole out while Goldfur explained to Garrek what had happened.
 
   Garrek was shocked to hear how close Goldfur had come to being caught by the beast. “We both owe Dale big time,” he commented.
 
   “Yeah,” agreed Goldfur, “but after that things got confusing. I’ll have to work that out when I get the time.”
 
   They arrived at the breach, finding Swiftwalk and Goldendale keenly scanning the jungle nearby, phaser rifles at the ready. Fortunately they did not have to set a new base for the pole. They disconnected the power and heaved the defective pole out and simply slotted the new one into its place and reconnected the power. Goldfur then tuned it to synchronise it with the other poles. The new pole lit up with the normal green operational glow and Goldfur leaned back with a sigh of relief.
 
   “Force-field up! We’re safe again,” shi reported.
 
   “Unless another fails,” Goldendale said as shi lowered hir weapon.
 
   Swiftwalk lowered hirs also, but neither turned them off. “Yes, how do we know that this isn’t going to happen again?”
 
   Goldfur looked disgusted. “I can’t answer that. They’ve got a bunch of new equipment to go with the new ship, so I’m not that familiar with it. This sure hasn’t impressed me so far. Damned if I know why they didn’t stick with the old model. It was tried and tested and utterly reliable. I’m going to have to analyse this one to see if the problem is a one-off, or something that will require testing them all.”
 
   “We’ll need to post guards until we’re sure then,” Swiftwalk said. “I noticed that you seemed to sense its imminent failure though. You beat the alarm by a few seconds.”
 
   “Like I said, I have a thing for electronics. I can sense something is wrong in many cases. It’s helped make me a very successful technician.”
 
   “That’s a handy talent,” Swiftwalk commented.
 
   “It sure is. Speaking of which, I have a question…”
 
   Swiftwalk interrupted Goldfur. “Not here and now,” shi said as hir eyes indicated the various crew who had come to find out what had happened. “Later, I promise.”
 
   Goldfur sensed fear then from the hybrid chakat that hadn’t been there since hir initial scare from the beast. Shi wondered why this unusual chakat was so afraid of letting others know. Goldfur nodded in agreement and said, “OK. Later. I’ve got a defective pole to examine and a report to write. But first, Dale, could I have a private word with you?”
 
   Goldendale nodded and followed Goldfur to one side out of casual earshot. Then Goldfur said, “Dale, you probably saved my life today. Your fast reactions were amazing. Great big thanks, hon.” Shi gave hir twin a hug.
 
   Goldendale grinned. “You have your special talents, I have mine. That’s how I survived as a planetary scout. You develop certain reflexes – react without thinking. My time spent practicing with the wolftaurs got me in tune with my new body so I’d be able to do the same as a chakat as I did as a human.”
 
   “Time well spent then. I think you’re going to do fine back at your old job.”
 
   Dale grinned. “Yeah, it was very reassuring to me that everything came back to me when it was most needed.” Then shi frowned. “Even so, we could still have been all killed if we hadn’t got back into the drop ship. How did we get back in the ship, by the way?”
 
   Goldfur replied, “I suspect that Swiftwalk is that rarest of Talents – a Teleporter. For some reason though, it seems that shi wants to keep that a secret, so I am leaving that bit out of my explanations to people and the official report. I suggest that you do the same, at least until we find out what’s going on.”
 
   “Alright. I never thought that I’d meet a Teleporter though. What a great Talent!”
 
   “I agree, but maybe Swiftwalk knows something that we don’t.”
 
   The two walked back to the group. Goldfur and Garrek picked up the defective pole and took it back to the workshop for analysis. Goldendale went to see Swiftwalk to see what shi needed hir to do. At all times, shi kept hir phaser at the ready in case of another failure.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Goldfur, Goldendale, Swiftwalk and Garrek were gathered in the hut that was to be Swiftwalk’s ‘office’ and base of operations for the scouting team.
 
   “The biology department is annoyed with us for killing that specimen,” Swiftwalk informed them.
 
   Dale snorted and said, “Next time issue them a net and tell them to show us what to do while we stand safely back and watch.”
 
   Goldfur grinned. “Those blokes are never happy anyway. I can live with the situation as it is. Right now though, I am more interested in that explanation that you promised us, Swiftwalk.”
 
   The skunk-chakat grimaced. “I didn’t mean letting Garrek in on it too.”
 
   “There’s nothing that you can tell me that you can’t tell him also. Even if you don’t do so directly, I will be telling him anyway. We don’t keep those kind of secrets between each other, but between us and others, our lips are sealed,” Goldfur reassured Swiftwalk.
 
   Garrek added, “Goldfur speaks for me in many things because we know and trust each other. If shi thinks it needs to be kept secret, then a secret it will remain, I promise.”
 
   “Not like I have a choice, but I believe you anyway.” Swiftwalk sighed. “Okay, opaque the windows and lock the door. I don’t want any unexpected interruptions.” They did so and then waited expectantly.
 
   “You’ve probably guessed most of it. Yes, I am a Teleporter. I came into that Talent unexpectedly when I hit puberty. I discovered it by accident. I used to love climbing trees, but one day I misjudged the strength of a branch. My rapidly growing body was now too heavy for that branch and it broke. As I fell, I desperately wished that I was safe on the ground… then suddenly I was. It was a weird feeling, like I moved in a direction that was at angles to all three physical dimensions. I remembered what it felt like and tried to reproduce it. The next moment I was in my room at home. It was that easy. I practiced it in secret, trying for accuracy and range to test my limits. People kept remarking about how quickly I got around. I told them that I just walked fast. That’s how I came by my adult name. However, I never told anyone the real reason.”
 
   “Judging by the way we’re discussing this, you’ve never told the Star Corps about your ability either. Why not?” Goldfur queried.
 
   “Do you know how rare Teleporters are?” Swiftwalk asked. “There are only a handful, and they’re all working for the government. The moment that they sniff out a new one, they take them away to do research on how Teleporters do their thing. I don’t want to be a guinea pig for their experiments. I want to live and work free!”
 
   “Forgive me for saying so, but that sounds a bit paranoid to me,” Goldfur said.
 
   “Oh? How many Teleporters do you know? I’ve looked for them, but haven’t found any outside of research laboratories.”
 
   “Probably being paid good wages to do what comes naturally. They’ve been trying to duplicate what Teleporters do for ages. The Transporter was developed in an attempt to emulate it, but it doesn’t operate like a Teleporter does in the slightest way.”
 
   “If it’s so good, why don’t we ever hear about them? Ever think that we may be considered a security risk? We can get in anywhere. Force-fields can block Transporters, but haven’t the slightest effect on Teleporters.”
 
   “Oh? I didn’t know that. Still, it seems that it would be simpler to recruit them than anything else,” Goldfur opined.
 
   “But I don’t want to be recruited or anything. I just want to do my preferred job and leave teleporting for emergencies or discreet travelling.”
 
   “That’s your choice,” admitted Goldfur. “What is your range anyway? I hear that good ones can travel around the world, or even to the moon.”
 
   “If they can get a ‘lock’ on the target, some can go that far. You usually get a lock by having been there before and familiarising yourself with the place, to ‘know’ it so that you can reach out to that point in space-time and move there,” explained Swiftwalk.
 
   “Okay, but I didn’t ask what ‘they’ can do, I asked what you can do.”
 
   Swiftwalk looked uncertain, then sighed. “In for a penny, in for a pound, I suppose.” Shi held out a hand in front of hir. “Everyone touch my hand. I need to be in contact with you for this demonstration.”
 
   Goldfur, Garrek and Goldendale all put their hands on Swiftwalk’s, then the muted light in the hut was abruptly replaced by a moonlit sky and a blazing cityscape.
 
   Three people looked around in startlement while Swiftwalk watched their reactions. Then Goldendale gasped in astonishment.”
 
   “That’s the New Eiffel Tower! We’re on Earth!”
 
   Goldfur looked to where Goldendale was pointing. Instantly recognisable was the classic form of the New Eiffel Tower, built in faithful reproduction of the one that had been destroyed during the Gene Wars.
 
   Goldfur looked back at Swiftwalk in awe. “You just brought us hundreds of light years in a blink, and so effortlessly!”
 
   “Well, not entirely effortlessly. I use energy to teleport, and I get very hungry quickly if I do it much.”
 
   “Going all this distance, it’s no wonder,” commented Garrek.
 
   “Actually distance seems to make little difference in terms of energy consumption. The amount that I ’port does though. It was much harder to take the four of us here than for me to go here alone.”
 
   “How much can you take with you?” Goldendale asked curiously.
 
   Swiftwalk looked thoughtful. “Y’know, I’m really not sure. I’ve never really tested that limit.”
 
   Goldfur couldn’t understand why shi had done so little with hir Talent. It was almost as if shi was a bit afraid of it. Still, it wasn’t hir place to nag. Instead shi asked, “If I was to ask you to take us to our place in Australia, could you do so?”
 
   Swiftwalk shook hir head. “Not without a ‘fix’. I could get you as far as the Star Corps headquarters in Melbourne for example, but that’s it. Like this spot I have been there before, so I have a fix for it. However, until I actually visit a place, I cannot do more than aim blindly in the general direction. At least my Talent seems to prevent me from trying to occupy the same space as other objects, otherwise my early experiments with teleporting might have had gruesome results.”
 
   The others shuddered at the thought of that possibility.
 
   Garrek asked, “Can you teleport objects without touching them?”
 
   “Yes and no. I have to be touching the object to kind of pull it along with me as I ’port. However, if I use my Astral Travel Talent, I can step out of body and give it a psychic shove instead. That works quite well, but takes extra effort.”
 
   “How do you match the different velocities between origin and destination?” asked Goldfur. “Heaven knows how big a difference in speed and direction the hut on Sylvania has compared to this rooftop in Paris.”
 
   “That’s another thing that just happens naturally. I’ve never had a problem with it.”
 
   “Amazing. Such an awesome Talent, and we know next to nothing about how it works,” Goldfur said.
 
   “It’s enough for me that it does work. Let some other sucker fool around with the laboratories and the authorities. I’m staying out of their clutches at all costs!” Swiftwalk stated emphatically.
 
   There would be no persuading hir, Goldfur decided, so shi let it slide. “We’d better get back to the hut. These comm badges are a tad out of range, and someone might start wondering where we are if they try to call us.”
 
   “Good idea,” agreed Swiftwalk, and held up hir hand. The others stepped up and joined hands, and in a blink they were back inside the hut.
 
   As if on cue, Goldfur’s comm badge chirped, followed by the sound of Oceanrider’s voice. “Oceanrider to Goldfur – are you there? Please reply!”
 
   “Bugger! Looks like I already missed a call.” Shi tapped hir comm badge. “Goldfur here. What’s up, Ocean?”
 
   “Why didn’t you answer me before?” Oceanrider asked with a hint of concern.
 
   “I stepped out to Paris. I was in the mood for a fresh croissant,” Goldfur extemporised glibly.
 
   “And you forgot to ask me if I wanted one too?” replied Oceanrider, affecting a hurt tone.
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Goldfur said. “Turned out to be night and all the bakeries were closed.”
 
   “Too bad. Don’t forget to bring me a couple when they’re open again.”
 
   “Will do,” Goldfur assured hir, satisfied with the outcome. It was difficult to lie to another chakat, but one could still tell mostly the truth and make it seem like an obvious lie for a joke. Shi continued, “I’ve been testing the force-field pole between trips to Earth.” Now shi let Oceanrider make the reasonable assumption that interference from the test caused the communications breakdown. Shi felt a little bad about fooling hir friend, but shi had a promise to keep.
 
   “Good,” replied Oceanrider. “The captain wants a report. He’s concerned about the other landing parties.”
 
   “It’s too soon for a full report, but my preliminary analysis indicates a failure in the field generation coil. I’m stripping it down to give it a thorough test. Until then, I recommend that no one relies on the force-fields alone.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll pass that along. Oceanrider out.”
 
   “That was quick thinking,” remarked Swiftwalk. “Thanks for keeping quiet.”
 
   “It’s okay, although I’d like to talk to you more about this at a better time.”
 
   Swiftwalk sighed. “I suppose so. After dinner perhaps? Tomorrow we have to start our surveying, and I believe that you have to go help set up another base?”
 
   “Yep, which means that I had better get cracking and start stripping down this force-field generator.”
 
   “Everyone else better get back to whatever they’re supposed to be doing,” Swiftwalk ordered. “I’ve got to get this base of operations fully operational.”
 
   Everybody scattered to do their jobs.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Goldfur spotted Garrek with their daughters in tow in the company of Goldendale, and shi hastened over to join them.
 
   “I thought that you were going to miss dinner,” Garrek said to Goldfur as shi turned up belatedly. “We were about to start without you.”
 
   “Sorry,” Goldfur said as they joined the queue in the mess hall. “I needed to finish testing that unit and submit my report.” Shi piled portions of roast beef, roast potatoes peas and gravy onto plates for hirself, Eudora and Tailstalker.
 
   “So what was wrong with it?” Garrek asked as he followed suit. Goldendale chose the fish menu instead.
 
   “Manufacturing defect. The bad news is if that type of defect happened once, it could easily happen again. The good news is that a unit with that type of defect will always fail in less than an hour, so there won’t be any further rude surprises for Swiftwalk’s base.”
 
   The five taurs found an unused table. The cubs got up on chairs while the adults pushed the chairs aside and squatted in front of the table. “So now they either have to test every force-field pole for an hour, which could be very time-consuming, or just go ahead and use them but stay on guard for an hour.”
 
   “I’ll bet that they go with the latter,” Goldendale predicted. “Our schedule is too tight to allow for days of testing when an hour’s extra vigilance will achieve the desired security.
 
   Garrek nodded. “I’ll agree with Dale there.”
 
   Goldfur sighed. “Yeah. It goes against my instincts, but I can see the point. Fortunately it’s not my decision to make. Eudora! Stop playing with your peas!”
 
   “Aw, mum!” protested the errant cub.
 
   The adults ate in thoughtful silence while keeping a stern eye on the cubs. Then Oceanrider turned up with a tray-load of food.
 
   “Mind if I join you?” Oceanrider asked.
 
   “Plenty of room,” Goldendale said as shi shifted to one side.
 
   “What took you so long?” Goldfur asked.
 
   “Ha! While you could just beam up when you were finished, I had to fly the shuttle back, which I couldn’t do until Swiftwalk signed off on everything, which shi couldn’t do until you…” shi said as shi pointed hir finger at Goldfur, “…had submitted your report. So it’s all your fault that I’m starving.”
 
   “If that creature had caught me, you’d probably be still down there, so count your blessings!” Goldfur retorted.
 
   “Touché! Oh well, at least they didn’t run out of gravy before I could get to it.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Garrek and the chakats joined other friends for an evening of socialising, the last that they would all be able to do together for some weeks. Everyone’s cubs were allowed to stay up later than usual, and it was quite a lively party until bed-time finally came. Goldfur invited Swiftwalk and Oceanrider to their cabin for coffee and cake. With the cubs dealt with, the adults settled down for some quiet conversation and the evening passed very pleasantly. Oceanrider eventually excused hirself, citing an early morning schedule as hir reason. When shi left, Goldfur took the opportunity to resume hir discussion with Swiftwalk.
 
   “I had a thought. Skunktaurs can link and share their Talents with their chakat kin. Can you do that?” Goldfur asked.
 
   Swiftwalk looked surprised. “I… never thought about that. I inherited my sire’s Talent, but that doesn’t necessarily mean that I can do that particular trick.”
 
   “Okay, maybe you can try that sometime and let me know. I’ve had another idea though. You told us that you can only go to a destination if you thoroughly ‘know’ the place. However, we’re empaths. What if we were to empathically project our impression of a place that we thoroughly know. Could you go there then?”
 
   Swiftwalk looked thoughtful, then said, “You’ve gotten me curious, so I’m going to give that a try. Want to volunteer?”
 
   “I’m game,” Goldfur said.
 
   “Okay, just us two for this trial. Have you got a place in mind?” asked Swiftwalk.
 
   “Yes. It’s in our home in Australia, a private room. It isn’t used much, so it should be discreet enough.”
 
   “Good choice. I don’t want to risk being seen teleporting.”
 
   “Right. Ready? I’ll start now.” Goldfur closed hir eyes to help concentrate on a mental image of the spare bedroom at home. Shi visualised the size and placement of the walls, the door, the window, the curtains, the bedding, the dresser, the light, the scent, the ambient sound – the gestalt of all that was the spare room – and projected the feel of that place at Swiftwalk.
 
   There was a startled yelp and Goldfur’s eyes flew open to see Lupu’s face mere centimetres from hir nose, with an equally startled Avi mounted on top of the gravid wolftaur bitch.
 
   “Oops! Bad timing,” Goldfur said sheepishly.
 
   Swiftwalk groaned. “More witnesses!”
 
   Both the wolftaurs had their ears lowered in embarrassment. As Avi dismounted, Lupu struggled to understand what just had happened.
 
   “Goldie! What…? How…? Aren’t you supposed to be weeks away on another planet right now?”
 
   “I am, believe it or not. We just teleported here. Keep things quiet though, please. I want to keep this a secr….”
 
   Shi was interrupted by a voice from the doorway. “Lupu, I heard you yelp. Is anything wro… Goldfur! What are you doing here?”
 
   An amazed but pleased Malena threw herself into Goldfur’s startled embrace. Swiftwalk slapped hir palm into hir face and shook hir head in disbelief. Goldfur gave hir a helpless look over Lupu’s shoulder.
 
   “As I was just telling Lupu and Avi whom we so rudely interrupted, Swiftwalk and I just teleported here from the planet that we’re exploring. Swiftwalk has an amazing Talent and we were just testing to see if shi could use it in conjunction with an empathic impression from me to go to places that shi doesn’t know. It’s obviously a big success. It’s also obvious that I miscalculated the time of day here. Sorry to disturb everyone.”
 
   “Who cares?” Malena said as she hugged and nuzzled Goldfur enthusiastically. “I’ve been missing you so much that I have not been able to sleep well, so I heard the commotion in here. Forest and the others are still sound asleep with the cubs though.”
 
   “Thank heavens,” murmured Swiftwalk. “I was beginning to wonder if I should sell tickets.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Swiftwalk. These people are all part of my family and I trust them implicitly. People, don’t breathe a word of this to anybody. Forget that it ever happened, please.”
 
   Lupu replied, “Okay, but speaking of forgetting, please don’t tell Dale how you found us… y’know?”
 
   Goldfur was puzzled. “Sure, but why the secrecy? Dale fully expected you two to be intimate in hir absence. Leaving you here alone was one of the things that had most concerned hir when shi originally considered going back to work.”
 
   “Goldie, you’ve been a chakat all your life. You barely understand the concept of jealousy. Dale has been a chakat for a mere few months. Hir thinking has been altered by hir new body, but shi spent most of hir life as a human. Shi understands the need to share intellectually, and on the surface shi is fine with that and expects that of us. However, deep down there’s still a human part of hir that could still be hurt by our relationship if we push things along more quickly than shi can adjust. We intend to take it very slowly so that our denmate remains totally happy. We care far too much about hir to make hir even the least bit uncomfortable.”
 
   “I understand completely now, and that’s very wise of you,” Goldfur said with a nod. “You might like to know that shi coped very well with hir first heat spent with me. It was a mutually enlightening experience.”
 
   Lupu laughed. “As long as you both had fun.”
 
   “That we did.” Goldfur looked down at the vixen still hugging hir. “As much as I am enjoying this, I’m afraid that we had better leave before we’re missed or Garrek gets too worried about my absence. However, here’s something to keep you going until next time we’re together again.” Shi put hir muzzle to Malena’s and kissed her long and deep.
 
   They parted with a happy sigh and Malena said, “I think that I’ll sleep much better now, love. Thanks for coming.”
 
   “The pleasure was mine, dear heart.” Goldfur looked at Swiftwalk. “Let’s go, Swift.”
 
   The skunk-patterned chakat nodded and put hir hand on Goldfur’s arm. In a blink, they were gone, a momentary breeze the only indication that anything had happened. The trio looked at each other in amazement before Malena left to have the best night’s sleep in ages, while the wolftaurs resumed their interrupted lovemaking.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
    “Why were you gone so long?” asked Garrek. “We were starting to worry that something had gone wrong.”
 
   “Sorry about that, love,” Goldfur apologised. “I should have checked what the time was back home. The spare room was occupied when we got there and we had some explaining to do.”
 
   Dale snorted in amusement. “I’ll bet! Who did you surprise?”
 
   “I ended up nose-to-nose with Lupu, but Avi and Malena also know about Swiftwalk’s ability now.”
 
   “And I’m not terribly happy about that despite your reassurances,” Swiftwalk added. “The more people that know a secret, the more likely that the secret will leak out.”
 
   “I regret that,” Goldfur said, “but on the other hand we found out something enormously useful. You can go anywhere that a chakat has been and knows well.”
 
   “Only if I also let that chakat in on my secret,” Swiftwalk retorted grumpily. Then shi sighed in resignation. “I suppose it might come in handy one of these days. I’d better go to bed now. The next few weeks are going to be very busy, and I need my sleep, especially after going back and forth to Earth twice! Goodnight all.”
 
   With that, shi left for hir cabin, leaving the others to realise that the hour was late and they’d better think about going to bed also. As they curled up with the cubs, Goldfur realised that hir spirits were higher though. The brief moments with Malena had eased hir concerns for hir lifemate. Now shi could concentrate on healing the rift between her and Garrek. Shi was under no illusion that it would be easy though.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The drop-ship settled down at its previous landing site, and a minute later, Oceanrider stepped out of the personnel hatch and walked over to the hut that was the base of operations. There shi found the camp’s entire complement gathered. Shi gave them a cheery wave of hir tail.
 
   “OK. You’ve got me for the next hour, so let’s get things moving,” Oceanrider said.
 
   “Now that you’re finally here we can complete the final briefing,” Swiftwalk replied tartly.
 
   Oceanrider shrugged. “It’s been a busy morning.”
 
   Swiftwalk held up hir PADD. “I’m transferring two sets of coordinates to you.”
 
   Oceanrider’s PADD beeped in its belt pouch. Shi took it out and examined its display. “OK, I got ’em.”
 
   Swiftwalk put away hir PADD and said, “Right. Michaelson, you’re team leader for team one. You’ll be taken up to a site in the mountain range in the north. Preliminary orbital surveillance suggests that there are useful deposits of copper and zinc to be found, so you will prioritise geological survey over the normal routines. Here’s the latest data on the area.” Shi handed over a data chip with several hundred gigabytes of data freshly culled from the Endeavour’s computer. The male human took the chip and plugged it into his PADD, then nodded as he reviewed its contents.
 
   “Looks promising,” he said.
 
   “Next, Greyclaw.” Swiftwalk turned to the female wolf morph clad only in safari shorts and sports halter. “You’re in charge of team two and you get to check out the plains to the east. Ship survey says that it’s a likely candidate for agriculture. Priority is to be given to checking for edible native plants, or alternatively terraforming for Federation crops. A preliminary environmental impact report will be required. You’ll be dropped off there after Michaelson’s crew. Here’s the latest data on the area.” Shi handed over another chip.
 
   “Looking forward to it,” Greyclaw said with a wolfish grin.
 
   “Goldendale, normally you would be assigned as leader of team three but, due to your circumstances, you need to undergo re-evaluation on this assignment, therefore I will be heading up this one myself.”
 
   Dale nodded. “It’s okay. I was warned to expect this and I fully understand their concerns. Rest assured that this will be the last time it happens however!”
 
   “That’s what I like to hear,” Swiftwalk replied with a satisfied wave of hir tail. “Anyway, we will be doing things the hard way, following the nearby stream on foot down to the ocean in the west. We’ll be doing a broad biological survey along the way, and assessing the coast for accessibility and a potential port.”
 
   “Oh sure,” said a foxmorph that Goldendale recognised as the one who had been treed yesterday. “You just want to take a swim and cool off in this oppressive heat!” He grinned widely.
 
   Swiftwalk smiled back. “You first. I don’t want to be the one to discover the hard way what might be lurking in the sea there.”
 
   “Pass! I like it warm.”
 
   “If there are no more volunteers…? Okay, the Endeavour will be circling the planet and taking high-resolution scans as it orbits. This means that it will be out of beaming range for a large part of the time, although communications satellites put into orbit will keep us in contact with the ship at all times. In emergencies, if the Endeavour is unavailable, then Oceanrider will be available at short notice to come to your assistance in the shuttle. Send in your data back here every night. Lapidix and Ranjit will be minding the main base and processing the data. They will also be your source of new data if you need it. Check in hourly. Keep your force-field belts on and in stand-by mode at all times when outside the protection of your camp. I don’t care how uncomfortable that they may get. They may save your life if that beast’s mate is nearby and you can snap the field on full at a moment’s notice. Heaven knows what else is out there. You science specialists listen to your team leader. They have been trained especially as planetary scouts and have better instincts for novel situations. Keep your sensors active, your senses keen, and stay alive. I want to see you all again in two weeks. Good luck, everybody.”
 
   “All aboard, everyone! We leave in five!” Oceanrider announced.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Dale was revelling in the hike. This was a true jungle with a riot of colourful plants, vines and trees that made progress slow at best. However, where once shi would have struggled to get past or over obstacles as a human, shi could now climb or jump over readily as a chakat. If shi ever had any lingering doubts about hir new form, this was permanently quashing them. Shi was having fun! Shi had to remind hirself a couple of times to not forget the seriousness of their situation. To help speed up the less agile members of their group, shi would climb onto such things as boulders or fallen giant trees, secure an unbreakable grip with hir handpaws, and then let them climb hir tail. It was more effective and quicker than a rope because the muscular tail could pull them up rather than relying on them hauling themselves up. Shi had no trouble supporting their weight, but shi was getting tired of the way hir fur was nearly being yanked out by the more clumsy climbers.
 
   The first day passed without incident. Swiftwalk and Goldendale kept watch whenever they paused to allow the scientific experts time to take samples and do scans. They ensured that the safest routes were taken, their charges were kept fed and hydrated, and made camp for them at the end of the day. Only when the four portable force-field poles were erected and operational did planetary scouts get to relax. The portable poles were an older trusted model, so everybody had confidence in them.
 
   The two chakats were both experienced scouts and were unperturbed by the strange night noises and slept like logs. Not so fortunate were some of their party, and the chakats were amused by the bleary-eyed greetings that they got as they stirred up the group to start the new day. They did make sure that everyone was well fed though so that they would have the energy to get them through another full day.
 
   They did have a bit of excitement on day two. A pack of hunting animals that resembled a cross between a lemur and a mink surrounded them. However, the creatures method of attack – herding their prey into the centre of the pack with fearsome screeches and threatening postures – meant that not only did everyone have plenty of warning to switch on their belt shields to active, but they also could stun the creatures at their leisure. The biologists were delighted to get some excellent data on the predators and had to be reminded to move along before they recovered consciousness.
 
   Around noon of the sixth day, they emerged onto a bluff that overlooked a massive delta draining into the ocean. Swiftwalk and Goldendale took out their binoculars to give the area a good look from their vantage point.
 
   “Looks like that’s where our stream ends up,” commented Swiftwalk.
 
   “I wonder if any part of it is navigable?” Goldendale said.
 
   “Only one way to find out and that’s to go take a look.”
 
   “One thing concerns me though.” Goldendale lifted a hand to point to a mountain on the other side of the delta. “See that plume of smoke? That’s a volcano. We don’t know how active it is.”
 
   Swiftwalk called up a satellite photograph of the area and examined it. “Judging from the copious vegetation on its slopes, I’d say that the activity level is very low and safe. I’d say that it has been benign for some time. Even if it was to erupt, it’s quite a long distance away.”
 
   “But it is an indication of geologic instability in the area,” said Mark Fleetwind, their cheetah-morph geologist.
 
   “That could affect this area’s viability for development,” commented Goldendale.
 
   “Yeah. Well, time to go have a look for some answers. Time’s wasting, folks!” Swiftwalk set off again.
 
   It took them three and a half hours to get down to the edge of the delta where they were confronted by an extensive marshland criss-crossed with narrow waterways.
 
   “We won’t be getting much further without some form of water transport,” Goldendale observed.
 
   “Time to stir up the boss,” Swiftwalk replied as shi took out hir comm from its belt pouch. “Swiftwalk to Endeavour!”
 
   After a moment, the reply came. “Endeavour here. How can we be of assistance, Swiftwalk?”
 
   “Survey coordinator, please.”
 
   “One moment, shir.”
 
   Several seconds later, another voice said, “Bracks here. What’s up, Swiftwalk?”
 
   “Sir, we have reached the river delta at survey coordinates DXN-402. We require water transport, shallow draft, suitable for six people including two taurs.”
 
   “Acknowledged. I can supply you with a suitable craft in…” Bracks paused to consult a screen. “…about seven minutes which is when we’ll be next in Transporter line-of-sight.”
 
   “Thank you, sir. Swiftwalk out.” Shi put away hir comm and said, “Alright folks, seven minute break to do whatever you want until the boat arrives.”
 
   Some people elected to rest and eat an energy bar. Others took some scans of the area and samples from the marsh. Right on schedule, the hum of the Transporter field announced the arrival of their boat. The large rubber dinghy fitted with an outboard impellor was quickly filled with people and equipment and they were soon under way.
 
   They meandered through the network of channels, Swiftwalk allowing the biologists to select their route. Goldendale kept an eye on the sonar in case of something big lurking under the water, but shi never spotted anything longer than about half a metre. Fleetwind was allowed to get off on some of the islands to take samples which he ran through his small analyser while they travelled around.
 
   Having arrived at the delta fairly late in the day, they did not make much progress that afternoon. Swiftwalk chose an island and they set up camp there for the night. They had a far better view of the night sky from there in comparison to their camps in the jungle. Goldendale pointed out the dim red glow that could now be seen on the horizon where the volcano was smouldering.
 
   “Seems pretty active for a benign volcano,” shi commented.
 
   “Even benign volcanoes vary in their activity,” reassured Fleetwind.
 
   “Glad to hear it,” Goldendale replied.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Two hours into their explorations the next day, they came across a deep and wide channel. Sonar measurements indicated a depth suitable for river traffic at that point, and they turned to follow it upstream to see if it remained that way once it reached firm land. It was an idyllic cruise on a placid river. The biologists were still going crazy over the sheer volume of data that they were getting, but Fleetwind just lazed comfortably until they reached land again. Neither of the chakat scouts could completely relax while on the job, but they still found it very pleasant work despite the heat which was nevertheless ameliorated by the surrounding wetlands.
 
   Travelling on the broad channel was a lot faster than navigating the narrow tributaries. Still, it took a few hours to reach the beginning of the delta.
 
   “Land ho!” Goldendale announced. They’d actually been passing larger and larger islands, but this was clearly solid mainland.
 
   Swiftwalk checked the sonar. “The channel is very deep here. Looks like we have found ourselves a potentially viable port.”
 
   “Great!” Goldendale said. “We can check that off the list. Want to see how much further this river goes? There might be falls around the bend, or it could go for hundreds of kilometres inland without a problem. Who knows?”
 
   “We’ll go upstream for the rest of the day, but we need to continue exploring the coast also,” Swiftwalk replied. “But first, time for lunch!”
 
   Shi steered the dinghy up onto the shore. Goldendale leaped out and secured the boat to a tree and everyone else got out and stretched their legs.
 
   “Nice to be able to walk around again,” Fleetwind said.
 
   “Seeing as you’ve been doing nothing for the past few hours, I suggest you get busy while the rest of us prepare a meal,” Swiftwalk said pointedly.
 
   “I’m on it!” he replied cheerfully. When they sat down for lunch, he made some observations. “There seems to be a higher salt content in the soil than I would expect to find. Rather curious.”
 
   “We’re not all that far from the ocean yet,” Goldendale replied.
 
   “I took that into account,” Fleetwind said.
 
   “That might account for the stunting of the growth of these trees,” commented Hespa Lapin, the rabbit-morph botany specialist.
 
   “An interesting puzzle,” agreed her colleague.
 
   They did not loiter there for long. Aside from doing a quick basic survey, it was more important for the team to continue moving along, leaving it up to follow-up teams to check out the areas of greatest interest later. An afternoon spent travelling upstream found many more sites of potential interest, with the river giving no sign of making trouble for shipping. The night was spent on a particularly nice island in the middle of the river, prompting Hespa to declare dibs on that particular piece of real estate.
 
   The next day, the team travelled back downstream at top speed. They made good time back to the delta, then out to where it finally drained into the sea. Again they had no trouble with finding a deep navigable route right into the bay. Silting was apparently not a problem because of the vast wetlands filtering much of the water. They headed back into the channels where they would not have to deal with the waves coming off the sea. While the dinghy could cope, they were getting a rough ride and splashed a lot. It did cool people down in the oppressive heat, but it was also getting salt water on the equipment.
 
   They were still within the delta but within sight of the coast when it came time to stop for the night. Choosing a suitable island, they began making camp. Abruptly the world seemed to tip over on its side and everyone was thrown off their feet. The ground continued to dance while the team frantically tried to hold onto something solid, but there wasn’t anything that was not also shaking wildly.
 
   “Earthquake!” yelled Fleetwind somewhat unnecessarily.
 
   It lasted about twenty seconds, although to those caught up in the shaking, it seemed like forever. When the rumbling of tortured rock finally ceased, people started picking themselves up off the ground. Some equipment had been thrown into the water, and they started salvaging as much as they could.
 
   Goldendale looked around in concern, then noticed something else that bother hir. “The volcano is erupting a heck of a lot more than before. Did that cause the earthquake?”
 
   Fleetwind shook his head. “Too far away, and far more likely that the earthquake is what’s causing the increased activity.”
 
   “What’s happened to the water?” Hespa asked plaintively.
 
   Everyone lowered their sights from the volcano to the sea… which was gone. As far as they could see, wet sand and mud was all that was left except for the ribbon of water that was the river flowing out its channel into the bay.
 
   Goldendale went cold with fear. “Oh, fuck! It’s a tsunami coming!”
 
   “We’re totally vulnerable here,” Swiftwalk said. “We’ve got to abandon this site immediately.” Grabbing hir comm, shi called the Endeavour.
 
   “Endeavour here,” said the same pleasant voice as last time. “What can we do for you, Shir Swiftwalk?”
 
   “Request emergency beam-out for our party. Now, Endeavour!!” shi told her urgently but calmly.
 
   The voice on the other end changed, and Goldendale recognised the captain’s concerned tones. “Swiftwalk, we are not in position to beam you up at this time. We can’t be in position for at least eleven minutes. Suggest that you call Oceanrider immediately.”
 
   Swiftwalk wasted no time on politely signing off. “Swiftwalk to Oceanrider!”
 
   Oceanrider was apparently on the ball because shi answered immediately. “Ocean here. What’s up, Swift?”
 
   “Drop whatever you’re doing and get here at top emergency speed. We need to be evacuated immediately!”
 
   “Oh shit!” came the reply. “I’m just in the middle of unloading some freight. It’ll take a moment to close up. Hir voice grew quieter as shi apparently turned away from the comm’s microphone to shout an order to ‘button up pronto’ which Swiftwalk could still clearly hear. Then Oceanrider turned hir attention back to Swiftwalk. “I’m crash starting the engines now. That’ll hurt, but I can be there in five minutes. I’ve got your beacon. Hang on!”
 
   “We’ll be dead in half that time,” said Fleetwind, pointing out into the bay where an ominous mountain of water could now be seen on the horizon.
 
   “Hell!” Swiftwalk looked at the tidal wave that was their impending doom.
 
   “Swiftwalk!” Goldendale said, grabbing the chakat by the arm to get hir attention. “We have one more option. You can get us out of here!”
 
   Swiftwalk stared at Goldendale. “But then everyone will know. I… I can’t do that!”
 
   Goldendale was incredulous. “You can’t tell me that you’re so paranoid about your secret that you’ll let us all die rather than reveal it?”
 
   Swiftwalk was torn by indecision. Hir eyes locked on the approaching wave as shi mumbled, “Too many! Too many people would know! I’ll never be safe again. They’ll come for me the moment we return. I can’t. I just can’t!”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Hespa asked in confusion.
 
   “Swiftwalk is a Teleporter. Shi could have us out of here safely in an instant,” explained Goldendale.
 
   “No! You promised not to tell!” Swiftwalk yelled frantically, grabbing at Goldendale’s arms.
 
   Dale backhanded the hysterical chakat, shocking hir deeply. “Get a grip, Swiftwalk! Stop this paranoia and save us!”
 
   Swiftwalk stared at the golden chakat and then shook hir head to try to clear hir mind. Shi looked to the right to see that the wave was nearly upon them. “What the hell am I doing? Everybody grab me! Now!!”
 
   Not certain why, but desperate to do anything that might save them, everybody grabbed an arm or belt or even a handful of fur. Moments later, the wave crashed into the spot where the six had been standing, the rubber dinghy and the remaining equipment hurled and buried by the mountain of water.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Everybody sank to the grass at the base camp, their limbs weak with relief.
 
   “That… was amazing,” Fleetwind said, his eyes shining with awe as he gazed at Swiftwalk.
 
   Goldendale pulled out hir comm as shi saw Oceanrider’s shuttle screaming through the sky towards the sea. “Goldendale to Oceanrider. Emergency over. Come back to base.”
 
   “What? How?” came back Oceanrider’s confused voice. “Wait! Your beacon is now at the main base. How the hell did you get there? If you’ve been screwing around with an emergency call, the captain is going to have your hide for a throw-rug!”
 
   “Explanations when you get here. Goldendale out.”
 
   That done, Goldendale allowed hirself to relax. Shi had stared death in the face again, and it wasn’t any easier than the first time.
 
   “Dale,” Swiftwalk said softly, “I want to apologise. My conduct was completely unbecoming of a team leader. It seems that I have issues that have to be dealt with. In the meantime, I’m turning over the leadership to you. You’ve nothing left to prove. I’ll stay back here where I belong from now on.”
 
   Goldendale grinned. “I’ll take that leadership gladly, but you’re still going to be on my team. You’re too good to be stuck in this base camp. Besides, we work well together, and I like having another chakat with me.”
 
   Swiftwalk gave hir a crooked grin. “Me too. I just feel a bit stupid right now.”
 
   “And seeing as I might still be in the field when I next go on heat…” Goldendale left the sentence hanging.
 
   Swiftwalk quirked an eyebrow. “I thought Goldfur was going to be taking care of that?”
 
   “I’ve come to realise that I’ve been using my family as a crutch. When Goldie made love to me on the voyage here, it was beautiful, and it made me realise that I was worrying way too much over it. Instead of confronting my concerns, I had taken the easy way out. Now I’m taking complete control of my life. I’m a chakat now, not a human pretending to be one. If something comes along and surprises me, I’ll deal with it as a chakat would and not let fear sway me.”
 
   “Fear? Yeah, I know what you mean. Seems like my fears ran away with me today. Perhaps I’d better take a leaf from your book and confront them.” Swiftwalk looked up as Oceanrider’s shuttle flew over the camp and landed in its usual position. “And I think I’m going to have to apologise to Ocean for causing hir to abuse hir poor ship’s engines unnecessarily.”
 
   Goldendale smiled. “Shi’ll forgive you, but shi might throttle you first.”
 
   As an aggravated chakat came storming out of the shuttle, Swiftwalk said, “Heh! Maybe I better let hir cool off first.” Shi pulled out hir comm and said, “Swiftwalk to Endeavour.”
 
   The captain’s worried voice came back immediately. “Swiftwalk! What’s your status? Report!”
 
   “Reporting in right now, sir,” shi said. Shi then disappeared, leaving Oceanrider gaping at the empty spot shi’d been in.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
    “At least we can now guess why the salt level was unusually high,” Goldendale said.
 
   “Yes, a tsunami could reach that far, and if the area is that geologically active, it might be a fairly frequent occurrence,” Fleetwind agreed.
 
   “Which rules out that area for a port,” Swiftwalk concluded.
 
   “Still, it’s a big planet and we’ve barely started to explore it. Lots more prospects to check out. Which one should we try?” Goldendale asked as shi displayed a few that the orbital surveyors had highlighted for priority.
 
   “I’m feeling lucky,” Swiftwalk said as shi put hir hand over hir eyes. “Eeny, meeny, miney, mo!” Shi put hir finger down at random on the list. Shi looked at it and smiled. “Look, no volcanoes. Just a lovely lazy river, and it’s about two and a half weeks hike away. Looks like we have something else to look forward to, Dale.”
 
   Goldendale grinned back at hir. “You peeked! I feel flattered!”
 
   Swiftwalk was unrepentant. “Goldendale, prepare your team for departure first thing in the morning. I’ll organise Oceanrider to bring down some more supplies to replace those we lost.”
 
   “Speaking of Ocean, how have you managed to not get killed by hir?” Goldendale asked curiously.
 
   “Yeah, I’d like to know too,” Fleetwind said, looking at Swiftwalk expectantly.
 
   “Easy – I bribed hir. I promised hir a round trip to almost anywhere shi wanted if shi promised not to choke me within an inch of my life. I think I got a pretty good deal.”
 
   “I think that’ll make up for hir having to repair hir engines. Heck, I’d be happy to do more!” Goldendale said.
 
   Swiftwalk put a hand on Goldendale’s shoulder and said quietly but sincerely, “You did, and I’ll be forever grateful. You get a freebie anytime.”
 
   Dale was about to play down hir role when shi thought of something. “Okay, I think that I’ll take you up on that.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   This time they got the timing right. It was after mealtime and the adults were having their after-dinner chat in the living room when Swiftwalk, Goldfur and Goldendale arrived unannounced.
 
   Malena was instantly up and into Goldfur’s arms, hugging and nuzzling hir. Lupu was close behind and doing likewise to Goldendale, quickly joined by Avi. Forestwalker, Leanna, Kris and Trina were left hugely puzzled though.
 
   “Would someone care to explain how come my sisters are here instead of on a planet far, far away?” asked Forest.
 
   “I think I’d better do the explaining,” Swiftwalk said. “I think your sisters are going to be a little preoccupied for a while.”
 
   “One moment, Swift,” Goldfur said and padded over to Forest to give hir a huge hug. “Missed you loads, sis. However, I have a lifemate to attend to right now. Make Swiftwalk welcome though, will you?”
 
   “Sure thing, Goldie. Love you!” Shi gave Goldfur a lick-kiss, then beckoned Swiftwalk to follow hir. “We have some great coffee here. Care to try some while you tell me all about this?”
 
   “Sounds good to me, Forestwalker,” Swiftwalk replied as shi followed, and hir travelling companions departed for more private rooms.
 
   “Call me Forest, and don’t leave out any of the details,” the jaguar chakat told hir.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Goldfur and Malena took the first private room. Goldendale knew that hir twin wanted to help hir mate more, but had been frustrated by the need to go on the scheduled voyage, so shi had arranged to bring Goldfur along as part of the favour that Swiftwalk had promised. However, shi now could concentrate on hir primary reason for coming home for a visit. As shi closed the door behind their threesome, shi put on a very serious face and turned to face Avi with hir hands on hir hips.
 
   “Okay Avi, I want to know if you’ve been screwing Lupu in my absence,” shi demanded.
 
   Avi looked surprised, then nervous, then resolute. “Yes. Yes I have,” he said, bracing for the worst.
 
   “Good!” Goldendale said, breaking into a wide grin. “I’d hate to have denmated a wuss who couldn’t keep his mate happy!”
 
   Avi looked surprised, then disgusted at having been fooled. Lupu giggled at the sight.
 
   Dale turned to look at Lupu and asked, “You weren’t fooled for a moment, were you?”
 
   She grinned and said, “You were curling your tail like you always do when you’re happy, so I knew you were teasing.
 
   “Hmmm, gotta remember that when I’m playing poker,” Goldendale said thoughtfully. “But I’m not here to play cards, I’m here to have some time with my denmates whom I’ve been missing so much. How about some hot three-way action?”
 
   Needless to say, they were delighted with that idea.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Weeks later, after a more conventional arrival at the Star Corps headquarters in Melbourne, Swiftwalk left the Transporter station in the company of Goldendale, Garrek, Goldfur and their cubs. They were barely out into the corridor leading to the foyer when two people, one a female wolf-morph in Star Fleet uniform with captain’s pips and the other a human male in an expensive-looking black suit, stopped the party.
 
   “Chakat Swiftwalk, would you please accompany us to the Duty Manager’s office?” asked the captain.
 
   “And what if I say no?” asked Swiftwalk.
 
   “Please, Shir Swiftwalk, we just want to ask you a few questions,” put in the man in the suit.
 
   Swiftwalk looked at hir companions with a ‘told-you-so’ expression on hir face. However, shi had decided to face up to whatever these people had to say long before shi had left Sylvania. “Alright. What about my friends?” shi asked.
 
   “They can wait for you in reception if they wish. The meeting is a private one.”
 
   “OK. Let’s do it. I’ll try to be quick,” shi told the others.
 
   The group waited anxiously in the reception area for about half an hour before Swiftwalk finally turned up alone.
 
   “Well? What happened?” asked Goldendale.
 
   “Did it go as you predicted?” asked Goldfur.
 
   “They and the duty officer all gave me a long spiel on the scarcity of an immensely valuable resource, service to the Federation, duty as a citizen, blah, blah, blah. I politely told them to stick that crap where the sun doesn’t shine.”
 
   They all grinned at that. Garrek asked, “Did they give up that easily?”
 
   “Heck, no! They next tried bribery. They offered me an extremely well-paid job as a ‘research assistant’ with loads of perks. I asked them if I could still do scouting on frontier worlds also. They told me that I was far too valuable a resource to risk on such a dangerous occupation. I told them that I had no intention of giving up my chosen career. They asked me to reconsider. I reiterated my first suggestion. Then they gave me a couple of contact numbers and told me that if I ever changed my mind, don’t hesitate to call them. Then they said goodbye and left.”
 
   “What? No knocking you out, drugging you and brainwashing you to be their guinea pig?” Goldfur asked as if shi was shocked.
 
   “Go on, mock me for my silly paranoia if you must,” Swiftwalk said, feeling foolish.
 
   “Oh, we must!” chorused the rest with the same impish grins on their faces.
 
   Swiftwalk rolled hir eyes. “I’ve fallen in with a bunch of comedians,” shi lamented.
 
   Everybody laughed. Then Goldendale said, “I for one am glad that we’ll be getting the opportunity to work together again in the future.”
 
   “Me too,” agreed Swiftwalk. “Now I’m thirsty for some of that fine coffee that you promised me if I visited again. Is everyone ready to leave?” shi asked as shi raised a hand in front of hir.
 
   “Ready?” Goldendale echoed. “I’ve got a denmate nearly ready to give birth, and we’ve all been dawdling here instead!” Shi joined with everyone else in putting their hands on Swiftwalk’s.
 
   “Then we won’t keep her waiting a moment longer. Next stop – Chez Goldfur!” Swiftwalk announced, and the group disappeared, leaving behind an extremely bewildered receptionist.
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   Episode 33: Introspections
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Chakat Goldendale stretched languorously, enjoying the afterglow of the love-making with Swiftwalk. It was two weeks now since they’d escaped the tsunami with the benefit of Swiftwalk’s teleportation Talent, and all was right with Dale’s world. Shi had a world to explore, denmates whom shi had visited and found to be happy together, and a chakat partner on hir exploration team.
 
   Dale propped hirself up on one elbow to look at Swiftwalk. Hir skunk-patterned fur made it hard to see hir in the night-darkened tent, but chakat night-vision could still see the contented smile on hir muzzle as shi dozed off. They worked well together – better than most other scouts – but they also got along excellently as friends. Perhaps getting to be more than friends?
 
   Dale caressed hir bed-mate’s hair. Shi knew it wasn’t just about the sex, although they were well matched there. Despite hir acceptance of hir dual gender, Dale still had a distinct masculine bias. However, Swiftwalk had a feminine bias just as big, and they indulged each other frequently, so sex was very satisfactory. However, Dale had learned better than to think that sex was the most important thing in a relationship.
 
   It wasn’t just how they worked together. They were both very experienced planetary scouts and, working in tandem, they were able to anticipate and deal with problems quickly and easily. Despite covering difficult territory, they made excellent progress while shepherding their charges. It was almost a crime to be paid for doing this work that shi loved so much.
 
   It wasn’t just how good friends they had gotten to be. Swift knew all of Dale’s secret origin as a chakat, and Swift had trusted hir with the secret of hir Talent well before shi was forced to reveal it. They had both opened up more since their secrets were exposed, and they found that they liked what they learned about each other. They discovered shared interests and future goals. They had become comfortably familiar with each other, and Swift had never thought the less of Dale for not having been born a chakat. Shi treated Dale as any normal chakat, and the former human had learned a lot of the minutia of hir new species just from the normal everyday interactions with hir partner.
 
   No, it was not any of those things that attracted Dale to Swiftwalk – it was all of them. It created the one dilemma that shi had. Shi was already happily denmated to two wolftaurs, but as both Goldfur and Forestwalker had told hir – chakats need other chakats. Shi thought that hir mind having once been human might not feel the same way, but there seemed to be a physical component to that need. When shi had stayed with the wolftaur pack, shi had come to realise that shi desperately wanted to see Goldfur and the other chakats again. There was a feeling of comfortable completion in the presence of another chakat. The empathic ability that Dale had yet to master nevertheless told hir that the other chakat felt the same way.
 
   Dale had had no intention whatsoever of looking for a chakat mate. In fact, shi surprised hirself when shi accepted Avi’s suit, even though he filled another need in hir that shi had been repressing. While shi didn’t have any problems with other chakats taking multiple mates, shi had always thought that they were a little bit self-indulgent. One or two at the most should be acceptable to anyone. And yet, here shi was contemplating what it might be like to take a third!
 
   While far from perfect, chakats had a straightforward way of thinking that many species envied. Shi was still learning to think like a chakat though, so shi didn’t always trust the answers shi was getting. Hir instincts told hir that Swiftwalk was gaining from the relationship also and, unlike Dale, shi was still unmated. If shi was right, Swift only needed to get completely over hir self-imposed isolation to realise that shi needed a mate, and an ideal one was already sharing hir life. Perhaps like Dale, shi needed time to learn what shi really needed, and if Dale wasn’t deluding hirself, shi genuinely desired Swiftwalk as a third Denmate.
 
   Self-doubt still stopped hir from expressing hirself to hir Companion however, and in the end shi decided to let Swift make the first move. Right now shi had everything else that shi needed or wanted. This could wait until the time was right. Shi snuggled up to Swiftwalk, eliciting a sleepy purr from hir. Yes, this seemed so right to hir. Shi fell asleep as contented as any chakat could be.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Swiftwalk usually woke up before Goldendale, and today was no exception. Shi found hir partner comfortably entangled with hir, which was also quite normal. Shi carefully disengaged hirself from Dale and stretched as only a feline could do justice to. Then shi sat up and regarded Dale’s sleeping form.
 
   This voyage had changed so many things for hir. The exposure of hir secret Talent had made many changes to hir habitual secrecy and self-imposed solitude. Never had shi dared to relax so much in the presence of another chakat. Damn, it was nice to be able to let hirself go! Still, it was probably a good thing that it was with Dale rather than some other chakat. The transformee probably couldn’t tell when shi was socially clumsy due to lack of practice, or particularly needy due to the isolation shi had kept up for so long. Swiftwalk was glad just to have a chakat to be with on a daily basis, but one who was an excellent scout with common interests was a bonus. It was so good to have a friend.
 
   Sometimes Dale made hir laugh when shi did something inappropriate for a chakat. Shi enjoyed playing teacher to hir, and Dale always maintained a good sense of humour about hir slip-ups. Once they’d broken up into uproarious laughter to the puzzlement of the rest of the group. Swiftwalk hadn’t enjoyed such easy camaraderie since shi had left hir family to join the Star Corps.
 
   Of course not everything that Dale did was funny. Shi had worried so much about hir denmates, and whether shi had done the right thing by leaving them behind and spending so much time with Swiftwalk. Even though shi had been reassured that casual sex was quite normal amongst chakat partners, shi still felt guilty, and that emotion had tainted their early times together. Teleporting hir home to see hir Denmates was one of the best things that Swiftwalk had ever done. Everyone was so much happier after that, and the sex had been great! Shi considered hirself lucky that shi had gotten a chakat partner who balanced hir out so well. Shi was going to regret the end of this tour of duty.
 
   Maybe they could both be reassigned to this project? Maybe shi could put in a request for them to put the pair together on whatever other job they needed done? Shi had never tried something like that before. As far as shi knew, only mated couples or triads got any particular preference. Shi snorted at the thought. As if Dale would want a third mate! Shi recalled how Dale had told hir how shi had an overabundance of lovers after being a chakat for less than a year. Two wolftaur Denmates and a vixen Companion were certainly more than adequate. No, shi couldn’t expect anything like that.
 
   But shi could dream.
 
   Dale’s eyes fluttered open and Swiftwalk brought hirself back to the job. “Good morning, Dale. Time to stir your lazy tail. We’ve got another great day of exploring to get started.”
 
   An unexpected rumble of thunder heralded a torrential downpour moments later.
 
   Swiftwalk shrugged and said with chagrin, “Or maybe not. Got any better ideas?”
 
   Dale gave hir a sly grin. “Oh, I reckon I can think of something!”   
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   Episode 34: Field Trip
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Malena and Blaze arrived the morning after Goldfur, Garrek and Goldendale had left on their Star Corps assignment. Forestwalker was the first to welcome the foxtaur vixen to the den. Malena felt a little strange – she had visited many times before, but always just for a short stay. Now it would be her home for the foreseeable future. Blaze on the other hand had no such worries. The moment that the Public PTV had stopped and the door had opened, the cub had bolted out to find the other cubs. Shi always loved playing with hir chakat relatives, and Malena hoped that shi’d not miss the foxtaur community much. The chakat cub had outpaced foxtaur kits hir own age, which had left hir feeling a bit frustrated lately.
 
   Forestwalker tracked Blaze as shi dashed past hir into the house. Shi turned back to Malena to give her a welcoming hug, then said, “It seems like Blaze is really pleased to be here.”
 
   Malena returned the hug warmly, glad to have the friendly physical contact she’d been missing so much lately. “I think that it’s a bit of a blessing in disguise having to come here to live. I did not anticipate this problem with Blaze. I always thought that cubs and kits were basically the same at that age, but they’re not. Shi’s going to be a lot happier here in the long run.”
 
   “I think that you’re right, but you certainly haven’t done badly with hir up until now. But what about you?” Forestwalker asked.
 
   “Despite Mom’s cold shoulder, I’m going to miss home a lot. I might not be susceptible to Territorial Attachment Syndrome like many vixens, but Mountain Glade has been my home all my life, and that won’t be easily dealt with, but I really need family to help with the care of these triplets when they arrive. I imagine that carrying them is going to get very hard as I get close to full term.”
 
   
  
 

Forestwalker nodded in fervent agreement. “You said a mouthful! My twins were bad enough. Don’t worry, you’ll get all the support that you need. I’m sure even Garrek will help once you’ve resolved your differences.”
 
   “Yes, that’s going to be the big task. I hardly know where to begin. Did anyone tell him that I’m having triplets?”
 
   “Not yet. Goldie is going to tell him at some appropriate time during their trip.”
 
   “Fair enough. It’s not as if telling him sooner is going to achieve anything.”
 
   “Right. Now let’s get your stuff packed away into one of the rooms. It’ll soon be time for lunch also.”
 
   Malena immediately felt better than she had in many days. She was back in a friendly, supportive atmosphere and she could start planning a new start. Blaze was much happier now that hir mother was happier, and shi had playmates too. Best of all, Malena got to sleep communally again. She had missed that so badly after her mother, Jaleth, had banned her from sleeping with the rest of the family as punishment. For a foxtaur, that was a very harsh penalty to pay. Sleeping alone was usually avoided if it was at all possible. Malena felt that she wouldn’t have gotten much sleep at all if she hadn’t had Blaze with her. The cub had absolutely refused to be separated from hir mother despite Jaleth’s wishes. However, even her father, Rikandor, had felt that that was going too far.
 
   Malena slipped into the routine of the household quite easily. During the weekdays, she helped Lupu with household chores, then spent some time investigating courses with a career outside of the foxtaur clans in mind. In the evenings, it was pleasant social interaction. She did nothing of any really exciting nature, but that was the quiet interaction that Malena preferred and needed to gather her emotional strength again. Forestwalker had been Malena’s long-time Companion, and she especially enjoyed snuggling up to the chakat at night. There were no thoughts about sex though. The horror night with Garrek was still too fresh in her mind for her to get interested in anything more physical than a kiss goodnight. 
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Blaze raced past Forestwalker, heading for the backyard where shi had already heard the other cubs. Shi didn’t get there before three other chakat cubs and fox kit came racing inside after hearing the PTV arrive. Patchwork, Stonefur, Snowcloud and Markus wanted to check out who had arrived, and they practically collided with Blaze. Immediately it turned into a scrum as the delighted cubs pounced one another.
 
   “Outside, you little terrors!” Leanna ordered, then followed them outside in order to keep an eye on them.
 
   Blaze was a tiny bit disappointed not to see hir half-sister, Eudora, but the other three chakat cubs made up for that. Shi had been getting so frustrated with the foxtaur kits, always complaining that shi was wrestling too hard or cheating with hir tail. Furballs! None of them could even climb properly! Shi loved visiting Momma’s family. So many playmates who could keep up with hir. Shi was in heaven!
 
   A soccer ball was found, and Stonefur teamed with Blaze against the twins. Snowcloud and Patchwork were older and stronger, but shi and Stonefur were more agile and sneaky. They balanced out fairly well. Not that anyone cared much – they loved the game rather than the score. Markus had a ferret-morph friend over and they joined in too. Unable to keep up with the four-leggers, they instead took their place as goal keepers, a pair of trees at each end of the yard acting as the goal posts. Leanna acted as the umpire, although shi only intervened when things started to get too out of control.
 
   Lunch was only an excuse to refuel for more activity after the meal. Hide and seek was the new choice of game. The forest backing onto their yard was a great place for hiding spots. Forestwalker was the child-minder for this particular activity. Although ostensibly lazing in the sun, half-asleep, shi was in fact carefully tracking every cub with the benefit of hir keen physical and mental senses. There weren’t any real hazards nearby, so shi let the cubs play without any overt supervision, ready to act only if they strayed too far. When that game was ended, the cubs came pouring out of the trees and made a beeline for the pool. By then the afternoon had gotten quite hot, and the cool water was very inviting. Forestwalker pulled off hir halter and added it to the pile of various clothing stripped off by the others. Shi then jumped into the water and joined the cubs in some wild splashy games. It wasn’t long before the rest of the household were drawn outside and joined in also.
 
   Eventually they tired of that and hauled themselves out of the water. Quickpaw pulled on hir T-shirt, hir wet fur instantly saturating it, giving hir the desired appearance. Donning hir sunglasses, shi gave Boyce hir best 'come hither' look, an invitation he readily accepted. The rest picked a shady spot under the trees where they let themselves dry off, most of them snoozing too.
 
   After dinner, there were a few quieter indoor games, most left unfinished as the cubs succumbed to sleepiness. Blaze snuggled up to hir fellow cubs, blissfully happy with the day. Shi hoped Mommy would never go home again.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The fortnight following Goldfur and Dale’s departure on their Star Corps mission was as close to normal as things ever got in the chakat household. Midnight left two days after the others on the next regular patrol with Boyce, but not before shi had given Forestwalker a wonderful night to help tide hir over until they returned. Boyce did the same for Quickpaw, leaving his Companion both satisfied and sad to see him leave so soon. Forestwalker thereafter went into the office every day, Kris to his job, and Trina worked out of her home office as usual. Leanna split hir time mostly between minding the cubs with Quickpaw, doing Trina’s administrative work, and doing hir studies. Lupu took back some of the housekeeping duties and garden maintenance, but also spent a lot of time with Avissavaunte, teaching him reading and writing as she had promised Dale before shi had left.
 
   Avi applied himself diligently to his studies, adding a few more home courses as he grew more familiar with modern equipment. However, studying didn’t fill his days, and by the end of the first week, he was beginning to feel like a fifth wheel, at a loss to know what to do with his time. Lupu realised what was happening though. First she encouraged him to explore the adjacent forest. As she anticipated, he started bringing home raw materials to do his crafts. Soon the wolftaur was happily occupied with his work again.
 
   It was Thursday of the second week when Forestwalker came home from work and walked into Trina’s office. As always, the vixen was comfortably nude and engrossed in her work, thus failing to notice the chakat until shi draped hir arms over the vixen and gave her a grope and a nuzzle.
 
   Trina lifted and turned her head so that she could give Forestwalker a lick-kiss. “Hi, hon. How was work?” Trina asked.
 
   “Interesting as always, but they’re sending me out into the field again though. Want to come with me?”
 
   Trina frowned in thought. “Exactly when?”
 
   “Monday. I won’t be back before the next week.”
 
   Trina sighed in disappointment. “Sorry, but I’ll have to pass this time. The modifications to the project that I am currently working on are due next Thursday, and there’s no way that I can have them done before you leave, even if I worked all weekend.
 
   “Aw crap,” said Forestwalker with a grimace. “There goes that idea. I already know that Kris has commitments, so he’s out.”
 
   “What about taking Leanna?” Trina suggested.
 
   Forestwalker looked thoughtful, then replied, “Shi doesn’t strike me as the outdoors type, although shi never really got the chance to try it. Shi did like the foxtaur village. Hmmmm. Can’t hurt to ask. I know that whatever shi needs to learn, shi’ll learn fast. I wish that I had hir memory. I could take the cubs if Leanna came along to look after them while I worked. It would be a good experience for them.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan to me,” Trina agreed. “If shi takes a shine to it, we can plan a proper holiday hike. We haven’t done one in too long. That’s what happens when you get children, I suppose, and it will only get worse when Leanna and I have our kits. Life turns upside down, and you have to take your opportunities when you can. Anyway, if you’re done feeling me up, I have to get some more work done before it’s time to quit for the day. Go ask Leanna now.”
 
   “Yes dear,” Forestwalker answered with a grin.
 
   Leanna was quite enthusiastic. “I’d love to go with you! I want to see some of what you do for your job, and I’d get to see some more of this new world as well.”
 
   Forestwalker laughed. “Okay, it’s settled then. I had no idea that you’d be this keen. We’ll do a bit of shopping on the weekend and outfit you with some of the essentials.”
 
   “Like what?” Leanna asked curiously.
 
   “Like tough protective clothes and footwear. You don’t go tramping around the Australian Bush barefoot and near naked.” Forestwalker dug around in hir closet and pulled out a set of four shoes. “See these? They’ve been specially designed for chakats. They protect most of the feet while still allowing the use of the claws on the hind paws, and the grasping ability of the handpaws. I don’t need them all the time, but I use them where there’s a risk of injury. As you are plantigrade, normal hiking boots will do fine, and I don’t want to hear excuses about your feet being tough enough. So are mine, but I know when it’s necessary to wear protection and when it’s not. OK?”
 
   “Yes, Forest,” Leanna said meekly. “And the clothes?”
 
   “Just trousers and a shirt. Actually shorts will probably do in this weather, and I know you’d prefer them. We’ll be pushing through forest without trails in some places, and you’ll soon appreciate the extra protection. I sure don’t go bare tit on these jobs.”
 
   “Makes sense. I’ll put up with it if I must. Anything else?”
 
   “Basic hiking and camping equipment. Mine will probably be adequate for the job, but it’s best to get you outfitted properly with your own gear, especially if you’re going to do this sort of thing with us on a regular basis.”
 
   “I’m already looking forward to it,” Leanna said enthusiastically.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
   Forestwalker reckoned that the khaki hiking outfit that Leanna wore really suited the fennec. Even the dedicated nudist admitted that they looked good on hir and were quite comfortable. Forestwalker knew that shi hated the boots though, even if shi never said a word about them. However, the sharp rocky ground that they had been traversing since they’d left the trail had made the footwear important. The chakat knew that they both could probably have coped with the terrain bare-footed, but it wasn’t worth the risk. A badly cut foot would cause huge problems, and bare feet on the adults would set a bad example to hir cubs who had been similarly outfitted.
 
   Forestwalker was very happy to have Leanna along on this trip. Aside from the good company, it meant that shi didn’t have to leave Snowcloud, Patchwork and Windrunner behind in the care of the others. Shi could not do hir job and cope with three cubs by hirself. Shi loved having hir children along with hir on these jobs, and the cubs got valuable experience out in the bush at the same time. The older two had their own small saddle-packs carrying their essential supplies, as well as a waist pouch that mostly contained trail-mix. They also had concealed transmitters in case the unthinkable happened and they needed to be found. The youngest cub, Windrunner, spent much of the time in Forestwalker’s saddle pouch though. Research supplies and camping equipment filled the carisaks attached to the saddle. Leanna carried much of their food supply in hir pack. It seemed that Leanna’s great endurance carried over into hiking also as shi toted the load tirelessly. Both Leanna and Forestwalker kept a sharp eye on the other two cubs as they were allowed to roam freely.
 
   As they travelled between sites, Forestwalker gave a running lecture on the vegetation and wildlife, pointing out and naming things whenever possible. However, when Forestwalker mentioned that Australia had several of the most venomous spiders and snakes in the world, Leanna asked, “What’s a snake?”
 
   That surprised Forestwalker momentarily. “You’ve never heard of snakes?”
 
   Leanna shook hir head. “I guess there wasn’t a local equivalent of them on Pharos, so the name never came up.”
 
   Forestwalker pulled out hir PADD and called up images of various snakes to show to Leanna. “Snakes are reptiles and they don’t have limbs. They slither about usually by undulating their ribs. They kill prey either by constriction or venomous bite. It’s the latter that we need to worry about.” Shi proceeded to show Leanna images of the most dangerous species, what sizes they were, which they were most likely to encounter in the immediate area, and what to do about them.
 
   Leanna felt an uncharacteristic thrill of nerves upon viewing them. “So the best thing to do is to just stay still?” shi queried.
 
   “Snakes are afraid of people. Given a chance, they will get away from you as fast as they can. They’re deaf, but the vibrations from heavy footfalls will warn them. Sudden movements may cause them to panic and attack, so either stay still or slowly back away. Never try to pick one up. They can bend around and bite you faster than you can react.”
 
   “I’ll remember that,” Leanna said fervently.
 
   The group did encounter a snake, but it was a harmless grass python. The cubs watched it in fascination as it crossed their path and disappeared into the undergrowth, Leanna and Forestwalker standing by them to make sure that they didn’t try to go after it. Despite the foreknowledge, Leanna still had to admit to a mixture of fascination and fear while watching it.
 
   When it came time to stop and make camp for the evening, Forestwalker showed Leanna how to choose a suitable area, then how to make a safe fire pit, and to find suitable wood and kindling for it. After the fire was burning properly came a lesson in camp cooking while Snowcloud and Patchwork were kept amused by gathering more firewood within sight of the camp. Leanna loved every minute of it.
 
   A full stomach on top of a strenuous day quickly made the cubs sleepy, and they were soon put to bed in the tent. Leanna insisted on cleaning up while Forestwalker breastfed Windrunner, who was then put to bed with hir sisters when shi was replete. Finally both adults could rest, and Leanna cuddled up to Forestwalker with a happy sigh.
 
   “I’m so pleased to be able to do this with you,” Leanna told hir mate. “It’s been wonderful back home, but it’s extra special with just the two of us alone.”
 
   “It’s kind of like our honeymoon,” agreed Forestwalker.
 
   “I don’t know if this is what you did with Kris and Trina, but I’m enjoying mine.”
 
   “Next time we’ll do something a bit more scenic though,” promised Forestwalker.
 
   “I’ve never seen country like this before, so it’s all scenic to me,” Leanna assured hir.
 
   “Then it’s a promise to top anything you see on this trip,” Forestwalker replied.
 
   “I’m already looking forward to it,” Leanna said with a big smile.
 
   They cuddled in comfortable silence for a while as the sun sank below the horizon. Then cuddling turned to petting, and then Forestwalker put a muzzle to one of Leanna’s teats and suckled hir milk while the fennec groaned in pleasure. Two empty breasts later, Leanna mounted Forestwalker and brought hir to orgasm several times. By then the potent aphrodisiac in Leanna’s milk had worked its magic on the chakat, and shi was more than ready and willing to make love in the male mode. Forestwalker enthusiastically returned the favour.
 
   Eventually both collapsed into each other’s arms, grinning at their wild love-making.
 
   “Whew!” Forest said. “That was the best yet. Y’know, I never would have thought that I’d enjoy this much male sex before becoming your lover.”
 
   “If you could lay off your breast-milk drinking fetish, you wouldn’t need to,” Leanna replied with a sly grin.
 
   “Did you hear me complaining?” countered Forestwalker.
 
   “No. Suits me fine too!”
 
   “Time to get some real rest,” Forestwalker said. “If you make yourself comfortable near the tent flap, you can watch the stars until you fall asleep.”
 
   “Let’s do that then,” Leanna agreed.
 
   And so they did, slipping contentedly into restful slumber.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The field trip lasted another ten days, and each was similar to the first. Everyone was as happy as a person could get. By the last day though, the cubs were showing signs of tiring of the trip, so Forestwalker was glad that they were nearly back to base.
 
   “Stop wandering so far away, Patch!” Forestwalker called to hir errant cub for the tenth time.
 
   “I’ll fetch hir back,” Leanna said, diverting from the walking track. Moment later, there was a shrill squall of pain and fear, followed by a cry from Leanna. “Forest! Come quickly!”
 
   Forestwalker dashed in their direction, and was just in time to see Leanna snatching a snake off Patchwork who was lying on the ground with hir hands on hir right foreleg.
 
   “NO! Don’t, Leanna!” Forestwalker cried out too late as the snake coiled around and struck at Leanna’s forearm. Leanna yelped in pain, then cracked the snake’s head against a rock, killing it. Leanna then dropped the snake and clutched at hir arm.
 
   Forestwalker dashed over to Patchwork, torn between concern for hir cub and hir mate. The cub whimpered as Forestwalker moved the cub’s hands away so that shi could take a look at the bite. A drop of blood on the fur marked the site of the bite of the snake that Patchwork had inadvertently stepped upon.
 
   “Hold your hands tightly around your leg here,” shi told the cub, showing hir exactly where shi meant. “Mummy will fix it up in a moment.”
 
   Forestwalker then attended to Leanna. Hauling out a first aid kit from hir carisak, shi pulled out a pad and a bandage and started applying them to the fennec’s arm, saying, “What the hell did you do that for? Didn’t you listen when I told you not to do anything? Are you trying to prove that you’re an idiot after all?” Concern for hir mate made Forestwalker’s words harsh.
 
   Leanna protested, “Patch was bitten first! Shi’s in danger and you should be helping hir first!”
 
   “Firstly,” Forestwalker said as shi ignored Leanna’s protests, “the snake had already bitten, and if you’d left it alone, most likely it would have just left by itself. Secondly, chakats are survivalist creatures. We’re resistant to poisons and venoms. At worst, Patch is going to feel very sick, but I hope to lessen that considerably with quick treatment. You, on the other hand, have no such resistance, and could die from this bite. That’s a Tiger Snake, and very deadly if not treated swiftly. Now keep that arm very still. The pressure bandage will help slow the spread of the venom through the lymphatic system but movement will only make it worse.” Shi moved over to Patchwork and repeated the treatment. “We will have to get you both treated as soon as possible.”
 
   “How are we going to do that? We’re still half a day’s walk from where the PTV is parked.”
 
   “Another lesson that was hard-learned years ago,” replied Forestwalker as shi finished Patch’s bandage and gave the cub a reassuring cuddle. Shi then dug into the carisak and pulled out a device and switched it on. “A unicomm. Coverage anywhere on the planet, with built-in GPS and homing beacon, amongst other things.” Shi dialled a pre-set number.
 
   After a few moments, a voice responded, “Search and Rescue. How can I help you?”
 
   “We have two snakebite victims – one a foxmorph, the other a chakat cub. Snake is positively identified as a Common Tiger Snake. We’re too far from civilisation to get to help in a timely manner. We request a rescue team with anti-venin. Sending coordinates… now!” Forestwalker pushed a data transmit button.
 
   Moments later, the voice responded. “Coordinates received. Owner of record is Chakat Forestwalker. Is that correct?”
 
   “That is correct,” affirmed Forestwalker.
 
   “Hang in there, Shir Forestwalker. Help is being despatched right now and will be with you shortly. You will be contacted by them on your unicomm as necessary. Please ensure your beacon is turned on in order for them to find you as fast as possible.”
 
   “Many thanks,” Forestwalker said.
 
   “You’re welcome. Search and Rescue out.”
 
   Forestwalker turned off the comm and switched on the beacon, then turned hir attention back to the others. Snowcloud had cuddled up to hir twin sister and was comforting hir. Forestwalker got Leanna to sit by them so that shi could cuddle the lot of them while they waited for help to arrive.
 
   “Now just rest. Any movement will only make the venom spread more quickly. Help should get here soon, and you should get out of this with nothing more than a valuable lesson learned.”
 
   “OK. I’m sorry, Forest. I’m not sure why I did that despite what you told me. It’s just that when I was confronted by the snake, I felt fear and alarm like I have never felt before.”
 
   “Sounds to me like you had an atavistic reaction. Despite the sophistication of the genetic engineers, they don’t always eliminate such things from our make-up. Chakats have a different kind of flaw. You can’t be blamed for a reaction to a situation that would never have come up on your old world. In a way, it makes you a little less perfect and fallible like the rest of us. Anyway, you still reacted on instinct to protect Patch, and I can hardly fault you for that.”
 
   “I think that I would have preferred a less dangerous method of learning that lesson,” Leanna replied. “I feel okay so far though.”
 
   “It takes a while for the first symptoms to appear. Hopefully we can have you treated before anything develops. Just relax – you’re going to be fine.”
 
   All four rested quietly, and even Windrunner behaved hirself until the sound of the rescue air-vehicle grew closer as it homed in on Forestwalker’s beacon. The area was rocky and sloping, but mostly devoid of trees, so the paramedic had no trouble rappelling down to the group.
 
   When the rescue worker removed her helmet, revealing a lop-eared rabbit-morph, she said, “Shir Forestwalker, I presume?”
 
   “Correct. Leanna here was bitten on the forearm, and Patchwork on the foreleg,” Forestwalker said as shi indicated the bites. “Pressure bandages were applied immediately and the patients kept quiet until you arrived.”
 
   “Excellent. Nice to see that you know your first aid properly. Now you said the snake has been positively identified as a Common Tiger Snake? Are you absolutely sure of that?”
 
   Forestwalker pointed to where the dead snake was still lying where it had been left.
 
   “Ah yes,” the rabbit doe acknowledged. “That’s a correct identification then. We’ll have them both fixed up in a jiffy.” She pulled two drug pumps from her pack. She adjusted the metering for each patient, inserted the needles and strapped the lightweight pumps to the limbs. Checking the bandages and nodding in satisfaction, she then pronounced, “Everything looks fine. We can transport them both back to the base aid facility for further treatment and observation, but such early intervention means that they should be perfectly fine. Your prompt treatment has saved them a lot of grief. Unfortunately, we cannot fit all of you into the vehicle. You’re going to have to make your own way out and meet us at the base.”
 
   “No problem,” Forestwalker said with a nod. “I know that my mate and cub are in good hands.”
 
   The doe smiled, then radioed the hovering air vehicle to come back in and lower the rescue harness. Leanna was hoisted aboard first, followed by Patchwork after Forestwalker told hir, “Look after Mama Leanna for me, dear.”
 
   The cub nodded solemnly and forgot about being concerned about being separated from hir mother as shi focused on hir ‘duty’.
 
   The doe was then hoisted back aboard and the air vehicle headed back to base.
 
   “Come on, ’Cloud. It’s time for us to finish hiking out of here.” Of course that was when Windrunner decided that shi had been good for long enough and started mewling for a feed. Forestwalker decided not to delay though so, although it was somewhat uncomfortable, shi breast-fed the cub while on the move. It slowed hir down, but shi made a lot of progress that shi would not have done otherwise if shi’d stopped to feed Windrunner.
 
   It took Forestwalker nearly two hours to get back to where the PTV had been parked. It took another twenty-five minutes to drive to the Search & Rescue headquarters which was located in the opposite direction from Forest’s travels. Shi was quickly shown to the medbay where shi found Patchwork and Leanna resting in adjacent beds. Patch was asleep, so shi gave hir a soft kiss without waking hir, then turned to Leanna who grinned sheepishly back.
 
   “We ought to be on our way home now,” Leanna said, “but they want us to stay overnight for observation.”
 
   “Take as much time as you feel the need. It wouldn’t be the first time that one of my field trips has run overtime,” Forestwalker assured hir.
 
   “OK. I think that I’ll take their advice. It’s funny, but I have never been so fearful of my own mortality until this incident. Even when my former master died and I was certain that my days were numbered, I was not so worried about death. This time though, I was afraid.”
 
   “You have a family now, though,” Forestwalker pointed out. “You have mates who love you, children who adore you, and one day children of your own to look forward to. You have so much to lose now that it’s no wonder that you were afraid. And I was afraid for you too. As much as I was concerned for Patchwork, I knew that you were in far greater peril than hir.”
 
   Leanna gave the chakat a big hug. “Thank you for being my mate. My life is complete with you.”
 
   “And mine is better for having you too,” Forestwalker agreed, returning the hug with interest.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   After Forestwalker had to go on the field trip, taking Leanna with hir, Malena still enjoyed the company of the others, but nevertheless missed the cheerful chakat’s presence. Several days later, the family got the news that Forest’s return was delayed a day because Patch and Leanna had both suffered snake bites. Forestwalker quickly reassured everyone that they were both fine, but that didn’t stop Malena from rushing out to meet them all as they returned the following day, and giving them hugs and nuzzles in relief.
 
   That night for the first time in weeks, after getting such a scare, Malena was in the mood to make love again, but she didn’t want to usurp Forest’s mates’ rights, so she approached them all beforehand. She talked to Leanna first.
 
   “No problems with me, Malena,” the fennec assured her. “I’ve had Forest to myself for several days, so it’s only fair to let others have their turn.”
 
   Malena thanked Leanna, then checked with Kris and Trina.
 
   “Nobody should go without sex for that long!” declared Trina with an irrepressible grin.
 
   “How would you know?” Kris asked. “You’ve never missed more than a day in all the time that I’ve known you!”
 
   “Actually, she still doesn’t have to if she and Forest agree to my request,” Malena said.
 
   Trina looked intrigued. “Ooh! Tell me more!”
 
   Kris gave her a shake of his head and rolled his eyes. “Now you’ve done it. Nothing’s going to stop the sex fiend now.”
 
   Trina punched him in the arm, but didn’t bother denying it. “What did you have in mind, Malena?”
 
   “First of all, you have to know something about me. You might even suspect if Forest has told you everything about the times that we have spent together, especially recently. You see, for a long time I have felt that I am a herm born into a vixen’s body. From the very first time that I learned about chakats and herms, I have felt an affinity for them that goes way beyond a normal attraction. After coming to know Goldfur and Forestwalker, only my long-standing love for Garrek left me much interested in any single-gender lovers. Then Forest used hir amazing Talent to let me feel like it was like to be male when having sex, and I have felt something missing ever since. Tonight I intend to ask Forest if I can make love with hir with me doing the mounting. I’m still not ready for female sex, but feel the need for physical intimacy.
 
   “So where do I come in?” Trina asked.
 
   “Normally Forest shares the sensation as shi mounts me, but as I don’t want to be mounted as yet, we need an alternative,” Malena explained.
 
   “Let me guess,” Trina said. “You want Forest to mount me as you mount hir? Now that’s something new. Count me in!”
 
   “And how do you feel about this, Kris?” Malena asked.
 
   Kris grinned. “I’ll agree if you let me watch.”
 
   Malena nodded. “No problem. You should know foxtaurs well enough now to realise that we do that sort of thing with the entire family present most of the time, although that happened more when I was staying overnight at a friend's den than in my own, for some reason. Occasionally we like some privacy for deep intimacy, but most of the time sex is done quite openly, so it doesn’t bother me at all if you want to watch.”
 
   “Then it’s settled,” Trina said with finality.
 
   “If Forest agrees, of course,” Malena added.
 
   “Oh, I think shi will,” Trina said with smug confidence.
 
   Malena figured that Forest would probably concede without a fight rather than stand against the irresistible force that was the vixen’s will when shi made up her mind.
 
   Forestwalker didn’t even bother making a token objection. “I enjoy our special sessions together, so if all my mates are going to conspire against me, I might as well make my Companion happy.”
 
   And that is precisely what they did that evening after the cubs were put to bed. After some petting and foreplay, Malena put on the strap-on dildo. Trina got onto her hands and knees to let Forestwalker mount her, and then Malena mounted the chakat. After a moment spent coordinating their efforts, the threesome were soon in the throes of sexual pleasure. Kris could tell that Malena was fully linked with Forest by the way the vixen mirrored the chakat’s thrusting and orgasm. Trina, never satisfied with bringing her lovers to coitus only once, worked on Forestwalker to bring hir to orgasm again after lengthy love-play. Then the three fell apart, panting and grinning.
 
   Malena sprawled on her back with a dreamy look on her face. “That was the best that it has ever felt!” she declared fervently. “I am incredibly lucky to have a Companion with your Talent, Forest.”
 
   “You’re welcome,” said Forestwalker, “but has it satisfied you though?”
 
   “For now. I’m afraid that I am hopelessly hooked however, and sex will never be quite the same without me being able to enjoy both male and female sex in the future.”
 
   Trina said, “I caught a bit of what Forest was doing. If you want to do this again in the future, I’ll be in it. Right now though, that little stunt has left me feeling horny.”
 
   “You’re always horny,” Forestwalker accused her.
 
   “Okay, hornier then.” She got up and went over to Kris. “Come on, love, let’s do something about that boner of yours.”
 
   “I thought that you’d never get around to me,” he complained.
 
   “Just getting warmed up,” Trina explained with a broad grin, and then proceeded to more than make up for keeping him waiting.
 
   Malena snuggled with Forestwalker while they watched the foxes. Forestwalker quietly said to the vixen, “It’s a good thing that you’re staying with us now. You’d get very little chance to do what we just did back at Mountain Glade. Here though, we can indulge you, and maybe even go one better and give you a double orgasm when you’re ready for that.”
 
   “That would be nice, I admit, but even though I like this sort of thing, it’s not what I want ultimately.”
 
   “What exactly do you want then?” Forestwalker asked curiously.
 
   “I want to feel like a herm, think like one, be one. Knowing chakats like you, I know that being a herm is far more than just sex. It’s an attitude, how you relate to others, how the family dynamic works, and so much more.”
 
   Forestwalker nodded. “Good, I had hoped that you realised that. While I get a kick out of our special sessions, ultimately it’s just very pleasurable exercise without the psychological aspects. I don’t know what more that I can do to fulfil your dream, but if I can, I will help.”
 
   “Thanks, Forest. I knew that I could count on you.” She laid her head against the chakat’s shoulder while stroking hir fur as they watched their friends come to coitus for the first of several times.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
    “I thought I heard the tough man cough as he ploughed through the dough,” repeated Avissavaunte. He looked up from the page and gave Lupu a quizzical look. “That can’t be right. The same o-u-g-h spelling is pronounced six different ways.”
 
   Lupu grimaced. “I’m afraid that’s correct. It’s just one of the strange quirks of the English language.  Fortunately with Terranglo, they’ve eliminated many of those inconsistencies, so you’re better off memorising those words rather than trying to figure out why they are pronounced that way. However, aside from tricky words like those, you’re doing excellently. Dale is going to be very pleased with your progress during hir absence.”
 
   Avissavaunte nodded in satisfaction. “I want my reading and writing skills to be at a reasonable level before I start my courses. The new semester is only a few weeks away.”
 
   “So, you’ve decided what you’re going to do?” Lupu asked.
 
   “Sure! A business course mainly, but side courses in mathematics and English. If I’m going to start my own leather-craft business, I reckon that I need a strong base on which to build it.”
 
   “What about the goods that you’ve already made?”
 
   “Dale suggested that I try that weekend market that you drag hir off to occasionally.”
 
   “Excellent idea! I would have suggested that too if our denmate hadn’t beaten me to it. Let’s go there this weekend,” Lupu urged.
 
   “Okay by me. It’ll give me a chance to test the waters. However, right now I need to work on my spelling.”
 
   “Right,” said Lupu, and continued with the lesson.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   It was a pair of very cheerful wolftaurs who walked in the front door after returning from the Sunday market.
 
   “You two look as if you had a successful day,” commented Kris when he spotted them.
 
   “You bet! Everyone was hot for Avi’s stuff,” enthused Lupu.
 
   “I got a lot of pre-orders,” admitted Avissavaunte. “In fact, I’m going to have to scramble to get the materials that I need and the work done quickly. I’ve practically exhausted the supplies that I brought with me.”
 
   “That’s why Dale left funds for you, in case something like this came up,” Lupu pointed out.
 
   “If you need any help, just ask,” added Kris.
 
   “I don’t want to bother you with my stuff,” Avissavaunte said.
 
   “Avi, this isn’t just a house full of individuals, it’s the home of one family, and when a member of that family needs help, everyone pitches in. That’s what helps make us strong, like the wolf pack. You’re part of this family now, so let us help you. One of these days you will get to return the favour, I assure you.”
 
   “Thanks, Kris, I’ll remember that,” Avissavaunte said gratefully.
 
   “In the meantime, it’s Sunday afternoon and perfect weather for a barbecue,” Trina cut in. “Who wants to cook?”
 
   “Me!” chorused Avi, Lupu and Kris.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The following week, Avissavaunte barely had time to scratch himself. He bought the materials that he needed on Monday, then spent the rest of the day preparing them for his use. The remainder of the week, he was dedicated to his work, disappearing to the workshop straight after breakfast and not reappearing until he was dragged out for dinner. Lupu even had to take food and drink out to him for lunch. After dinner, he would hit the books until bedtime. Everyone was impressed with how hard-working the wolftaur was, but by Friday evening, Lupu was sick of it.
 
   As Avissavaunte came out of the bathroom after cleaning up for dinner, Lupu intercepted him and asked, “Where do you think you’re going?”
 
   “To dinner, of course,” he replied in puzzlement.
 
   “Right, but not here. You’ve been neglecting me all week, so tonight we’re going out for dinner and a movie.”
 
   “Oh. But what about my studies?”
 
   “You can afford to skip a night. Besides, all work and no play makes Jack a dull boy.”
 
   “Who is Jack?” asked Avissavaunte.
 
   “In this case, you. We all appreciate how hard you’re working, but family comes first, and your mate especially. Now go put on a jacket or something smart, and I’ll get on something nice in the meantime. Then we can head off to our favourite restaurant. I’ve reserved a table for two for us.”
 
   “Two? Aren’t Kris and Trina coming?”
 
   “No, hon, it’ll just be the two of us. They’ll be spending an evening with their son for a change, and Malena doesn’t mind looking after Stonefur. Now stop asking questions and get ready.”
 
   Avissavaunte shut up and did as he was told. Lupu was ready only a few minutes after him. Although she dressed a bit more elaborately than Avi, she was still a simple wolftaur at heart and didn’t waste excessive time on preparation.
 
   At Cootamundra Gardens, Lupu introduced Avissavaunte to Sheila, the female half of the husband and wife team who ran the business. Sheila was delighted to have another of ‘that big chakat family’ gracing their restaurant, and did her best to get Avissavaunte to sample various local dishes. Avi ended up eating more than he had intended, but he enjoyed every morsel. He and Lupu thoroughly enjoyed the dinner in the relaxed friendly atmosphere.
 
   After the meal, they walked to the cinema to watch the latest blockbuster movie. Avissavaunte found that a bit strange but entertaining. He knew about movies, but had never experienced one. He got caught up in some of the action scenes, much to Lupu’s amusement.
 
   It was fairly late as they strolled home, so Avissavaunte was curious as to why Lupu diverted into the park, but he assumed that it was just for the pleasant moonlit atmosphere. He rather liked it, especially in the company of a gorgeous bitch with her arm around his waist and vice versa. Then she stopped by a small dense copse and checked it out with ears, nose and eyes. She then surprised him by pulling him into the bushes with her.
 
   “How do you like it here?” Lupu asked Avissavaunte.
 
   Avi looked about. “Cosy. Very private too. What have you got into mind, Lupu?” he asked suspiciously.
 
   “This was where this cub was conceived,” Lupu answered obliquely, patting the swollen abdomen of her lower torso.
 
   “Am I to guess that you’re in the mood for a re-enactment?” Avissavaunte asked.
 
   “Dale was definitely right – you catch on quick. Not that you can completely replicate the experience, but as horny as I am, I’ll overlook your lack of breasts and prehensile tail.,” she told him with a grin.
 
   Avissavaunte gave her a lopsided smile. “Not that I’m uninterested, but are you sure that you want to do this? I don’t want Dale finding out and getting mad at either of us.”
 
   “Avi, our denmate made a point of making you a mate chakat style. Chakat co-mates make love frequently. In fact I’m sure that Dale wanted you to pay attention to me during hir absence, and believe me, I need attention right now!”
 
   Avissavaunte still wasn’t absolutely sure, nervous about spoiling the best thing that had happened to him in all his life. Lupu didn’t give him a chance to chicken out though. She took off her top and pulled Avi’s muzzle to hers and kissed him deeply. At the same time, her other hand pulled Avi’s up to one breast and held it there until he relented and started fondling it. Resistance gone, the couple were soon madly embracing, caressing, nuzzling, licking, petting and otherwise releasing their pent-up desires. Then, as they paused a moment to catch their breaths, Lupu turned away from Avissavaunte, lifted her tail and presented her sex to him. Already fully erect from the foreplay, Avi immediately accepted the invitation and mounted her. Aside from a bit of extra care due to her gravid condition, the couple made love with gusto. Making sure that Lupu orgasmed a couple of times first, Avi allowed himself to come also, his knot binding them together while they enjoyed the afterglow.
 
   A long while later, Avissavaunte said, “You were right, Lupu. We both needed this. We’ve both gotten used to having Dale there for us every day. Sheesh! It wasn’t so long ago that I didn’t get any sex at all, but now I miss it badly after just a few days.”
 
   “Now do you understand why I say that this is right for a chakat’s co-mates?”
 
   “I do, and I really hope that Dale is okay with this. If shi had been born a chakat, I wouldn’t worry at all, but as shi’s a transformed human, I still have this nagging doubt. Shi’s still trying to learn a lifetime’s worth of experiences as a chakat.”
 
   Lupu sighed. “I suppose we’ll have to wait until Dale comes home before we can be sure, although I do admit that you make a very good point. We’ll be circumspect until we’re certain, I promise.”
 
   “Thanks Lupu. For everything.”
 
   From that night forth, Avissavaunte made sure to make time for Lupu each night. Occasionally the cubs had to drag their new ‘uncle’ out for some recreation during the day though. He still managed to have a very firm grasp of the required subjects by the time that his courses started, but he also enjoyed his evenings more. Both were in for a big surprise though.
 
   One evening after he had completed his studies for that day and the rest of the household had gone to bed, he sought out Lupu and they retired to a private room to make love. They had reached the point where Avissavaunte had mounted Lupu and they were both savouring the feeling. Avi had his eyes closed as he explored her body with his hands while Lupu gently teased his cock. Suddenly she yelped in startlement, and Avi’s eyes flew open to see Goldfur practically nose-to-nose with Lupu. Both looked equally startled, but Goldfur was the first to recover. Shi looked up to see Avissavaunte mounted on Lupu. He sheepishly dismounted, his erection rapidly fading as the mood was broken. He noticed another chakat with Goldfur, hir black and white fur markings making hir less conspicuous in the dimly lit room.
 
   “Oops! Bad timing,” Goldfur said sheepishly.
 
   “More witnesses!” groaned the other chakat.
 
   Both the wolftaurs lowered their ears in embarrassment. Lupu struggled to understand what just had happened.
 
   “Goldie! What…? How…? Aren’t you supposed to be weeks away on another planet right now?”
 
   “I am, believe it or not. We just teleported here. Keep things quiet though, please. I want to keep this a secr….”
 
   Shi was interrupted by a voice from the doorway. “Lupu, I heard you yelp. Is anything wro… Goldfur! What are you doing here?”
 
   An amazed but pleased Malena threw herself into Goldfur’s startled embrace. The skunk-patterned chakat slapped hir palm into hir face and shook hir head in disbelief. Goldfur gave hir a helpless look over Lupu’s shoulder.
 
   “As I was just telling Lupu and Avi whom we so rudely interrupted, Swiftwalk and I just teleported here from the planet that we’re exploring. Swiftwalk has an amazing Talent and we were just testing to see if shi could use it in conjunction with an empathic impression from me to go to places that shi doesn’t know. It’s obviously a big success. It’s also obvious that I miscalculated the time of day here. Sorry to disturb everyone.”
 
   “Who cares?” Malena said as she hugged and nuzzled Goldfur enthusiastically. “I’ve been missing you so much that I have not been able to sleep well, so I heard the commotion in here. Forest and the others are still sound asleep with the cubs though.”
 
   “Thank heavens,” murmured Swiftwalk. “I was beginning to wonder if I should sell tickets.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Swiftwalk. These people are all part of my family and I trust them implicitly. People, don’t breathe a word of this to anybody. Forget that it ever happened, please.”
 
   Lupu replied, “Okay, but speaking of forgetting, please don’t tell Dale how you found us… y’know?”
 
   Goldfur was puzzled. “Sure, but why the secrecy? Dale fully expected you two to be intimate in hir absence. Leaving you here alone was one of the things that had most concerned hir when shi originally considered going back to work.”
 
   “Goldie, you’ve been a chakat all your life. You barely understand the concept of jealousy. Dale has been a chakat for a mere few months. Hir thinking has been altered by hir new body, but shi spent most of hir life as a human. Shi understands the need to share intellectually, and on the surface shi is fine with that and expects that of us. However, deep down there’s still a human part of hir that could still be hurt by our relationship if we push things along more quickly than shi can adjust. We intend to take it very slowly so that our denmate remains totally happy. We care far too much about hir to make hir even the least bit uncomfortable.”
 
   “I understand completely now, and that’s very wise of you,” Goldfur said with a nod. “You might like to know that shi coped very well with hir first heat spent with me. It was a mutually enlightening experience.”
 
   Lupu laughed. “As long as you both had fun.”
 
   “That we did.” Goldfur looked down at the vixen still hugging hir. “As much as I am enjoying this, I’m afraid that we had better leave before we’re missed or Garrek gets too worried about my absence. However, here’s something to keep you going until next time we’re together again.” Shi put hir muzzle to Malena’s and kissed her long and deep.
 
   They parted with a happy sigh and Malena said, “I think that I’ll sleep much better now, love. Thanks for coming.”
 
   “The pleasure was mine, dear heart.” Goldfur looked at Swiftwalk. “Let’s go, Swift.”
 
   The skunk-patterned chakat nodded and put hir hand on Goldfur’s arm. In a blink, they were gone, a momentary breeze the only indication that anything had happened. The trio looked at each other in amazement before Malena left to resume her sleep. The wolftaurs looked at each other, grinned in amusement at the silly situation, then resumed their interrupted lovemaking. Although Lupu reassured him once more, Avissavaunte could not help getting a bit nervous again. If Goldfur knew what they were doing, could Dale be far behind?
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   Episode 35: The Double H Club
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   Leanna gave Trina another nudge. “Time to quit for dinner,” shi told the arctic fox again.
 
   “Just a couple more minutes,” Trina replied without looking away from the monitor screen.
 
   “That’s what you said ten minutes ago,” reminded Leanna who then interspersed hir head between Trina’s and the screen and licked her nose sloppily.
 
   “Ack! OK! I get the hint. Have you done the data back-up yet?”
 
   “All done except for the project that you’ve still got open.”
 
   Trina nodded and saved her work, then closed the screen. “Ready,” she announced.
 
   Leanna made the back-up, then shut down hir computer. Trina followed suit, and then the foxes exited Trina’s office.
 
   “How long until dinner?” Trina asked Lupu whose turn it was to cook.
 
   “About five minutes,” Lupu replied. “Tell Quickpaw to round up the cubs, will you?”
 
   “Sure!” Leanna replied.
 
   As the two headed out into the yard to herd the cubs inside, Leanna said to Trina, “I’ve been meaning to ask you something. Before you met Forest, did you know any other herms?”
 
   “Directly – not to my knowledge,” Trina replied. “Of course unless they actually told you that they are a herm, it’s unlikely that you would know, unless you can scent it. Why do you ask?”
 
   “Forest mentioned that there are other herms here, and I thought I’d like to meet them and see what their attitude is like, and what they like and dislike. I’d like to know better how I fit in.”
 
   They found Quickpaw who was playing with the cubs as well as minding them and informed hir that it was dinnertime. Then Trina had a chance to reply to Leanna.
 
   “Hmm. I suggest that you ask Forest about the Double H Club. Shi used to frequent that before we met.”
 
   “What’s the Double H Club? Would I be right in guessing that at least one H stands for Hermaphrodite?”
 
   “Got it in one. It’s actually known as the Hermaphrodite Haven, which is where the double H comes in, and it’s a club dedicated to serving the needs of the herm minority in the community.”  Trina was distracted by a reluctant cub. “No, Patch, you can’t play for five more minutes. We’ll be eating by then.”
 
   Quickpaw added slyly, “Mama Lupu is making her special stew tonight.”
 
   The recalcitrant cub quickly changed hir mind. “Loopoo stoo!” shi cried in delight, a call that was taken up by the other cubs as they charged for the door.
 
   Trina laughed. “I wish it was always that easy. Anyway, as I was saying, Forest used to socialise a lot with people from that club. Shi may be able to introduce you to some people if you like.
 
   At the table as shi doled out the stew, Forestwalker said, “The Double H? Sure, I can take you around there. It’s been years since I visited though. It’ll be good to see some of my old acquaintances again.”
 
   “I’m lucky that they have a club like that here. It will make it a lot easier to see a lot of people at once,” Leanna commented.
 
   “Actually the Double H is an international organisation. You’ll find a branch in most major cities.”
 
   “You told me that only a very small fraction of people were herms though,” Leanna reminded hir.
 
   “A small fraction, yes, but when the population is in the millions, that adds up to quite a respectable number, more than enough to justify the number of branches. Being such a minority means that herms tend to band together for support. We can try asking them exactly what the herm population is here.”
 
   “I’ll do that then. When would be a good time to go there?” Leanna asked.
 
   “How about this Saturday?” Forestwalker suggested. “There tends to be a larger number at the club on weekends.”
 
   “It’s a date!” Leanna agreed.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   After lunch on Saturday, Leanna and Forestwalker drove into the city in a public PTV, leaving the family vehicle for general use. The PTV pulled up in front of an modern but understated building with doors lettered with the words – The HH Club – in letters five centimetres high. The pair entered the cool foyer where they were confronted with a reception desk flanked by doors. On the right were double doors made of cherry wood, each with a large brass capital H attached to it. On the left was a much more modest door with a plaque stating – HH Club Administration. Behind the desk was a rabbit morph, ostensibly a female, but knowing what this club was, Leanna suspected otherwise.
 
   The rabbit looked up from hir work on the desk to greet the arrivals, but hir eyes widened in recognition. “Omigod! Forestwalker! It’s been years since I’ve seen you. How have you been? Still going out with those foxes?”
 
   Forestwalker grinned. “Hi Francine. I’ve gotten happily mated to those foxes since you last saw me. In fact I’m bringing my latest foxy mate. Francine, this is Leanna Fennec. Leanna, this Francine Lapin, the club’s chief greeter, or at least shi was when I was still coming around. How come you’re still manning that desk after all this time?”
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   Francine came out from behind said desk to give the chakat a greeting hug, affording Leanna the opportunity to give hir a good look over. Shi was a pretty bunny with light grey fur, cute face, generous boobs and pert ears. Shi had no human-type hair, but hir body shape was unmistakably feminine, even inside the business-type clothing that shi wore. Only an inconspicuous bulge at the crotch betrayed hir dual gender. Francine said, “You know me – I love to meet people, but I’m actually the vice-president of this branch of the Double H now. I just do a lot of my work at the front desk so that I can keep an eye on people coming and going.” Shi turned to Leanna, hir body language indicating that shi would give the fennec a hug also if the fennec was amenable to the idea.
 
   Leanna immediately stepped forward and they exchanged hugs. Francine then asked, “So how did you get hooked up with the taur kitty here?”
 
   Forestwalker interrupted, “That’s a very long story, but if Leanna is in the mood to tell it, it’s best that shi do so in the lounge.”
 
   “Quite right,” Francine agreed, “and you can tell me what you’ve been up to all these years after that. Now you realise that your membership lapsed a long time ago, so you’ve either got to renew it or pay for a day pass.”
 
   Forestwalker nodded. “Leanna and I will just have a day pass for now until shi decides if shi wants to be involved more regularly.”
 
   “Fair enough,” agreed Francine as shi found a form from inside hir desk drawer. “Leanna, please fill in your details on this form and sign it. I’ll just reactivate your old membership for today, Forest. I take it that you are vouching for Leanna?”
 
   “Yes I am,” confirmed Forestwalker.
 
   “Vouching for me?” queried Leanna.
 
   “Confirming that you are definitely a herm,” answered Francine. “Only genuine hermaphrodites can be members of the Double H club. Not even she-males or other transgenders can join. It’s a very strict rule. No one who is not a herm may pass through those doors,” shi said as shi indicated the cherrywood doors. “Therefore, anyone whom you meet inside will also be a herm, no matter what they might otherwise look like.”
 
   “Then how do you deal with non-herms who might be here for whatever legitimate reason?” Leanna asked curiously.
 
   “Well, if it has anything to do with administration, that door,” Francine indicated the small door on the left, “leads to offices that are totally separate from the rest of the club. You have to pass through this foyer to get to the club proper. As for work needing to be done inside the club, we hire qualified herms for the job. Not only does that avoid the problem, but it’s also part of our policy to support the herm community. There are extremely few occasions which require a non-herm to be granted temporary access to the club, and that requires a firm appointment and due notification of the members. Some are very private individuals, so we take that very seriously.”
 
   “So I see. You’ve certainly gotten my curiosity aroused even more.”
 
   “Then I hope that you find some of the answers that you’re after here,” Francine said with a confident smile. “As a newcomer, you are entitled to an introductory 50% discount for today. If you choose to return in the future, you may either purchase another day pass like today, or take out an annual membership which is a lot cheaper if you visit regularly.”
 
   “Charge both to me,” Forestwalker said as shi handed over hir smart card.
 
   Francine took the card and debited the cost of the day passes from Forestwalker’s account when the bio-reader confirmed that shi was the genuine owner of the card. Shi handed the card back along with a pass-key in the form of a badge, giving another badge to Leanna. “That badge activates a proximity lock on the club doors, so keep it with you if you leave the premises and wish to return,” shi advised Leanna.
 
   “Thanks,” Leanna acknowledged.
 
   “Go on in,” urged Francine. “I’m going to chase up someone to relieve me at the desk and then I’ll join you inside. I’m eager to hear Leanna’s story!”
 
   “Right,” said Forestwalker. “Come on, Leanna.”
 
   The two approached the double doors and they opened smoothly and quietly for them. Beyond was a wide corridor that jogged to the right, thus preventing anyone in the foyer from seeing inside and conserving the privacy of the members. There was an elevator immediately to the left, with a sign indicating levels for a function room, accommodation, and so forth. They followed the hallway though and it opened up into a spacious lounge with a large quantity of chairs and sofas. Some were spaced with a large group of people in mind, while other were in twos or fours, etcetera. Many were already occupied by a variety of morphs, and the lounge buzzed with conversation and laughter. On the opposite side of the room was another doorway with a conspicuous plaque stating – The Green Room. To the left was the entry to what appeared to be a fairly classy restaurant. As they looked, a pretty skunk-morph waiter came out with a drinks tray and deposited it on the coffee table in front of a group of eight before returning to the restaurant. The only other door was inconspicuous but clearly labelled “Restroom”. Leanna noted that it was singular, realising that there would only be one gender catered to in this club.
 
   That was about all that they could absorb before they were noticed by one of the group. A pretty, full-figured, tabby-striped cat-morph said, “Forest, is that you? Why haven’t you called lately?” Shi practically ran into Forestwalker’s arms and the two hugged quite enthusiastically.
 
   “I’ve been well, Lil. Let’s see,” Forest began as they parted. “I last saw you when your mate gave birth to your first child. Where is shi, by the way?”
 
   “Out shopping. Shi’ll be back soon. And who is this with you?”
 
   “Lil, meet Leanna, my latest denmate. Shi wants to learn about the local herm scene.”
 
   The cat grabbed Leanna’s hand and started dragging the fennec over to the group that shi’d come from. “Come on! I’ll introduce you to the others.”
 
   Just then Francine rejoined Forestwalker and said, “Lil has discovered Leanna already, I see. I’m just in time.”
 
   “Barely!” Forestwalker replied with amusement in hir voice as they walked over to rejoin the tabby and fennec.
 
   “How do you know Forest?” Leanna asked Lil.
 
   “Shi introduced my lifemate to me years back. Life has been wonderful ever since.”
 
   “Shi’s been doing that sort of thing for a while, I see,” Leanna observed.
 
   “Still doing it, I take it?” Lil asked with a grin.
 
   “You got it in one,” Leanna confirmed with an answering smile.
 
   “Hey guys, this is Leanna, Forestwalker’s denmate. Shi wants to know what the local herms are like. Why don’t you tell them a bit about yourself and we’ll tell you our stories in return.”
 
   “OK,” Leanna agreed, pondering for a moment just how much to tell them. “I wasn’t born on Earth. In fact I wasn’t born at all, in the conventional sense. I was created on the Non-Aligned World of Pharos as a sex slave.” Leanna saw their reactions vary from startlement to intense curiosity. Shi let them absorb that revelation for a moment, then continued. “My former master specialised in exotic sex slaves and, as far as I know, I was the only true herm on that world, although I believe that there are some on the other Non-Aligned Worlds. My master died though, and I was shipped off-world to a more favourable market. However, the ship broke down and its cargo of slaves rescued by a Federation starship. There I met Forest who was a civilian contractor aboard with two of hir mates. Shi managed to break a lot of my conditioning and introduced me to hir family lifestyle which I fell in love with, and I asked hir to be my denmate. Now I am establishing a new life here on Earth, and part of it is knowing what it is to be a herm in this society.”
 
   There was a moment’s silence before a fox morph said, “Wow! Best introduction ever!”
 
   That started a barrage of questions, and Francine had to enforce some sort of order before Leanna could reply to some of them.
 
   “No, it’s a misconception that all slaves are morons. Many of the exotics are, but the average household slave has normal intelligence.”
 
   “Yes, I’m an exotic, but I was engineered to be very smart.”
 
   “Yes, I do wish that I had parents.”
 
   “No, I’m comfortable with being a herm now, although I used to think that I was a female with a penis added for kinks.”
 
   “Yes, I want children. In fact I’m pregnant right now.”
 
   “No, obviously not to Forest.”
 
   “WAIT!” Forest declared loudly. “If we continue this, we may be at it all day, and it’s Leanna who came to learn about you. So how about giving hir a chance to ask a few questions?”
 
   Leanna added, “I promise to give anyone who cares a thorough rendition of my story in exchange for some insights into your own feelings and experiences of being a herm. Please be as detailed as you like.”
 
   “I’d say that’s fair,” Lil said. “I’ll start off, although there’s nothing really exceptional about me. My father is a herm, my mother an ordinary female tabby morph. I got her looks and dad’s gender. I grew up in a very mixed neighbourhood and I never felt unusual. I dated a few people of all genders, but I came to the Double H in the hopes of finding a herm cat like myself as a mate. Forest learned who I was looking for and knew of someone I might be interested in, but didn’t go to the club. Shi brought hir along one day, we liked what we saw and started dating, then tied the knot eight months later. We’ve had two kittens so far, one to each of us. We’re a pretty normal family actually, but we still like to keep up with the other Double H members. That’s me in a nutshell. Gabby, how about you next?”
 
   Another morph grunted acknowledgement and stood up. Shi was a spotted hyena with a very solid build, medium-sized breasts, severely cropped hair and several gold earrings. Shi wore jeans and a tank-top, and the overall impression would have been called ‘butch’ on a female.
 
   “Hi, I’m Gabriel, but everyone calls me Gabby. I don’t know how much you know about Earth animals, but natural hyenas were once mistakenly thought to be hermaphrodites. This belief was one of the reasons that hyenas were one of the first to have a herm morph version bred. We’re so common that if you see a hyena morph anywhere, you have a fifty-fifty chance of looking at a herm. Personally I’m male biased. Haven’t got a mate and I’m not interested in children. However, if you’re interested in a good time,” shi said as shi cupped the bulge in hir jeans with hir hand, “let me know. I’m into new experiences.” Shi said the last with a grin and a wink.
 
   “And that’s the least of what you’re into,” Lil added slyly, with grins and murmurs of agreement from the others. Gabby smiled unrepentantly as shi sat back down. Lil turned to the person next to the hyena. “Myst, your turn.”
 
   Myst got out of the easy chair… or at least to Leanna, more like flowed into an upright posture. Myst was a black-footed ferret, slinky and flexible like all their breed. Shi was also the most utterly androgynous person that Leanna had seen in all hir life, and shi had seen a huge variety of morphs. There was not one feature about the ferret, whether it was form, posture or clothing, that hinted at bias towards any gender. When shi started speaking, even hir voice had the same quality.
 
   “As Lil said, my name is Myst, spelled with a ‘y’. Some say it’s supposed to be halfway between miss and mister, but I just like the name for itself. I am descended from a pre-war slave species. Unlike many though, my progenitors were purely sex toys, and I am somewhat of a throwback to them. Although my parents and grandparents were quite normal, as soon as I hit puberty it became apparent that I was becoming more and more obsessed with sex. The medics diagnosed the problem to be genetic and gave me drugs to control the urges. My parents and I were advised that only gene therapy would be an effective cure, but that’s very expensive, so my parents started saving up for it. However, when I reached legal age, I stopped taking the drugs and applied for a job at a high-class brothel. Today I am one of the most in-demand pleasure givers in the city. I’m well paid, I get all the sex that I need, and I told my parents to put their money towards their retirement fund as I never intend to be ‘cured’.”
 
   “I suppose that you’d have many willing partners here too?” Leanna asked.
 
   “I’ve never had sex with anyone from the club, and probably never will. The club is a refuge from my normal life where I can relax and enjoy socialising, or playing cards, or having a meal. Here I am just a normal herm person amongst other herms, and I don’t want to jeopardise that with any form of intimacy.”
 
   “I can understand that,” Leanna agreed, although privately shi wondered how the others felt about that. Myst’s unconscious sexual allure was enormous, even for a former sex slave like hirself, and shi wondered if pheromones were involved.
 
   Myst sat down and the next two got up without being prompted. The first to speak was a red fox, and shi looked like the ultimate female. Every feature of hir body was tuned to the finest feminine degree, from hir exquisite facial features to hir perfectly proportioned bust. Hir curves were lush and sensuous, hir fur was thick and glossy, hir hair long and luxuriant, hir eyes bright green and shining, and hir stance inviting. When shi spoke, hir voice alone was enough to give a male an erection on the spot.
 
   “Hello, my name is Lisander. Like Myst, I have ancestors who were sex toys. Our genes are so hard-wired that all females look pretty much like I do. However, my mother mated with a herm fox, and I ended up with that something extra too. The most bitterly ironic thing is that I also ended up with my sire’s proclivities – I am extremely biased towards my masculine side. With a body like mine, it was nearly impossible to get any straight female interested in me, and the gay ones were usually turned off by me having a penis. There was the occasional bisexual one that gave me some attention, but none were mating material. Frankly when I came to the Double H club a decade or so ago, it was out of sheer desperation. I thought that perhaps another herm could appreciate my male qualities. I met Jonni here soon after.” Shi turned to the person who had gotten up with hir. “Jon, would you care to take it from here?”
 
   “OK, Lis.” Jonni was red fox morph also, but besides being a herm, they had absolutely nothing else in common physically. Where Lisander had been the ultimate female, Jonni was the perfect male. Shi was tall with a very solid build, muscular without being exaggerated. Shi had a stern but friendly face with alert and penetrating eyes. Shi had no human-type hair, but had a rakish ruff of fur the same bold red-brown as the rest of hir pelt. Shi may have had small breasts, but they could more easily be mistaken as well-developed pectoral muscles under the form-fitting polo shirt. To top it off, where Lisander’s male genitals were invisible under hir dress, Jonni’s were a large conspicuous bulge in hir trousers. “My story is virtually the reverse of Lisander’s,” shi began. “My father fell in love with a herm vixen, and I am the result. And if you’re guessing that I am going to say that I have a strong bias for my feminine side, you’d be right. Even before puberty I never felt male. When I grew up to look like every girl’s fantasy guy, my sex drive was telling me that I wanted to be one of those girls. And if you think that Lisander had it hard trying to be male, someone who looks like a vulpine Adonis looks perfectly ridiculous when acting in any way female. Sexually speaking, no straight guy ever gave me a look, and the gay ones that I met were only ever interested in my cock. Similar to Lis, it took a bisexual to get myself laid at last, but that's about all they were ever interested in. Finally someone put me onto the Herm Haven branch in Brisbane where I was living at the time. From there I put out some feelers within the local branch and out to other Australian branches. I did meet a couple of nice male-looking herms who liked me as I am, but none were really suitable as mates, although I did finally get some regular sexual satisfaction. Then a friend who was down here for a holiday contacted me and told me that there was someone here that I ought to meet, and he sent me hir bio. At first I thought that he was crazy because shi looked exactly the opposite to what I was attracted to, but he kept on insisting. Eventually I decided to take a few days holiday and check hir out for myself.”
 
   “I had the same reservations,” Lisander interjected, “but I had nothing to lose. At least shi was a herm and would understand my situation.”
 
   Jonni nodded in agreement. “We met at this club for dinner. Sure enough, there wasn’t any sexual attraction while just looking at each other, but as we talked, we discovered that we had a lot of other interests in common. We liked the same foods, songs, movies, sports, activities, you name it. The meal that I thought would be doomed to be short and frustrating, instead went on all evening. They ended up having to kick us out of the restaurant so that they could finish cleaning up and close for the night. We spent several more hours talking in the lounge. It was like we were old friends who had hadn’t seen each other in years, and we were totally comfortable with each other.”
 
   Lisander gave Jonni a cuddle. “Then I dragged hir up to one of the club’s accommodation rooms and screwed hir brains out.”
 
   Jonni’s ears folded back in embarrassment, but there was still a smile of fond memory there. “Yeah, we may not have been each other’s ideal to our eyes, but everything else, including that night, was amazingly appealing. We saw each other every day for the rest of my holiday and found out that we weren’t just a one-hit wonder. When I had to go back home, we commed each other every day. Then I got a transfer to my business’s branch down here, and asked hir to be my mate two weeks later. We’ve been mates now for three years as of next month.”
 
   “Congratulations,” Leanna said. “That’s truly wonderful. But did your attraction to your original preferences ever give you problems? I know how very strong that can be.”
 
   “You’re correct,” Jonni confirmed, “and it did give us real problems. We very much wanted to be faithful to each other, but we were equally guilty of roving eyes and an unfulfilled need. So before we were formally mated, we made a pact. We could each have a lover, and that one must be another herm because we would only ever have an assignation within the walls of this club. Outside we would be 100% devoted to each other. That has worked out very well for us. It took a few weeks, but I finally met a male-looking herm who thought that I was the sexiest thing in the world and treats me like a lady. Shi’s not here right now, but shi’s due to meet me here for dinner.”
 
   “As for me,” Lisander continued, “I met this really cute cat who just loves my male side.”
 
   “That would be me!” said the pretty marmalade tabby sitting next to Lisander, a cheeky grin on hir face. Shi had a lean frame that could have been either male or female, but shi had a pair of very high pert breasts that quashed the idea of hir being male, although the unusually large bulge in the crotch would have convinced people otherwise. Shi had blonde hair in wild bangs, and bright green eyes that were filled with good humour as shi spoke. “When I first saw hir in the club, I thought that I had died and gone to heaven. Hi, I’m Camphor, but I'll answer to Cam or Cami. Nothing special about me – my parents were herms, my grandparents were herms. In fact it’s herm all the way back to my progenitors. I’m just your ordinary herm cat morph with a huge fetish for chicks with dicks, and I scored the grand prize. I can’t get enough of hir cock!”
 
   “Cam! Stop getting so carried away in the public lounge. You’ll embarrass our guest, not to mention me.” Lisander said.
 
   Leanna just grinned. “Believe me, as a former sex slave, I could tell you about things that would make steam come out of your ears, they’re so hot. You couldn’t possibly embarrass me, and I think that Camphor’s reactions are pretty tame.”
 
   Camphor just grinned even wider. “I wanna hear about those!”
 
   “Not here and now, you’re not!” Lisander said emphatically.
 
   Jonni spoke up before either could say more. “Anyway, we regularly meet our lovers here and get our needs and urges out of our systems. We do come here at other times just to socialise though.”
 
   Leanna said, “It sounds like a satisfactory solution. I can see how trying to look female would be mostly futile to you, Jonni, but are you sure that you couldn’t be more masculine in your attire, Lisander? It might make you more attractive to females of that inclination.”
 
   “Forget it, Leanna. I’ve really tried in the past. It’s a total failure at best, absolutely ludicrous at worst. This body of mine can make a mouldy potato sack look sexy.”
 
   “And shi’s not exaggerating,” Gabriel said. “I once dared hir to do it, and shi did. It cost me a meal in the restaurant, but it settled the point. If shi was so inclined, shi could sell potato sacks as the next fashion trend.”
 
   Leanna conceded the point. “What about children?” shi asked.
 
   “Three,” said Jonni. “They’re at home with the babysitter today though.”
 
   “Would I be correct in guessing that you were mother to all three?” Leanna speculated.
 
   “You bet!” Jonni said fervently. “I’ve never felt so feminine as when I’ve been pregnant, or later when nursing our babies. I may hardly have breasts to look at, but they still work well enough to adequately feed infants.”
 
   “Congratulations,” Leanna said, then asked Lisander, “Have you ever had the urge to have a child also?”
 
   “I’ve never had the slightest inclination to get pregnant. Jonni can have that all to hirself, thanks,” Lisander said with finality.
 
   “I see. Thanks for all that, Lisander. You too, Jonni.”
 
   “You’re welcome, Leanna. Hey, Pixie and Dixie, how about you two going next?”
 
   A petite brown mouse sighed and said as an equally petite grey mouse rolled hir eyes, “We’ve asked you not to call us that a hundred times. We’re not cartoon characters. When are you going to stop calling us that?”
 
   “When you stop rising to the bait, hon,” Lisander replied with a grin as shi sat down next to Jonni and put hir arm around hir mate.
 
   “Shi’s right,” said the grey mouse, “you always bite. My name is Darla, and my mate’s name is Peta. I was born of herm parents, but shi had single sex parents with the herm recessive genes. As you can see, the result is practically the same – small but curvaceous. We both like our looks and dress to impress.” Shi made a little pose and Leanna had to admit that while shi couldn’t match Lisander, shi was nevertheless very attractive in the female manner. “Sexually we’re mostly unbiased and have been mated for six years. We’ve had two children each, all of whom are up in the recreation room at the moment.”
 
   “I’d like to meet them if possible before I leave,” Leanna requested.
 
   “Sure! Always happy to show off the pups. I’m sure that you’ll find them as bright and as fun as we do.”
 
   “Oh, for God’s sake! Will you lay off the sunshine and roses?!” came a voice from behind the group. Someone got up from one of the lounge chairs that had been facing away from the circle of chairs and sofas that were occupied by the group of friends. Leanna saw that shi was a leopard morph, fairly androgynous looking, but where Myst had been a harmonious blend of the two genders, this person seemed to have gotten the worst combination of features. Hir face wasn’t quite right to call beautiful or handsome, hir hair did not have fullness, colour or vitality, hir body shape hinted at awkwardness, with plain lines and half-hearted curves, and hir breasts were meagre and unshapely. In short, shi was extremely homely. Worst though was the sullen look on hir face as shi said, “You wanna know what it’s like being a herm? Try growing up in a small country town where herms are unknown and you are a freak. Even your parents aren’t herms – they just had the genes that they foisted upon you. So you hit puberty and you don’t know what you want, but neither the boys nor the girls want anything to do with you, so you end up miserable and alone. No perfect partner. No serendipitous meetings. Not even a herm sibling to share your nightmare. That’s what it’s like anywhere but in this La-La Land!”
 
   “Then what are you doing here?” Leanna asked.
 
   “I had to get away from those idiots back home, and here at least I’m just one freak amongst many.”
 
   “I don’t consider myself to be a freak, especially after meeting other herms, but if it bothers you so much, have you considered gender reassignment to just one of the sexes?”
 
   “Of course I have! Do you know how much it costs to do it properly? I’ve been saving ever since I’ve been old enough to hold down a full-time job. When I have enough for the gene therapy to make me one gender and fix my looks, I’ll be out of here, and none of these people with their rose-coloured glasses will see me again!”
 
   With that, the leopard turned and marched off towards the main entry. As shi disappeared around the corner, Francine said, “Sorry about that, Leanna. Mikel is usually a pretty good person to know, quite smart and funny at times, but occasionally shi blows up like that. The rest of us know a lot more about hir background, and shi really had a rotten childhood. Shi didn’t even have a herm sibling because hir parents didn’t want to risk having another ‘freak’ like hir. When shi was finally able to move out and shi was referred to the Herm Haven, shi was at last able to socialise with people like hir, but shi was already psychologically scarred. We put up with hir tantrums because the Double H club is here to serve the needs of all herms, whatever those needs may be, whether they’re physical, emotional or psychological. This isn’t just a social club. Mikel is a permanent resident in the accommodation rooms upstairs. Until shi gets over the bitterness and self-loathing and makes a new life, that’s where shi will probably be for a very long time.”
 
   “What about the gender reassignment that shi was talking about? What sex does shi want to be?”
 
   Francine smiled sadly, but instead of answering, shi turned to the group and asked, “What gender do you think Mikel should be to be happiest?”
 
   “Herm!” Gabriel said emphatically.
 
   “Yeah, herm,” agreed Myst.
 
   The rest of the group nodded and voiced unanimous agreement.
 
   Francine turned back to Leanna. “The main reason that Mikel loathes hirself is that shi truly is what shi professes to hate. Shi is more gender-balanced than some of us in this group. When shi first came here, shi had plenty of sympathisers who gave hir attention and sex, and shi lapped it up like a starving person. The thing is that shi enjoyed it all equally and wanted more of both. To this day shi still indulges hir masculine and feminine sides equally, and hates hirself for it. The gene therapy that shi says shi’s going to have, shi could have afforded at least a year ago. Shi never spends any money on anything but essentials, so shi’s put away quite a good deal of money. It’s a pity because if shi spent some of that money on improving hir looks, shi could make hir life a whole lot better.”
 
   “Sounds like shi has locked hirself into a form of self-punishment,” Leanna commented.
 
   “We agree, and we all try to help hir out of that. Shi was far worse when shi first came here though, so we have hopes for hir.”
 
   “That’s reassuring. You know, I’ve met a herm who wanted to be just one gender. Shi’s a Stellar Foxtaur with a totally masculine personality. The only time that shi gets interested in hir female side is a couple of days when shi goes on heat. Admittedly though, shi was attractive and didn’t mind hir looks.”
 
   “What happened to hir?” Francine asked curiously.
 
   “Forest hooked hir up with a foxtaur vixen who just loves having a herm as a mate and was quite willing to treat hir as a male most of the time, with just a little compromise on the Stellar’s part.”
 
   Lil looked at Forestwalker. “More matchmaking?” shi asked, cocking an ear in the same manner as another might raise an eyebrow questioningly.
 
   Forestwalker shrugged. “I can’t help it if I see the possibilities,” shi said defensively, but with a sly smile.
 
   Lil said, “I suppose I can’t complain, otherwise I might never have met my lifemate. Speaking of whom, here shi is back from hir shopping expedition with our two children. You’ve got to see them, Forest.”
 
   Forestwalker turned around, expecting only to see a black-furred felimorph and the two children, but shi had some company. One was a very plushly furred skunk morph, but the other truly startled Forestwalker and Leanna.
 
   “A human?” asked Forestwalker incredulously as shi gaped at the dark and sexy person approaching them. Shi was obviously of African ethnicity, and hir hair was cut in one of the classic native styles. Shi wore a tank top that nicely showed off hir breasts, and slacks that hinted at that something extra.
 
   The human grinned widely. “Lord, I never get tired of that reaction. Close your muzzle, shir chakat; you’re letting the flies in.”
 
   “But… how? Human herms are extremely rare, and even then they’re usually… well… pardon my bluntness… they’re malformed.”
 
   “I assure you that I am a 100% fully functional herm. I’ll tell you more in a moment. It seems Jo here is dying to say something more important.”
 
   “Say?” said the black cat. “I want to hug you to death, Forest. It’s so good to see you again.” Shi put actions into words and gave the chakat a fervent hug. Then shi indicated the cubs with hir. “This is Toni whom you last saw at hir birth.”
 
   The young cat with black fur with white markings smiled and said, “Hi! My parents told me about you.”
 
   “Good to see you growing up so well, Toni,” Forestwalker told hir.
 
   “And this kitten is Marky. Shi’s just turned two.” The tabby-striped kitten hid shyly behind hir parent’s leg, but smiled a little back at Forest.
 
   “Shi’s cute. Any more?”
 
   Jo laughed. “We’re not chakats, so two is enough for us for now. Maybe one or two more in a few years' time. Toni, why don’t you take Marky up to the games room to play?”
 
   “Sure thing, mum,” Toni said as shi took Marky’s hand, obviously relieved not to have to sit around quietly while the adults talked.
 
   “Okay, Forest, I know that you’re bursting at the seams to ask Nicky about hirself, so we’ll do a bit of catching up later.”
 
   “Thanks, Jo,” Forest replied with a grin, then turned to the human. “So, Nicky is it? Tell me everything!”
 
   Nicky finished entering a drinks order into a touch screen on the coffee table, then turned to the chakat and said, “First things first. Who are you?”
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   “Sorry. I am Forestwalker, child of Desertsand and Longstripe. You may call me just Forest if you like. I used to be a member here before I met the people who would become my lifemates and my life became too hectic to keep visiting the club.”
 
   “I see. I’ve only been coming here for just on two years. Anyway, my name is Nichelle Mgabi, but I’m mostly just called Nicky. However, my mate, Jacqui,” shi said as shi cuddled the skunk morph shi’d come in with, “prefers to call me Shelly. We’ll be celebrating our anniversary in two weeks.”
 
   “Congratulations! You make a nice couple; I can feel it,” Forestwalker said, referring to the feelings of affection between them that hir empathic senses were detecting.
 
   “Trio, actually,” Jacqui added. “I was already mated before we met Shelly, but we were both nuts about hir, so we asked hir to make us a threesome.”
 
   “You don’t seem surprised that a furry mated a smoothy like me,” Nichelle noted.
 
   “I have a male human as one of my mates. I understand the attraction completely,” Forestwalker explained.
 
   “I see,” Nichelle said with a touch of disappointment for failing to get a rise out of the chakat over that issue. “You’ll have to tell me about him later. Ah! There are our drinks, and brought out by my favourite waiter.”
 
   Forest looked around to see the skunk morph waiter that they had first seen when they had first entered. Shi put the tray with a cup of coffee and a glass of orange juice down in front of Nichelle and Jacqui, leaned down and gave them both a kiss.
 
   “You’re early. I’m still on shift,” shi said.
 
   “I know,” Nichelle acknowledged. “Hon, I want you to meet Forestwalker. Forest, this is my co-mate, Ashley.”
 
   “Everyone calls me Ash, or even Ashy, Forest,” the skunk said with a pleasant smile. “I’ll be joining you all in about twenty minutes if you want to chat, but I need to get back to the restaurant right now.”
 
   “I’d like that,” Forestwalker said, and Ashley left as soon as shi had picked up some empty glasses and mugs.
 
   Nichelle watched hir swaying backside and pert tail as shi left. “That’s a view that I never tire of, and with Jacqui, I get double the pleasure.”
 
   “I’ll bet! Now enough distractions. Tell me how a human is a full herm!”
 
   “OK, I’ve kept you in suspense for long enough. For starters, I was born a girl. There was nothing unusual about me – physically anyway. As I grew up though, I spent as much time playing with toy soldiers and other pursuits typical of boys as I did dollies and tea parties. Well, they called me a tomboy and reckoned that I’d grow out of it, but when I hit puberty, it became even more pronounced. I found females equally as sexually attractive as males, and I enjoyed sex with both.”
 
   “So you were bisexual, but that isn’t too unusual,” Forestwalker commented.
 
   “That’s true,” agreed Nichelle, “but it didn’t stop there. I started feeling a sense of frustration and lack of fulfilment after making love with a woman. I got the most pleasure out of mounting them with a strap-on dildo, and got off on bringing them to orgasm that way, but I couldn’t actually feel it. One day I realised that that was exactly what I wanted to do – feel it both ways fully.”
 
   “What made you realise that after all the times that you had spent with women?
 
   “I met a herm fox named Leisha. First it was curiosity to do it with a herm for a change. Then when I saw how much shi enjoyed both sides of hir sexuality, I realised that that was what I was lacking. Basically I was a herm born into a woman’s body.”
 
   Forestwalker was startled. That was pretty much exactly what Malena had told hir. Suddenly shi was twice as keen to know Nichelle’s full story. “What did you do about it though? Gender reassignment surgery?”
 
   “Nothing so crude. I don’t know how much you know about gene therapy and cloning, but the bottom line is that if you have enough money, you can have very extreme modifications done to your body. I consulted with doctors and genetic engineers, and they assured me that converting me into a herm was not only doable, but also easier than some of the things that they had been called upon to attempt to do. In addition, the result would be quite natural as opposed to even the most sophisticated surgery. I also consulted a sex therapist to make sure about my feelings and intentions. What I planned to do was not lightly undertaken, and very difficult to reverse.”
 
   “That must have cost a fortune!” Forestwalker exclaimed.
 
   “Oh, it did, but I come from a rich family whose children all received a large bequest upon their 21st birthday. I made my plans accordingly. When I told my mother what I planned to do, she said, ‘No you’re not!’, but I told her that I’d already made up my mind. She then told me that if I went through with it, not to bother coming home again. I did do it though, and I have never gone back.” There was a slightly wistful pause before Nichelle resumed speaking. “It took many months, lots of discomfort and inconvenience, and buckets of money, but in the end I was no longer a rich, unfulfilled and unhappy woman. I was now a modestly well-off but very happy herm. I admit that I had been a bit nervous about the results, but the day that I was able to see my final new form, I nearly wept for joy. I was finally seeing myself on the outside as I had long known I was like on the inside. Leisha had promised me that shi would help initiate me into my new herm-hood, and that night I had the best and most fulfilling sex ever. There have been zero regrets ever since.”
 
   “How come you didn’t become mates with Leisha then?” Forestwalker asked curiously.
 
   “Oh, shi and I were just having a fling. We didn’t have enough in common to make a mating work, but we did have some grand one-nighters. Shi’s still a friend nowadays. Shi was the one who put me onto the Herm Haven which is where I met my two lovely skunkies. We clicked immediately because we had so much in common. Several months later, I was thrilled to bits when they asked me to join them as their co-mate, and I accepted immediately. Life has been damn near perfect ever since.”
 
   “What about children?” Leanna asked. “You can’t be compatible with skunk morphs.”
 
   “I could be if I got extra treatment for that,” Nichelle replied. “However, I’m young and not ready to have children as yet.”
 
   Jacqui added, “And we made it plain that if shi wanted to have a human baby, that was fine with us too. We wanted hir to leave hir options open.”
 
   “If I did, they’d be herms too,” Nichelle said. “I specified that the genes for hermaphrodism be dominant. I want any children that I may have to be comfortable with having a herm parent, and besides, I reckon this world could do with a few more herm humans.”
 
   “I would think that a human herm might cop a lot of flak from other humans,” Forest commented. “Although the majority of people are fine, humans have a lot of hang-ups about their own kind sometimes. No offence intended, Nicky.”
 
   Nichelle’s face fell slightly and shi nodded. “It’s okay, I know that’s only the truth. It’s strange, but while humans are used to having herms amongst the morph population, they aren’t really comfortable with the idea of herm humans, and I’ve gotten a lot of rebuffs on that account. I suspect that if I have any human children, they might have similar problems. It’s one more reason why I am not in a hurry to have kids. Of course, once I found myself a couple of mates, I did not actively pursue others anymore, and I tend to dress in a manner that make my dual gender unobvious. This change was to make me comfortable with myself, not to show off to others.”
 
   “Well I think what you’ve done is great. That’s one less barrier between humans and chakat or other herms.”
 
   Nichelle laughed. “I wasn’t exactly thinking of that when I did it, but I suppose it’s true.”
 
   “One last thing, and pardon me if I step over the mark here, but I would like to have a good look at the result, if you don’t mind?” Forestwalker requested.
 
   Jacqui giggled. “Shi hasn’t knocked back a request done out of honest curiosity yet! While shi may not have made the change to show off, shi’s not adverse to doing so for an appreciative audience.”
 
   Nichelle glared good-naturedly at hir mate. “You’re not supposed to let them know that. It’s supposed to look like I’m doing them a favour!” Shi turned back to Forest and said, “I’m perfectly comfortable with satisfying your curiosity. As my garrulous mate has intimated, you’re hardly the first to ask. We could do it in the Green Room if you wish?”
 
   “Fine by me,” agreed Forestwalker, “but let’s do it a little later. We’ve interrupted the group who have been telling us about their backgrounds for the benefit of Leanna. Shi comes from one of the Non-Aligned Worlds where shi was a slave and the only true herm that shi knew about. Shi wants to know what the Terran herm scene is like.”
 
   “So far I’ve found a large and interesting variety, including yourself,” Leanna added.
 
   “I know what you mean,” Nichelle said. “I got quite a surprise when I started looking into the herm scene. Maybe we can compare notes?”
 
   “I’d enjoy that,” Leanna said with a warm smile. “So who else is left who would like to tell me about hirself?”
 
   A black panther got up out of the large easy chair. The size of the furniture had belied hir true height, and Leanna realised that shi could easily be compared to a Rakshani. Shi had a very strong build, with muscles easily seen rippling behind dense glossy ebony fur, but hir looks were softened with padding in just the right places, plus a set of firm, well-proportioned D-cup breasts. Hir tight trousers did nothing to hide hir male equipment though, and the boldly red-dyed hair added to the masculine impression rather than looking like a feminine style. Unlike Myst though, shi didn’t have an androgynous look, but a harmonious blend of each gender’s best features. Forestwalker found hir to be extremely attractive.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   “Hi, my name’s Rik. Please don’t call me Ricky; it’s just Rik. I’m descended both from a long line of herms, and also one type of war beast, hence my strong physique. While I have many good friends who are not herms, any relationship beyond that has been unfulfilling. Only other herms interest me sexually, and I’ve had many casual relationships, a couple of times with chakats too. They’re some of the few who can handle a big person like me. In fact you’re kind of cute, Forest. Care to spend a bit of time with me?”
 
   “Thanks, Rik, but I’ll take a raincheck on that for now. The feeling is mutual, but I have several other mates to keep happy for now.”
 
   “Too bad. The other chakats gave me top marks,” shi said with a sly wink.
 
   “Hey!” Gabriel interjected. “You always know who to come to if you want some lovin’, hon,” shi said as shi cupped hir groin with one hand.
 
   “Yeah, everyone knows who to come to as a last resort,” Rik retorted drolly.
 
   “Ooh! Right through the heart!” Gabriel replied irrepressibly. “Or was it through the balls?”
 
   Rik rolled hir eyes, but there was a hint of a smile on hir face as shi sat down.
 
   An extremely cute husky dog morph bounced up from hir chair, hir curled tail wagging happily. Shi had long wavy hair, a curvaceous body and full breasts. “My name’s Tavitiana. My parents were both herms. I come here just to meet other herms socially. I have a mate already. He’s a husky too, but just male. He loves to play with my tits, but he still plays with my cock too even though he’s otherwise straight. He’d probably kill me if he knew that I’d told you that though,” shi added with a grin as shi sat down again.
 
   “Well, that’s it for our little group of friends,” Lil said. “There may be others here at the club that you’d like to talk to, but most are variations on the themes we’ve given. So how about telling us more about yourself now, Leanna. What makes you so exotic?”
 
   “OK, let’s start with my breasts – they permanently lactate. I need to have them drained of milk every day. Weaning does not work on me.”
 
   “If I recall correctly,” Francine spoke up, “Forest has a milk fetish, correct?”
 
   Leanna smiled and nodded. “That’s right, and I certainly haven’t had a problem emptying them since we became mates. In fact, although I could have had that problem corrected when I had the others fixed, I left that alone specifically because Forest enjoys it so much. However, there’s one catch – my milk contains a naturally produced and very effective aphrodisiac. Anyone with male genitalia will have a very strong need for sex after ingesting just a little. And while chakats are resistant to drugs, my greedy mate likes to drink two breasts full, and you can guess the rest.”
 
   Francine gave Forest a keen look. “Didn’t you always favour your female side?”
 
   Forestwalker laughed. “It seems that I do have a lot more male sex lately. Our co-mate, Trina, has threatened to bottle Leanna’s milk and sell it as the ultimate aphrodisiac, 100% natural and fortified with vitamins!”
 
   “I think the poor dear would struggle to supply the market,” Francine concluded.
 
   “So?” Lisander questioned. “Supply and demand – Leanna could command very high prices for just a small amount. Shi could get rich very quickly.”
 
   “I’m not interested in commercialising it,” Leanna insisted, “although it is something worth keeping in mind if circumstances dictate otherwise in the future.”
 
   “Smart girl,” Francine acknowledged. “Anything else? That’s unusual but fairly tame by our standards so far.”
 
   “Well, before I was fixed up, when I went into rut, I had to have male sex or the rut would just keep getting stronger. My former master once punished me by withholding sex from me, and I came within a hair of dying because of it.”
 
   “Oh wow!” Jonni said. “That must have been horrible. What about going on heat? Did you have the same problem?”
 
   “No. In that case I turned into the ultimate slut – I’d do anything for sex until it passed.” Leanna refrained from telling them that shi also turned into a complete moron during that phase. Some things were still too personal to share casually.
 
   “Heavens! You must be relieved to be a free person now,” Jonni said, a little sorry that shi had asked, sure that shi had brought back bad memories.
 
   “Well yes, of course, although technically I am still a slave.”
 
   “WHAT?” several people chorused.
 
   “That’s outrageous!” Francine said.
 
   “How could that be allowed?” Lisander questioned.
 
   “Do you need help fighting that?” Nichelle asked.
 
   Leanna held up hir hands. “Please let me explain!” Shi waited for the hubbub to die down. “First you have to know one thing – it’s not by anyone’s choice that it’s so, but it isn’t causing a problem. You see, as good as the Federation’s skills are with genetic engineering, the slave breeders of the N.A.W. are better. They perfected long ago a way of making slave morphs submissive to humans. It is virtually hardwired into us, and so far that can only be ameliorated but not broken by the Federation’s best scientists, much to their great frustration. That means that I will always need a human master. If I had simply been released into the community, sooner or later some human would have done something, probably unknowingly, that would have bound me to them inextricably until death. That could have been terribly bad for me, or completely benign. There was no way of knowing, so instead I chose my new master. He is Admiral Kline, the man commanding the starship that rescued the slave shipment of which I was part. The Admiral absolutely detests slavery, and therefore he was the logical choice as he would never abuse that position. Besides, he’ll always have Star Fleet looking over his shoulder to ensure that he doesn’t.”
 
   “And he’s also my mate,” Forestwalker added, “and I’d make his life miserable if he tried!”
 
   Leanna continued. “So you see that I am actually a free person except for that one technicality which I believe will never be a factor. The one sign of my lingering slavery is my inability to address him familiarly. I can never address him by name – it’s always something like ‘Admiral’ or ‘sir’ at least. Drives him nuts sometimes! Other than that, I am totally emancipated and free to pursue my life however I please. It took a very long time for that concept to sink in, but I’m going to make the most of it.”
 
   Nichelle asked, “What about other humans? Can you address me familiarly, for example?”
 
   “Yes, Nichelle, I no longer have that problem. I can even be friends with humans now.”
 
   “Good. I hope you’ll think of me as your friend, Leanna.”
 
   “I’d like that very much, Nichelle.”
 
   “Please, my friends call me just Nicky.”
 
   “Then I will call you ‘Justnicky’ also,” Leanna quipped.
 
   “Silly fennec!” Nichelle said, giving Leanna a hug.
 
   After Nichelle had sat down again, Francine said, “I’m not sure if I’m really game to ask this after that revelation, but is that it?”
 
   Leanna thought for a moment, then smiled mischievously. “How explicit can I be?”
 
   Francine answered, “As we said before, this club is for members to socialise and discuss problems with other herms, and that can get very adult. I don’t believe anything that you have to say will be a problem, especially as there aren’t any children currently present.”
 
   “Alright then. Everyone curious?”
 
   There were several nods of agreement. “Don’t keep us in suspense, Leanna. Spit it out!”
 
   “OK. I bet that I have the biggest penis in this club,” Leanna declared.
 
   Gabriel guffawed and Camphor giggled while the rest just grinned. Forestwalker though tried to keep a knowing smirk off hir face.
 
   “Alright, that wasn’t quite what I expected,” Francine admitted.
 
   Jonni said, “Normally I’m absolutely the last person to go comparing cock size, but I am going to have to call you on that, Leanna.”
 
   “Oh? You do realise that I was bred to satisfy someone’s perverse sexual kinks?”
 
   “Yes, but my excessive maleness extends to more than just my looks,” countered Jonni.
 
   “So are you formally accepting Leanna’s bet, Jonni?” Francine asked.
 
   “Sure, why not?” Jonni replied.
 
   Leanna was startled. Shi had only said ‘I bet’ as a figure of speech, intending it to lead into an explanation of hir remarkable adaptation. “Are you serious about actually wagering on this?” shi asked.
 
   “Standard club tradition,” Gabriel explained. “To keep people from making outrageous statements, we make them put up or shut up. None of us believe that a petite fennec fox could possibly be that well endowed, especially knowing Jonni here. So you have been called to accept the bet or retract that statement.”
 
   “And what would I be betting?” Leanna asked.
 
   “The traditional bet is for the loser to buy dinner for the winner at the club restaurant, all you can eat, alcohol excluded. That’s the same bet that I made and lost to Lisander.”
 
   “I see. Okay, I accept.”
 
   Now most people were startled, fully expecting Leanna to back down. A couple of them though were starting to suspect something.
 
   Jonni was one those who had been expecting Leanna to fold, but was still prepared to follow up on hir challenge. “Let’s do it in the Green Room then.”
 
   “The Green Room?” queried Leanna, wondering about its significance after Nichelle and Forest’s talk.
 
   Forestwalker explained, “All the common club areas such as this lounge have a strict dress code of neat casual as minimum. Even chakats who may normally prefer to go bare-breasted are expected to comply. The Green Room is where members go when they are in the mood for something more than just a chat or a meal. It’s for people over the age of consent only, and nudity is allowed in there. If you go in there, don’t be surprised if you get propositioned. There are only a few extra rules in there – if someone asks for anything from a date to a night of hot sex, they must offer or listen graciously. If you turn down the offer, you must do so politely and graciously. If you get declined, accept the answer graciously. If you intend to accept an offer, always give the person a quick answer and never string them along. Lastly, if you do want to get hot and steamy, use one of the private rooms out of consideration for others. Other than that, it’s pretty much do as you please.” Forestwalker looked at Francine. “Unless they have amended the rules since I was last here?”
 
   “No, those are still the rules,” Francine confirmed.
 
   “I see. Fine by me. Let’s do it,” Leanna declared.
 
   The whole group followed Leanna and Jonni into the Green Room. The entrance had a dogleg in it just like the main entry into the lounge so as to prevent people from accidentally seeing anything from the lounge. It was almost as big as the lounge, but with fewer chairs and no tables. There were several sofas suitable for two or three people spaced well apart from each other. The upholstery’s green colour matched the heavy curtains that ensured the privacy of the room. The same green trim was used throughout the room which was lit in a subdued manner. Several doors lined the room, each just labelled with a number. Leanna presumed that they were the private rooms that Forest had mentioned. Currently the Green Room was unoccupied.
 
   “It’s a good time to use the room,” Jonni said. “Later there will be quite a number coming in looking for company for Saturday night.”
 
   Nichelle spoke up. “Before we proceed with the challenge, Forestwalker asked me something first, and I only think that it's fair that shi has hir curiosity satisfied first.”
 
   There were a few groans of frustration, and Gabriel said, “Yeah, sure. We all know that you can't wait to show off.”
 
   “That has never seemed to have stopped you coming for a look every time that I do,” retorted Nichelle.
 
   “Shi's got you there!” Francine said with a grin. Gabriel just shrugged non-committally.
 
   “No serious objections then? Okay, one herm human coming out!”
 
   Nichelle pulled off hir tank top, then unfastened hir bra to reveal a very shapely pair of C-cup breasts with prominent nipples. Then shi slipped off hir sandals as shi unfastened the belt on hir jeans. Shi pulled those down to reveal a pair of well-filled men's Y-fronts. Without a moment's shyness, shi pulled those down and held them aloft triumphantly and said, “Ta-daaaa!”
 
   Forestwalker looked hir over carefully. Shi had a very curvaceous female body, with just enough fat to give hir a beautifully full look without even getting a gram overweight. Shi had finely toned limbs, and firey red hair both on hir head and in hir pubic area. But of course the most outstanding features were the very virile-looking penis and scrotum. A little larger than average, they nevertheless were not excessive and suited hir body size nicely.
 
   Noticing where Forestwalker's eyes were, Nichelle said, “If I was going to be a herm, I was going to give myself a nice package. Not too big, but a lovely couple of hands full, yes?”
 
   Forestwalker had to admit that shi made one heck of a sexy herm. Then Nichelle turned away from the chakat and bent over, demonstrating more than adequately that hir female equipment was still there despite the newer additions. Sexy? Forest thought shi was downright erotic and felt a stirring in hir sheath despite intending just to take a clinical look.
 
   “Thanks, Nicky, I'm quite satisfied,” Forestwalker hastened to say before things went too far. “You make an extremely attractive herm human. I can only hope to see more like you in the future.”
 
   “That would be nice,” admitted Nichelle, “but for now, I'm enjoying my uniqueness.”
 
   “So we notice,” Francine observed dryly.
 
   “Anyway, my curiosity is satisfied. Leanna's turn now,” Forestwalker said. Nichelle started dressing hirself again.
 
   “Right,” said Gabriel. “Okay, Jonni, you challenged Leanna, so you go first.”
 
   Jonni nodded and unfastened hir belt. Shi dropped hir trousers and Leanna could see that shi was already getting an erection, and that was impressive so far. Jonni then pulled down hir under-shorts, snagging them momentarily on hir stiffening member. Shi then stood a little self-consciously until shi gained full erection. Leanna could see that shi hadn’t been boasting. Shi was well enough endowed to be the envy of most males.
 
   “So, do you concede?” Jonni asked, hoping to get this over with as soon as possible.
 
   “Of course not,” Leanna said. Shi only wore a short skirt that was fastened over hir tail. Shi released the fastener and let the skirt fall to the floor. Shi then pulled down hir panties, revealing everything, but totally without self-consciousness.
 
   “No balls?” queried Lisander.
 
   “Internal like a chakat’s” explained Leanna.
 
   “You’re the first biped that I’ve seen like that,” Lisander admitted.
 
   “My master loved a big penis, but apparently didn’t care about the scrotum, so he put them inside so I’d look even more female. Anyway, the other adaptation that he made was to give me complete conscious control over my penis, or at least when I wasn’t in rut. I never have an unwanted erection outside of that, but I never have trouble getting one when I want.” Shi extruded hir penis part of the way. “This is what I call stage one. It’s the perfect size in proportion to my small form, but it doesn’t end there. Next I go to stage two.”
 
   Leanna extruded hir penis further, its thickness increasing as well as its length, and there were murmurs of surprise.
 
   “How the hell does shi fit all that in hir sheath?” Lisander wondered aloud.
 
   Leanna continued, “This is what I usually use to copulate with much larger partners. It’s what I mostly use when making love to Forest because chakats are pretty big all round. As a slave, I was also required to perform acts with other slaves like this.”
 
   “That’s damn impressive,” Lisander admitted, “but still not as big as my mate’s.”
 
   Leanna looked at Jonni again. Shi was harder than ever, hir erection stretched to the maximum. ‘Of course,’ Leanna thought, ‘shi’s attracted to maleness and my penis is turning hir on.’ “You’re right, Lisander, but I didn’t say that this was as big as I can get. Watch!”
 
   Leanna then extended hir penis to its bio-engineered fullness. There were gasps of astonishment as it grew to proportions way beyond what could surely belong on a petite fennec fox morph.
 
   “That’s impossible!” Lisander said.
 
   “Where on Earth is it all coming from?” asked Francine in awe, hir questioned echoed by several others.
 
   “As I was going to explain before Jonni challenged me, I was engineered to please a master with a very serious cock fetish. Most of my flaccid penis actually resides inside my abdomen by means of a clever modification of the abdominal wall. Only the tip is in the sheath. I only ever get this big for special reasons, or when I was in that unrelieved rut that I told you about.”
 
   “Ouch! A normal-sized one would be bad enough, but that…. Anyway, we seem to have a clear winner here. Leanna was neither boasting nor exaggerating,” Francine declared.
 
   “I concede,” Jonni said, hardly able to tear hir eyes from the sight.
 
   Leanna allowed hir penis to start retracting. Forest came up to hir and gave hir a hug. “Congratulations, hon,” shi murmured. “You’re a hit. They won’t forget your debut in a hurry. And somehow I don’t think Jonni minds losing. Shi’s getting repaid in other ways.”
 
   “I noticed,” Leanna replied quietly. When hir penis had finally retracted enough, shi pulled on hir panties and skirt. Jonni also started dressing, although shi was having problems with a persistent erection. Leanna felt a bit sorry for having inadvertently teased hir.
 
   The group began drifting out of the Green room. Leanna joined them as soon as shi was ready, leaving Lisander with Jonni, giving the aroused fox a sympathetic hug. Shi knew best how strongly this had affected hir mate, and they supported each other at times like this. It would be over ten minutes before they rejoined with the others.
 
   They found the group deep in conversation, much of it centred on Leanna, but some on Forestwalker also. Ashley, the skunk waiter, came off hir shift and joined them too. Hir relief and several other kitchen staff drifted in to start preparations for the evening rush. Other members started filling the lounge, some of them joining the group. Leanna noted a deer couple, more rabbits, a mink, and many more foxes amongst them, but nothing particularly unusual. Only one newcomer caused hir interest to perk up. A white-furred foxtaur with bold black markings on hir paws, ears and tail, plus a streak down hir spine from neck to tail, walked in. Leanna and Forestwalker immediately recognised hir as being a polar breed stellar foxtaur.
 
   The chakat stepped up to the foxtaur. “Excuse me, my name is Forestwalker. I saw your kind when I visited the planet Arisia and I’m wondering what you are doing here on Earth.”
 
   “My name is Permafrost, but I just settle for Frost. I work at the Star Corps headquarters as Project Coordinator for Stellar Foxtaur services. In other words, I figure out which stellars go where and what goods and services they require to do their job. I had an aptitude for the job, so they offered me that position here instead of sending me out to the colony. That suited me fine as I’d met someone that I liked who wasn’t really pioneer material. Staying on Earth allowed us to get mated.”
 
   “Yes, I’d heard that great pains were being taken to ensure that the stellars did the pioneering jobs because they wanted to, rather than being forced to by their adaptations. Speaking of which, doesn’t it get a bit too warm for you here during the summer?”
 
   “Sometimes,” Frost admitted. “Good thing that I work mostly in an air-conditioned office!”
 
   Forest nodded. “Me too, although I still prefer the field work no matter what the weather is. So what breed is your mate?”
 
   “He’s an Arctic Fox foxtaur tod that I met during field training up in Canada.”
 
   “Ooh! I bet the vixens weren’t happy that you poached him,” Forest said with a grin.
 
   “Nope!” Frost replied with an even bigger grin. “However, he and I fell in love, so too bad for them.”
 
   “May I ask how you being a herm affects his relationship with you?”
 
   “He’s very accommodating, but when I go into rut, I come here looking for a willing partner with his blessing. He reckons that his rear end thanks him for that decision.”
 
   Forest laughed. “I’ll bet! So is this one of those occasions?”
 
   “No, I’m meeting some friends here tonight. Zephon is currently visiting his family back in Canada. I tend to avoid that confrontation.”
 
   “Too bad. My sister also has a foxtaur tod as one of hir mates, and while there was a bit of trouble with a few of the vixens, for the most part we are on good relations with the clan.”
 
   Frost shrugged. “I’ll ask Zephon if the situation has changed much. If it has improved, I might go with him the next time.”
 
   “Good idea. You know we brought a Mountain Breed stellar back with us from Arisia. We hitched hir up with a foxtaur vixen at my sister’s mate’s village. Both were absolutely delighted. I hope it works out for them.”
 
   “That must be Strata that you’re talking about. So that’s where shi disappeared to. I was going to offer hir a position locally if shi was interested. Oh well, I’ll leave hir on the books in case shi needs to find work. Anyway, thanks for letting me know about Strata. I’ve got to go now.”
 
   “Thanks for chatting with me, and I hope that you have a pleasant evening.”
 
   “You too, Forestwalker. I’ll see you around, maybe.” Shi gave the chakat a parting hug and Forest rejoined the group. 
 
   Both Leanna and Forestwalker were really enjoying the day and lost track of time. Eventually though, Gabriel stood up and said, “I don’t know about you blokes, but I’m starving. Anyone with me?”
 
   The others murmured agreement and they all got up and drifted towards the restaurant. Forestwalker noticed that Jonni was hanging back, checking hir comm with a frown. Shi sensed concern mixed with disappointment.
 
   “Anything wrong, Jonni?” Forest asked.
 
   “Hmm? Oh, it’s just that my date for the evening is late. However, shi’s a doctor working at the Angel of Mercy Hospital’s emergency department, and delays are part of the territory.”
 
   “I see. I hope that whatever has delayed hir won’t take too much longer.”
 
   “Yeah, we don’t get to see too much of each other as it is.”
 
   They joined the others and soon ordered drinks and food. Leanna took full advantage of hir win, but luckily for Jonni, fennecs didn’t eat a lot. They had reached dessert when Jonni’s comm chimed. Shi saw the caller’s ID and brightened.
 
   “Hello Sef! Where are you?” Jonni paused to hear the response. “Oh.” There was a longer pause as Sef explained something. “I see. … Yeah, I’m sorry too. … Next week for sure, okay? … Bye!” Jonni turned off hir comm and shoved it roughly into a pocket.
 
   “Bad news?” Forestwalker asked gently.
 
   “Big emergency with multiple casualties. That was the first chance that Sef had got to call me, and shi won’t be able to get away for several more hours, so there goes my evening.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that.”
 
   Lisander leaned over to put hir arm around hir mate’s. “Do you want me to cancel my date with Camphor?”
 
   Jonni shook hir head. “No, love, I won’t spoil the evening for you two also. I’ll just play cards or something.”
 
   “Okay, but if you change your mind, don’t hesitate to ask.”
 
   Jonni was still toying with hir dessert when everyone else was finished and had gotten up from the table. Leanna came over to Forestwalker and said, “It bothers me that Jonni is sad and frustrated, even more so because of me.”
 
   “I know what you mean,” replied Forestwalker, “but can you do anything about it?”
 
   “I think that I can, if you don’t mind,” Leanna replied.
 
   “Leanna dear, this day is all for you. If you wish to do something that doesn’t involve me, don’t let it worry you. Besides, Rik has been trying hir best to pick me up all evening and I’ve been gently deflecting hir efforts. I might just let hir succeed if I have nothing better to do.”
 
   Leanna grinned. “Good. You enjoy yourself, love. Now watch! I have a trick of the trade that I haven’t shown you yet.”
 
   Forestwalker watched Leanna curiously, then hir jaw dropped in astonishment as shi witnessed an astounding transformation. Not one thing changed physically about the little fennec’s body, but hir entire attitude changed. The way shi stood, the look in hir eyes, hir very presence screamed, ‘I am male!’. It had almost nothing to do with hir looks. The only adjustments that Forestwalker saw was the way shi let hir hair fall and shi allowed hir penis to gently bulge hir clothing. The rest was pure talent that awed Forestwalker. No wonder shi had been a spectacularly successful spy. Then shi spoke, further reinforcing the maleness with the timbre of hir voice.
 
   “Jonni, could I have a word with you?”
 
   Jonni looked up, then hir eyes practically bulged when shi took in the new Leanna. Shi was tongue-tied by the sight.
 
   Leanna went over to hir, hir gait a male’s confident stride. Shi said to Jonni, “My dear friend, you would do me great honour to be my lady for tonight? May I have the pleasure of your company?”
 
   Jonni’s inner ears flushed red, a female’s blush. “I… think I’d like that, Leanna.” Shi took Leanna’s outstretched hand and stood up. Despite Jonni being a lot taller than Leanna, it was the fennec’s personality that dominated the scene. Shi put hir arm proprietarily around the red fox’s waist and led hir off towards the Green Room. Jonni leant up against hir as any female would take strength from her male, Leanna’s wiry strength coping easily with the load.
 
   “Wow! Was that Leanna I just saw making off with Jonni?” Rik asked, hir eyes glued to the couple.
 
   “Yep. My denmate has some quite amazing tricks up hir sleeve,” Forestwalker replied.
 
   “If you let me, I could show you a few tricks of my own,” Rik said with an exaggerated leer.
 
   Forestwalker thought, ‘Not hir best line, but it’ll do.’ Shi continued aloud, “Okay hot stuff, show me what you’ve got!”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Forestwalker took hir time with Rik, long enough to have some fun without making too much of the event. Nevertheless, shi was out in the lounge area, enjoying coffee with the late stragglers before Jonni and Leanna emerged from the Green Room. Jonni looked a little tired but blissfully happy. The indefatigable Leanna had a smile of satisfaction in accomplishment. Shi led Jonni over to Lisander, still in hir ‘male’ mode. Lisander’s eyes grew large in surprise.
 
   Leanna passed Jonni’s hand to Lisander and said, “My compliments on your choice of mate. Shi is truly a delight.”
 
   “Thank you. I have never regretted my choice,” Lisander replied as shi gave hir mate a cuddle.
 
   Leanna turned away and Forestwalker witnessed the reversal of Leanna’s transformation as shi returned to hir normal state as shi walked over to Forestwalker.
 
   “Leanna!” Lisander called.
 
   Leanna paused and looked back. “Yes?”
 
   “Could… can you teach me how to do that?”
 
   Leanna looked thoughtful for a moment, then said, “I’m not sure. I’ve never tried teaching it before. Part of it is hardwired into me, part of it is training, and the rest is lots of practice.”
 
   “I’m willing to try if you’re willing to teach me.”
 
   Leanna smiled warmly. “Anything for a friend. Give me a call tomorrow and we can arrange a time that’s suitable for the both of us.” Shi took out hir comm as shi spoke, and transferred hir number over to Lisander’s.
 
   Lisander nodded gratefully. “Thanks, Leanna. Time for Jonni and I to go home, but it’s been really great getting to know you. And thank you especially for satisfying my mate’s needs.”
 
   “The pleasure was mine too, Lisander.”
 
   The vulpine couple departed, and Forestwalker said, “It’s time that we made tracks too, hon.”
 
   “OK,” Leanna replied. Shi turned to Rik and Camphor, the last of their group still at the club. “It’s been a genuine pleasure meeting you, and I hope to see you again soon.”
 
   “Same here, Leanna,” Rik said. “Don’t forget to bring Forest along with you though,” shi added with a wink.
 
   Camphor elbowed Rik. “Ignore hir one-track mind. I’m glad to have met you both.”
 
   “Me?” Rik cried out in mock outrage. “What about you, Ms I-Love-Chicks-With-Dicks?”
 
   Camphor poked hir tongue out at Rik.
 
   Both Leanna and Forestwalker laughed. “We’ll try to come around regularly from now on,” Forestwalker said. “I’d forgotten how much fun that I had here before I started spending more time with my new mates.”
 
   “There’s a big poker game organised here for next Saturday, if you’re into that kind of thing?” Rik said.
 
   “As long as it’s penny ante, I am. Leanna too, I think.”
 
   “It’s all played with chips,” Rik assured hir, “but a small entry fee covers the winner’s prize of the standard club bet.”
 
   “A free dinner?” Leanna asked.
 
   “Yep. Quite a prize as you should realise. You hardly touched on their large menu though.”
 
   “Stop! You’re making me hungry and the restaurant is closed,” Forestwalker protested.
 
   “I’ll make you supper when we get home,” Leanna promised.
 
   “Shi spoils me,” Forestwalker said with an affectionate smile. “We’d better get going now. Tail high!”
 
   As they exited into the lobby, Leanna said, “I bet those two spend the night together.”
 
   “Ha! No bet. While you were still busy with Jonni, I was chatting with them. Those two have been alternately bickering and screwing for years. Seems to be a bit of a game for them. Rik actually introduced Camphor to Lisander when shi realised hir needs.”
 
   Leanna nodded. “I got that impression. I’m glad to know that my instincts were right. In fact it seems that whole group supports and balances each other.”
 
   “Precisely what the club is all about. Whether that person’s needs are emotional, social or physical, there is usually someone there who can help. We were lucky to bump into that group as they’re a fine example of how it can work. Of course some are a lot tougher to deal with, such as Mikel. It’s going to take a lot of time to undo the damage done to hir psyche.”
 
   “At least others are easier to please. I got a heck of a buzz out of making Jonni happy,” Leanna said with a big smile of satisfaction.
 
   “I know what you mean. It’s how I got my reputation for always match-making. Still, I have had no complaints so far.”
 
   Leanna gave Forestwalker a cuddle. “Least of all from me!”
 
   They boarded the Public PTV that they had called and got under way. After a while, Leanna said, “I can’t help but think that there’s something more that could be done for Jonni and Lisander. Dale comes to mind.”
 
   Forestwalker caught on immediately. “You mean using the transporter on them, only putting their mind matrixes into each other’s body?”
 
   “Exactly. Each one would have the form that they see themselves as, and they’d still have each other.”
 
   “Hmm, well I can think of a few problems with that, the first of which is that Dale’s case was an accident,” Forest replied.
 
   Leanna nodded but said, “Dale told me that the scientists were ready to reproduce the circumstances if they could get hir back into hir original human form.”
 
   “But that process isn’t available to the general public,” rebutted Forestwalker.
 
   “Maybe not now, but I bet it will be in the future,” Leanna said confidently.
 
   “I reckon that you’re probably right, but the situation is a lot more complicated than that.”
 
   “Oh? How so?” Leanna queried.
 
   “Despite what they prefer, they are both highly aware that they are extremely attractive to others, and I could sense pride in their looks. Lisander says that shi can make a potato sack looks sexy, but shi still dresses very fashionably rather than casual slacks or such. Jonni would look fantastic wearing just about anything, but those were expensive tailored clothes that shi had on.”
 
   “They have no big problem with their real-life image then, just their inner selves.”
 
   “Yeah, but neither needs to change to make their mating work. Those two are truly in love, and self-image has little to do with that in this case. That just leaves physical and psychological needs, and both are being adequately served by their lovers. Frankly I’d leave the situation mostly alone for now. Sure, give Lisander hir lessons – that won’t hurt. Maybe do the same for Jonni?”
 
   “If shi wants, but I’m not sure that shi needs it much. Shi is very feminine when shi isn’t trying to live up to hir male outer looks. Believe me, I know.”
 
   Forestwalker laughed. “Yeah, I suppose that you don’t get any more clearer than when you’re making love. Did you enjoy yourself?”
 
   “I always do, just some more than others. Jonni was a very willing and responsive partner. What about Rik?”
 
   “Shi reminds me a lot of Midnight, but bawdier. Shi made me laugh a lot also. Gotta love it when they tickle your funny bone and your fanny at the same time.”
 
   Leanna chuckled. “I’ll keep that in mind for the future.”
 
   They fell silent for a while, the AI quietly piloting the PTV on the highway while they held hands and watched the scenery go by. Eventually Leanna said, “Something is bothering you, isn’t it?”
 
   Forestwalker said, “Hmm? I suppose so. It’s about what Nichelle told me. It brought up another problem, but I am not sure whether I should do something about it.”
 
   “Want to go over it with me?” Leanna asked.
 
   “I would, but it involves something told to me in confidence.”
 
   Leanna thought for a few moments, then said, “Then I would have to say that it must have something to do with Malena’s strong bisexual leanings.”
 
   Forestwalker looked sharply at Leanna. “How’d you figure that out?”
 
   “Forest, love, you know what I am, but you still don’t truly understand in fullness. I was made to be the perfect sexual partner – to know exactly what my partner wants and needs sexually, and to give it to them. I had Malena figured out soon after I met her. Shi is a vixen of strong passions, with equal attraction to females and males. It’s her passionate nature that caused her impetuous mistake with Garrek. Goldfur told me about her first meeting with you chakats and what has happened since. It’s clear that she has always leant both ways. She has also mentioned to me in conversation that she wouldn’t have minded being born a chakat, so obviously the thought of being a hermaphrodite doesn’t bother her. The most important point of what Nichelle said is that shi had been unsatisfied with just being female, which is exactly how Malena feels. For these and other subtle reasons, I conclude that you’re debating whether to tell Malena that she too could be a herm if she wished.”
 
   “All correct. I was afraid that I was letting my own feelings for Malena cloud my objectivity, but I truly think that she would be happy being a herm. Shi has told me that she feels that’s the way shi should have been born, but she’s a perfectly wonderful vixen as she is, and I’m afraid of meddling, although I promised to help her out in any way that I could.”
 
   “Nichelle has been a herm for a couple of years without regrets. Perhaps shi could have a talk with Malena and compare notes?” Leanna suggested.
 
   “That’s a good idea, but is it too soon? She might get so excited about the idea that she goes ahead with it before she has thought it through, and then regrets it later. This isn’t like matching couples where, if you make a mistake, they can split up and try others. This would be for life. You can only modify a body so far by current technology before it won’t accept any more changes without the risk of damage, so if she became a herm, there would be no going back.”
 
   “I think that you’re worrying too much. While your concerns might be valid, she is mature enough to make her own decisions, and if we support her, we can help her over any humps. Besides, she has a lot of time to cool off over the idea. She wouldn’t be able to do a thing until well after she gives birth.”
 
   “Of course, that’s a very good point,” Forestwalker conceded.
 
   “And then there’s the cost,” Leanna pointed out. “Nichelle spent a small fortune getting modified.”
 
   “A problem, but not an issue. If Malena needs this to be truly happy, then the family will provide. It might take a while though. More time for her to cool down on the idea.”
 
   “Then I recommend that we ask Nichelle and hir mates over for dinner and have hir chat with Malena. Give her all the facts so that she can make an informed decision. Then you can stop stressing over the situation also.”
 
   “Yes, dear,” Forestwalker replied with a grin.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The following Saturday when they revisited the Double H Club, they invited Nichelle, Jacqui and Ashley over for dinner the next day, explaining their motivation to the human. As the trio were free that day, they accepted. As expected, when Nichelle was introduced to Malena, the vixen was rapt, although she wasn’t allowed to monopolise the human before dinner. They wanted all three visitors to get to know the entire family first. After dinner though, Malena dragged Nichelle away for a private chat. About a half hour later, a very thoughtful Malena rejoined the others. Forestwalker managed to get Nichelle alone in the kitchen for a moment as the human went for a drink.
 
   “Well, what do you think?” Forestwalker asked hir.
 
   “You’re right. I see a lot of my former self in her. Like me, she is quite happy looking female, but she feels the same lack that I did when it comes to sexual expression.”
 
   “That bears out what both Leanna and I think. So do you think she’s a candidate for a herm sex change?”
 
   “She seems to think so, and I would have to agree, but I want to stress that just because I made the change doesn’t make me an expert. I went to see professional counsellors for a long time to make absolutely sure that my course of action was the right one. On the other hand, in my thoroughly unprofessional but experienced opinion, she’s a prime candidate for the change. I recommend establishing long-term goals with this in mind.”
 
   “Thanks, Nicky. We’ll do that. Now let’s get you back to the fun social part of this visit, shall we?”
 
   As they rejoined the others, Forestwalker thought to hirself, ‘I wonder what Goldie is going to think of this?’
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Forestwalker almost got the chance to ask Goldfur much sooner than shi expected. One day as they were just having their after-dinner chat, Goldfur, Goldendale and Swiftwalk arrived out of thin air. Malena was instantly up and into Goldfur’s arms, hugging and nuzzling hir. Lupu was close behind and doing likewise to Goldendale, quickly joined by Avissavaunte. Forestwalker, Leanna, Kris and Trina were left hugely puzzled though.
 
   “Would someone care to explain how come my sisters are here instead of on a planet far, far away?” asked Forestwalker.
 
   “I think I’d better do the explaining,” Swiftwalk said. “I think your sisters are going to be a little preoccupied for a while.”
 
   “One moment, Swift,” Goldfur said and padded over to Forestwalker to give hir a huge hug. “Missed you loads, sis. However, I have a lifemate to attend to right now. Make Swiftwalk welcome though, will you?”
 
   “Sure thing, Goldie. Love you!” Shi gave Goldfur a lick-kiss, then beckoned Swiftwalk to follow hir. “We have some great coffee here. Care to try some while you tell me all about this?”
 
   “Sounds good to me, Forestwalker,” Swiftwalk replied as shi followed, and hir travelling companions departed for more private rooms.
 
   “Call me Forest, and don’t leave out any of the details,” the jaguar chakat told hir as Trina, Leanna and Kris joined them to hear the explanation.
 
   One very lengthy tale later, everyone was up to speed with all the details and Swiftwalk was enraptured by the coffee. Forestwalker insisted that Swiftwalk pay a proper visit as soon as their mission was complete. Swiftwalk promised to come, if only to get some more of that coffee!
 
   Then Forestwalker asked, “Am I going to get a chance to talk to Goldie before you have to go back?”
 
   Swiftwalk shook hir head. “I doubt it. We need to be getting back to camp soon, and it looks like Goldfur is going to be spending most of that time with Malena. Is it really important?”
 
   Forestwalker had to admit that it wasn’t that urgent. “Oh well, at least I’ll get to give hir a hug and kiss before shi goes.”
 
   And that’s exactly what shi did. “I’ve got something important to talk to you about when you get back, sis,” Forestwalker told Goldfur. “Nothing that can’t wait until then, so don’t worry about it.”
 
   “OK, I’ll make it a priority when I’m home again. By the way, there shouldn’t be any necessity to pick us up at the spaceport. Swift has already offered to give us a lift here. That should save a bit of time and trouble.”
 
   “Excellent. Love you, Goldie!” Shi gave hir sister one last hug, and one for Dale also before Swiftwalk insisted that they had to leave. As quietly as they had arrived, the three disappeared again, leaving several very impressed people.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Quickpaw only learned about hir sister’s visits much later. At the time shi had made hir second visit, the calico chakat was moping in hir room back at medical college, hir holiday break ending too soon as always. Shi had spent every waking moment packing in as much fun and interaction with hir family as shi could in that time, making love as often as possible, playing with the children, even being allowed to breastfeed Windrunner a few times. Eventually though, it was time to go back to college for the start of the next semester of hir nursing course. After the highs of the previous weeks spent with the family though, shi crashed into the lows of post-visit depression. Sometimes shi wondered why shi was doing all this to hirself.
 
   Then hir alarm went off, reminding hir that shi was scheduled to be at the maternity ward soon to start hir rounds as a volunteer wet-nurse for children whose mothers were unable to provide properly. Shi put hir hands to hir breasts, feeling them to be full and heavy with milk. Shi smiled. Yes, that was the reason. Just two more years of sacrifice, then back to hir family again permanently, but with a cherished career goal reached and ready for hir. It was going to be worth it.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Several weeks later, Goldfur, Garrek, Goldendale and assorted cubs arrived again out of thin air, unannounced but not unanticipated; brought there directly from the spaceport by Swiftwalk’s amazing Talent. Lupu had been hanging around the room to greet them, and flew into Dale’s arms and smothering hir with kisses even before the chakat had gotten hir bearings. Then it was Goldfur’s turn to be the recipient of the wolftaur’s enthusiastic greetings, Avissavaunte stepping up to fill Dale’s empty arms. While the adults were occupied, the cubs immediately took off to find the others. Garrek looked about, wondering if Malena would be there, but was relieved to find her absent. He intended to confront her, but not right at this moment. Time enough later when he could do so in private.
 
   However, Malena was there, but just out of sight, concealed from view by indoor plants. She waited until Garrek left to offload luggage before stepping out to greet her lifemate.
 
   Goldfur smiled when she saw the vixen approaching. “How are you doing, hon?” shi asked as shi reached out to hug Malena.
 
   “As well as can be expected, Goldie,” Malena replied, hugging the chakat fiercely. “Blaze has been happier too since you visited with Swiftwalk a few weeks back, so I suppose that’s also a good indicator of my own state of mind.”
 
   Goldfur nodded. “This is the longest that you have spent away from your village. Has it been difficult for you?”
 
   “Oh, I’ve been a little homesick – that was inevitable. However, as I hoped, not the slightest sign that it’s turning into Territorial Attachment Syndrome, so that’s a relief. I’m not sure what I would have done if I had suffered from late onset of the symptoms and had been forced back to the village.”
 
   “Well, I hope that you truly feel comfortable in your new permanent home,” Goldfur said, “but we’re going to have to deal with the situation with your mother also. With triplet foxtaurs coming, you’re going to need the support of all your family. Besides, I can’t bear the thought of you and Jaleth remaining estranged.”
 
   “Good luck with that, Goldie. Mom is one of the most intractable persons that I know. She may usually be open-minded, but once she’s made a decision, budging her is near impossible.”
 
   “Then we’ll just have to work that little bit harder to achieve it,” Goldfur said resolutely.
 
   “Garrek and I will have to work things out first though. If we don’t, we won’t get to first base with mom,” Malena pointed out.
 
   “Are you ready for that?” asked Goldfur.
 
   “How can you ever be ready to face someone whom you’ve hurt beyond comprehension with the stupidest mistake of your life?” Malena replied pessimistically.
 
   Goldfur nodded. “Unfortunately true, so you just have to go in and do it anyway. I wish you both good luck with resolving that problem.”
 
   “Thanks. We’re going to need every bit of good fortune that we can get.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Malena waited until the entire family had gotten over the euphoria of being reunited. Rather than spoil dinner with possible tensions between her and Garrek, she chose to face up to her brother-mate beforehand. At an opportune moment, she approached him.
 
   “Is now a good time for you, Garrek?” Malena asked.
 
   He nodded and indicated a private room. Allowing her in first, he closed the door behind them. After a few moments of awkward silence, Malena said, “Allow me to say once more that I apologise unreservedly for what I did.”
 
   “I’ve already accepted your apology, Malena,” Garrek replied. “That’s not the problem that we’re facing now. There are issues of trust, and worse. How can I ever be sure of your motivations when you choose deception to get your way?”
 
   “Because that was a lesson that I learned in the harshest possible way, and also because I am going to need your love and support. Has Goldfur told you that we’re expecting triplets?”
 
   “Yes shi has, and I admit that it was somewhat of a shock. However, it did help shake me out of the apathy that I had for you at the time.”
 
   “Then you realise that I am going to need everyone’s help, including our mother’s, and she will never do that without your support.”
 
   “I told you that I still love you. How could I not after all these years? But that was never a problem, even if you thought it might be. I need to get to like you again, but what you did to me is making that very hard.”
 
   “What can I do to make it up to you?” Malena pleaded.
 
   “It’s not that simple. Mom told you that I’d remember everything, didn’t she?”
 
   “Yes, she did.”
 
   “Even Mom doesn’t realise how deeply ingrained every action and every feeling is in me. I recall with crystal clarity every single thrust, every orgasm, every time you cried out, my utter domination of you, my total lack of care about your distress, and it sickens me. It is so alien to me, and yet it is an inextricable part of me. I am revolted that I could do such things.”
 
   “But it wasn’t you! It was the pheromone overdose that did that!” Malena protested.
 
   Garrek shook his head. “All the pheromones in the world can’t stoke something that isn’t there in the first place. No, it’s a dark side of my nature that needs to be contained again before any relationship between ourselves can resume.”
 
   “But you’re fine with Goldfur. Shi told me that you have started making love with hir again.”
 
   “That’s true, but shi doesn’t trigger the memories in me like you do. Once I got over the worst of the pain, shi was able to help me a lot to get my head together again. Right now, just being alone with you in this room is straining that.”
 
   “You seem to be okay to me. We’re discussing this reasonably,” Malena commented with some puzzlement.
 
   “Am I? Let me show you something.” He shifted his body in order to lift the hind leg nearest to Malena to reveal a full rock-hard erection. He then lowered his leg again. “Right now I am battling this desire to take you again. Every day that I have even thought of you since that day, this happens to me. I have to struggle to maintain control in your presence. While this keeps happening to me, I can’t trust myself with you.”
 
   “I understand, Garrek,” Malena said sorrowfully.
 
   “No, you don’t, Malena. You don’t because you don’t know the very worst aspect of this problem.”
 
   “And that is…?”
 
   Garrek moved up to Malena, practically nose-tip to nose-tip. “Because while I was under its influence, I enjoyed it. It was an utter pleasure to take you as hard as I could again and again, to make you cry out in distress, to hurt you in every way that I did that night.”
 
   Malena instinctively took a step backwards, recoiling from that revelation.
 
   Garrek laughed harshly. “Yes, you should shy away. And to cap it all, it’s addictive. The more that you do it, the more that you want to do it.”
 
   “But I've heard that there are mates in the village who actually like doing it that way, and the tod lets the vixen overdose him deliberately.”
 
   “It may well have started that way, but it rapidly goes beyond what the tod can control. The truth is that he's hooked on it. He can't even have normal sex anymore. It takes hyper-stimulation to get him aroused by any other vixens, but his mates must endure violent matings any time they are with him. It destroys den-matings, and even life-matings aren't immune. That's why vixens are taught never to do that to a tod.”
 
   “I won’t make any excuses for myself. It was my fault that I skipped the lessons that would have warned me. However, why didn't mother ever tell me? I’d think that it’s the kind of thing that would be essential to pass on to one’s daughters.”
 
   That made Garrek stop his tirade. “I can't think of a reason either. It would make sense to warn the tods also, but she never said a thing to me either.”
 
   There was a moment of thoughtful silence before Malena spoke again. “So what happens now?”
 
   “Goldfur and I are going back to Mountain Glade for a few days. I will be seeing Thayla for advice, and I’ll be also looking for a counsellor who may be able to help me with my problem. Forest has also volunteered to try to help me with hir Talent in the same way that shi helped Leanna, but shi also suggested contacting Queznal. He might not be in that field, but he might be able to recommend a telepath who could help. Failing all that, it might be just a matter of enough time to let the memories fade. Fortunately, unlike Leanna, I don’t have a perfect memory.”
 
   “I see. I have faith in you, Garrek. I want us to be happy together again.”
 
   “I do too, Malena. Believe me, this wouldn’t have hurt me as much if it hadn’t been done to me by someone that I love.”
 
   “I will never put my feelings before yours again, I promise. To that end, I need to ask you something slightly related.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “How would you feel about me if I became a herm?”
 
   That surprised Garrek immensely. “What? Like those fantasies that you indulge in with Forest?”
 
   Malena nodded. “Just like that, only for real.”
 
   Garrek had to think about that for a few moments. Then he said, “It would be very strange, but after being life-mated to a herm for a few years, it doesn't bother me much at all. Malena, I would love you the same even if you became a tod! I’ve no idea how you could do it, but if that’s your desire, it’s none of my business.” He stopped as a stray thought occurred to him, and he laughed rather harshly. “In fact, I think giving you a cock and balls would do you good. It might give you a greater appreciation of what you put me through!”
 
   ‘Great! Add penance to my list of reasons,’ thought Malena.
 
   Garrek got up and walked over to the door. He paused with a hand on the doorknob and looked back at Malena. “Goldfur and I will be leaving for the village tomorrow. We have no more to talk about until after I return. I suggest that you take advantage of having Goldfur at home tonight. I’ll be sleeping with the cubs.”
 
   Malena nodded. “Thanks, Garrek.”
 
   Garrek grunted in acknowledgement and left.
 
   “So very angry still,” Malena murmured to herself, “but it could have been a lot worse. He still wants us to be happy together. I just hope that I haven’t done any permanent harm.” She shuddered as she relived the revelation that Garrek had enjoyed their violent mating, even if he hadn’t been responsible for those feelings.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Goldfur had to soothe Malena’s feelings again before they made love that night. By the time the chakat was done with her, Malena no longer felt like a worthless bit of trash. They talked for a while about what had been happening to each other while they had been apart. Malena finally told her mate her ideas about becoming a herm, and was surprised by the blasé response.
 
   “Just promise me that you’ll take your time and be sure that you’re making the right decision,” Goldfur told her.
 
   “You don’t seem surprised at all,” Malena noted.
 
   “Dear, you sometimes fantasise while having sex, don’t you?” Goldfur asked.
 
   “Of course. Doesn’t everybody?” Malena confirmed.
 
   “Yes they do. Ever since I learned about you and Forest and hir special trick, I have occasionally fantasised about you mounting me for a change. In a way, if you became a herm, it would be my wish fulfilment.”
 
   
  
 

“I thought that you were happy with me just as a female?”
 
   “I am, just as I am happy that Garrek is just a male. It was only a harmless fantasy. There are lots of things that I fantasise about that wouldn’t bother me if they never came true, nor do I expect them to. However, if this is one that actually becomes reality, then it will be a pleasant turn of events. The bottom line is that I am in love with the person though, and not the gender. Do what you wish, dear. I will support you whatever your choice.”
 
   Malena cuddled Goldfur warmly. “You always know the right thing to tell me. If I go ahead with this, I promise you a night to remember!”
 
   “Malena, my love, every night with you is a memory that I will treasure forever.”
 
   The lovers then held each other until they drifted off to sleep. Malena’s sleep was untroubled by bad dreams for the first time in many weeks.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   About twenty minutes after Goldfur and Malena had fallen asleep, the door to their room was quietly pushed open. Garrek stood in the doorway looking at the two, but the vixen in particular. The self-control that he had re-learned with the aid of his chakat mate on their long voyage warred with the insistent urges that he got whenever he thought about Malena. He managed to stop himself from unsheathing, something that he had made no effort to prevent earlier when talking to his sister-mate. She had needed to be shocked and impressed with the full enormity of what she had done, and its lingering effects. He was glad to have that over and done with now because despite everything she had done, he wanted things back to normal again. He had grown to like having Malena as a denmate, and now that they were going to have kits, it was important that they heal the rift between them. Although it might not be possible for their relationship to ever be quite the same again, perhaps this time it might be a more mature one when they got back together. Then he recalled what she had told him about the possibility of becoming a herm. He quietly chuckled – an honest laugh – amused at the possibility.
 
   “My mate, the herm vixen,” he murmured. “I wonder if you would become susceptible to pheromone overdose like us tods? I pray to Heaven that you never find out.” He turned to leave, paused, then said, “Sleep well, my loves.” He then left to rejoin the slumbering cubs, a tad more optimistic for the future.
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   Foreword: This story relates the events of Leanna and Forestwalker’s second visit to the Double H Club when they returned the following Saturday.
 
   There are cameo appearances of a large number of people’s characters who have joined the Double H Club at the Chakat’s Den website.  These characters are used with their express permission.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Episode 36: Musical Climax
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Forestwalker and Leanna gave their mates parting hugs and nuzzles before stepping into the coolness of the air-conditioned Public PTV that was waiting for them. It was one of those typical Melbourne February heatwaves, and the cubs were seldom far from the pool on days like this. Those adults who did not have any urgent chores to do were likely to found with them. However, Forest and Leanna had said that they would come for the poker night, and they had decided to make a full day of it instead.
 
   As they drove off, Leanna said, “That’s the only thing that bothers me about the club.”
 
   Forestwalker arched an eyebrow questioningly. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Their policy of total exclusivity – herms only. How many members have non-herm mates or close friends that they might want to have socialise with them there? I know that it bothers me that we’ve left Kris and Trina behind for this.”
 
   Forestwalker nodded. “You have a point, although I would never let the club come between us. In fact that’s one of the reasons that I stopped going years back. However, you don’t know everything about the Double H yet. They are quite aware of the situation, and they cater to that to a degree.”
 
   “How so? All the accessible facilities are classified as herm-only.”
 
   Instead of answering directly, Forest said to Leanna, “Think of the entrance to the club. All the facilities were on the right side of the doors. What was on the left?”
 
   “Just the door to the administration area, or so Francine told us. Then there’s only a solid wall between the club and the premises next door.”
 
   “And what are those premises?”
 
   Leanna’s eyes took on the unfocused look that Forest had learned to recognise as when the fennec was using hir eidetic memory to ‘see’ something that shi remembered. Because Leanna never forgot anything, it was like a perfect photographic record that was as good as the observer’s attention to detail, and Leanna was very observant.
 
   “A café,” shi answered, “although it seems to be part of a larger entertainment precinct.”
 
   “That’s right. That’s a combination theatre, nightclub and function room in there. Do you recall seeing the sign?”
 
   “Yes – it says ‘The Double Date’. Is that some allusion to the Double H Club?”
 
   “On the face of it, it’s supposed to mean that the place serves double duty, but yes, it’s owned by the club. However, unlike the club, all those venues plus the café are fully open to the general public. Although it’s never openly advertised as such, it’s an open secret that herms hang out there. Members with non-herm mates and friends can meet for a cup of coffee, have a meal, or make a big night of it. Single-sexed people who have a preference for herm company hang out there also. The Double H Club uses its function facilities for major events for its members.”
 
   Leanna smiled. “I must admit that I’m glad to hear that. I might like to go to some of those events if I continue going to the club. Having herm friends is good, but not at the expense of our denmates. I’m a little surprised at how big the club’s holdings are though considering that they serve a minority group.”
 
   Forest laughed. “Oh, that’s nothing. They own the whole block! All the small shops from the convenience store to the clothing shops are leased from the Double H to herm business owners. That’s part of how the club gets its revenue to cover expenses serving the needs of the herm community.”
 
   “You make it sound as if the whole area is a hotbed of herm families,” Leanna remarked.
 
   “Well, nobody’s ever named it ‘Little Hermville’ or something equally silly, but that’s basically correct. As typically happens with species, ethnicity or religion, like tends to attract like, and a large portion of herm families in Melbourne are concentrated in that area.”
 
   “That’s another thing – for a group that’s supposed to be a minority, there seems to be an awful lot of them, both in number of different species and sheer overall population.”
 
   “I suppose you’re right. Few people realise just how prevalent herms are.”
 
   “But why?” Leanna insisted.
 
   “It goes back to shortly before the start of the Gene Wars. One of the producers of slave morphs discovered how to make viable hermaphrodites and marketed them as exotic sex slaves. For some reason, owning a herm became a fad, and their competitors were soon producing their own. Humans being humans, they liked to have lots of makes and models, so they ended up making herm versions of many species and with several twists. Back in those days however, genetic engineering wasn’t as sophisticated as it is today, so there were a number of problems with them. Hermaphrodism wasn’t perfected until the Turners created the chakat species.”
 
   “Why didn’t a lot of them die off during the Gene Wars like many other species such as fennec foxes did?”
 
   “Same reason as why chakats were made to be herms – it’s a survival trait. All herms are capable of being mothers, so that instantly doubled the species chances of survival. Also, if a herm interbreeds with a non-herm of hir own species, then the child is usually a herm also. Sometimes the child is single-sexed though, but the herm gene is still present as a recessive….”
 
   “And if two recessive parents come together, they can have a herm child like Mikel,” Leanna finished.
 
   “Exactly,” Forest confirmed. “In fact the herm population has been steadily growing since the end of the Gene Wars. The general public might be surprised at how many there actually are – some unpleasantly so. That’s one of the reasons that the club doesn’t advertise but relies on word of mouth and referrals.”
 
   “So the club can be a refuge for some?”
 
   “Yes. Some herms never tell anyone of their true gender for fear of persecution. At the Double H Club, they can relax totally. That’s why it’s known as Herm Haven. Herms are so varied in nature that it’s hard to pin any preconceptions on them. People can just be themselves there.”
 
   Leanna mulled that over, then said, “It seems almost too good to be true. What’s the catch?”
 
   “The catch? I suppose that in the end, herms are just like other people. They have their share of rotten eggs, and some have their own interests more at heart than the club’s. I have heard of some branches failing due to internal politics. However overall they’ve had decades of experience at this sort of thing, and they have trouble-shooters from the head office to pull the troublesome branches into line. Nothing is perfect, but the Double H seems to be doing a pretty good job.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have believed you if you had told me that there weren’t any problems.”
 
   Forest acted deeply offended. “What? You doubt my word?”
 
   Leanna snuggled up to Forest. “No, but even my beloved can be mistaken. Mind if I dig a little deeper? I’m curious.”
 
   “Do what you like, dear. You don’t need my permission for that. Run for president of the branch if you want,” Forest said with a laugh.
 
   “Don’t tempt me,” Leanna replied with a grin. “But for today, I’ll settle for checking out that café, etcetera.”
 
   “Fine by me,” Forest agreed.
 
   Their PTV pulled up in front of the club a little after eleven a.m. They stepped out of the cool of the cab and were hit by the heat that had increased dramatically since they had left home.
 
   “Phew! Does it always get this hot at this time of year?” Leanna asked.
 
   “Melbourne is funny like that. You think summer is done, then wham! – summer has one last parting shot before a big storm hits and things cool down and it’s all downhill into autumn. Sometimes it can stretch out into April, which is a bit too much for my liking.”
 
   “Oh well, it’s a good excuse for ice cream,” Leanna said with a lick of hir lips.
 
   Forest laughed. “Well I don’t think they serve that at the café, but we can have that later at the restaurant if you wish.”
 
   “You bet I will,” Leanna said as they entered the café.
 
   The premises were spacious, with tables and seating varying to suit groups of up to eight, or as few as one. The décor was both tasteful and functional, and gave the impression of quiet intimacy. Leanna liked it immediately.
 
   They were about to seat themselves when Forest recognised a large panther seated in a booth. Shi inclined hir head in that direction and Leanna nodded agreeably. They headed over to the booth.
 
   “Hi, Rik!” Forest said cheerily. “We didn’t expect to see you here.”
 
   Rik looked up from the huge mug of coffee in hir hand, looking a little bleary-eyed. “Oh, hi Forest… Leanna. Take a seat. Don’t mind me – I’m still trying to wake up.”
 
   “It’s less than an hour before noon!” Forest protested.
 
   “It’s the crack of dawn to me,” Rik replied. “I work as a bouncer at the nightclub, and Friday night is always the busiest. The sky was already getting light before I hit the sack.”
 
   “In that case, why aren’t you still in bed?”
 
   “It’s Saturday, and there’s usually a lot of fun stuff happening at the Double H on Saturdays. Then there’s the poker tournament later.” Shi then looked at Forest with a cheeky grin. “And I knew you were likely to turn up today also.”
 
   Forest chuckled. “Don’t mistake a casual fling for something deeper, Rik.”
 
   Rik sighed. “Ah well, a herm can hope.”
 
   “You’re a fun lover,” Forest conceded, “so I’m sure that you can easily find someone who would make a better partner than me.”
 
   “Maybe, but I’m not sure you’re right. Ah, food!” Rik said as a feline waitress came over with a tray laden with enough food to satisfy a starving chakat.
 
   The waitress put the tray down in front of Rik and topped up hir coffee from the jug in hir free hand. Then shi turned hir attention to the others. “Can I get you two anything?”
 
   Both Forest and Leanna could scent that shi was a herm, but neither was sure of hir species. Although shi seemed tiger-like, hir colours seemed to blend in a manner similar to a calico cat. Perhaps shi was a hybrid?
 
   Leanna said, “Two cappuccinos, please.”
 
   “No problem. My name is Assiti. I haven’t seen either of you here before, although it’s obvious that Rik knows you. Are you new Double H members?”
 
   “Yes and no,” Leanna replied. “I’m new, but my mate, Forestwalker, is a returning member. I’m Leanna, by the way.”
 
   “Oh good. Will you be staying for the poker night?”
 
   “Yes, we were intending to compete.”
 
   Assiti smiled. “I like to play too; I never do well, but I enjoy myself anyway. I’d better get you your coffee. Can I tempt you with some oven-fresh muffins?”
 
   Leanna was about to say no, but Forest interjected, “Got choc chip?”
 
   “Of course,” Assiti replied with a grin. “I’ll be back soon.”
 
   Leanna looked at Forestwalker. “Hungry already?”
 
   Forest shrugged. “Peckish… and I can’t resist a fresh choc chip muffin.”
 
   They spent the time waiting for their drinks and muffin by checking out the other patrons. Between wolfing down hir breakfast, Rik would point out and identify some of the regulars.
 
   “That cat with four tits talking to the waitress is Mrilly. Shi’s a herm, but shi identifies so strongly with hir female side that shi prefers to be addressed as such. You’ll notice that we will normally say ‘she’ and ‘her’ when in Mrilly’s earshot. The androgynous-looking silver fox is Tara. Shi’s rather shy around strangers, but once shi gets to know you, shi’s incredibly outgoing. That tod chatting with hir is Danny. He’s just a good friend. The human couple are Madeline and Robert Mason, and they’re obviously not herms, but they are the adoptive parents of Tam, that river otter sitting with them. They’re over here on holidays and shi came by the Double H yesterday to check out the locals. Hir parents have been here while Tam was in the club, and they are very pleasant people.”
 
   Rik suddenly frowned as a white-tailed deer morph entered the café and headed for a table. Leanna noted the arrogant swagger of the deer’s gait. “Who’s that?” shi asked.
 
   “Trouble,” Rik replied. “Hir name is Inman Carter, and shi’s the kind of person you’d do well to avoid.”
 
   Leanna looked keenly at Inman. Shi was fairly tall, and seemed taller due to hir antlers. Hir body was lean and well-toned. Shi had average-sized well-rounded breasts, which were quite obvious due to the fishnet tank-top that shi was wearing along with the tight camouflage-style pants that clearly indicated hir maleness. Shi exuded a tough kind of femininity.
 
   “I don’t like hir smile – it has no warmth,” Leanna declared. “What’s hir story?”
 
   “I’m not sure shi ever knew how to be nice. Shi’s a racketeer, hit man, leader of an underground organisation that traffics in stolen weapons and goods. Owns several establishments, including a restaurant and a strip-club, most of which serve as a front for operations.”
 
   Leanna looked at Rik questioningly. “If you know all this, why isn’t shi in jail?”
 
   Rik shook hir head ruefully. “Because shi’s very smart. Shi’s given the law the slip in various ways, and the rest they can’t prove sufficiently to get a conviction. Just take my advice – stay away from hir if you know what’s good for you.”
 
   “OK. How do you know all this anyway?”
 
   “I’m a professional, Leanna. It’s my job to know these things,” Rik said with deadly seriousness.
 
   Leanna realised that shi was seeing a completely different side to playful and friendly big cat that they’d gotten to know last week. Forestwalker was also impressed, and found hir a lot more interesting than previously. More than ever, Rik reminded hir of a two-legged version of Midnight.
 
   Forest finished hir muffin and got up on all fours. “Ready to go, Leanna?”
 
   “Of course,” shi replied. “If we stayed any longer, I’d have been tempted to have another cappuccino, and you know what that does to me.”
 
   “You’ve not lived until you’ve seen Leanna wired on caffeine,” Forest explained to Rik.
 
   The panther grinned. “It should be quite an experience, I imagine. I’ll catch you both a little later.”
 
   “Where to now?” Leanna asked as they left the café. As they passed through the subtle force screen on the doorway, they were blasted by the heat outside. “Wow! I can’t believe that it’s that much hotter already!”
 
   “Let’s check out the other shops. At least it will be cooler in there,” Forest suggested.
 
   Sounds like a good plan to me.”
 
   The duo made their way around the block, checking out every shop along the way, spending as little time as possible out in the scorching heat. While Leanna was coping adequately, Forest did not feel too good if shi stayed out in it too long. Chakats thrived best in temperate to cool climates, and heat was one of their banes. At one sweet shop, they picked up some chocolates that they didn’t want to have melt, so there was added incentive to move onto the next air-conditioned premises.
 
   Leanna picked up some scented fur oil at another shop. They were served by a herm who looked mostly like a raccoon, but turned out to be a quarter fox also. When they struck up a conversation with hir, shi explained that was where shi inherited the double row of breasts from. Hir name was Kelly Feral, and shi was a full-time student, but worked in the shop part-time to earn money.
 
   “I’m living in an apartment at the Double H,” Kelly explained. “I prefer it to the dorm rooms. They don’t seem to make any concession to herm students there, and I found that a bit uncomfortable.”
 
   “That seems a bit odd considering the high number of chakats in this city, many of whom would probably go to your college,” Forest commented.
 
   Kelly shrugged. “Chakats room with other chakats, and that’s about as far as it goes. One chakat offered to room with me, but I turned hir down.”
 
   “Why? Any chakat who would make an offer like that must have seen something that they liked in you.”
 
   Kelly looked uncomfortable. “I… There were reasons. Oh, nothing against the chakat! I just don’t think it would have worked out.”
 
   Just then another customer made their way to the counter. Forest said, “Well we’d better let you get back to work. Maybe we’ll see you later?”
 
   “I live at the club, remember? It’s almost inevitable,” shi replied before turning hir attention to the new customer.
 
   When they stepped outside, Leanna said, “Shi’s been hurt.”
 
   Forest looked at hir mate keenly. “I was going to say that shi had a deep need.”
 
   Leanna nodded. “That too, but I think it stems from the hurt. Did you see the way shi was looking at me? Shi tried to be casual about it, but I believe shi felt attracted to me.”
 
   Forest grinned. “I have no doubts at all that shi thought you were cute and sexually attractive. No wonder shi didn’t want to pair up with a chakat – empathically speaking, shi broadcasts hir desires like a megaphone. Shi must have embarrassed hirself a few times.”
 
   “I hope shi finds someone more suitable. You know that I could make hir happy only for a moment. Shi needs someone to stop the hurting inside.”
 
   “Is that a subtle hint for me to find someone for hir?” Forest asked.
 
   “Not really – just an observation. I don’t expect you to play matchmaker all the time, even if you do it frequently,” Leanna said with a sly smile.
 
   “Cheeky fennec!” Forest chided, but hir expression belied hir words.
 
   They completed their tour of the shops and made their way into the Double H Club. As they passed into the cool lobby, a very tall person emerged from the office on the left, barely clearing the door frame. Forest recognised the person as a Rakshani, and wondered why someone of that race would be visiting the Double H. Shi was even more startled when the Rakshani waved casually to the rabbit at the reception desk and headed through the double doors that opened into the club’s main rooms.
 
   Francine smiled at the new arrivals. “Welcome back, Leanna. Why’s your mouth gaping, Forest?”
 
   “Did I see right? Was that a Rakshani who just went into the club?” Forest asked.
 
   “Yep, which means that shi’s a herm too,” Francine confirmed with an amused grin.
 
   “I didn’t think that they had herms.”
 
   “Then I suggest that you ask hir about it. Hir name’s Shamara, and shi’s an inter-club courier. It’s only the second time shi’s been here though. You’ll probably find a lot to talk about.”
 
   “Then you’d better get us our pass keys then,” Forest urged.
 
   “What’s it to be then? Day passes again?”
 
   “No. Leanna and I have decided that we’ll join full-time. While we won’t be here every week, we think we will be broadening our social contacts a bit more. Besides, I missed seeing my friends.”
 
   “Both good reasons,” Francine said as shi tapped on hir keyboard. 
 
   Two pass keys were soon produced and, after the two paid, they went through the double doors and emerged into the main lounge. They immediately noticed that it was a lot more crowded than it was the last time.
 
   “The poker night must be a good excuse for people to come together,” Leanna postulated.
 
   “Seems like it,” Forest agreed as they made their way amidst the crowd.
 
   Forest was looking around for a sign of the Rakshani. Shi had to rear up on hir hind legs though to see over the crowd, but that made the tall tiger-like alien stand out from the rest. Shi was standing at the bar apparently chatting to the bartender. Forest inclined hir head in that direction and Leanna nodded. They made their way through the crowd, encountering nobody familiar yet.
 
   They made it to the bar where they saw Kira, the lion morph bartender, serving another drink to Shamara. Shi spotted the two approaching, recognising them from their visit the previous week. Shi gave them a big welcoming smile and said, “What’ll it be, ladies?”
 
   “Just iced tea for me,” Forest replied. “We just came in from the heat. How about you, Leanna?”
 
   “Lemon squash for me, thanks.”
 
   “Coming right up!” Kira said and headed for the refrigerator.
 
   Forest then turned to the Rakshani and said, “Harran ekkidir sanrar.” It was a phrase that literally meant ‘Greetings to one I’ve just met’, the Rakshan equivalent of ‘Howdy stranger!’
 
   The Rakshani looked at the chakat in surprise, then replied, “Harran serret kannekar,” which basically was the positive response to that greeting which meant, ‘Greetings new acquaintance’, or more colloquially as, ‘Hello friend’. Shi went on in Terranglo, “I’m surprised to hear Katang Low Tongue spoken here. How is it that you know it?”
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   Forest replied, “I don’t really know it, but I have learned a few phrases from my co-mate, a Rakshani named Zhane ap Nashene na Zhane. She’s a captain in Star Fleet and we are both mated to Admiral Boyce Kline, a human.”
 
   “A strange choice for a Rakshani,” shi replied with a subtle sense of disapproval.
 
   “Not really, considering that that human conceived a son with her.”
 
   “What?” Shamara was startled, then hir eyes narrowed in thought. “I sense the hand of the Deities in that.”
 
   Forest grinned. “Yep, the admiral and his Firstwife were on shore leave on Raksha during the Fertility Festival. They were visiting Zhane at the time because Rosepetal – that’s the Firstwife – had been sizing up Zhane as a potential Secondwife. Zhane had been lukewarm to the idea, but it was festival time and she went with the flow. However, when she discovered that she was pregnant, she took it as a sign from the Deities that this was her destined mate, and accepted Rosepetal’s proposal. It has worked out rather well.”
 
   Shamara grunted. “It doesn’t always work that way. By the way, my name is Shamara ap Karon na Makane.”
 
   “I’m Forestwalker, child of Desertsand and Longstripe. Just call me Forest if you like. This is my denmate, Leanna Fennec.”
 
   Shamara nodded in acknowledgement.
 
   Forest continued, “Can I infer that the Deities were responsible somehow for you being a herm?”
 
   Shamara nodded. “My parents were involved in a space freighter accident, resulting in the loss of my four and six year old brother and sister. During the salvage and clean-up, they were hit by radiation, resulting in fertility problems for my father after recovering from the radiation poisoning. Mother had been impaled on a shard of metal, damaging her reproductive organs. They had little to no hope of ever conceiving again. However, it seems the Deities decided to grant my parents their wish for another child during the Fertility Festival, and I was born. The Deities’ motives for making me a herm are unclear; maybe they were making up for the loss of two children in one go. Maybe it was the Deities’ strange sense of humour. My father wanted a son, my mother wanted a daughter. This way they both got their wish fulfilled.”
 
   “Does that bother you?” Leanna asked.
 
   “The Deities made me who I am. I would be an ungrateful wretch to dispute their motives.”
 
   “Then you like being a herm?” Forest asked.
 
   Shamara sighed. “Yes and no. While I do not regret being what I am, it’s nevertheless difficult. Each gender has its problems – the males with their strong aggressive tendencies during rut, the females with their constant need to assuage the mating instinct. I need to deal with both. I also felt that I needed to prove myself, both as a male and as a female. It was a struggle, and I made mistakes. I decided to leave Raksha and head for Chakona, but made another colossal blunder and ended up on Earth instead. Made more mistakes before I discovered the Double H Club where they helped me out a lot, and even gave me a job. I even have a hobby now that keeps me out of mischief.”
 
   “What’s that?” Forest asked curiously.
 
   “Motorcycles – I love racing dirt-bikes and if I get good enough, I might even try to go professional.”
 
   “Sounds like fun,” Leanna said, noticing the warmth of enthusiasm in the Rakshani’s voice.
 
   “It’s the best! Would you believe they don’t have motorcycles on Raksha? I never knew what I was missing until I got here.”
 
   Leanna decided that Shamara would probably bend their ears for hours on hir favourite subject if shi allowed it to continue, so shi said, “You’ll have to invite us to an event sometime. Right now though, we need to meet up with some of our friends. Maybe we can talk later; I’ll tell you about how I used to be a slave.”
 
   Shamara was intrigued enough by that to be distracted from hir growing enthusiasm for hir favourite subject. “Okay then. I will look you up later. Derra ko!”
 
   As the duo walked away, Forest said, “Thanks, Leanna. I hadn’t expected hir to become so suddenly fixated on that subject. At least we seem to have made a good impression.”
 
   Leanna grinned. “We’ll be hir best friends if we turn up to watch hir race.”
 
   “Ha! You’re probably right.”
 
   They started looking for familiar faces again, but they were the ones who were found instead.
 
   “Forest! Leanna! It’s great to see you again!” A very bouncy and enthusiastic husky pounced on them and hugged them enthusiastically, hir tail wagging happily.
 
   “Hi Tavi,” Forest said, happily hugging hir back. “Are the others here yet?”
 
   “Some are, but most are up on the roof and enjoying the pool. Let’s go up and join them!”
 
   “Neither of us brought any suitable pool-wear though,” Forest pointed out.
 
   “Not a problem!” shi said mischievously as shi dragged them both in the direction of the elevators.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “You’ll see!”
 
   Forest looked at Leanna who just shrugged in mystification, so they both just had to wait and see. At the top floor, they emerged into a gymnasium with large windows that gave a great view over parts of the city and the bay. A tiger-patterned chakat with an all-black tail and green-tinted hair had hir forepaws on a safety step, while shi changed a light bulb. Shi had a saddle pack with various equipment in the pockets, and a uniform top with the Double H symbol on it. Shi grinned at them.
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   “G’day! I’m Blacktail, Chief of Maintenance here. I’ve not seen you two before,” shi said as shi got down from the step and tucked the dead bulb into hir pack.
 
   “I’m Forestwalker, and this is my mate, Leanna.” Shi stepped up and the two gave each other the traditional chakat greeting hug. Blacktail sensed that Leanna was amenable to a hug also and did so.
 
   Leanna said, “So what is a Chief of Maintenance doing changing a light bulb? Don’t you have staff to do that sort of thing?”
 
   Blacktail grinned. “Yeah, but if I see something that needs fixing, I like to do it on the spot, and I just happened to notice this burned out bulb….” Shi shrugged in a ‘what can you do about it?’ manner.
 
   Leanna nodded. “I’ve known people like that.”
 
   Blacktail said, “Normally I get to do the more interesting stuff like repairing equipment throughout the club, but I’m not too proud to do the little things too if I have the time to spare. Well, I’d love to stop and chat, but I’m on duty and a chakat’s work is never done.”
 
   “Will you be around later so we can talk more?” Forest asked.
 
   “I live here, so that’s a big yes,” Blacktail said with a laugh. “Catch you later then.”
 
   “That’s one happy person,” Leanna commented.
 
   “You don’t need to be an empath to see shi loves hir work,” Forest agreed.
 
   Tavi resumed tugging the two in the direction of the sounds of water splashing and children yelling in pleasure. They exited the gym onto an open deck where a large pool was being enthusiastically used by a large number of adults and children of all species. The first thing that Forest noticed though was that most weren’t wearing any bathing clothes.
 
   “What happened to the dress code?” Forest wondered aloud.
 
   Tavi grinned. “The cubs were always taking off their bathers despite the rules – you know how it is with cubs, water and fur. Eventually the staff gave up on trying to make them wear bathers, and then the adults said that if the children could, then so could they. So now the pool is unofficially a clothing-optional area. So take off your clothes and jump right in!”
 
   The pool was one of the favourite activities back home, and this much bigger pool was just too tempting. Leanna and Forest smiled at each other and started stripping off. There was only a moment’s hesitation when Forest asked Tavi, “What do we do with our stuff?”
 
   “Lockers over there,” Tavi pointed out.
 
   “Aren’t you going to join us?” Leanna asked.
 
   “Can’t; gotta watch out for others in our group and drag them up here. I’ll join you later.” With that, the husky bounced off in the direction of the elevators.
 
   “I don’t believe that herm can walk normally,” Leanna observed.
 
   “No argument from me there,” Forest agreed.
 
   They found a vacant locker and put their clothes and pouches inside. Forest keyed it with hir thumbprint and they both headed for the cool water. The water was deliciously cool in comparison to the furnace-like heat on the rooftop, and they soon joined in the pool games. It took only a few minutes before one of their circle of friends to discover them.
 
   “Hey, Forest!” came a voice from behind the chakat.
 
   Shi looked around to see a big splash of water coming at hir, swept up by the hand of Camphor. After hir vision cleared, shi could see the marmalade tabby being dunked by Peta and Darla. “Hey! That’s what I wanted to do!” shi scolded them.
 
   The mouse duo just grinned and splashed hir instead.
 
   With an exaggerated growl, Forest took off after the giggling duo.
 
   Leanna noticed their high jinks but turned back to the game with the beach ball. Suddenly shi was rising out of the water, two strong hands pushing hir legs up until shi flipped over and splashed down again. Shi didn’t come up for air though, but instead quickly swam under water to hir surprise assailant and dragged hir under. Shi practically climbed the person to get hirself back above water while pushing the other down at the same time. It didn’t take long for a hyena head with short-cropped hair to emerge and laugh.
 
   “Ha! You sure react fast, Leanna,” Gabriel commented.
 
   “I had to be able to think fast in my previous career, Gaby,” Leanna. Of course by career, Leanna meant hir life as a slave, but it wasn’t something shi was going to shout about in the pool.
 
   Gabriel grinned. “Then let’s see how well you deal with Jonni’s kits!”
 
   That was all the warning that Leanna got as shi realised that Gabriel was just a diversion. Shi was suddenly pounced on three sides by fox kits. As shi struggled to cope with the giggling youngsters, shi caught glimpses of Jonni chuckling at the effect of hir ambush. Hir kits had been home with a babysitter last week, so Leanna didn’t know what they looked like, so Jonni was able to set hir up. However, weeks of dealing with hyperactive cubs at home soon gave Leanna the upper hand. Shi carried a squealing kit under each arm over to their mother, while the youngest clung to hir back.
 
   “I believe these are yours?” Leanna said, dropping the two in the water.
 
   Jonni smiled. “I thought I should introduce you to my children. I’m sure you’ll remember them well.”
 
   “Oh, I’ll remember this introduction very well!” Leanna replied with a mock glare.
 
   Jonni’s smile just grew wider. “Okay kits, time to let Leanna alone.”
 
   The two older kits said, “OK, Mum!” and headed off to play some more, but the youngest just clung stubbornly to the fennec, playing with hir long ears.
 
   “Seems like you’ve got one fan at least,” Jonni remarked.
 
   “What’s hir name?” Leanna asked.
 
   “Sindy.”
 
   “Well, Sindy, I’d like to play with you more, but it will have to be later, okay hon?”
 
   The kit reluctantly nodded and Leanna lifted hir off and handed hir over to Jonni. “Where’s Lisander, by the way?”
 
   “Delayed by work. Shi told me to bring the kits and shi’d meet us all here later. Shi expects to be here in about an hour.”
 
   “Great! So are we all getting together for dinner later?”
 
   “Everyone said they’d try to make it, but we’ll just have to wait and see. I’m glad you decided to come back again.”
 
   “I signed up for full membership, and Forest renewed hirs also.”
 
   “Hey, that’s good news. Whoops! Gotta go. My kits are getting a bit carried away.”
 
   Leanna grinned. “I know what you mean. Seeya!”
 
   Meanwhile Forest was wrestling with a horde of giggling mice… and losing. Peta and Darla had brought their children also, and when the mouse pups had seen their parents being chased, they had soon joined in. While their youngest was in a kiddie pool under supervision, that still left three of them plus the adults.
 
   “Aargh! I should have brought my cubs today. Cats eat mice, y’know?” Forest growled at hir assailants. They just laughed and continued their attack until the chakat cried out, “I surrender!” and dived to the bottom of the pool after filling hir lungs. Such was the capacity of the double set of lungs that shi could easily outlast any of the others under water, and shi stroked away out of their range. Shi saw what shi thought was a familiar pair of black-furred legs and surfaced next to a cat. “Hi, Jo!”
 
   “Forest! I thought that was you in that mêlée over there.”
 
   “I seem to be the target of all the cubs in this pool,” Forest noted.
 
   “You’re not the only one. Look around you; chakats seem to be very popular objects of children’s playfulness. Toni is on the back of Onca over there.” Jo pointed out a dark grey chakat with light grey leopard spots, and with green-dyed hair and stripe down hir back to the full length of hir tail. As Forest watched, Toni was suddenly lifted up into mid air by an invisible force where shi squealed and demanded to be put down.
 
   “What the heck…?” Forest said.
 
   Jo grinned. “Onca’s sire is a Bluepaw skunktaur, and shi’s inherited hys ability. Shi’s a full T5 telekinetic. We don’t see hir much because shi works for the Star Corps, but shi likes to visit the Double H when shi’s on Earth and hangs out with the other chakats a lot.” Then shi pointed out another snow leopard patterned chakat with two cubs playing ‘catch-the-tail’ with hir. “That’s Aneko. One of the cubs is hir daughter, Sable, who got a friend to help hir drag hir mother into the pool. Aneko is a little subdued, but shi dotes on hir cub.”
 
   Jo looked around and pointed out another chakat who had white fur with black, jaguar-style rosettes, and silvery-white hair. “That’s Winterrose. Shi works for Star Fleet, but this is hir home away from home. Hey! You said like going on bushwalks, didn’t you? Shi likes doing that too. You should invite hir along sometime.”
 
   “I’ll ask hir if shi’s interested… just as soon as I can untangle hir from those cubs. Are any of those hirs?”
 
   “Nope. Shi doesn’t even have a mate. Shi’s a very carefree type of character, but shi has plenty of casual companions with children who treat hir like a favourite aunt because shi’s so fun-loving.”
 
   “I’m really going to have to bring my cubs next time,” Forest said fervently.
 
   “Didn’t you know that the poker nights are always preceded by a family day?” Jo asked.
 
   “Obviously not. They didn’t have these poker nights back when I was originally a member.”
 
   “Hmmm, that’s right, they only made the informal games a formal event a couple of years back. Must have been shortly after you left. Oh well, there’s always next time.”
 
   “Where’s Lil?” Forest asked as shi looked around for Jo’s mate.
 
   “Shi’s looking after Marky in the toddlers’ pool. Actually I think it’s about my time to take over from hir. Talk to you later, Forest!” Jo said as shi heaved hirself onto the edge of the pool.
 
   “Later!” Forest replied. “Now where’s that mate of mine disappeared?”
 
   Leanna had decided to climb out of the pool and chat with some of the other lounging under the large umbrellas. With hir fur all wet, shi figured that shi’d be kept cool enough for a while. Shi saw two people apparently watching the antics in the pool with amusement and shi stepped up to introduce hirself. Both were obviously wolves, but the one on the right appeared to be an Arctic Wolf and very much out of place in this summer heat. Despite that, shi was one of the few actually wearing a bathing costume, but with those full E-cup breasts, Leanna figured shi appreciated the support. On the other hand, the person on the left was young and athletic, but hir most outstanding attribute was the bright blue-dyed hair that colour-coordinated with hir bikini. Hir breasts were a tad smaller, and Leanna figured that the clothes were worn for effect rather than practicality.
 
   “Hi there…” Leanna started.
 
   “Wait!” said the arctic wolf excitedly. “You’re a fennec fox, aren’t you?” At Leanna’s nod, shi continued. “I heard about you. You’re Leanna, the one who used to be a slave.”
 
   “Guilty as charged,” Leanna admitted.
 
   “Sit down with us, please! We’d love to talk with you a while. I’m Anastasia Frostbite, by the way. This is my friend, Lillian Emerald.”
 
   Lillian held up hir hand and gave a little wave. “Hi!”
 
   Leanna sat on a vacant chair next to them. “I’d like to chat with you too, but seeing as you already seem to know a little about me, how about you telling a little about yourselves first.”
 
   “That seems fair,” Anastasia agreed.
 
   That’s where Forest found them still chatting, and shi quietly went off in search of a refreshment for both of them. Shi returned just in time to see a fox morph with strikingly rust-red fur approach Leanna. Shi was dressed in a wet, tight-fitting, grey T-shirt that clung to every curve of hir B-cup breasts and wore a crimson bikini bottom that was too small to hide half of hir sheath. Forest knew that this person was aware of hir sexuality and wasn’t afraid to flaunt it.
 
   The fox said, “Hi gorgeous. My name’s Vanny. I heard that you were a former sex slave from the Non-Aligned Worlds?”
 
   “That’s right,” Leanna replied, completely unashamed of admitting hir past.
 
   “Care to show me some of your moves?” Vanny asked with a grin.
 
   A blunt approach like this might have been a turn-off from most people, but the fox also seemed to ooze genuine friendliness and interest at the same time. Shi just seemed to have a strange way of flirting. Leanna gave hir a friendly smile. “Thanks for the invitation, but I don’t think so.”
 
   “Maybe I could show you some new moves?” Vanny added.
 
   “I very much doubt that,” Leanna said with a shake of hir head.
 
   “Maybe you could show me some new moves?” Vanny said with an exaggerated leer.
 
   Leanna had to laugh. “You almost got me there, but I have loving mates enough, thank you. Speaking of whom…” shi said as Forest stepped up to hand hir a drink, “this is Forestwalker, my denmate.”
 
   “A threesome then?” Vanny said impudently.
 
   “Excuse me a moment, hon,” Forest said as shi put their drinks down on a table. Shi stepped over to Vanny and picked up the fox as if shi weighed nothing.
 
   “Hey! Lemmedown!” Vanny yelped. “What are you going to do-o-o-o-o-o-o…?” shi cried out shi went flying into the pool.
 
   “Time to cool off that ardour a little,” Forest told hir as the fox came coughing and spluttering back to the surface. Shi then rejoined hir mate and the two wolves who were killing themselves laughing.
 
   “Does that happen a lot?” Forest asked the two.
 
   Anastasia replied, “All the time. Vanny likes to try anything new at least once, and Leanna is the newest ‘attraction’, so to speak. But shi’s a nice person, really.”
 
   “What’s hir story then?” Leanna asked.
 
   “That’s an excellent question. Despite the way shi flirts and jokes, shi’s actually a little reclusive about hir past. Maybe it’s insecurities, or maybe shi just wants to forget about hir past. If you find out, please let us know. All we can say is that shi’s a nice person to know, as long as you can put up with hir flirting and so forth.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,” Leanna said, and of course with hir memory, that was a certainty.
 
   They chatted about various things for a while, with people coming and going from the group at intervals. First another wolf joined them – a striking seven feet tall with silvery grey fur. Shi was nude, and it was clear to see that shi looked entirely female, but this being the Double H Club, shi had to have hidden male equipment. Shi introduced hirself as Legna and confirmed that fact after giving both Forest and Leanna an enthusiastic greeting hug each.
 
   Others that joined them were an arctic fox named Seralyn Shaw, a maned wolf named Shanoa Frostpaw, a silver fox named Tara Reina, and finally a sixteen year old chakat with a reverse tiger pattern of orange stripes on black who appropriately enough was named Reverse. Anastasia and Lillian had dried off and gotten too hot by then, and they excused themselves to head back into the pool. Reverse however was gushing over with enthusiasm because shi was meeting Forestwalker whose write-ups shi had read as a biology student. Shi was especially engrossed by the rediscovery of Eastern Barred Bandicoot and shi wanted to ask Forest for advice.
 
   Eventually Forest had to beg off and head back to the pool also, and Leanna joined hir. They jumped together and sighed in relief as they came up. Leanna then climbed onto the chakat’s lower back and laid down with hir limbs dangling into the water.
 
   “This is the life,” Leanna said contentedly.
 
   “Yeah,” agreed Forest as shi laid hir head on hir arms on the edge of the pool.
 
   “I thought Rev was never going to run out of questions though.”
 
   Forest chuckled. “Shi reminds me of me at that age. Shi should go far with that kind of enthusiasm.”
 
   “Time to relax now – no career counselling,” Leanna said as shi sternly waggled a finger at the chakat.
 
   “Yes, dear!” Forest replied cheekily.
 
   They lazed for a few minutes until they were inevitably disturbed by someone else in the pool. This one was different though by the way shi leaped out of the water, went right over the two of them, then dived back into the water and was gone in a flash.
 
   “What the heck was that?” Forest asked.
 
   “I barely saw hir-eek!” Leanna was startled by a face that popped up out of the water right in front of hir nose. Shi saw that shi was an otter – no wonder shi was so fast in the water. Shi also recognised hir as the river otter whom Rik had pointed out in the café earlier.
 
   “Hi! I’m Tam Mason. Sorry if I startled you, but I just couldn’t resist the temptation.
 
   Leanna slid off Forest and the chakat turned around to face the otter also.
 
   “No problem,” Forest said. “A surprise never did anyone harm.
 
   “I’m an American River Otter, in case you’re wondering. I’m just visiting; I normally live in Portland in the Oregon district of the GNA, so you won’t have seen me here before.”
 
   Leanna said, “Actually I saw you in the café this morning, but yeah, I would not have seen you before that. I just came here for the first time last week, so I wouldn’t have realised that you’re just visiting.”
 
   “And I just re-joined after a long hiatus,” Forest added.
 
   “I see. So you wouldn’t know if there are any other otters here currently?”
 
   “Sorry, no,” Forest replied.
 
   “Oh well, plenty of time to look later. Time to swim now. Catch you later!”
 
   With that, Tam was gone like a shot.
 
   “Remind me not to challenge hir to a swimming race,” Forest told Leanna.
 
   “No kidding,” Leanna said fervently.
 
   The two enjoyed the water and a bit more play for a while until they decided that they’d had enough. They climbed out of the pool and headed back to the locker room where they had noticed a couple of shower stalls and fur-drying booths also. They washed the pool water from their fur, dried themselves to the point where they were still a bit damp for coolness, then headed back outside to get the attention of Tavi who had belatedly joined them in the water.
 
   “We’ll meet you down in the lounge when you’re ready,” Leanna told hir, then they headed inside to the club’s lounge room.
 
   The crowd had grown since their arrival. It was becoming apparent that the poker night was a popular social event.
 
   “Can you see any of our group?” Leanna asked. Shi was far too short to see over the crowd.
 
   Forest reared up on hir hind legs to look around. “Nope,” shi said as shi came back down to all four paws. “Let’s mingle while we wait.”
 
   “Fine by me. I hope the others come soon though. We’ll all be going off to dinner when we’re all here, and I’m feeling a bit hungry.”
 
   “Should have had a muffin earlier,” Forest said with a grin.
 
   Leanna just stuck hir tongue out at the chakat.
 
   They did order some drinks however, and were unsurprised when Ashley was the waitress to deliver them because this was the same time as hir shift last week.
 
   “Hi there! I’m happy to see that you decided to come today,” Ashley said as shi put their drinks on the table.
 
   Leanna replied, “We had a lot of fun last time, and we have other reasons to come too.”
 
   “Good, you can tell me about that later when I get off shift, although the way that things are going, they might ask me to stay on a bit longer. It’s quite a crowd.”
 
   “Plenty more up at the pool,” Forest remarked.
 
   “I’m not surprised. Oh well, have fun!” Ashley headed back to the bar, rapidly disappearing behind the number of people filling the lounge.
 
   They were soon joined by Lil who gave them both a greeting hug. “Sorry that I missed you earlier. Jo’s taking the cubs to the games room and making sure that the supervisor knows that they’re supposed to stay put for now.”
 
   “Do they tend to wander off?” Forest asked with some concern.
 
   “Not really. There’s plenty to keep them amused up there. I just believe in preventative measures.”
 
   Gabriel was next to turn up, chatting with Lisander whom shi met as shi came out of the elevator. Lisander was especially pleased to see Leanna. “I’m so glad that you decided to come back. I must admit that I’d like to talk with you some more about a few things.”
 
   Leanna had a fair idea what ‘things’ they were. “I’ll try to find a bit of free time later, okay?”
 
   “Fine by me, Leanna.”
 
   Jo and Jonni came down together after they had both dropped off their children. Jonni said, “Peta and Darla were just bringing in their pups when we were leaving, so they’ll join us soon.”
 
   The mice weren’t the first to show up though. Tavi arrived with Camphor, both looking a bit damp still after reluctantly leaving the pool. Then as they watched the entry, they saw Nichelle arrive with Jacqui on hir arm. They spotted the group waving at them and soon joined their friends, giving them hugs all round, then a couple more when Peta and Darla finally arrived.
 
   As soon as Forest got the chance, shi took Nichelle aside. “Would you and your mates be free to come over for dinner tomorrow?” shi asked. “We have someone we’d like you to meet, and we’d like your opinion based on your personal viewpoint.”
 
   “Well, Jacqui, Ashley and I are always up for a free meal, and tomorrow is free. Seeing as there’s nothing particularly unique about my viewpoints except my gender change, I’m going to guess that you have a member of your own family with similar feelings to mine?”
 
   “Good guess,” Forest confirmed. “My sister has a foxtaur vixen denmate who seems to fit your description very well, and we were wondering if you’d have a chat with her.”
 
   “Sure! It would be interesting seeing this from the other side this time also.”
 
   “Great! Would six o’clock suit you?”
 
   “Fine by me,” Nichelle confirmed. Then the two continued conversing about Forest’s extended family.
 
   They were chatting for about ten minutes before Rik turned up, looking a lot more lively than shi had when Forest and Leanna had seen hir at the café. Shi looked ready to relax, dressed in snug-fitting jeans and a brief top that didn't quite cover the bottom of hir large breasts. “Hi everyone! Am I the last?”
 
   “Not quite,” Jonni replied. “Ashley is due to come off hir shift any minute, and Francine needs to be dragged away from the front desk, as usual. Has anyone seen Myst today?”
 
   There was much shaking of heads. Rik said, “I wouldn’t be surprised if shi doesn’t turn up. Shi’s not the kind of person who likes big crowds. Not like me – I love seeing all these people, especially any… new… faces….” Rik’s eyes opened wider as shi caught sight of someone who took hir breath away.
 
   Forest felt an emotional spike from the big cat, and turned to see what had caught Rik’s eyes. Shi was staring directly at Shamara, but the Rakshani was oblivious to hir gaze.
 
   “I think I’ve fallen in love,” Rik said with a goofy smile. Shi started moving in Shamara’s direction, but was halted by Forest’s grip on hir arm.
 
   “Rik, that’s Shamara ap Karon na… na…”
 
   “na Makane,” Leanna supplied.
 
   “Thanks, Leanna. Rik, shi’s not a tiger; shi’s a Rakshani, and Rakshani don’t banter and court like we do. If you try using the same approach that you used on me last week, you’re going to get shot down in flames.”
 
   Rik frowned. “Then what do you say to a Rakshani?”
 
   “It’s not so much what you say as what you do. Rakshani try to impress potential mates by besting them at various activities. They are a highly competitive species, and are usually only interested in a suitor if they prove their worth. If you’re going to go chasing hir, the onus is on you to impress hir, and not with your bad jokes either.”
 
   “You’re not making this easy, Forest.”
 
   “I never said that it was. I’m just giving you the facts that I’ve learned from my co-wife, Zhane.”
 
   “Then what do you suggest I do?”
 
   “Introduce yourself. Tell hir about yourself and ask about hir. Just normal stuff. Just be alert for something that you might have of mutual interest and that could be opening. For example, shi likes motorcycles and races dirt bikes.”
 
   “Great! I’ve got a Kawasaki ATR450X. I wonder what shi thinks of that?”
 
   Forest grinned. “Go get hir, Rik! Just don’t forget about dinner with the group.”
 
   Rik said over hir shoulder as shi moved off, “I’ll invite hir to join us!”
 
   Ashley turned up just then with a tray of drinks, but out of uniform. “I’ve brought everybody’s favourite drink. Where’s Rik going?”
 
   “To meet the love of hir life for the first time,” Jacqui replied as shi gave hir mate a hug.
 
   “Oh? Who?” Ashley asked as shi looked about curiously. Shi spotted Rik approaching Shamara, the only person in the lounge who was taller than the big black panther. “Ooh – shi’s going after Shamara? This ought to be interesting!”
 
   “You think Rik’s going to fall on hir face?” Jacqui asked.
 
   “Not if shi’s careful, but Shamara’s moods are pretty powerful, whatever happens. Shi’s only been here twice, but shi’s pretty memorable for what shi does.”
 
   “I tried to give Rik some advice,” Forest said. “Hopefully shi listened.”
 
   “Amen,” Ashley agreed.
 
   They all tried to watch Rik as shi talked to Shamara. Apparently the Rakshani liked what shi saw in hir initially and the conversation got off to a good start. When they realised that Rik hadn’t blown it with one of hir awful jokes, they lost interest for the time being.
 
   Nichelle announced that shi was going to fetch Francine. “I’m hungry, and no bunny is coming between me and dinner!” shi announced with a grin. Shi soon returned not only with the rabbit in tow, but also a vulpine morph who looked to be about mid-term pregnant.
 
   “Hi guys,” Francine said. “Sorry to hold you up. I was trying to persuade Voxanna here to come join us. The poor dear lost hir mate recently and could do with some cheering up.”
 
   Forestwalker stepped up to give Voxanna a hug that was part welcome and part consolation. There were murmurs of sympathy amongst the group, and Voxanna nodded in acknowledgement. “Thanks. Life’s been a bit hard lately, but Francine has been doing hir best to make this place feel like a new home since I arrived yesterday. Shi even managed to drag me out here.”
 
   “Best not to dwell on the sad parts and remember the good,” advised Forest. “I’m sure your mate would have enjoyed this social event.”
 
   Voxanna couldn’t help smiling. “As Daniel was just male, I’d be very surprised if he attended.”
 
   Forest felt chagrined. “Oops! I should have considered that possibility.”
 
   Francine said, “I asked Voxanna to join our group for this evening. However, I’ve also got some bad news – Myst phoned in and said shi won’t be joining us tonight.”
 
   “Sounds like Rik was right,” Jonni commented.
 
   “Well if somebody can drag Rik away, we can go get started on dinner,” Nichelle said.
 
   “I volunteer,” Forest said. “Shamara knows me, so I should be able to interrupt without a problem.”
 
   “I’ll save you a place at the table,” Leanna said.
 
   Everyone else moved en masse towards the dining room where they had a table reserved. Leanna ‘saved’ a place for Forest by removing the chair that was next to hir and replacing it with a floor cushion so that hir taur mate could squat there. Forest soon arrived with both Rik and Shamara following.
 
   “Shamara has agreed to dine with us tonight,” Forest announced, then introduced hir friends to the Rakshani.
 
   Shamara nodded politely and seated hirself in the only vacant chair, which by no coincidence was next to Rik.
 
   Francine said, “This is our own little circle of friends, and we’re pleased to have you join us, Shamara. I know that I’ve said this to you before in my official capacity as this branch’s vice president, but on a purely personal level, we’re very happy that you’re here with us today.”
 
   “Thank you, Francine. I try to fit in with the people and culture here, but I’m always most comfortable at the Double H Club. Rik was extolling the virtues of your group to me, so I had to accept hir invitation and find out for myself.”
 
   Rik gave Forest a surreptitious wink and Forest had to grin. Shi had been quicker on the uptake than Forest would have guessed. Of course shi still had a bit to go. Forest resolved to keep one eye on them. Discreetly of course. Shi didn’t want people to think shi was meddling. Again!
 
   The meal went well, with excellent food and service. Their waiter was a folf – a red fox-grey wolf hybrid named Cindy Greypaw. Shi charmed them with hir British Isle accent and took their orders quickly and accurately. Despite a large crowd at the restaurant, the chefs prepared their food with great skill and everybody enjoyed every last morsel.
 
   At one point, Leanna asked with a little concern, “What about your children? When do they get to eat?”
 
   Lisander answered, “You haven’t seen all the facilities here yet, have you?” When Leanna shook hir head, Lisander continued, “The games room floor has a crèche and full child-minding facilities, including a cafeteria. The children order what they like there and it gets charged to the parents’ account. Our kits actually keep asking us to come to the club more often so they can play and eat what they like. I give them a show of reluctance, but in fact it’s one of the few times that Jonni and I can sit down to a quiet dinner with friends. Don’t tell them that I told you that though or else they might start using it against us!”
 
   Forest laughed. “You sure don’t have to tell me that. I’ve got cubs of my own who would take advantage like a shot!”
 
   Leanna said, “Then I’ll probably have to take my children there too. I love looking after Forest’s cubs, but even so I want to be able to spend as much time with hir and my co-mates as possible.”
 
   Conversation continued for a while after they had their dessert course, until a soft double-chime muted conversation and a voice came over the public address system.
 
   “Attention please! This is a reminder that the poker tournament starts in fifteen minutes in the meeting hall on level three. Please ensure that you have registered for the event by then so that we can get the tournament started promptly. Once again – please register now if you have not already done so. Play starts in fifteen minutes. Thank you.”
 
   “Oops!” Forest said, “I never thought to do that. We’d better get up there now, Leanna.”
 
   “We’ll be right behind you, Forest,” Francine said.
 
   That was more easily said than done though as the announcement had caused an exodus from the lounge and dining room towards the elevators. Naturally a queue developed, and it was several minutes before they got up to the hall. Fortunately only a few of those people had not registered as yet, and Forest and Leanna did so with a couple of minutes to spare. They handed over their entry fees, then they rejoined the others and waited for the event to start.
 
   The meeting hall had circular tables set up, with cards and chips all ready for the players. There was a stage at one end of the hall with a banner that had been put up over it. It read: “THE DOUBLE H CLUB INTER-BRANCH POKER TOURNAMENT”. Someone mounted the steps onto the stage and walked over to the centre. Shi looked like some kind of fox, but hir fur was a dark cream colour with orange ‘gloves’ and ‘socks’. Forest could see a touch of light cream on hir throat and chest where hir top did not hide it. The same light cream tipped the long bushy tail which had several bracelets segmenting it. Shi had long rich red hair over which shi had a wireless microphone.
 
   Forest asked Francine curiously, “What species is shi?”
 
   “Corsac Fox,” Francine replied. “Asian in origin.”
 
   The fox looked at the clock on the wall and checked that the people at the registration desk were done. Then shi nodded to someone and a short blare of music announced the beginning of the ceremonies.
 
   “Welcome, everybody, to the bi-annual inter-branch poker tournament,” the Corsac Fox began. “My name is Miranda Touchtail and I will be your master of ceremonies tonight. My job as a starship technician prevents me from getting to many of these events, so I really wanted to get involved when I found out that this tournament coincided with my shore leave. I asked the club officials if I could be MC, and they told me no. Then I bribed them with my stash of Voxxan Jandesian mead, and here I am!”
 
   There were laughs and a few cheers, and Miranda grinned. Shi then continued, “Anyway – for those of you who have never been to one of these tournaments, it is of course not just a big social event and an excuse to stash away the children so you can have a good time. Not that that isn’t a good reason, but the better one is that these events raise money for the Double H Club to provide services to those herms in need. Some of you out there may even have been beneficiaries of those services in the past when you most needed them. Tonight you get to pay that forward to the next people who need it most. While the winner of the tournament gets a free all-you-can-eat meal in the club’s restaurant, all the balance of the profits go towards these services… except for this teensy-weensy plaque that we reluctantly give to the winner.” Shi held up the little wooden plaque with a brass plate attached. “I tell you it gets harder and harder to polish out the previous winner each time!”
 
   There was more laughter as Miranda handed the plaque to a helper who handed back a sheet of paper.
 
   “Okay, this is a list of all the registered players. We have 108 contestants, and they have been randomly mixed by the computer and sorted into sixteen groups of five, and seven groups of four. That gives us a total of 25 groups whose winning players will be sorted into five groups for the second round. I will call out your names and the table number that you have been assigned. We will be playing Five Card Draw. Please remember that this is a social game and not a high-stakes game. Spectators are allowed but must be quiet during play. Double H staff in uniform will be watching for any sign of cheating.” Then Miranda looked down the list and started reading off names.
 
   After about two minutes, Leanna’s name was called and shi went off to join the players at table four. Various other members of their group started drifting off as their names were called. Forest was kept waiting until table nineteen. Shi took a place at the table and hir opponents and shi started introducing one another. 
 
   Opposite hir was a raccoontaur – the first that Forest had ever seen before today, although shi had heard that they existed. Hir name was Ambereyes, and shi was short and a little bit pudgy, with D-cup breasts held firmly by a simple tank-top. 
 
   On Forest’s left was a spotted hyena. Shi was moderately built but tall for hir species. Shi had no head-hair, but had a short ruff of fur instead. Although shi was rather busty, shi had narrow hips that were more like a male’s. Shi introduced hirself as Rhea and shi was visiting from the GNA. Shi was searching for more of hir kind with the aim of building a new clan, but had timed hir visit to coincide with the tournament so as to kill two birds with one stone.
 
   On Forest’s right was a most unusual person. Basically shi was a spotted black panther with white hair. Shi wore a red dress with a plunging neckline that showed off the cleavage of hir full D-cup breasts. However, what made hir exceptionally unusual were the dragon wings that shi had folded neatly behind hir. Forest had occasionally seen odd morphs like hir whose ancestors had been modified in odd ways. Apparently shi had inherited that particular oddity and unlike some, chose to keep them. Shi introduced hirself as Taila Sillanpaa and added, “In case you’re wondering, I can’t really fly with these, but I can glide a bit, enough so that I don’t have to worry about falling off a cliff or something.”
 
   They drew for high card to see who dealt, and then their game commenced.
 
   It quickly became obvious that none of the players were exceptional at poker. Taila was the first person to bust, followed the next round by Ambereyes. Rhea gave Forest some good competition though, but eventually lost out when shi bid boldly but Forest got very lucky. The hyena was disappointed to have been eliminated so early in the competition, but philosophical about hir loss.
 
   Despite being one of the latest to start, Forest’s game was completed when half the others were still going. Shi took the opportunity to get a drink and then find Leanna. Shi found hir seated with a chakat, a black-footed ferret, and Jacqui. Apparently the first two had already been eliminated as they were both just watching the play. Judging by Jacqui’s chips though, shi wouldn’t be far behind. Nevertheless shi was grinning and seemed to be enjoying hirself. Leanna soon finished hir off though, and the players got up from the table.
 
   Leanna beckoned the chakat and ferret over. “I’d like you to meet my denmate, Forestwalker. Forest, this is Pepe Ferret and Onca, child of Shadowhunter and Dante.”
 
   Pepe was slim and lanky, with a modest bust, and shi dressed in a rather tomboyish fashion. Shi rather shyly held out hir hand to shake Forest’s and said, “Hi.”
 
   Onca, on the other hand, gave Forest the typical chakat greeting hug, hir C-cup breasts squishing firmly against Forest’s own D-cups.
 
   Forest said, “I saw you in the pool earlier today playing with the cubs. That's a great telekinetic Talent that you have!”
 
   Onca grinned. “It does come in handy occasionally,” shi admitted.
 
   They moved away from the games still in session and chatted a bit while they awaited the finish of all the others. Forest asked Jacqui why shi had been smiling so much although shi lost.
 
   Jacqui laughed. “Oh, I’m a lousy poker player, but I kept on getting lucky draws and giving Leanna such a hard time. Shi plays really well, but there I was frustrating hir so often. I just had to grin.”
 
   Eventually the final game was done and Miranda got up on the stage and called everyone to attention again.
 
   “Okay, folks, we’ve eliminated the wheat from the chaff and it’s time to get serious. Same deal as last time – I’ve got a list of the winners of the first round randomly grouped into teams which I’ll call out like before. However, just to make things interesting, you’ll be playing Texas Hold ‘Em this time. If you’re not familiar with the rules of play, I suggest that you find out fast because after a fifteen minute break, we start the next round. Meanwhile, I have been asked to point out that the restaurant will be staying open late tonight, so if anybody wants to have a late supper or a celebratory drink, don’t hesitate to take advantage of it. And while you’re there, buy a raffle ticket or two and try to win Chef Lovett’s masterpiece dessert. Chef only makes those for these special occasions, and those who have tried it have always wanted more. Don’t let them hog the pleasure though! Okay, the clock starts now. Be back in fifteen minutes!”
 
   Many people availed themselves of the refreshment stand that the club had set up at the back of the hall, while others headed for the rest room. Forest and Leanna’s friends gathered around to find out who had won and who had been eliminated. Rik still managed to have Shamara join them, and both had won through to the next round. The only other though was Tavi, and the husky was happily wagging hir tail.
 
   “You don’t seem to be the kind of person who’d make a great poker player,” Forest commented.
 
   “Are you kidding?” Peta asked. “Look at that poker face of hirs!”
 
   “What poker face? Shi’s radiating happiness like a beacon.”
 
   Peta grinned. “That’s just it – shi’s always happy. Shi could have the worst poker hand in the world and shi’ll be wagging hir tail in excitement anyway. How can you tell what shi’s thinking when shi’s like that all the time?”
 
   Tavi said, “Why not? I play for the fun of it. Sure, I often lose, but it’s only a game, and games are meant to be fun, right?”
 
   “Can’t argue with that logic,” Forest admitted.
 
   When it came time to announce the teams, Forest’s name was the second to be called. Shi went to table one and met the cat who was already there. Hir fur was an attractive light tan with creamy white fur on hir muzzle and throat. Hir short-cropped hair was a bold scarlet, as was hir tail. Shi was dressed attractively in a blouse and slacks.
 
   “Hi, I’m Connor Reese,” shi said to Forest, hir green eyes alight with pleasure. “I hope you’re ready to lose.”
 
   Forest grinned back. “Not without a fight!”
 
   They were soon joined by another feline – a grey-furred Siamese cat, but shi could hardly have been more different from Connor. Shi was fairly androgynous despite D-cup breasts. Hir dark hair was spiked with red and shi wore a red halter and trousers that barely hung onto hir hips. Shi also wore square black-rimmed glasses. “Hi, I’m Riley Costello. This is my lifemate, Zatanna,” shi said, smiling at the lop-eared rabbit who had hir arm around the cat.
 
   Zatanna had light brown fur, full C-cup breasts, and was slightly on the chubby side. Shi gave the impression of a feminine personality to Riley’s masculine bias. “Nice to meet you. I’m not playing – I was eliminated in the first round. I’m just here to support my lifemate.”
 
   The final member of their group was a skunktaur in male phase, wearing only a light-blue see-through vest. The chakat-kin gave Forest a welcoming hug, but settled for a handshake with the others as hy introduced himself. “I’m Razel of House Bluepaw, child of Kaylen and Rosetip.”
 
   “You’d better not use your telepathy to cheat,” Riley warned.
 
   Razel tapped the blue pawmark on hys chest. “Bluepaws are telekinetics, not telepaths.” By way of demonstration, hy lifted the pack of cards from the table telekinetically and waved them under Riley’s nose.
 
   “Umm… right. Got it,” Riley conceded.
 
   They settled in to play, and the game started pretty evenly. Very quickly though, the balance shifted and Forest was thoroughly trounced. Shi was the first to be eliminated, hir lucky streak apparently having abruptly ended. Connor was the next to go, but it was a hard-fought battle between Riley and Razel to decide the ultimate. Finally Riley triumphantly produced a full house, and Razel was defeated. Zatanna gave hir lifemate a congratulatory hug and kiss, while Forest gave Razel a consolatory pat on the back.
 
   “You did well, but sometimes it’s just the luck of the draw,” shi told hym.
 
   Razel shrugged. “Oh well, I had fun. So, did you have any mate here that you can cheer on?”
 
   “Yes I do. Leanna Fennec is hir name, and I can see hir over there.”
 
   “Mind if I join you? I’m here by myself tonight. My lifemate, Nightstar, wasn’t interested in the game and stayed home with our cub.”
 
   “Sure! Why not?” Forest led the way over to Leanna’s table and settled down to observe the play. Shi was soon joined by several of hir friends.
 
   “Did you get through again?” Francine asked hir quietly.
 
   Forest shook hir head. “Nope. Shot down in flames. Looks like Leanna is doing better though.”
 
   “No kidding! That’s quite a pile of chips in front of hir.”
 
   Forest looked at Leanna’s opponents. To hir left was another raccoontaur, and Forest noticed that Ambereyes was watching nearby. This one was a bit more full-figured, had DD breasts held in by a black halter-top, and no head hair. Shi also wore two heavy-looking metallic bracelets. Forest nudged Francine and asked about the two.
 
   “That’s Blackheart, Ambereyes’ mate,” shi informed hir.
 
   “What about Leanna’s other opponents?”
 
   “On hir right is Chakat Sneakpaw. Hir sire was a skunktaur of House Blackpaw, although it’s hard to see the pawmark on hir chest because of hir solid black fur. Hir winter coat though is more like hir sire’s and then you can see the mark against the long white fur that grows then.”
 
   “And the otter opposite hir? Something seems odd about hir, and I’m not referring to hir clothing.” Forest had noticed that hir attire consisted of a halter top and a stylised loin cloth.
 
   “That’s Brianna, a Eurasian River Otter, and shi’s deaf and mute.”
 
   “It obviously doesn’t stop hir from playing a good game of poker.”
 
   “I suspect shi’s adept at reading body language,” Francine opined. “You need to be really good to not show hir any ‘tells’.”
 
   “Looks like shi’s caught the eye of our visitor from the GNA,” Forest said, pointing out Tam Mason who was also watching from the sidelines.
 
   “Hmm, you could be right. Maybe shi’ll give Brianna a consolatory drink. Leanna’s just busted hir.”
 
   “Tam did say shi was looking for other otters, so if I were hir, I’d sure take the opportunity.”
 
   While the players were setting up for the next deal, Forest checked out the next table. Around it were seated Shamara, a greyhoundtaur, a fox, a chakat, and a wolf, although the latter’s tail indicated that shi might have some mixed ancestry. Forest asked Francine for a brief identification of the players whom shi didn’t know yet.
 
   The club’s greeter looked them over and said, “The dogtaur is Kendal Twintails and shi’s a police officer. The one next to hir in the pink dress is Gabriella Fawkes. Shi’s a folf – a fox-wolf hybrid. The chakat is Azurenight, and the silver fox dressed like a Japanese schoolboy is Tara Reina.”
 
   “Tara looks very focused on hir cards,” Forest commented.
 
   “Actually shi’s rather shy in large groups like this. Shi copes with it by concentrating on the game, which probably helped hir get to the second round.
 
   Forest allowed hir empathic sense to reach out touch Tara gently. Francine was right on all counts, shi decided, then shi turned hir attention back to Leanna’s game.
 
   This round went faster than most, with Sneakpaw boldly bidding and then being busted. It took four more rounds though for Leanna to finally triumph over Blackheart. Forest smiled proudly at hir mate.
 
   “You’ve really gotten good at this game. I’m betting that you’re going to be the champion.”
 
   “Thanks, Forest, but don’t bet yet. I’ve learned enough about the game to know that chance still plays a role, and I still need more experience.”
 
   “I know, but the best players can make the most of a bad hand.”
 
   “I’ll soon find out. The last table looks like it’s finishing,” Leanna commented as the spectators around that table gave cries of disappointment or delight, then some applause.
 
   Miranda had apparently been waiting for the result upon the stage because shi immediately announced, “OK folks, we have our finalists. I’m sure you’ll all be disappointed to hear that I did not make it to the final round.” The crowd gave hir a collective ‘Aww’ in exaggerated disappointment, and shi smiled back at them. “Nevertheless, we have some great players to excite you. Just finished on table three, Inman Carter. From table four, Leanna Fennec. From table five, Shamara na Makane. From table one, Riley Costello. And our fifth and final player is Sandy Puma from table two.”
 
   There was applause from the audience before Miranda continued.
 
   “Ten minute break while we rearrange the tables so that people can watch the finalists better. Please let the final five get refreshments first so that we can get the game under way promptly.” 
 
   Most people were only interested in the final game, and everyone was back at the table promptly. Forest noted with interest that Rik was hovering close to Shamara; the big black panther seemed to be very smitten with the even bigger Rakshani. Forest of course stationed hirself nearby Leanna so that shi could see hir plays. A nudge on hir elbow brought hir attention to the person next to hir and shi smiled in recognition.
 
   “Hello again, Queznal. I didn’t notice you playing. How did you do?”
 
   “Knocked out in the first round,” hy admitted, “but not by much. I lost out to Sandy Puma. Shi’s got nerves of steel and shi psyched me out.”
 
   “I bet it was a temptation to use your telepathy,” Forest said as shi looked at the headband that hy wore.
 
   “Oh, I wished that I could, but my training won’t let me even get close to following that thought through.”
 
   “I never doubted it. So are you hoping anyone in particular wins?”
 
   “Sandy, actually.” When Forest gave hym a quizzical look, hy added, “If I have to be beaten, why not have been beaten by the best? Makes my loss more understandable.”
 
   Forest smiled. “I suppose that’s one way of looking at it.”
 
   The players drew to see who would be dealer, and Inman held up an Ace of Hearts. Nobody could match that, so shi shuffled the pack and started dealing. Three rounds were played with no large gains or losses by any of the players. On the fourth round though, Inman won big, much to the annoyance of Shamara who had a very strong hand that was nevertheless beaten by Inman’s. Several more rounds went by and Inman’s pile of chips grew while everybody else’s shrank. It was beginning to seem to be an inevitable win for the deer when on hir next winning round, Shamara slammed hir fist on the table, spilling all the neatly stacked chips.
 
   “You’re a cheat!” shi roared at Inman.
 
   The deer looked at hir disdainfully. “Down, kitty. Don’t be such a bad loser.”
 
   “Don’t try to fool me, Carter. I saw you palm a card!”
 
   Francine stepped forward. “That’s a strong accusation, Shamara. Did anybody else see this alleged palming?”
 
   Nobody had, but Queznal stepped forward, pulling the headband from hys head. “I can verify who’s telling the truth.”
 
   Inman sneered at him, but Forest sensed a well-hidden spike of worry as the deer said, “Mind your own business, stinkface! You have no authority here, and no right to poke around other people’s heads.”
 
   Queznal said, “I’m not the police, so I don’t need to follow procedure, and I’ll use my ability if a staff member gives me the go-ahead.”
 
   “You do, and I’ll sue you for invasion of mental privacy,” Inman threatened.
 
   Francine said, “Everyone was warned that we would be looking out for cheating, and if Queznal can determine the truth, then I will authorise hym, and you can try suing the club. However, the club’s by-laws specifically state that any illegal act can and will be investigated by any and all means, including the use of Telepaths. By signing up as a member, you agreed to those by-laws.”
 
   Shamara gave Inman a feral grin. “I’m willing to let hym scan me. How about you, cheater?”
 
   Inman just glared at all three malevolently.
 
   Francine said, “Queznal, if you wouldn’t mind scanning Shamara first, please.”
 
   Queznal nodded and concentrated. Shamara’s mind was open to him and hy quickly nodded. “Shamara is telling the truth when shi says that shi believes Inman to be cheating. Shi truly believes that shi saw hir palm a card.”
 
   Francine nodded. “Your turn, Inman.”
 
   Queznal concentrated again. This time hy met with a great deal of resistance. Inman had obvious gotten some training in obfuscating surface thoughts to evade a casual telepathic watch, but hir abilities were no match for hys level of skill. “Shi did cheat. Shi has done so several times this evening.”
 
   There was a murmur of anger from the crowd, and Shamara said to Inman, “Get lost, cheater.”
 
   “Make me, pussycat!” Inman challenged, not intimidated by the way the Rakshani towered over hir. After being humiliated by being caught out n front of the crowd, Inman was spoiling for a fight.
 
   “My pleasure,” Shamara said, and grabbed the deer morph by hir upper arms and lifted hir effortlessly.
 
   Inman just grinned nastily and threw hir head forward, slamming hir antlers into Shamara’s face. The Rakshani howled with pain and dropped Inman to clutch at hir injured face.
 
   “Anyone else want to try?” Inman taunted. A moment later shi was knocked off hir feet from behind and slammed to the ground. Although shi was an experienced brawler, Inman was surprised long enough to be caught in a hold that shi couldn’t break.
 
   “Yeah, happy to take that challenge,” Rik said. “I’ve been wanting to do this for a long time, you piece of shit. Somebody call the police, please.”
 
   “Will you be alright, Rik?” Francine asked.
 
   “No problem, Francine. If this slab of bad venison gives me any grief, I’ll be happy to demonstrate a few far more painful holds on hir.”
 
   Inman was furious, but not stupid. Shi knew what the panther was capable of doing, and didn’t give hir a reason to do it. 
 
   “I’ve called my station to send a couple of officers” Kendal said as shi stepped forward. Shi pulled a pair of cuffs from hir hip pouch and snapped one end onto Inman’s wrist, and then shi pulled the arm back and lifted one leg up so that shi could snap the other end to an ankle. “You’re a little too dangerous with those antlers to let you stand up, so just relax down there until the officers arrive.”
 
   Rik got up now that shi was sure that Inman was safely immobilised.
 
   The police arrived within ten minutes and took the deer into custody. The poker game was held up while statements were taken and questions asked, but eventually the police left and things quietened down.
 
   Forest was both pleased and amused to see Rik with a big happy smile plastered on hir face. However, while kicking Inman’s butt had been very satisfying, that wasn’t the reason for Rik’s grin. Shamara had hir arm about the panther, and despite a swollen eye and torn cheek, looked contented. Rik had unexpectedly found hir way of impressing Shamara, and beating the person who had injured hir was an excellent way of winning the Rakshani’s affections.
 
   “Are you okay to continue, Shamara?” Francine asked.
 
   “I concede, Francine. I’d like to recuperate a little.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll give you the use of one of the accommodation rooms if you wish, but first I think you should go to the first aid room and have your injuries attended to.”
 
   Rik said, “Don’t worry about it, Francine. I’ll take of everything.” Shi then led Shamara away in the direction of the elevator.
 
   “Somehow I get the feeling that Shamara isn’t going to get much rest,” Francine said quietly to Forest.
 
   “Ha! I’m wondering if they even make it to Rik’s room before they start,” Forest replied. Both of them were radiating enough amorousness that it was a wonder to hir that the whole room couldn’t feel it, empaths or not!
 
   The poker game restarted with just the three remaining players. It took several hands, but eventually Sandy Puma was knocked out of the game. That left Leanna and Riley, and both were playing skilfully. Leanna had learned well, and made up for a lack of experience with hir other skills.
 
   The dealer slowly laid out the cards with a distinct “fwip” noise like any other freshly minted deck. Leanna stared down the Siamese sitting across from her, their eyes never leaving each other until the last card was laid out. Sitting face up between them lay the Ace of Spades, the Jack of Diamonds, the Jack of Hearts, the Ten of Hearts, and the Nine of Hearts. The fennec slowly peeled up the corners of the two cards before hir, hir heart suddenly jumping up hir throat as the Ace of Hearts and the Queen of Hearts looked back at hir. It wasn't a straight flush, it could have been a royal straight flush, but, even still, it was a flush. The crap on the table was rubbish.
 
   “Pair of Jacks showing,” Miranda called out, narrating the final hand as the whole club stood with bated breath. “Opening bidding starts with Leanna Fennec who won the last hand.”
 
   Leanna was careful about hir ears and hir tail – canine genetics made them both huge signal flares of hir emotions, so shi kept them still. Shi calmly picked up two orange chips, tossing them onto the table. The plastic discs rang as they bounced off each other on the velvet surface. “Two hundred!”
 
   Riley was calm. You didn't make it to the final two by being a Nervous Nelly, but the tension between everyone was thick enough to cut it with a plasma saw. “I- I see that, and raise three hundred fifty,” shi declared, tossing in hir chips.
 
   Bingo! Leanna's large ears were not just for show, and they picked up the initial hesitancy. The cat had lost hir cool and now the wily nature of the clever fox was to reign supreme. Not to showboat, Leanna let hir lips curl into a cool smile. “I see your raise, and I'm going all in.”
 
   A look of surprise came onto Riley's face. If shi backed down, shi'd only have one hundred seventy five to play with, barely enough to cover ante next round. The cat decided that the fox was bluffing. Shi nodded and pushed hir stack to the middle of the table as well. “All right, I call.”
 
   “Here we have it, folks, the final hand of the evening! Both players are all in on this final reveal!” Miranda purred, clearly enjoying the drama. “Leanna, you made the final raise, so, you show your cards first.”
 
   Leanna nodded, calmly using one card to flip the other, displaying her queen and ace, hir smug expression bubbling out as shi crossed hir arms under hir breasts, “Flush, ace high.” Forest's whistles and cheers could be heard over the rest of the crowd clapping. Riley frowned, looking beat.
 
   The cat turned over a card, the ace of diamonds, having only two pair. Leanna nodded – shi had been bluffing. Riley's face then contorted to that of a kitten who managed to catch its first mouse, turning over the Jack of Spades, “Full house, WOOO!” The cat leapt out of hir chair, sending it backwards as the audience's applause became deafening, especially to the sensitive chakat and fennec ears.
 
   “We have our winner!” Miranda announced from the stage. Come on up here, Riley, and collect your prize!”
 
   Riley very quickly made hir way to the stage, tugging Zatanna along with hir. Miranda held out the special coupon for the restaurant and Riley took it and waved it triumphantly in the air.
 
   Miranda continued, “Congratulations, Riley Costello, on being the winner of the first quarterly interclub poker tournament for 2332. Thank you everybody for participating and making this a successful fund-raising event. I hope that you will join us again in May for the next tournament.”
 
   There was a rousing cheer from the audience. After a few moments, Miranda held up hir hands and gestured for the crowd to quiet down. “Before you go, we have one last treat for everybody. As a way of offering thanks on behalf of the Double H Club, Lyle Catamount has agreed to play hir latest composition for you all tonight.”
 
   Forest was startled by the sudden enthusiastic cheers and applause that announcement generated, applause that only got louder as a cute cougar dressed in a form-hugging blouse and a short skirt mounted the steps onto the stage. Shi waved and grinned to the audience which elicited whistles and shouts of pleasure.
 
   “Who’s this?” Forest asked Francine. “I’ve never heard of hir before.”
 
   Francine smiled enigmatically. “Actually, you probably have, only not by hir real name. Most people here have heard hir play at least once in person here, but since you haven’t been here since shi joined, you’ve missed the experience.”
 
   “So who is shi then?” Forest persisted.
 
   “I think I’ll let you figure that out for yourself.”
 
   Forest poked hir tongue out at the cheeky rabbit, then turned hir attention back to the stage where Lyle was seating hirself behind the grand piano that had been set up there. 
 
   Shi waited for the audience to quiet down, then said in a beautifully clear voice, “I am going to play for you for the first time tonight my new song. It’s entitled The Dream of Life.”
 
   There was more applause which quickly died out as Lyle began to play.
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   From the very first chords, Forest was hooked. As the cougar played, the chakat knew shi was in the presence of musical genius. Then shi started singing. Forest’s jaw dropped.
 
   “It’s Symphony!” shi whispered in awe.
 
   “Uh huh,” Francine agreed, too distracted by the song to comment more.
 
   Symphony was the stage name of a talent that had burst on the scene a couple of years ago. The artist had already sold millions of downloads and won stacks of awards, and yet nobody knew who that person was aside from a very few people in the recording industry. No live performances were ever given. No publicity photos were ever distributed. All the listening public knew of the musical phenomenon was the music and the voice.
 
   And shi was playing here in front of Forest in a private club for herms. Shi would never have believed it without seeing and hearing it for hirself.
 
   The music was inspired, the words poignant, and the crowd was enraptured. Forest was also, but there was something else impinging on hir empathic senses. The passion that the cougar was putting into hir playing was growing and manifesting itself unexpectedly. It was more than rapture with the music – it was physically stimulating. It was… sexual! Forest was startled to realise that shi could sense that Lyle was becoming intensely sexually aroused. As the song progressed, that feeling became more prominent. Tearing hir eyes from the stage, Forest looked around at the other chakats in the audience, and realised that they were feeling it also. Unlike Forest though, not quite as intensely, and definitely not with the puzzlement that shi was feeling. They knew something shi didn’t. They also weren’t as E-sensitive as Forest. Shi turned hir full attention back to Lyle. There was no mistake – Lyle not only was becoming sexually aroused, hir male member was tenting hir skirt. Still shi played on, and now Forest was becoming similarly aroused. Shi tried to block the cougar’s emotions, but it was so difficult when all shi really wanted to do was lose hirself in the rapturous melody and passionate singing. Despite hirself, Forest soon had a full erection, matched by the one that Lyle was now displaying. The song built to a crescendo, and Forest felt Lyle’s pleasure climb exponentially. Symphony hit the final notes as shi orgasmed right there on the piano stool, and only strong self-control stopped Forest from doing so also.
 
   With the song concluded, the audience was respectfully quiet for a couple of long seconds before bursting out into wild cheering and thunderous applause. After a minute, Lyle seemed to recover enough to get up, try to straighten hir skirt over hir erection, and bowed a bit wobbly. Sandy Puma had stepped up onto the stage the moment the song had ended, and shi put hir arm around Lyle and steadied hir. Shi then tenderly helped hir down the steps and headed for the exit.
 
   Sandy said, “Please let us through, folks. You know Lyle needs to recuperate. Shi’ll be back a little later down in the lounge.”
 
   The audience parted and the couple soon were gone.
 
   Forest was left squatting on the floor, hir forelegs drawn in front of hir to hide hir persistent arousal. Shi noticed Blacktail quietly get up onto the stage and start wiping down the piano stool. Forest could scent why; it was a wonder the floor under hir didn’t need the same treatment. Shi turned to Francine who was just standing there waiting for Forestwalker’s reaction, a grin plastered on hir face. “Okay, what just happened?” Forest asked. “And for a club that bans sexual matters in public, that has got to be one of the most flagrant abuses of the rules!”
 
   Francine’s grin just grew wider. “Lyle is a special exception, and that reason is why you’ve never known the true face of the artist known as Symphony.”
 
   “Care to tell me about it?” Forest asked earnestly.
 
   “I’m just as curious,” Leanna commented as shi hugged hir mate. Shi sensed that something was bothering hir, but could only guess at why. Shi’d enjoyed the music and singing immensely, but it was obvious that the chakat had felt something more – something that the fennec wasn’t equipped to sense. “Did it have something to do with how Lyle orgasmed on stage?”
 
   Forest smiled; Leanna missed nothing! “Yeah. Shi was broadcasting sexually charged emotion by the bucketful. I’m horny as hell!”
 
   “Come on down to the lounge and I’ll explain on the way,” Francine said.
 
   “No, let’s just stay here for the moment until I can walk without ‘saluting’ the other members,” Forest insisted.
 
   Francine just grinned again. “Okay, we can do that. First of all though, everything I’m about to tell you doesn’t go outside these walls. Lyle told us about hirself in exchange for total confidentiality. Only members of the Double H Club know hir secret.”
 
   “Fine by me,” Forest said.
 
   “I know how to keep a secret,” Leanna added, “although I’m surprised that the whole club knows and that secret hasn’t leaked out yet.”
 
   “I think it has something to do with us wanting to keep this special thing to ourselves. However, you’re still right, but Lyle made the decision to tell us and shi’s lucked out so far. Shi started off life as a fairly normal young herm with some musical talent. Shi had lessons on various instruments, and did especially well on piano. Shi was good enough to look at music as a career, and hir studies were focused around that. Then shi hit puberty.”
 
   “Uh-oh,” Forest said in anticipation. Shi knew that that was when physical problems frequently manifested themselves.
 
   “Yeah, uh-oh. As you well know, most herms are descended from exotic sex slaves. At the end of the Gene Wars they, like all the other morphs, were treated to deal with their physical problems, and most could live normal lives afterwards. However, genetic engineering was still not perfected, and some mistakes were made. Mistakes that manifested in Lyle. Shi is a throwback. Hir body is keyed to give and receive sexual pleasure. The first time shi went into heat, shi nearly went insane with the sexual need it caused. Shi actually begged hir parents to fuck hir. They didn’t, but they did get a medic to come over and sedate hir and take hir to a hospital where shi could be treated. After they had diagnosed hir problem, they gave hir drugs to keep the sexual desire under control, and referred hir to genetic engineering expert.”
 
   “This sounds a lot like what I went through,” Leanna commented.
 
   “Probably much the same,” Francine conceded. “However, unlike you, shi would have to pay for the treatment, and that wasn’t cheap. In fact hir family wasn’t very affluent, and what spare money they’d saved had gone towards buying instruments and lessons for Lyle. They simply could not afford the treatment then, and as it was considered elective treatment, their basic medical insurance didn’t cover that. Lyle had to rely on the drugs for a long time while hir family saved up the money.”
 
   Forest said, “It’s sad that even today, people can’t get treatment for such things that affect their lives so drastically.”
 
   “I know, but in a way, it’s a good thing that shi couldn’t.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “Because while hir life continued relatively normally with the drugs to help hir, everyone soon noticed a change. Hir playing, while already very good, suddenly took a leap forward into excellence. Shi was putting more into it, and getting far more out of it also.”
 
   “The pleasure feedback!” Leanna stated in realisation.
 
   “Exactly!” Francine confirmed. “As I said, shi was now keyed to give and receive pleasure, but the stimulating pleasure did not have to be sexual in nature. In fact, anything at all that gave hir pleasure – a tasty meal, a funny TV show, a good book – they all would stimulate a pleasure response, but the thing that Lyle enjoyed the most was hir music. The more shi played, the more pleasure shi got, and the more pleasure shi got, the better shi played. Soon hir music was so powerful that it would drive hir to orgasm.”
 
   “And that’s when shi started hitting the airwaves and music net,” Forest guessed.
 
   “Yes. Shi sent samples of hir work to the recording studios and one of them soon snapped hir up. Hir contract stipulated that shi would never be seen in public, and definitely no live shows. Not only didn’t shi want to humiliate hirself in front of an audience, who would want to go to a concert where the feature act lasted only one song?”
 
   “What about here though?” Forest asked. “You don’t need to be an empath to tell what happened while shi played up on that stage.”
 
   “That’s true, but unlike a general audience, many of the herms here have had one problem or another due to their nature. We can empathise with hir on a non-psionic level, and we will keep hir secret. Lyle let us into hir secret because shi craved recognition. Shi receives millions of fedcreds for hir music, but shi plays for us for free because we give hir something that money can’t buy.”
 
   “I can understand that, but if shi’s earning that much money, why hasn’t shi gotten that treatment that shi couldn’t afford before?”
 
   “Isn’t it obvious? The sexual energy that goes into hir playing might be lost. Shi’s afraid that shi would lose that special edge that makes hir music and singing so unique. Besides, shi’s learned to cope in hir own way, and it was also responsible for bringing love into hir life. Shi joined the Double H Club specifically to be able to have people to talk to about hir problems, and here is where shi met Sandy. They fell in love and have been mated for the past seven months. Sandy is now hir assistant manager also, and they’re nearly inseparable.”
 
   “I thought I sensed something like that, but I was still a bit too distracted by… other things,” Forest said.
 
   “Speaking of which, are you ready to go down to the lounge now?” Francine asked.
 
   “Yeah, I’m decent,” Forest said as shi stood up. The three of them headed for the elevator to meet up with their friends.
 
   As they waited for the elevator, Leanna asked, “Lyle and Sandy aren’t just resting, are they?”
 
   Francine shook hir head. “Nope. Sandy is probably working off some of Lyle’s sexual energy right now. Otherwise shi’d still be too keyed up to rejoin us for hours.”
 
   “Wouldn’t that make things worse?” Forest asked.
 
   “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? However there are apparently also other factors, and besides Lyle isn’t insatiable, unlike a certain fennec ex-slave.”
 
   “Hey! I’m not insatiable – I just have a huge amount of stamina!” Leanna objected.
 
   Francine and Forest laughed, and Leanna grinned along with them as they stepped into the elevator.
 
   They rejoined their friends and elected to have a late supper. The restaurant was still open, as promised, and several others taking advantage of that, including Riley who was sharing hir free meal with hir mate. They were still sitting there when Lyle and Sandy strolled in. A waiter promptly attended them and they ordered coffee and cake.
 
   “I’d like to talk with Lyle about hirself and hir needs,” Leanna said after a few minutes. “I think we may share some common ground.”
 
   Francine said, “Go ahead, but if shi turns you down, don’t bother hir any more.”
 
   “Of course not!” Leanna got up and marshalled hir thoughts as to how to persuade the cougar to talk about hirself. Shi stepped up to the table to introduce hirself. “Pardon me. My name is Leanna….”
 
   That was as far as shi got before Lyle burst out, “Oh Makers! You’re the former slave fennec that I heard about! I’ve really been wanting to meet you! Please – sit down! I’d love to chat to you if you can spare the time?”
 
   Leanna smiled and mentally discarded all hir unneeded opening gambits. Shi was a little nonplussed by the way the situation had totally turned about 180°, but shi wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. “Sure, I’ve got the time. My mate is still chatting with our friends over there.”
 
   “I hear that shi had a big part in rescuing you. Why not have hir join us too?” Lyle cuddled hir mate and Sandy smiled indulgently. Although they were both cougars, they were so different physically and personality-wise. Lyle was smaller than Sandy, and very cutely feminine in appearance. Sandy had a much more powerful build, and a definite masculine bias despite hir female curves. Those differences probably helped make them so attractive to each other.
 
   “That’s true. I’ll go ask hir to join us.” Leanna walked back to the table, catching Forest’s eye as shi did.
 
   Forest said, “Don’t tell me you struck out?”
 
   “No, they’d like us both to join them. Apparently I’m even more fascinating to Lyle than shi is to me.”
 
   “Ooh! I’m not going to pass up the opportunity to chat with Symphony!” Forest said enthusiastically as shi left the table and started walking back over with Leanna.
 
   They stopped next to Lyle’s table and Leanna said, “I’d like to introduce you to Forestwalker, daughter of Desertsand and Longstripe, and my beloved denmate.”
 
   “A pleasure to meet you,” Lyle said. “As I’m sure you know by now, I’m Lyle Catamount, although you might know me better by the name Symphony, and this is my mate, Sandifer Puma.”
 
   Sandy held out hir hand to shake Forest’s, and said, “Just call me Sandy. Lyle just likes teasing me with using my full name, as I don’t really like it.”
 
   Lyle giggled. “Even I didn’t know that was hir real name until we went to register our mating. You should have seen hir ears blush then!”
 
   “A pleasure to meet both of you,” Forest said. “But especially you, Symphony. I’m sure you’ve heard this a lot from the people at the club, but I’m a big fan of your music.”
 
   “Thank you, Forest. How did you like the performance? What did you think of the new tune?”
 
   “Outstanding, and unexpectedly arousing.”
 
   Lyle laughed a little self-consciously. “That’s right, I forgot. Chakats have told me how my performances affect them. Sorry if it bothered you at all.”
 
   Leanna said, “Forest is more empathically sensitive than the average chakat. Shi almost matched your performance just from being so in tune with you, if you pardon the pun.”
 
   Forest briefly wondered why Leanna would tell Lyle something so personal like that, but quickly realised that the cougar was very self-conscious about that aspect of hir performance, and Leanna was making an effort to make light of the situation. “I was caught by surprise, but it gave me an intimate insight into your nature and what drives your creativity. I don’t regret a thing. However, I will be a bit better prepared next time!”
 
   “Good, I’d hate to think that I’d spoiled it for you, Forest. And what about you, Leanna – how did you like it?”
 
   “I’ve heard your songs played by Forest many times. You definitely have made a more than worthy addition to your repertoire. I’m sure I’ll be listening to it many more times with pleasure.”
 
   “Thank you, Leanna. And now, can I be a little bit selfish and ask you about your past life as a slave? Or don’t you like talking about that?”
 
   “Most things don’t bother me at all. Usually they end up bothering the listener long before they bother me.”
 
   “I’m wondering if any of your past experiences matched mine,” Lyle explained.
 
   Leanna thought a moment, then said, “Maybe. I’ll make you a deal – I’ll talk about any aspect of me and my past life, as long as you tell me as much in return. I’m curious what problems you had and how you coped with them.”
 
   Lyle grinned. “Deal! So, is it true that you have a huge cock, or were the others exaggerating?”
 
   “Totally true. I was made to be able to pleasure just about any female, not to mention my former master with the cock fetish. My turn – do you have any other unusual physical traits?”
 
   “Yeah. My species of herm has the genitalia reversed. My penis is mounted behind my vagina. When it is flaccid, it’s totally out of sight and I can wear female panties and pass as a female any time.”
 
   “Why would they engineer a herm like that?” Forest asked curiously.
 
   “That’s easy,” Leanna said. “As Lyle mentioned, shi can pass as a female. Many people who have herm sex slaves don’t like to admit that they’re not completely straight, and with morphs like Lyle, they could indulge their fetish without it being noticed. If that isn’t enough reason, some like it that way just for the looks. And finally, there are the sexual fetishes not possible with normal herms.”
 
   “Such as?” prompted Forest.
 
   “For one, a reverse herm and a normal herm can simultaneously penetrate each other fairly comfortably. That was good for a show. They can also fuck themselves. As their penis erects, they guide it into their own vagina. It was considered very amusing to watch a reverse herm writhing in self-induced pleasure.”
 
   “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, those slave-makers had warped minds.” Forest noticed that Lyle looked a little uncomfortable. “Is this bothering you, Lyle? Should we change the subject?”
 
   Lyle shook hir head. “No, it’s just that it hit a little too close to home. Sandy knows what I’m talking about. Shi’s the only one whom I’ve ever told outside of my family and doctors.”
 
   Leanna said, “I’m thinking that I might guess some of it. I tell you what, Lyle – I’ll tell you my most private secret in exchange for yours, something that I didn’t even tell my group of friends here. That way we’ll be even.”
 
   Forest could sense the cougar torn between embarrassment and curiosity, but finally the latter won. “OK, I’ve gotta know. What is so bad that you want to keep it a secret?”
 
   “You may have heard that before I was treated, whenever I went into heat, I became sex crazy.” Lyle nodded, and Leanna continued. “I became the ultimate slut; I would literally do anything for sex.”
 
   “That would be embarrassing, but still something that you could share with the people here. They would understand,” Lyle commented.
 
   “You’re right, but that wasn’t the part that truly humiliated me. Lyle, I was engineered to be exceptionally intelligent because not only was I a sex toy for my master, I was also his industrial spy. I used my smarts and my perfect memory to glean vital secrets from his competitors. However, when I went into heat, I turned into a moron. I could barely do anything for myself because I was too stupid. I wouldn’t even eat or drink unless told to because I was fixated on sex. The worst thing is that when the heat was over and my intelligence returned, I remembered every embarrassing thing that I did, every humiliating and disgusting thing that I was made to do. And I never, ever can forget any of it.”
 
   Lyle’s mouth was hanging open with surprise. “Oh wow. That’s… disturbing. You must be so happy not to be a slave any more.”
 
   “I got lucky,” Leanna admitted.
 
   “It puts my own problem into perspective, that’s for sure. When you mentioned how a reverse herm can fuck hirself, it reminded me of an event in my past. I won’t tell anyone about your secret, Leanna, and I hope you’ll do the same for what I’m about to tell you.”
 
   “You have my word,” Leanna replied.
 
   “Would you like me to leave?” Forest asked.
 
   Lyle shook hir head. “No, if Leanna trusts you, then so will I. This goes back a few years. It was about a year after my first heat, which is the age where many youth are experimenting sexually. Like any other teenager, I masturbated. I did it a lot because of the intensity of the pleasure and the stamina that I got due to my condition. Then one day it occurred to me that I could put my own penis inside of my vagina, and did that ever blow my mind. It’s like a positive feedback loop. My cock would stimulate my vagina, and that would stimulate my cock. I kept having orgasm after orgasm. Because my kind was made to give pleasure indefinitely, the orgasms just never stopped. I laid on my bed in total bliss for hours. However, it takes a lot of energy to maintain that sort of thing, and eventually it got through my ecstasy-addled brain that I was close to exhaustion. It took a huge effort of will, but I decided that it had to stop.”
 
   “Let me guess,” Leanna said. “You couldn’t?”
 
   “You guessed right. My body just kept on stimulating itself, and no attempt at thinking calming thoughts worked in the slightest. I even tried to pull my cock out of my vagina, but all I managed to achieve was hurting myself and tiring myself even more. Then I knew I needed help. Unfortunately I had chosen that afternoon to try that stunt because my parents were away for the day, so I was alone in the house. I decided to call the paramedics. I tried to get up from the bed, but the exertion actually caused me more stimulation, and I was immediately hit with another orgasm and I collapsed back on the bed. Every time I tried, the same thing happened. It must have been twenty attempts before I stopped trying to stand up, and instead I slumped onto the floor. I crawled slowly across the room, orgasms wracking me all the way. My comm was on my dresser, and all I had to do was to reach it and call for help. I finally got there and tried to get up, and failed like I did back at the bed. I tried to reach for the comm from the floor, but I’d left it at the back of the dresser out of reach. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get to it. Eventually I was too weak to try any more.”
 
   “So how did you finally manage to call for help?” Forest asked with extreme curiosity.
 
   “I didn’t. My parents returned home a little earlier than planned and found me there on the floor, barely conscious but still orgasming. They called the paramedics who gave me a sedative which finally broke the cycle. I woke up in hospital two days later. I’d slept all that time due to exhaustion. The doctors told me that I could have even died if my parents hadn’t found me when they did. I was so embarrassed when they came to visit me. They were very understanding though. They’re both reverse herms like me, and they assured me that they’d done the same thing several times, only they weren’t throwbacks like me, so they could not orgasm more than a few times before they’d get flaccid. Actually I found them telling me this just as embarrassing, which I suppose was a good thing. They just didn’t want me to recriminate myself for doing something that they had no problems with. Of course I never did that again, at least not deliberately.”
 
   “You mean you did it accidentally?” Forest asked in surprise. “How’d you do that?”
 
   Lyle stood up and indicated hir skirt. “See this? Skirts and dresses are the only thing that I ever wear now, but once upon a time I loved to wear those skin-tight slacks that were in fashion at the time. I have the figure for it, and I liked the way others looked at me in them. One day though, I was sexually aroused by… heck, I don’t remember any more… something anyway. I started getting an erection, but those slacks just gave my penis nowhere to go short of bursting out of the material.”
 
   “The slacks forced your penis into the path of least resistance,” Leanna deduced.
 
   “Yes, right into my vagina,” Lyle confirmed. “Right there in public, I collapsed on the floor as I started having the feedback loop orgasms. However, this time I was prepared. I called the paramedics immediately and I had my medical data stored on my comm. They treated me and I was back to normal within half an hour. I’ve been afraid to wear pants of any kind since then though. Hence why you got the display during my performance.”
 
   “That was fascinating, Lyle. In fact that was more intimate than my own story. Thank you for telling us,” Leanna said fervently.
 
   Lyle replied, “No, thank you, Leanna. Do you know how often I’ve wanted to talk to people about my problem, but was afraid to tell? Only Sandy knew up until now, but you had the background where such things were not only common, they weren’t even that unusual. I’ve really just been using you to unburden myself.”
 
   “Then I’m glad that I could help. Now I think it’s my turn. Let me tell you about a few of the really weird cases….”
 
   Leanna and Lyle were soon deep into their conversation, and it amused Forest to realise that shi and Sandy were pretty much left out of it. Forest looked at Sandy and asked, “Does shi get like this often?”
 
   Sandy smiled indulgently at hir mate. “All the time, usually when shi’s composing. Shi gets very focused on whatever is fascinating hir at the time. I suggest that we get ourselves coffee and snacks. It’s going to be a long evening.”
 
   “Good idea. I’m in the mood for a muffin anyway. Come on over to the other table and join my friends.” Forest got up onto all four paws as Sandy got up from hir chair. As they headed for the table, Forest said, “You know, you remind me a lot of my older sister. Shi’s cougar patterned.”
 
   “Tell me about hir, Shir Forestwalker. I’ve got a feeling that I’ll be meeting hir in the not-too-distant future. My darling mate has found hirself a new best friend, so I think you’ll be seeing more of us both soon.
 
   Forestwalker smiled happily. “I’m always delighted to talk about my family, Sandy. In fact, I’ve got lots of tales to tell!”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Play-by-play dialogue for the final game was provided courtesy of Gildedtongue, who has a far greater knowledge of poker than I do!
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   Episode 37: What You See Is Me
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   “Oof! Not so rough, love!” Goldfur protested as hir mate and shi made love.
 
   Garrek stopped, shocked at having started to lose control yet again since his feral episode with Malena. His ardour cooled and he slid off Goldfur’s torso and crumpled into a miserable heap. “It’s no use, Goldie,” he said as tears started to well in his eyes. “I can’t seem to get rid of the urge to take you as hard as I can. I’m losing control of myself again.”
 
   “Nonsense!” Goldfur said as shi moved around to cuddle and comfort hir distressed mate. “You’re just reaching the peak of your rut and it’s pushing you too hard so soon after the event. I never expected you to return completely to normal so fast. In fact I don’t expect you to be ever quite the same again. But hon, I know that you’ll get a handle on this, and I still love you. No relationship ever stays exactly the way it started out, and I think that you should concentrate on adapting rather than trying to return to something that is forever lost.”
 
   “But I don’t understand what I am any more,” Garrek protested. “How am I supposed to know how to adapt if I don’t know that?”
 
   Goldfur kissed him. “I adore you, my big handsome tod, but I’m a chakat and right now I think that you need someone of your own kind to guide you through this. When we get back to Earth, you should call your mother and ask her if she can recommend something or someone who can help you. Your case can hardly be unique.”
 
   Garrek thought about it for a bit, then nodded. “You’re probably right, and doing that is better than trying to do it by myself.”
 
   “Good. And now that that’s decided, you left me feeling incredibly aroused, and I need you to finish what you started.”
 
   “But what if my self-control starts to slip again?” Garrek asked worriedly.
 
   “I’ll take that risk, beloved. That’s part of being life-partners. Right now though, I want you inside of me. I need you, Garrek.”
 
   Garrek smiled softly. “Not as much as I need your love, darling.”
 
   They made love once more, and this time Garrek kept control and it was beautiful.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Chakat Swiftwalk had offered to teleport Goldfur, Garrek, and their cubs directly home from the spaceport, and they had been happy to accept. Forewarned, many of their family were there to meet them, and they were greeted most enthusiastically. Garrek was relieved that Malena wasn’t amongst them though as he didn’t want to confront her immediately. First he needed to call his mother. A short time later, he disconnected the comm and let Goldfur know that he needed to go back to the village.
 
   Goldfur nodded and said, “I expected as much. I’ll make arrangements for us to fly there tomorrow. We have the rest of the day to catch up with the news and deal with other matters.”
 
   Other matters of course included dealing with Malena, and his sister-mate soon took him aside into a private room where he confronted her with the harsh reality of the consequences of her actions. Yet although he made plain his anger, a part of him was still longing to hold her and love her the way he had before the feral mating. He couldn’t, of course, but it added to his determination to make things right again.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   When Swiftwalk heard that Goldfur and Garrek were planning to fly to America, shi insisted on taking them, asking only that Goldfur give hir a tour of the area while Garrek was otherwise busy. Shi was always keen to see new places, and incidentally add to hir store of locations that shi could teleport to. Using the same empathic link technique that they discovered would give the Teleporter the necessary “fix”, they had materialised on one of the trails into the village, a location that wasn’t likely to have any witnesses to their bizarre arrival. While the skunk-patterned chakat’s secret was out, shi still preferred not to advertise hir Talent. They walked until they reached the point where the path opened up onto the commons. Goldfur gave Garrek a parting kiss and then headed off with their cubs and Swiftwalk to give hir a tour.
 
   Garrek did not suffer from Territorial Attachment Syndrome, nor had he felt homesick since his first weeks at the Star Corps academy where he had gotten his final training, but he was always very happy to return to the village of his birth. He just wished that it wasn’t under such unpleasant circumstances this time. Nevertheless he cheerfully greeted friends and acquaintances whom he encountered on his way to his parents’ den. The sense of normality soothed his fears and bolstered his optimism. There was no one to meet him in the yard, but Garrek realised that his young brother was probably in school at this time. His father was definitely out on business and wouldn’t be back until just before dinner time. His mother was expecting him though, and if she wasn’t in the kitchen preparing a big meal, he would probably keel over in shock. Not that she was always there, of course, as she had a business of her own which she ran from her workshop elsewhere in the den. She just tended to dote on her eldest son and couldn’t resist turning his visits into a big production. Lately Garrek had begun to wonder why she was so obsessive about that.
 
   Garrek wanted to give her a little surprise though, so he didn’t announce himself as he entered. He was the one to get the surprise however. His mother wasn’t alone – her half-sister, Lorene, Garrek’s golden foxtaur aunt, was there with Jaleth, and she was bare-breasted as usual. Garrek had encountered several other vixens en route who preferred not wearing tops, but he had been braced for those. Lorene was unique though in possessing a double set of breasts, the legacy of her golden foxtaur sire, and Garrek had had a big tit fetish for her as a youth. Encountering them unexpectedly hit him hard and, in his current condition, he got an instant erection. He hastily backed away before they noticed him and manfully tried to clear his mind of the lustful urges that had inundated him. When he felt that he could maintain control once more, he made a second attempt at an entry. He carefully kept his gaze up at eye level as he greeted his mother and aunt.
 
   “Hi mom. Hi Aunt Lorene.”
 
   Jaleth’s face lit up with happiness. “Garrek! It’s good to see you again!” She gave him a fervent hug. “How are you doing, son?”
 
   “Mostly good, Mom. Still got that little problem to work out though.”
 
   Lorene came over and gave him a hug also, and Garrek’s self-control came perilously close to failing as he felt the nipples of her four pert breasts pressing him through his fur.
 
   “Welcome home, Garrek. When are you going to stop calling me ‘Aunt’ though? You’re a big adult tod now, and I’m only a few years older than you.”
 
   “I’m just used to calling you that. Lifetime habit, y’know?”
 
   “Try breaking the habit, OK? You make me feel ancient!” she replied with a grin.
 
   “I’ll try, Lorene,” Garrek promised.
 
   Jaleth said, “Take a place at the table, Garrek. I’ve got a big meal ready for you.”
 
   “When did you ever not have?” Garrek said with a smile that told her that he appreciated the thoughtfulness.
 
   “I thought Goldfur was going to be here with you?” Jaleth queried.
 
   “Shi’s here, but shi’s showing around the person who gave us our ride here. Shi will drop by a little later.”
 
   “I see. I’ll save some for them then,” she said as she served up the food.
 
   The meal helped Garrek keep his mind off Lorene’s attributes, and they chatted away with small talk. When the meal was over, Lorene got up and excused herself, saying that she needed to get back to work again.
 
   “I’ll be seeing you later, Garrek,” Lorene said gaily as she left.
 
   ‘Not too much,’ Garrek hoped fervently.
 
   With her sister gone, Jaleth’s mien became more serious. “You told me that you were having relapse problems from the feral mating?” she said questioningly.
 
   Garrek nodded. “Self-control issues. Having Lorene here was not helping one little bit.”
 
   “I’m sorry about that. She dropped in shortly before you arrived, and when she learned that you were visiting, she insisted on staying to see you.”
 
   “Mom, the moment I laid eyes on her, I was just about ready to mount her on the spot! The least little thing has been setting me off lately. I even came close to hurting Goldfur a few days ago while making love. I must find out if there’s some way of repressing those feelings so that I can get myself under control again.”
 
   “I know, dear. That’s why I insisted that you come here instead of talking over the comm.”
 
   “I don’t know what you can tell me in person that you couldn’t tell me over the comm, although I don’t mind the excuse to visit.”
 
   “Oh, it’s not me that you need to talk to. If I had had any advice to give you, I would have done so long ago. It’s someone else far more qualified.”
 
   Garrek looked puzzled. “Who then? Doctor Jomander? I’ve been to see doctors already. They’ve given me drugs to try to ameliorate the problem. I don’t think Jomander will be any more help, even if he’s a foxtaur.”
 
   “No, Son, you need to talk to Sarsha. She will be able to help you in ways that a medical doctor can’t. While Jomander is a very competent tod, there are things that the village shaman is better qualified to handle. She will be able to help you, I’m sure.”
 
   “Really?” Garrek was a little sceptical – he had more faith in science than the semi-mystical methods of the village wise-woman.
 
   “Go see her, Garrek. It’s the best advice that I can give, and I have faith in her abilities. Besides, what have you got to lose?”
 
   Garrek had to admit that his mother had a point. “Okay, I will. I love you, mom.”
 
   Garrek turned to leave and Jaleth replied, “I love you too, son. Never forget that.”
 
   Garrek wondered about that reply. He would have wondered even more if he had seen Jaleth burst into tears when he left.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Although he’d never had reason to visit her, Garrek knew exactly where Sarsha lived. She had a den at the edge bordering the forest, with herb gardens surrounding it. Many foxtaurs still preferred her alternative medications to the more modern pharmaceuticals that Jomander prescribed. As he approached he saw a vixen tending to the gardens. She was not the shaman however, but her apprentice, Silvanna. She looked up as he approached and smiled at him.
 
   “Good afternoon. You’re Garrek, aren’t you?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, I am,” Garrek acknowledged.
 
   “Sarsha is expecting you. Please go right in and go into the first room on the left.”
 
   “She’s expecting me?” Garrek asked in surprise, then realised that his mother must have forewarned the shaman.
 
   Silvanna nodded and said, “Don’t keep her waiting.”
 
   Garrek did as he was bidden and found himself entering a windowless room lit dimly by candles – scented ones he surmised from the pleasant smell in the air. The walls were totally covered in shelves and cupboards, all jammed full of books, jars, boxes, and assorted paraphernalia whose purpose he could not guess. More stuff hung from the rafters, and a workbench was fully utilised. There was so much to take in that at first he failed to notice the elderly vixen lying amidst a pile of lounging cushions. Her eyes were closed and Garrek thought that she was asleep, which wouldn’t be a surprise considering that she was the oldest resident of the village, and probably slept half the day at least. A moment later though, her eyes snapped open and she looked directly at him with a soul-piercing gaze.
 
   “Welcome, young tod. I knew that you would need to be coming to see me soon.”
 
   “Thank you, Sarsha. Did Jaleth tell you that I would be needing your services?”
 
   “No, Garrek, I have not talked to your mother, nor your sire, in many years. Nor did she send me any message.”
 
   “Then how did you know that I would be coming?”
 
   “To look and to listen is to know,” Sarsha replied. “You are here because you have reached an inevitable crisis point as a result of your feral mating with Malena.”
 
   Garrek barely controlled his surprise. “How could you possibly know of that? Almost nobody knows of that besides me and my parents, and those that do won’t talk about it.”
 
   “I have my ways, my boy. I did not get to be the clan’s shaman by being ignorant of what happens to the people whom I try to help.”
 
   “Then you know what I need?” Garrek asked hopefully.
 
   “First I want you tell me everything from the beginning until now,” she said as she poured a steaming hot brew into a mug from a pot on the table. “Here – drink this. You’ll need it.”
 
   Garrek looked at the aromatic brew suspiciously, then asked, “What’s this for?”
 
   “A dry throat,” Sarsha said with a grin. “You’re going to need it with all the talking that you’re about to do.”
 
   “Oh. Okay.” Garrek took a sip and although he could not identify the taste, it was not unpleasant, so he took a larger swig from the mug.
 
   “Now tell me where all this started,” Sarsha ordered.
 
   “I thought that you have ways of knowing?” Garrek pointed out.
 
   “I make no claim to omniscience, cheeky youngster, and you have a need to tell the story,” she answered.
 
   So Garrek told her everything from the time that Malena kept asking for a kit, the trap that she had laid, the terrible loss of self to his animal side, the horror of realising that he had enjoyed it, and his consequent struggle to regain normality. The mug was refilled twice during the tale, but his throat still ached from the intensity of his story.
 
   When he was finished, he sank weakly to the floor, emotionally drained. Then it occurred to him that unlike previous times when he had discussed his problem, he didn’t have the urgent desire to have sex. He looked at the empty mug in his hand and asked, “Are you sure that this was just a drink?”
 
   Sarsha smiled slyly. “Well, perhaps there was a little something to help quell the urges I knew you’d feel,” she admitted.
 
   “Thank you,” Garrek said fervently. “Now that you know everything, please tell me what you can do to cure me.”
 
   Sarsha sighed and looked at him sadly. “It distresses me to tell you this, but there isn’t a cure for your condition.”
 
   “What?! Mom told me that you could help me. Did I just pour my heart out for nothing?”
 
   “I can help you, but you must not hang onto the false hope of ever returning to the way you were. Unfortunately you are far from the only foxtaur to have this happen to him. The result is always the same, and the changes are permanent and irreversible.”
 
   Garrek’s voice began cracking with despair. “What am I going to do then? I’m losing my self-control to urges that are utterly alien to me!”
 
   “No, my dear tod, that is the problem. Those urges may be unfamiliar, but they are you, the you that has emerged from that experience. How you learn to cope with those changes will determine whether your future will be a happy one or a miserable one. Some tods never learn to cope, and their lives and those of their mates are ruined. That is why I needed to know every facet of your experience so that I can be sure that I am recommending the best course of action.”
 
   “How can you say that these urges are mine? They revolt me and make me fear for my mates. Goldfur is very understanding, but I dare not even think of being intimate with Kassi or Thayla. Despite my best efforts, the urges have been getting stronger lately. We think that the onset of my rut is just making things worse.”
 
   “Not exactly. Your rut is just the trigger for something that has been building since that day. The first thing that you absolutely need to believe and accept is that you are no longer the same tod that you were before this happened. This is not necessarily a bad thing, however. Everyone grows and changes, or else they stagnate. Feral sex is not a way that any sane person would recommend, but it is actually just a very fast and very deep change that you haven’t had the time nor experience to cope with.”
 
   “But these are changes… feelings… that I would never have accepted in my life!” protested Garrek.
 
   “That is true, and you would have been an entirely different person in the future, but clinging to that idea now is just a cruel fantasy. You must learn to understand what you are now, and only by doing so will you ever be at peace with yourself.”
 
   Just then, Silvanna appeared in the doorway. “Pardon me, Sarsha, but she has arrived.”
 
   Sarsha said, “Tell her that I will see her soon. Wait for my call.”
 
   Silvanna nodded and departed.
 
   Garrek meanwhile had been thinking about what Sarsha had said. He asked, “So what am I now? Some kind of sex-mad tod? You seem to know better than I do.”
 
   “Your problems are not due to self-control – you have regained most of that already. In fact the main problem is too much self-control at the wrong time.”
 
   “What?! Too much? What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “Calm down, dear boy. I will explain. Your nature has changed, as I have already said, but instead of adapting to it, you have been repressing it. So when you should have been indulging your needs, instead they have been shoved down and building up pressure until they are ready to explode. If you continue this way, somebody is going to get hurt.”
 
   “Some people will get hurt if I just let myself go,” Garrek said bitterly.
 
   “No, it’s not as bad as you fear. Garrek, you have always been a quiet, almost shy, tod, and Ketta’s foolish mischief did much harm to your psyche. Unlike several vixens, I was delighted that you took that chakat for your mate. Shi was able to bolster your spirit and make you stronger, but you were still different from other tods. You lacked a force of will, but you balanced it out with your kind intelligence. Now that more forceful side of you has been unlocked and you fear it, but there are those who find that kind of thing attractive.”
 
   “Not my mates, I don’t think. What will they think of the new me? That isn’t the kind of relationship that I’ve built with them. How can I expect them to put up with this all the time?”
 
   “They won’t have to. I told you that your problems are caused by failing to indulge your new urges. I did not say that you will need to do so every day with everyone. You must find someone with whom you can relax and be your new self. Once you have done that, you will need to adjust your relationship with your mates only in a minor fashion.”
 
   “And if I don’t find someone?” Garrek asked.
 
   “Then at best you will spend the rest of your life taking drugs to control yourself, avoiding situations that might set you off, and being prepared for the consequences when you inevitably do get set off anyway.”
 
   “That’s the best? What’s the worst?”
 
   “Destruction of your relationships with your mates, estrangement from your family, maybe even suicide.”
 
   Garrek shuddered. “No, I won’t let that happen. Do you have an answer for me, or am I going to have to find one for myself?”
 
   “Actually you have been staring at the answer for a long time,” Sarsha replied cryptically.
 
   “Could you be a bit more specific,” Garrek asked irritably, not in the mood for the shaman’s enigmatic manner.
 
   “I can do better than that.” Sarsha picked up a small bell on the table and tinkled it briefly.
 
   Silvanna quickly answered the bell. “Yes, Sarsha?”
 
   “Please send in our other guest now,” Sarsha said.
 
   Silvanna left and a few moments later another vixen pushed past the curtain door and said, “Silvanna said that you wanted to see me, Sarsha.”
 
   Garrek gaped and blurted out, “Lorene?” It was indeed the golden vixen, wearing a top for the first time that he could recall. It was a simple double-halter, not much more than a bikini top, but on her it looked very exotic.
 
   In the dim light, Lorene had failed to notice the tod seated to one side. “Garrek? What are you doing here?”
 
   Sarsha answered for him. “He came to see me about his problem, just as you came to see me about yours.”
 
   Lorene got a ‘deer-in-the-headlights’ look on her face and she hastily said, “Perhaps this isn’t the best time to bring that up.”
 
   Sarsha shook her head. “No, dear, it’s actually the perfect time. You see, your problem and Garrek’s are convergent.”
 
   “They are?” Lorene and Garrek chorused, looking at each other in surprise.
 
   “Yes they are. You two can be the solution to each other’s problem.”
 
   “I don’t see how,” Lorene said doubtfully.
 
   “Nor I,” Garrek added. “In fact I would think that she would be the opposite.” His fear of having an embarrassing erection right there was allayed though when he realised that Sarsha’s herbal tea was still having its calming effect.
 
   Sarsha said, “You two have been honest and complete in your description of your problems, so I am confident that you will be able to help each other. Now it’s time for you to go and start working that out together.”
 
   “That’s it? That’s all the advice that you’ll give?” Garrek asked incredulously.
 
   “It does seem a bit vague,” Lorene agreed.
 
   “Just be totally honest with each other, and you will see for yourselves what you need to do,” Sarsha said confidently. “Oh, and Garrek – one piece of personal advice. Self-hate is the worst and most damaging of all hatred. Don’t let it destroy relationships.”
 
   Garrek nodded acknowledgement, but wasn’t sure how it applied. While he might be deeply worried about what he might have become, he didn’t really think that he hated himself. “Thank you for your time, Sarsha.”
 
   “You’re welcome. Now get on with you! An old vixen like me needs her rest.”
 
   Garrek and Lorene left. They waved farewell to Silvanna who was back tending the garden, then they walked away together in silence for a while. Eventually Garrek spoke up.
 
   “Do you understand what Sarsha was referring to?” he asked.
 
   “Partially, although I’m not sure about how it relates to you. I might have a bit of a clue however from what my sister has told me.”
 
   “My mother confided in you?” Garrek was aghast at the thought.
 
   
  
 

“Not directly. She was looking for some emotional support though after an incident involving you, and she let slip some hints.”
 
   “I suppose we’d better stop guessing then and do as Sarsha said. Which of us should go first?”
 
   “Please, I’d prefer it if you go first,” Lorene said earnestly. “I need to be sure before I tell you all.”
 
   Garrek shrugged. What was one more person knowing his dark secret? And so he retold the story as they ambled over to Lorene’s den, steered subtly there by the vixen without interrupting him, but knowing that they’d both appreciate the privacy.
 
   When Garrek finished, Lorene was looking quite distressed. “I’m so sorry that you went through all of that. It must have been horrible.” She gave him a comforting hug. “It all makes sense now – Jaleth’s slip of the tongue, Malena’s disappearance, your strange actions, and Sarsha’s solution.”
 
   “Great! Now would you kindly tell me your side of things so that I can understand also?”
 
   “Of course. First, you must realise that I’ve told nobody about this other than Sarsha. Not even Jaleth knows about this, and I don’t want my family to learn about this.”
 
   “You keep my secret and I’ll keep yours. Now get on with it!” Garrek said irritably.
 
   “Yes, sorry. Look at our society, Garrek. The first unwritten but inviolable rule is ‘Vixens’ Choice’. Females dominate every aspect of our way of life. Vixens fill the majority of the positions of authority. Vixens run the family. Vixens compete with each other for the best tods. Vixens do the proposing. Vixens insist that the males service the unmated vixens every five years. We are almost always the ones in control… and I hate it! I don’t want to be in games of dominance with other vixens. I don’t want to claim a tod as mine. I want one to see me, desire me, take me. I want him to know that he can ask me to do anything and I will do it because he is my purpose in life.”
 
   Understanding dawned on Garrek. “You’re a submissive.”
 
   “Since I hit puberty, I have always felt this way, but there has never been anyone to whom I could surrender myself. Every tod in this village, and in the golden foxtaur village, is too docile. They imagine that they have a choice when they have so many vixens after them, but there’s invariably one whose personality dominates their desires, and so they choose them. Not one of them will take a vixen of his own choice. Hell! They won’t even look at one with healthy lust in fear of having the vixen’s wrath fall upon them. Or at least most won’t.” Lorene looked at Garrek with a crooked smile. “Do you know why you never see me wearing a top?”
 
   Garrek hazarded a guess. “Because you were trying to motivate a tod to take the initiative?”
 
   Lorene nodded. “Yes, that was part of it. The other part is that I got a morsel of what I wanted from you.”
 
   “Me?” Garrek asked in surprise.
 
   “Yes, you. I never let on that I knew, but I’ve been aware of how you’ve been staring at my breasts since you hit puberty. You’ve always been a bit different, Garrek. In a village where half the vixens prefer being nude, bare breasts are very ordinary, and yet you have a tit fetish. In particular, you like looking at my double endowments. I loved that. I could almost feel your lust, your desire to touch them. I took every opportunity to give you an eyeful, hoping that you would be the one to finally give me what I needed.” Lorene sighed. “But you never did. Maybe it was because I was your aunt, even though I’m only about three years older than you – a trivial amount. Maybe you got too involved in the vixen power games. I know that you got burned there and you were vixen-shy ever since. My chance was lost, but I still took those crumbs whenever you visited.”
 
   Garrek would have been embarrassed at how badly he had failed to conceal his furtive viewing of Lorene’s tantalising boobs if he didn’t feel so extremely aroused by knowing how she felt about it. He realised then that Sarsha’s herbal brew was wearing off. Still he wanted to know more. “There are plenty of sub & dom relationships in the outside society. Couldn’t you have found someone suitable there?”
 
   “How many of them are foxtaur tods? You might like having relationships with other species, but I want a foxtaur tod to claim me as his own.”
 
   “I can’t believe that no male in this village can be assertive enough for you,” Garrek said sceptically.
 
   “Garrek, you don’t fully understand the depths of my needs. Please come with me – I want to show you something.” She led him to a closed door. “You’ve been in my home many times, but you have never seen inside this room because I let nobody inside.” She unlocked the door and ushered him inside. “Does this show you how serious I am?”
 
   Garrek looked about him and his jaw dropped in stunned amazement. The wall was lined with bondage devices that ranged from the playful to the extreme. Some of them Garrek didn’t even want to know what they did. In the middle of the room was a low trestle that was padded on top, with leather cuffs attached to the base of each leg. Above one end hung a pair of cuffs secured to the ceiling. Garrek realised that it was intended to totally restrain a taur – Lorene in this case.
 
   The vixen continued when she judged that Garrek comprehended what he was seeing. “I desire to be utterly helpless to the will of the one that I give myself to. I want to feel his need to dominate me totally, and I will give him everything. I will do anything for him, Garrek. Anything at all.”
 
   She looked at him expectantly, and Garrek realised that this was the solution that Sarsha meant. He had the urge to dominate, she the need to be dominated. But could he be that extreme? Had he really changed that much? Then he recalled the incident that spurred him to seek help. He loved Goldfur more than anyone in the world, and he would never deliberately harm hir, and yet that was what he had almost done in spite of himself. He shuddered. Sarsha had told him to be totally honest, but now he realised that she hadn’t been referring just to telling Lorene about his problem. She had also been warning him to be honest with himself, and the truth was that he did want this. His erection grew to painful hardness, but he made no effort to conceal it. It would have been hypocritical to try. He felt the desire to take this vixen who had been tantalising him for so many years. He felt the irresistible urges growing, threatening to overcome his reasoning. He knew that he could never inflict this upon Goldfur, nor any of his other mates, but he had someone right here who wanted nothing less. He made his decision. “Get on the trestle!” he growled.
 
   Lorene obeyed with an alacrity that indicated that this was exactly what she had been waiting to hear. She put her legs into the cuffs and snapped them shut. She then put her left hand into one of the ceiling cuffs and locked it. The final cuff had a key in the lock which she took out and held out to Garrek. “This key opens all the cuffs. Once you put this last cuff on me, I will be totally at your mercy.”
 
   Garrek took the key and put it carefully aside. He then took Lorene’s free hand and deliberately placed it into the padded cuff. Looking her square in the eyes, he firmly closed it. She shut her eyes as a wave of unbearable emotion at achieving her dreams of a decade and a half swept over her. A moment later, she reopened them and said, “I am yours to do with as you wish. Use me in any way you desire.”
 
   That was a no-brainer for Garrek because there had always been one thing that he had desired that had always been out of reach until now. He unfastened the double-halter she was wearing and gazed upon her fascinating breasts, admiring their every aspect. They were not as big as Kassi’s, nor as delightfully firm as Goldfur’s, but they were very shapely and the pink nipples were pleasingly large and pert. He fondled the upper set first, rubbing his thumbs over the nipples, feeling them harden under his touch. Then he did the same with the slightly smaller lower pair, finding them just as responsive. While continuing to fondle and squeeze those, he licked and nibbled one of the upper tits, eliciting a moan of pleasure from Lorene. His ministrations quickly grew more forceful as he sucked and groped each tit, exciting the vixen even more. Then he abruptly pulled her chest to his, feeling four hard points poking at him, and he brought his mouth to Lorene’s. He kissed her long and deep, leaving her gasping for breath when he finally broke loose. As she panted, Garrek went over to the wall and took off a muzzle that he had noticed there. He drew the straps around Lorene’s head and fastened them firmly while she watched him in adoration.
 
   Now they were both fully ready for the next stage. Garrek moved past Lorene, trailing his fingers through the fur on her back. When he reached her tail, he grasped it and lifted it up, revealing her sex to be very wet from desire. She was more than ready, and Garrek knew that subtlety was not what she wanted, nor was it what the persistent urge within him needed. He surged up onto her back and mounted her without ceremony. Putting his arms around her torso, he took one of her tits in each hand, squeezing them hard, then started fucking her powerfully. He did not hold back. He let that primal domineering part of him have full rein as he claimed her as thoroughly as any male could claim a female. Once he had a twinge of guilt as Lorene made a cry of discomfort as he slammed into her, only to have it allayed when it was followed immediately by a spasm of orgasm clamping down hard on his penis. She truly did get turned on by being used thoroughly! That pushed Garrek over the edge and he orgasmed also, filling her with his seed, and triggering another climax in the vixen.
 
   Garrek paused briefly to savour his triumph. He had let go his inhibitions, allowed his most primal desires to come to the fore, totally enjoyed his complete dominance over Lorene… but he had not turned feral. He was still in control, and his fears and doubts were washed away in the relief and pleasure of that knowledge.
 
   One side-effect of the feral mating was that his body not only was now far more reactive to sexual stimulation, but it also recovered very quickly. Frequently that had been an annoying trait recently, but now it meant that he was ready for another round very quickly after orgasming. He was soon pounding away again inside Lorene, and he brought her to climax several times before he allowed himself to climax again, then slumped on her back, panting from his exertions. Then he had an idea and he dismounted from her. Grabbing the key to the cuffs, he unlocked her bonds as she gazed upon him worshipfully.
 
   When he took off her muzzle, she said, “Thank you, Garrek. You were wonderful. I could do more for you if you wish?” she added hopefully.
 
   Garrek could tell that she would be disappointed if he was done already. “Oh, we’re far from finished, Lorene, but you can’t do what I want you to do while bound there.”
 
   “What is your will?” she asked excitedly.
 
   Garrek laid down on the lounging pillows in one corner, rolling over onto his back. With one forepaw, he poked at his half-flaccid penis. “I want you to give me the best muzzle-job that I’ve ever had.”
 
   Lorene moved to obey, but said with a little doubt, “Yes, Garrek, but… the best? I’ve never done this before, you realise?”
 
   “Then you’d better learn fast,” he said seriously.
 
   “Yes, Garrek!” Lorene bent to the task.
 
   Garrek was pleased to be able to continue making Lorene feel used as she desired while taking a break from exerting himself. He laid back with his eyes closed while Lorene sucked on his cock and fondled his balls. He was no stranger to this treatment. He was often the recipient of such from Goldfur who liked to bring him to climax that way, and he even returned the favour occasionally to his herm lifemate. Although he was basically straight, he did not have any qualms about pleasuring hir that way. So he was quite familiar with how good it could be, and Lorene was doing a very creditable job for someone with no experience. He credited it with her enthusiasm and desire to please. Much more quickly than he anticipated, she brought him to orgasm once again, and she even swallowed the semen which spurted into her maw. Garrek was surprised that he even had any left after the previous orgasms.
 
   Lorene looked at him expectantly. “Was I good enough?” she asked.
 
   “I’m pleased, but you will practice so that you keep improving,” Garrek told her.
 
   She smiled happily. “I will! I’ll keep practicing until I’m the best you ever had. Do you want another now? I think I know what else I can try.”
 
   “No, not now.” Garrek badly needed to give his penis a rest, but he had figured out what to do next while enjoying himself. He got up, pushed the trestle aside, then pointed at the cuffs hanging from the ceiling. “Get back into these.”
 
   She did so eagerly, and Garrek took a few of the sex toys from the wall. Lorene’s eyes brightened with anticipation. Garrek had had no experience with using such things, but like Lorene, he used his imagination to give her the best erotic experience possible while maintaining his ‘dom’ persona. While she remained helpless to escape him, she could still move around to make the experience better. Sometimes he was forced to ask what a particular piece of equipment was supposed to do, occasionally rejecting one. In the end, he employed every toy that he was prepared to use on her, bringing her to orgasm many times until she was nearly spent, but he had recovered. Then he released her from the bonds and pointed to the cushions. “Lie down on your back,” he ordered.
 
   Despite her weariness, Lorene obeyed with alacrity. Garrek bent down to play his tongue over her labia before pushing it inside. He built her up once more, but before she came, he got up and straddled the vixen, and entered her once more, but gently this time. While playing with her tits, he slowly built her up towards a climax, but then eased back. He built her up again a little more, then eased back again. In this manner, he continued to tease her, drawing on his years of experience with Goldfur to prolong this wonderful torture until she pleaded with him to make her come.
 
   “No,” he said firmly. “You will come when I decide.” That was the one big difference between his approach with Goldfur and this one with Lorene. He would never be anything but the considerate lover with the chakat, but with this particular foxtaur, only complete and utter control of her was the ideal approach. He continued bringing her to the brink but denying her release for several more minutes until she started begging him to bring it to an end. By that time though, Garrek could no longer hold himself back, so he rapidly brought them both to a huge simultaneous orgasm. Lorene literally screamed in ecstasy.
 
   The lovers collapsed together, Lorene’s chest heaving with gasping breaths, and Garrek panting heavily also. For several minutes, neither said anything, too spent to make the effort. Eventually it was Lorene who broke the silence.
 
   “I wish with every fibre of my being that I had known that you could be like this a decade ago,” she said fervently.
 
   “I wasn’t like this a decade ago,” he pointed out.
 
   “Still, you were the only tod who ever showed the kind of interest in me that I wanted. I should have taken the chance.”
 
   “Why didn’t you then?” Garrek asked curiously.
 
   “A little bit was because you were my sister’s son, but mostly it was fear.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “In a society absolutely dominated by vixens, how would someone like me be treated if they found out? At best I would have been mocked or spurned. At worst, the reactions could be downright hostile. Look at how some of them have treated Goldfur or Lupu. Many vixens are extremely nasty and have no qualms about acting on their belief in what is right or wrong for our society. I feared for myself, but I also feared for what they might do to you, so I did nothing.”
 
   Garrek shuddered. He could well imagine what she meant. He said, “Well, I hope it was worth the wait because you belong to me now and for always.” He hoped that he had phrased that right. He was still getting used to his new status.
 
   “Yes, I am yours, and it was worth the wait,” she said dreamily.
 
   Garrek knew that the fatigue that he was feeling was at least matched by Lorene, so he said, “Sleep now. We will talk about your future later.”
 
   “Yes, my love,” Lorene murmured sleepily.
 
   Garrek pillowed his head in the middle of her four soft breasts to go to sleep also. Lorene stroked his head lovingly a few times before slumber swiftly claimed both of them.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   When Garrek awoke, daylight was still peeking around the thick curtains. He realised though that they had missed the darkness of night, sleeping from before sunset until after sunrise, they were both so tired. Now though, he felt better than he had in months, since before the feral mating with Malena. At last he was at peace with his new self. His new urges had their place, and he knew now that there would never be another loss of control. He could spend time with all his mates without fear of compromising their relationships.
 
   Of course there was the new complication of being the ‘dom’ to an absolutely submissive vixen. He was not completely unfamiliar with such relationships in others, but it did not come naturally to him, although his new self was much more comfortable with the idea than his old self would have been, and he would be able to draw upon that. He spent some time contemplating what to do about the situation, rehearsing in his mind what to say and how to say it.
 
   He was startled to feel a hand stroke his head-fur, only then realising that Lorene had awakened also. He turned his head to see her gazing lovingly at him as she caressed his head. “Good morning. How are you feeling?” he asked.
 
   She smiled. “I ache in many places,” she replied, and Garrek felt a pang of dismay until she continued, “but it’s a good kind of ache. I haven’t felt this happy since I was a teenager.”
 
   “Then we both got what we needed,” Garrek said with relief.
 
   “I’m so pleased that I was the one who could do that for you, and hopefully many times again.” Just then Garrek’s empty stomach gurgled and Lorene giggled. “Perhaps there’s one more thing that I can do for you. What would you like for breakfast?”
 
   “Bacon, eggs, and buttered toast. Coffee too if you have that.”
 
   “I can get some coffee if you wish, or I can offer you fruit juice instead?”
 
   “The juice will do.” Garrek reluctantly raised his head from the comfortable pillows of Lorene’s breasts, and she started to get up. He grabbed her arm before she could leave though. “First go clean up and brush your hair. I want you to look pretty for me.” ‘And give her the chance to do anything else necessary,’ he mentally added.
 
   “Yes, Garrek,” she said gratefully.
 
   Garrek pondered his position, wondering where her statement – ‘I’ll do anything’ – drew the line. Was it relationship-wise, or quite literal? He would have to feel his way carefully.
 
   When Lorene finished in the bathroom and headed for the kitchen, Garrek took the opportunity to clean himself up properly. He had just finished when Lorene called out to say that the food was ready.
 
   “Mmm! That sure smells good,” he commented as she served up a generous portion, then proceeded to give herself the same. They both ate ravenously, which was hardly surprising considering the amount of energy they had both burned the previous day. Lorene had cooked plenty with this in mind.
 
   Garrek eventually sighed in repletion. “That was excellent, Lorene.”
 
   “Thank you. Is there anything else you would like?”
 
   “Not to eat, but there’s a lot for us to talk about. Grab a couple of grooming brushes and join me back at the room.”
 
   Lorene did so and asked, “Where do you want me to start grooming you?”
 
   Garrek held out his hand for one of the brushes. “Not just you. We are going to groom each other while I tell you a few things. Lie down here.”
 
   Lorene settled down on her lower belly and waited expectantly. Garrek put his hand under her chin and held it so that she looked directly into his eyes. He began his rehearsed speech.
 
   “As of yesterday when I locked you into the cuffs, I have claimed you as my own and you are now my fifth denmate.” It was not a question nor a proposal. It was a bald statement of fact which gave her no choice. “Unlike my other mates, though, you are mine to do with as I please, now and until death do us part.”
 
   Lorene looked as if she was going to burst with happiness. “Yes, I am yours forever, my love.”
 
   Garrek was relieved and pleased that he had gotten that right. Being the dominant partner seemed to be a lot harder than being the submissive. With an internal sigh of relief, he settled down beside Lorene but facing the opposite direction. He started grooming her fur, and she his, while he continued with what he had prepared to say.
 
   “Do you suffer from Territorial Attachment Syndrome?” he asked.
 
   “No, I’ve been travelling between clans for business purposes, and visiting my relatives in the golden foxtaur village, so TAS has never had the chance to settle in.”
 
   “Excellent! I want you to start winding up all your business affairs and sell your den and whatever possessions that you no longer want. You will be joining my extended family in Australia when that is completed. Your place is with me now.”
 
   Lorene hesitated, then said, “Yes, of course it is, but how quickly do you need this done? I could get a proxy to deal with some of it if you want me there sooner?”
 
   “No,” Garrek said firmly. “You will take as much time as you need to do the job properly and thoroughly. Not only don’t I want you leave with a hasty job marring your reputation, but I also want you to get the best deal for your home and goods. You will be bringing your assets to add to our family, and that will be your contribution to our greater good.”
 
   “I understand, but I’ll still do it as quickly as possible so that I can be with you again.”
 
   Garrek said, “Good. Next – those sex toys and bondage devices.” He waved his hand at the objects. “Any of those that I used on you and you really enjoyed, you may keep if they please you. All of the rest offend me. You will dispose of them immediately.” The purpose of some of those gadgets had actually made him feel sick, but he used them as a yardstick to indicate the extremes to which Lorene had been prepared to go to submit herself to a tod. However he had not changed so much that he could ever consider using them, and he never wanted to see the revolting things again.
 
   “Yes, Garrek,” Lorene said without hesitation. He suspected that even though she had been prepared to let him do anything to her, there were still things that she would prefer not to do, given the choice. As far as Garrek was concerned, he was glad to see that she had some limits.
 
   Garrek stopped grooming Lorene and got up onto his forepaws, indicating that the vixen do the same. He put his arms around her in a hug. Then he fondled one of her breasts. “I believe there’s a way to get these lactating,” he said.
 
   “Yes, there is. I didn’t know you had a milk fetish too.”
 
   “I don’t really, but I’d like to taste you and feel your breasts filled with milk while I make love to you. Forestwalker is the one who has the real milk fetish. I think I may have her suckle on you while I fuck you and play with your other tits.”
 
   Garrek felt her shiver with the excitement of being used in that manner. “I’ll arrange it as soon as possible. They’re all yours to do with as you wish.”
 
   “Better get used to being suckled. You are going to be a wet nurse for Malena’s triplets when they are born. There’s no way that she could feed them by herself, so you will take up the slack. I got offers from both Forest and Quickpaw to help out, but I think that foxtaur kits should have foxtaur milk, don’t you?” Actually he was perfectly happy to feed them chakat milk, but he wasn’t going to let Lorene know that.
 
   “That makes sense,” Lorene agreed, “although I would still have done it without that reason. Your desires are mine to fulfill.”
 
   “Yes they are, and they will be put to further use when I choose to put a kit in you too.”
 
   “Ooh! How many do you want, my love?”
 
   “As many as I desire,” he answered vaguely. It made it sound as if he would breed her often, but he personally didn’t want too many kits. The idea of having four-breasted daughters intrigued him though, and he allowed himself a little extra fantasy. “Perhaps I’ll get your co-mate, Goldfur, to breed you. I’d like to see a chakat with four tits.”
 
   “I will do whatever you say,” Lorene answered undeterred.
 
   Garrek realised that he could still be surprised at the extent to which she would bow to his will. He kissed her and groped her breasts possessively. “Yes, you will, and we will be great denmates. However, it is now time for me to leave. I have other mates who need attention, and now that I am feeling whole once more, it’s time that I give them their share.”
 
   Lorene reluctantly let him go. She followed him to the doorway of the den and watched him walk away, knowing that all that mattered to her in her life was now bound inextricably with him. She sighed tremulously as she dreamed of their future together.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Garrek pulled out his comm from his hip pouch and called Goldfur. Before they had parted company, they had already arranged that he be left alone if necessary to deal with his problem, and that he would call only if he needed Goldfur’s help. Thankfully that had not happened, but it was still time for him to check in with his lifemate.
 
   Goldfur answered so quickly that he guessed that shi had been eagerly awaiting news. “Garrek! How did things go? Do you need me?”
 
   Garrek replied, “I always need you, darling, but not in that way. I can tell you that the news is wonderful. I have found the answer to my problem and I am mentally sound once more.”
 
   “That’s fabulous news, darling! I’m so happy for you. What are you going to do now?”
 
   “I’ve got to see my other denmates and let them know also. I expect that they’ll want me to stay a while. Frankly so will I.”
 
   “I’m not surprised. I’ve already arranged to take Swiftwalk on a long hike if you were otherwise occupied. In fact I’ve just been waiting for you to call before leaving.”
 
   “Sorry about that, love. I overslept from tiredness. It’s a long story though, and I’d better tell it to you later.”
 
   “What? Not even a hint?”
 
   “OK. You have a new co-mate who will be moving in with us in a few weeks.”
 
   “What?! Who? What have you been up to, Red?”
 
   “Are you jealous already?” Garrek asked innocuously.
 
   “Chakats can’t feel jealousy, you know that. We get as curious as hell though. You can’t just leave it at that. You have to tell me more!”
 
   “Nope. You asked for a hint, and that’s what you got. Now I have other things to do. Talk to you later, darling.”
 
   “Wait! Garr…” Garrek disconnected with a huge grin on his face. He loved his chakat mate, but sometimes shi needed a good teasing.
 
   Garrek intended to go see Thayla first, and his route took him past the village market. As he took in the lively mood of the market, he got an idea and stopped by the shop of Purteshka the Leatherworker. There he placed an order to be collected later, then continued to his goal, happily whistling tunelessly.
 
   He reached Thayla’s den and yipped at the doorway, hoping that she was home. Moments later, Thayla came to the door, smiling happily.
 
   “Garrek! I heard that you were here, and I was hoping that you would be visiting me soon. How are you feeling?”
 
   Without saying a word, Garrek swept her into his arms and kissed her passionately. She melted into his embrace and returned the kiss with enthusiasm. Then they parted before they got too short of breath.
 
   “I’ll take that as meaning you feel wonderful,” Thayla said as she dragged him inside. “Considering the last news that I heard about you, this comes as a happy surprise.”
 
   “I came back seeking an answer to my problem, Thayla, and I found it. You’re looking at a whole person again, and I am eager to resume my relationships with those I love. And speaking of that, how are you and the kit doing?”
 
   Back when he had first learned that Thayla was expecting, she was already four months pregnant but it didn’t really show unless you looked hard. Three more months later and it was impossible to miss. Thayla had really filled out with the kit growing inside of her, and she was loving it. “It has been a perfect pregnancy so far, dear. Otherwise I would have let you know. We’re both fit and healthy, and speaking for just myself…” She came up close to him and whispered in his ear, “I’m terribly horny.”
 
   Garrek grinned widely. “It seems a common trait amongst my pregnant mates, but I assure you that I am ready, willing and able to do something about that.”
 
   “I was hoping you would say that,” Thayla said as she led him to the bedroom.
 
   Garrek made love with Thayla with tenderness and care for her condition. Some time later, two very happy and satisfied lovers lay cuddled in each other’s arms, talking about all that happened to each other since they’d last been together.
 
   “So I now have another co-mate? That isn’t terribly surprising, but I didn’t expect it to be Lorene. She hid her secret well.”
 
   “I’ve had a lot of surprises lately. Thankfully this turned out to be a good one. Anyway, now you know why I will be acting rather differently with Lorene, and I hope I have your understanding and support.”
 
   “Of course, dear. I’m not so old that I can’t accept some changes, and I certainly don’t condemn Lorene for how she feels. Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me.”
 
   The two chatted some more before Thayla eventually said that she was hungry and that she would make them some lunch. Plans were made over the meal, and Garrek promised to try very hard to be there for the birth of their kit. Although not as reliable as chakat births, he could be fairly sure of being there a few days before it was due, as long as something else didn’t happen to upset his plans. Garrek invited Thayla to come over for a family meal at his parents’ den the next day before he regretfully had to leave. Garrek caressed Thayla’s swollen belly one last time, promising her or him that daddy would be back soon, then he kissed Thayla once more and departed.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Next stop was the home of Kassi and Zendak. He yipped as he had at Thayla’s den, but there was no response. He then went in search of them at their place of business. He had tried their den first as it was close to where Thayla lived, but he wasn’t completely surprised that they weren’t home at that time. He thought that at least Kassi might be there, and he wished he’d been able to let her know that he would be visiting now. Of course he had no way of knowing what his circumstances would be, and he hadn’t wanted to be near them while he was still suffering from his urges. Now though, it was imperative that he see his denmate and best friend.
 
   Kassi and Zendak operated a business selling foxtaur goods to the outside world. As such they had a large office in the business centre. He had been tempted to go there first when he was at the nearby market, but he had wanted to see Thayla first because he expected that Kassi and company would monopolise him for the rest of the day. He entered their office and there was Kassi behind a desk, working on something on the computer monitor. Beside her in a basket on the floor was the reason that he needed to see her so badly, but not before he felt whole again. An infant foxtaur lay curled up asleep – their son.
 
   Kassi turned her attention to the newcomer and her eyes lit up. She leaped to her feet and nearly bowled Garrek over as she charged in to hug him nearly to death. She was laughing and kissing and crying all at the same time, and truthfully, so was Garrek. It took a while for both to calm down, and Kassi took him over to the basket. Lifting the sleeping kit carefully, she put him into Garrek’s arms. He gazed down lovingly at the child whose fur was the same bright red as his sire’s.
 
   “I named him Kazengar for the three most important people in his life,” she said.
 
   “It’s a good name. I’m so sorry that I could not be here for his birth.”
 
   Kassi put her arm around him and they both gazed at the child they’d conceived together. “Hush. We understood why you could not be here. Zendak was proud to stand in for you at the birthing.”
 
   “Speaking of Zendak, where is he?”
 
   “He’s picking up a shipment. He ought to be back any minute.” Kassi went to the door and hung up a sign that read – ‘Closed.’ She said, “There’s nothing that can’t wait until tomorrow. We four are going home to celebrate. Oh! I can’t wait to hear what has happened with you since we last saw you.”
 
   “There’s quite a lot, some of it hard to believe.”
 
   “Then it will make interesting telling, won’t it?” Kassi replied.
 
   “Of course he might be telling one of those space yarns of his,” came a voice from behind them.
 
   Garrek turned to see his old friend who had just entered from the rear storage area, apparently after unloading the shipment at the freight door. “Zendak! How are you doing, you curmudgeon?”
 
   Zendak grinned. “Better now that you’re back, and about time too!” He clapped Garrek on the back but refrained from anything else while Garrek was still holding the kit.
 
   “Lock up the shop, ’Dak,” Kassi said. “We’re going back to the den and give Garrek a real welcome home.”
 
   “Good as done, hon.”
 
   Garrek carried his son all the way back to their den, unwilling to let him go now that he could hold him at last. The kit woke up as they tried to settle him down in his basket again, mewling hungrily. Kassi was quick to oblige, doffing her top to feed the kit. Garrek admired Kassi’s ample bosom, larger than ever with milk now filling each breast. Zendak insisted that Garrek take it easy while he got them all drinks and snacks.
 
   “We have a big meal planned for later,” he told Garrek. “We knew you would visit if you could, and we laid in all the ingredients.”
 
   “I never starve here, that’s for sure,” Garrek said with a grin.
 
   “But you have to sing for your supper, or at least talk. Tell us everything that has happened since we last saw each other.”
 
   So Garrek once again told his story, and they were saddened by his plight, elated by his recovery, and bemused by the fact that the family had grown by one more denmate. They were also sceptical about his claim that he had teleported here, sure that he was now pulling their legs. He decided that he’d have to ask Swiftwalk for a demonstration.
 
   Zendak showed pictures that he had taken of the birth of Kazengar. Kassi had insisted that Garrek would have at least that much. They interrupted their conversation only to prepare and consume a feast, and later to feed Kazengar again and put him to bed.
 
   Eventually it was time for the adults to go to bed also, if not to sleep.
 
   Zendak said, “I’ll be spending the night with your son, Garrek. You go give Kassi what she’s been missing badly since his birth.”
 
   Garrek clapped Zendak on the shoulder and said, “Our son, ’Dak. Kazengar has the good fortune of having both a sire and a father. Thank you, my friend.” He then joined Kassi in the other room where they made love until both were too tired for more.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
    “I’ll see you later for dinner,” Garrek said as he said goodbye to Kassi and Zendak. He tousled Kazengar’s head-fur and the kit swatted at his hand. Garrek grinned and said, “See you soon, son.”
 
   He then set off for Lorene’s den. Along the way, he once again called Goldfur, advising hir that the planned family get-together was definitely going ahead, and shi would soon be getting the answers shi was seeking.
 
   He entered Lorene’s den without announcing his arrival as he had at the other dens. Although he felt a bit odd about it, by Lorene’s standards, this was his den now, and he didn’t need to ask to enter his own place. He gave another kind of yip though once inside – a kind of ‘Honey, I’m home!’ call that he used back in Australia. Lorene came out of the private room like a shot and hurled herself into his arms. Garrek enjoyed the hug for a long moment before asking, “What’s happening?”
 
   “I’ve made a start on what you told me to do. I’ve also disposed of the offending sex toys, and I’ve seen Sarsha about getting a medicine to start lactation. She says that it would take two days to come into full effect though. Do you want me to start using it now?”
 
   Garrek shook his head. “I will have to leave tomorrow, and there won’t be any point having you in milk while you are still here, so save the medicine until shortly before you are ready to come over to Australia.”
 
   “Yes, Garrek.”
 
   Garrek continued, “We are having a family dinner at my parents’ den this evening. You will talk with my other mates about your joining the family, and your place in it.”
 
   “You wish me to tell them that I have given myself utterly to you?”
 
   “Yes, Lorene. There will be no secrets between co-mates. They will not tell anyone outside of the family though.”
 
   “I understand, and I will do as you say.”
 
   “Good. Now there’s one last thing – I won’t have many other chances for a while, so you and I are going to use that room again right now.”
 
   “Yes, my love,” Lorene said joyfully.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   All the loose ends were tied up now except one, and it was niggling at Garrek. Some things that people had said had made the situation even more prominent – why hadn’t his mother warned him and Malena especially about the perils of overdosing tods with mating pheromones? He had decided to confront his mother, something the old Garrek might never have decided to do, but his more aggressive new self had no qualms about doing.
 
   However, the first faces that he saw were not adults.
 
   “Daddy!” Eudora cried out happily. Shi came running up to him and leapt into his arms, closely followed by hir sister, Tailstalker, who glommed onto one of his forelegs.
 
   “Hiya, Squirt,” Garrek told the cub in his arms.
 
   “Not Squirt! I’m Dora!” the cub objected.
 
   “You are ’Dorable indeed. And Tailstalker, dear, I can’t walk with you hanging on to my leg like that.” Garrek swung Eudora around to put hir on his back where shi happily clung on for a pony-ride. He then picked up hir younger sister and continued walking through the yard where he encountered Goldfur sunning hirself as shi watched the cubs play.
 
   Goldfur got up to give hir lifemate a big hug and kiss. “They missed you almost as much as I did,” shi said as shi took Tailstalker from him. Shi put hir back on the ground, and then punched him hard in the upper arm.
 
   “Ow! What was that for?” Garrek asked as he rubbed the sore limb.
 
   “That’s for keeping me on tenterhooks all this time!” shi said with exasperation.
 
   “Next time don’t ask for a hint then,” Garrek said unrepentantly.
 
   Goldfur smiled. “I suppose I shouldn’t. Now how are you really?” Shi put hir hand to his cheek, focusing hir empathic ability through touch. “No lust. No turmoil. No fear.” Shi looked at him with relief. “You really are cured.”
 
   “More like fully adjusted. Sarsha had the answer that I needed.”
 
   “Is Sarsha this new co-mate?” Goldfur guessed.
 
   Garrek laughed. “No. Sarsha makes Thayla look like a kit. She’s the village shaman – a wise-woman.”
 
   “So who is it then?”
 
   “You know her already. She was right under my nose all the time,” he replied as he lowered Eudora to the ground.
 
   “Aargh! Am I going to have to punch you in the other arm?”
 
   Garrek grinned widely as he backed off out of reach. “Just wait until I tell the whole tale to everyone at once.” He then quickly trotted off in the direction of the den.
 
   “Garrek Redfox! You come back here and tell me right now!”
 
   “Nope!” he called back as he disappeared inside.
 
   “Mummy,” Eudora said, “are you mad at Daddy?”
 
   Goldfur caressed hir daughter’s head so that the cub could directly sense hir true feelings. “No, dear. I’m actually happy that your father is back to normal again, odd sense of humour and all.” Shi then winked at the cub. “But it won’t stop me from getting even with him for teasing me.”
 
   Eudora giggled, then ran off to play again.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Garrek found his mother in her workshop. When she saw him, she immediately put aside the instrument that she had been repairing and came over to hug him.
 
   “Goldfur called me to say that you were okay. Are you truly cured?” Jaleth asked with desperate hope.
 
   “I’m back to normal, or at least what is the new normal for me,” he answered her with a reassuring return hug. “I feel fine and everything is back under control now, although there will be a slight change in my lifestyle. I’ll have a new mate to deal with that side of me though, so my relationships with the others won’t be affected.”
 
   “I’m so relieved. I was sure that Sarsha could help you, but this is far better than I dared hope for.”
 
   “Yes, and now that things are back to normal, it’s time that you reconciled with Malena,” he said firmly.
 
   Jaleth stiffened in his arms, then backed away. “No I won’t. You may have been fortunate to have recovered so well, but she nearly destroyed your life.”
 
   “I admit that she did, but I have forgiven her, and so must you.”
 
   “I don’t know how you could forgive being violated like that,” Jaleth said angrily.
 
   Something clicked inside Garrek’s mind. “Why are you so angry? I’m the one that she did it to.”
 
   “Of course I’m angry. Malena’s selfishness nearly took you away from me.”
 
   “Selfishness, yes, but ignorance more so. Why did you never tell us about the perils of feral mating?”
 
   “What? Of course I did. You must have forgotten,” Jaleth objected.
 
   “No, I would have remembered that, especially as it was so important. So would have Malena. I have other questions, such as why, when entire foxtaur families normally sleep together, did Malena and I get our own room from an early age? Why am I so different from other tods? I have a breast fetish in a society where nudity is normal. Also, even counting Malena’s triplets as one conception, I’ve sired as many males as females. And what about Dad? He’s got two sons in this family, and how many others through Obligation, and yet you’re the only denmate that he’s ever taken. Why? Normally the vixens would have been beating down the door to get at him back when you were mated. Why were you so sure that Sarsha could help me when doctors couldn’t? And then there was the comment that Sarsha made as I left. She told me that self-hate was the worst and most damaging of all hatred. At the time I thought that she was referring to me, but now I think she was giving me a clue. Do you want to know what I think?”
 
   Jaleth’s mouth opened, but no words came out. The more Garrek had talked, the more paralysed she had become. Finally she managed to croak out, “What?”
 
   Garrek went in for the kill. “I think that you are so angry with Malena because you are using the incident to deflect anger from yourself. You hate yourself and you have never forgiven yourself, so you can’t forgive Malena. And you hate yourself because you did the same thing to Dad. You overdosed him with mating scent. You endured the same horrible result, and Dad was left with the consequences. Dad has the same urges that plagued me, but he didn’t want others to be harmed by them, so he never took any other mates, and he kept us children from seeing what happens when he loses control. Worse yet, during my research to try to find a cure, I found that feral mating induces physiological changes not only in the sire, but also in his progeny. That’s why I’m different. That may be why Malena has her unusual desires too, I suppose. Now tell me that I’m wrong!”
 
   Jaleth’s face was stricken with grief, then abruptly she burst into tears and howled with sorrow, collapsing against Garrek’s chest as huge sobs wracked her body.
 
   Garrek wrapped his arms around his mother, a little sorry now that he had been forced to bring it to this, but still determined that the situation be resolved once and for all. He comforted Jaleth as best he could as he reflected that his old self probably could not have done this, but his new more aggressive self had what it took to bring everything out into the open.
 
   “It’s okay, Mom. Let it go. You need to forgive yourself and move on. It’s been long enough.”
 
   Jaleth looked up at her son with eyes red from tears. “I can’t, Garrek, for my sin was much worse than Malena’s.”
 
   Garrek was startled by that admission. “How could it be worse?”
 
   “When we were still teenagers, I was vying for Rik’s attention with other vixens. I had virtually won the competition for his heart, and I knew that he would decide soon, so I decided to do something special to guarantee the result.”
 
   “That’s when you overdosed Dad? You didn’t know the consequences then.”
 
   “Oh, but you’re wrong. I had been taught that it was dangerous, but I had heard rumours and gossip from other vixens about the how intense sex was that way, and I figured that the adults had exaggerated the problems and consequences. Don’t you see? I knew better, but I still did it. I maimed my beautiful tod because I was so selfish and stupid. I have no one to blame but myself. Rik left me, and I did not see him again until the day I gave birth to you. He came to see the child we’d conceived, and miracle of miracles, he stayed. It would be several months though before he told me that he still loved me. I promised him that I would do everything in my power to help him, and I will always do so, because no matter what happens to me, it will never balance out what I did to him.”
 
   Garrek winced inside when he realised that his mother had been enduring some brutal matings for decades to assuage her denmate’s needs when he succumbed to his urges. His father apparently had never regained total self-control like Garrek had because, unlike Lorene, his mother merely endured the matings and his father knew that, so he could never give free rein to that new part of him and accept it as part of himself, and thus could never completely heal his psyche. He’d always wondered why his father would occasionally get broody and shut himself away from the rest of the family. His shame must have been too great for him to ever talk about it. He’d never hurt any of them as cubs though, so his mother must have been able to help him more than she gave herself credit for. Or maybe his love for her and the cubs had been enough to tame his urges. “Getting pregnant to Dad might have been inevitable under those conditions, but it was still lucky. It brought you back together and gave you both a reason to fight the problem. At least you didn’t have a multiple pregnancy like Malena.”
 
   “But I did.”
 
   “What?” Garrek didn’t think he could be surprised yet again.
 
   “You had a twin brother. It was a very difficult birth and he was stillborn. We almost lost you too. That’s what made Rik stay. He worked so hard to make you live. It made him realise that he still cared for me and our son, so he stayed to make us a family.”
 
   At last it made sense to Garrek as to why his mother was so overprotective towards him. She had lost one son, and his mere existence had turned around an intolerable situation, and brought a family together. His mother feared that losing him would mean the breakdown of everything important to her. “I’ve never known Dad to ever be anything other than a loving, if stern, father. You made a difference, Mom. We kids would never have had such a good childhood if you hadn’t been looking out for us and helping Dad. I’m just sorry that he didn’t have access to the solution that I found, but you were the next best thing. I don’t think Dad would have stayed with you even with me there if you didn’t truly love him. Believe me, I know what it’s like, and it was Goldie’s love for me that got me through the worst of it until now.”
 
   Jaleth sniffled, then said, “You’re too kind to me, Garrek. You are a better son than I deserve.”
 
   “Then listen to me, Mom. Don’t keep making the same mistakes. Stop torturing yourself and bring this family back together. I’m going to bring Malena over here and you two are going to make peace, okay?”
 
   Jaleth smiled wanly. “Okay Garrek.” She hugged him tightly. “I never realised that you could be so strong.”
 
   “Adversity can build you up or tear you down. I’m a stronger person than I used to be, but I could not be so without the help of the ones I love, and that includes you. Now I must go call Malena, and there are a couple of things that I need to do before the family dinner.”
 
   “Please warn Malena about the problems of bearing multiple kits. I don’t want you to lose any of them like I did,” Jaleth said with deep concern.
 
   “Better yet, tell her yourself. You have much to discuss – you have so many experiences in common now. And also, why don’t you have a talk with Dad and bring this to a happy conclusion.”
 
   Jaleth nodded. “Yes, I’ll do that. I’m proud of you, son.”
 
   “Thanks, Mom.”
 
   Garrek left feeling as if a huge burden had been lifted from his back. With a spring in his step, he went to find Goldfur. He found hir still out in the yard with the cubs, and as he approached hir, shi gave him a curious look.
 
   “There were some pretty intense emotions coming from the den, even for non-empaths. I could pick them up from here!”
 
   “You’re right, but the final result was a good one. I’ll explain it all to you in private later. Where’s Swiftwalk?”
 
   “Shi popped back to Australia – said shi wanted some of our coffee!” Goldfur said with a grin. “Actually shi’s just taking a break and shi’s probably having a nap in the guest room.”
 
   “I need to ask hir for a favour.”
 
   “Shi said to call anytime. Shi reckoned that Swiftwalk Express doesn’t strand its clients.”
 
   Garrek grinned. “I reckon now that the cat’s out of the bag, shi’s enjoying using hir Talent for a change.”
 
   “You could be right. Anyway, what did you need hir for?”
 
   “I want to fetch Malena. Mom is ready to make peace with her.”
 
   “Fantastic! And that means we can have the whole family together for dinner tonight. I’ll call hir up right now.”
 
   Fortunately Swiftwalk had finished hir nap and wasn’t disturbed. Shi went to find Malena and, in just a few minutes, the vixen appeared out of thin air inside the den where Goldfur and Garrek were waiting for her. She had also brought along Blaze, her cub sired by Goldfur, and both looked startled by their abrupt transition.
 
   “Whoa!” said Malena. “That sure felt weird. A third of the way around the world in nothing flat!”
 
   Blaze recovered more quickly. “Daddy!” shi yelled as shi charged over to hir sire, smothering Goldfur with lick-kisses as shi was being hugged.
 
   Garrek said, “Mom is ready to make up with you at last, Malena.”
 
   Malena looked immensely relieved. “How did you get her to have a change of heart?”
 
   “It’s a very personal thing which I’ll only tell you and Goldfur in strict privacy. Goldie, can you get someone to mind Blaze while we talk?”
 
   That was arranged, and the three went to Malena’s room and closed the door behind them. Garrek then filled both in on what had happened.
 
   Malena was shocked at the revelation of their mother’s transgression which overshadowed even hers. She was also angry at Jaleth’s hypocrisy. Eventually Goldfur and Garrek calmed her down and she agreed that it was time to make peace with her mother.
 
   Garrek then turned to Goldfur and said, “Goldie, my love, I’ve got just one more loose end to tie up. Could you leave Malena and me alone for a little while?”
 
   Goldfur gave him a kiss and said, “I understand. Take your time.” Shi then hugged Malena before leaving the room.
 
   The vixen looked at Garrek with a little trepidation. He said, “Malena, it’s time for us to fix our own relationship.”
 
   “I thought that you said that you needed time to learn to like me again?”
 
   Garrek nodded. “But that was before I found myself. I am a slightly different person to the tod who told you that just a few days ago, and I’ve been thinking about the situation from a fresh perspective. Among other things, I owe you an apology.”
 
   That truly startled Malena. “You owe me?”
 
   “Yes I do. This all started back when you asked me to sire a kit, but I would not commit to anything. Answer me honestly – if I had told you a flat ‘No’, would you have done what you did?”
 
   Malena shook her head. “I would have been extremely disappointed, but no, I would not have tricked you into siring one.”
 
   “I thought not. Another question to answer honestly – if I had told you ‘Yes’, but I wanted to leave it until a definite date, let’s say next Christmas, would you have been prepared to wait all those months, or would you have tried to get it earlier?”
 
   “I might have been a tad impatient, but I would have eagerly awaited the appointed time. All I ever wanted was a firm commitment to having a child. I know you would have kept your promise.”
 
   “Exactly, but that’s what I didn’t do. I said that we’d have a kit some day, but gave no commitment to when. I pushed you into forcing the issue. True, you did it in a very selfish manner, but it would never have happened at all if I’d only been fair to you, and for that I sincerely apologise.”
 
   “How could I do anything but accept your apology? I love you, Garrek, but you can be so frustrating at times. I think we need to understand each other better so that these mistakes never happen again.”
 
   “Agreed, and that’s one mistake that needs to be rectified.”
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   “Ask me once more for what you want.”
 
   “You mean…?”
 
   “Ask me.”
 
   Malena felt a thrill of hope mixed with uncertainty. She said, “Garrek , will you please sire a kit with me?”
 
   “I would be delighted to do so, Malena. When do you wish to have this kit?”
 
   A smile grew on Malena’s face. “I would love to have one right away.”
 
   Garrek gazed tenderly at his sister-mate. “Then I had better get started immediately. Malena, would you join me on your bed? I wish to make love to you and to sire a beautiful kit with you.” He winked. “Or maybe more.”
 
   Malena could hardly contain her joy. “Yes, Garrek!”
 
   The couple made love with a depth of passion that they had not ever had before. Garrek showed her his new sexual strength which was nevertheless tempered with his old tenderness. The moment of ritual conception was as glorious as she had dreamed it could be before the terrible incident.
 
   Garrek and Malena laid entwined together for a long time without talking. Eventually though, Malena broke the silence.
 
   “Thank you, Garrek. Thank you for the kits, but thank you even more for coming back to me.”
 
   “I wanted to as badly as you, Malena. I couldn’t do so until now, but I think we’ve gotten this reboot of our relationship off to a good start. I hope that we don’t have any more misunderstandings though.”
 
   “I’ll promise to tell you if I think we do, if you promise to listen.”
 
   “Deal! By the way, I’ve arranged for someone to help feed those triplets we ‘just’ conceived.”
 
   “Oh? Who?”
 
   “You’ll find out when I explain to the rest about what brought about my recovery. Try guessing before then. It’s more obvious than you might think.”
 
   Malena rolled her eyes. “Now I know you’re back to normal when you started pulling this kind of thing once more.”
 
   Garrek grinned. “What you see is me, my dear.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Garrek took Malena to confront their mother. At first they stared at each other wordlessly, but then Malena said with a touch of anger returning to her voice, “Garrek has told me everything.”
 
   Jaleth's head drooped a little in shame. She seemed smaller to her children than they could ever remember. “I am sorry, Malena. It was wrong of me to take out my fears and shame out on you.”
 
   “It's hard not to be angry after what you put me through, Mom.”
 
   A little defiance returned to Jaleth. “It's nothing compared to what I have had to endure over the years, not to mention your father. He nearly had a relapse after discovering you that morning. I had to work off his urges in a rather brutal mating after that.”
 
   “You would not have had to if you'd only warned me,” Malena shot back.
 
   “I should not have had to warn you to not abuse Garrek!” Jaleth said in a harsh tone.
 
   “Ladies!” Garrek shouted.
 
   The two vixens were startled and looked at Garrek, who said, “We're here to patch things up, not start this all over again. Mom, make your apology. Malena, stop baiting Mom.”
 
   “Yes, Garrek,” they chorused, then giggled nervously at each other.
 
   Jaleth then continued, “Malena, while you did deserve some of what I said to you, I admit that I made even bigger mistakes of my own. One of them was shunning you, and I regret that now. You reminded me too much of my own folly, and it was too much to face then. However Garrek has made me face up to it and forgive myself, but to do so I needed to forgive you too. Please come home again.”
 
   Malena was mollified, and a little sorry that she had pushed her mother so hard, even if she was justified. “Mom, I thank you for your forgiveness and your apology, but I won't be coming home again. These weeks that I've spent in Australia have made me realise that it is time for me to live with my family on a permanent basis. I'm very happy knowing that this den remains open to me though. I've missed our old relationship.”
 
   Jaleth moved up to hug her daughter. “Me too. I'm sorry that you're staying in Australia, but you're right – it was time for you to move out. I hope that you visit often.”
 
   “I will, Mom. As often as I can.”
 
   There were tears of emotion welling in each vixen's eyes, and Garrek decided that it was time to leave the two to have a good cry, or whatever vixens did when they made up.
 
   Garrek almost forgot to pick up his order from Purteshka, but he had it safely in his hip pouch when his other mates started to arrive for the family dinner. He had used the intervening time to fully apprise the rest of the family of the story of his route to recovery. He had debated not telling his mother about his exact relationship with Lorene, but in the end decided that it would be impossible to keep that secret, especially as he had taken her as his denmate. He made Jaleth promise not to bring up the subject with her sister though. Perhaps Lorene would guess, but they would turn mutual blind eyes to the matter. It was nobody else’s business.
 
   Thayla was the last to arrive, apologising for her tardiness due to council business running overtime. A few of Garrek’s mates had been helping in the kitchen, but he asked them all to join him in Malena’s room for one last formality. He had a private word with all his mates except Lorene, forewarning them of what he had planned and for what reason, so they wouldn’t think that he’d gone a little nuts or anything.
 
   When the door had been firmly closed behind them, Garrek began his little ceremony. 
 
   “I’ve asked you all to come together like this to celebrate a happy occasion. Goddess knows that there have been too few lately. I am a whole person again, but I could not have been so if not for the love and support of my denmates.”
 
   He turned to Goldfur with love shining in his eyes. “Goldfur, my first mate, yin to my yang, you brought out my potential and filled a void in my life. You will always be first in my heart and soul.”
 
   Goldfur smiled happily and gave him a kiss, but shi didn’t interrupt him with any words.
 
   Next Garrek turned to the ample-bosomed vixen. “Kassi, we were teenage sweethearts, but I thought that I lost the battle to win your heart to my best friend. True love never dies though, and now you are my second denmate and have given me a beautiful son.”
 
   Kassi followed Goldfur’s lead and kissed her mate.
 
   The elderly vixen was next. “Thayla, having you become an important part of my life was a delightful surprise. Your maturity and wisdom have helped me look at my problems with a new perspective. I hope our child will inherit her mother’s traits.”
 
   Thayla took her turn to kiss Garrek.
 
   Malena was next and Garrek said, “In a way, my love for Malena surpasses all my other mates, for I have loved her since she was my baby sister. However our love grew beyond mere siblings, and it should not have come as a surprise to me when she asked me to mate with her too. We have had some rocky times, but I have never stopped loving her, and the kits she bears will always know this.”
 
   Malena’s eyes were moist with emotion as she also kissed him.
 
   Garrek then turned his gaze upon Lorene. “However today we celebrate the addition of a fifth denmate to our family. As a youth I lusted for her, and even as an adult I still made furtive glances at her. But it wasn’t her physical endowments that were to bring her into my arms. She was able to heal my psychological wounds in a manner that no one else could. Her very nature was what I needed to make myself whole again, and what I desire to keep. As such, I have claimed her as my own. She belongs to me now and for the rest of her life. Lorene, please present yourself to your co-mates.”
 
   Lorene drew herself up proudly. “All of you have known me for a while, some of you all your lives, and yet none of you knew the real me. I have never been truly happy since I came to realise that there was no one to give me what I wanted and needed. Then when Sarsha told me that Garrek was my answer, I knew that I finally had my chance. You now know that I am a submissive. Only by giving myself utterly – heart, mind and body – was Garrek able to heal himself, and I was given my purpose. At last I am truly happy. I belong to Garrek now. He commands my love, my obedience and my body. It is Garrek’s will that I join his family and I will do my utmost for the betterment of the entire family because it pleases him, and thus me, and I am content. This is what I want. This is what I need. This is my choice. I hope that you all will respect that decision, and I will be honoured to be counted as your co-mate.”
 
   Garrek’s mates all came up to hug her at once, some thanking her for healing him, other welcoming her into the family. None disparaged her choice, although some were glad that they had been forewarned about her nature and that life-decision.
 
   Garrek then stepped in and said, “It is frequently traditional to exchange a ceremonial leg or tail band to celebrate the mating, but I have come up with something more appropriate for the occasion.” He reached into his hip pouch and pulled out the item that he had purchased from Purteshka, and held it up for the others to see clearly. It was a broad leather collar finely tooled with a fancy pattern. It had no buckle, but it had two pair of matching holes for rivets. “Bend forward, Lorene,” he instructed the vixen.
 
   Lorene’s eyes had lit up when she had recognised what he held. She bent over to allow Garrek to put the collar around her neck, and he put the rivets into place. He had borrowed a hand-riveting tool for the occasion which he had set aside for the ceremony. He used the tool to close the rivets to permanently lock the collar in its place. With that done, Lorene straightened up with her chin lifted proudly to show her badge of bondage.
 
   Garrek said, “Let this collar be a reminder that you are mine to do with as I please, whenever, wherever and for whatever reason that I want. Now lift your tail.”
 
   Lorene complied unhesitatingly and Garrek mounted her. His cock slid in effortlessly as she was wet from excitement. He had intended this to be just a token gesture of his dominance of her in front of the others, but she was so aroused that she almost immediately orgasmed. Garrek realised that his new self was just as aroused by the situation, and her orgasm triggered one in him also. A little reluctantly, Garrek dismounted and said, “I think this is going to work out beautifully. Welcome to the family, Lorene.”
 
   With the ceremony completed, the mood abruptly shifted to a lighter social tone, and the vixens immediately started discussing how the family would fare with Lorene in it. Garrek was happy to see that she seemed carefree and happier than he could ever remember seeing her in a social situation before. They started filing out of the room to get on with the preparations for the family dinner, but Garrek and Goldfur hung back.
 
   “Well?” Garrek asked Goldfur when the others were out of earshot.
 
   Goldfur said, “I had my empathic senses pushed to the max to make sure that I read her right. I admit that I don’t really understand the mind-set of someone who wants to totally subsume their will to another, but my senses tell me unequivocally that she not only is happy about the situation, but she also nearly had an orgasm on the spot as you put that collar on her. Then I had to reel in my senses before I got caught up in your little climax there. Garrek, my love, you sure get yourself into some odd situations, but at least I can say for sure that you seem to be doing the right thing by both of you to take her like this.”
 
   “Thanks, Goldie. I needed to cast that last niggling doubt from my mind, because to retain my new psychological stability, I will be needing her probably for the rest of my life. As Sarsha told me, there is no cure for the effects of a feral mating, but there can be an adjustment to find a good balance to live a normal life.
 
   Goldfur laughed. “There’s nothing normal about you, dear. That’s one of the reasons that I love you.”
 
   Garrek grinned. “Let’s go join our nutty family, shall we?”
 
   That evening’s family dinner turned into a huge celebration that would be remembered with fondness for many years to come.
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   Episode 38: A Swift Decision
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The birth of a chakat cub was never a small affair. However, the fact that this was Goldendale’s first made it an extra special occasion. Shi was just as nervous as hir mate, Lupu, was calm, but of course the wolftaur had birthed chakat cubs before. That time though she had been bearing twins, so she found being pregnant with just one cub far more comfortable and easy.
 
   Goldfur was happy that Garrek had been able to conclude his business back at Mountain Glade so promptly, because it meant that they were back home for the birthing party. This was entirely due to the services of Swiftwalk whose teleportation ability got them around so quickly. Goldfur took hir aside to try to thank hir for all shi had done, but the skunk-patterned chakat had dismissed it as trivial.
 
   “Honestly, Goldfur, I really enjoyed doing this for you, and it’s not as if I didn’t get anything out of the trip also. Hiding my Talent all these years hasn’t exactly been fun, but now that my secret is out, why not help out my friends? I’ve been having a great time, so don’t worry about it.”
 
   Goldfur replied, “We try never to take things… or people… for granted in this household. As the head of the family, I want you to know that not only are we grateful, we would like you to consider this your home whenever you are staying on Earth. We know that you can teleport to your real home on Chakona at a whim, but we enjoy your company and we’d like you to stick around more often for things like this birthing party. I know that Dale really wants you to be there.”
 
   “I wouldn’t miss my scouting team partner’s first cub for anything,” Swiftwalk reassured Goldfur.
 
   “You do realise that you have been much more than just a partner to hir?” Goldfur asked. “I believe that hir close association with you over all those weeks has been very helpful for hir continuing adjustment to becoming a chakat. It’s been less than a year since shi used to be a man, and yet shi has become very comfortable with hir new species and all the physical and mental changes that have come with it. It’s a remarkable change from those first days.”
 
   “You underestimate your own role,” Swiftwalk demurred. “We just had a normal working partnership for two chakats.”
 
   “But that’s just it – you did everything that is normal for chakats but not for other species. That’s what shi needed. Dale fell deeply in love with Lupu due to their empathic bond, and as for Avi, as much as I like him, Dale’s choice of him had more to do with hir unrequited need for male attention. Luckily shi made a good choice, but shi still badly needed a more balanced influence more suited to hir needs. In other words, shi needed a chakat to be a good role model, and that’s what you have been.”
 
   Swiftwalk grinned. “Believe me, it’s been a pleasure. We get along excellently. Shi may be your physical duplicate, but mentally shi’s a lot different, including a strong male bias. However, I’m female biased, so that makes our relationship very comfortable and balanced.”
 
   “I thought as much. That leaves me with just one important question,” Goldfur said seriously.
 
   Swiftwalk cocked hir ear in curiosity. “What is it?”
 
   “When are you going to ask hir to be your denmate?”
 
   Swiftwalk’s jaw dropped in surprise. “Denmate? Are you serious?”
 
   “Perfectly,” Goldfur assured hir. “Chakats your age are usually mated long before this. I bet that you have been avoiding close relationships in an effort to keep your Talent a secret.”
 
   Swiftwalk cast hir eyes down. “Yeah, I have to admit that I was just so paranoid about keeping the secret that I frequently broke up some good friendships because of it. It’s… been lonely sometimes.”
 
   “Well since your Talent is now known, you don’t need to keep distancing yourself from others. I think you already know this inside yourself. Your relationship has been ideal on all fronts, and you admit to being both mentally and sexually compatible. You also have a great career as partners in the Star Corps. My matchmaking sister, Forest, saw your potential as mates soon after shi met you. Heck, even Garrek reckons you belong together. Last but not least, I care very greatly about the welfare of my adopted identical twin, and I want very much what is best for hir, and I believe that means you. So what are you going to do about it?” Goldfur emphasised the challenge in hir voice.
 
   Swiftwalk just stood there mulling over everything that Goldfur had just said. Shi was forced to admit that hir life had been pretty much in a rut for a long time before shi had met Dale. Shi had spent too much time on hir career with only a few casual flings to break it up until Dale had become so involved in hir life. If shi was completely honest with hirself, shi hadn’t been this happy in decades. However, there were others to consider. “What about Lupu and Avi? I don’t want to upset Dale’s relationship with them.”
 
   “For starters, you couldn’t hurt hir relationship with Lupu. As I said, they’re empathically bonded. She will always be number one to Dale. However, Lupu is a smart bitch, and she understands how chakat relationships work better than Dale does, and knows how they work best. That’s why she encouraged Avi’s relationship with Dale. She and I had some intimate talks about the time spent with Dale in the wolftaur pack, and she gave me added insight into Dale’s needs and desires. We’ve come to the conclusion that what is best for their relationship with Dale is a chakat mate to balance things out. When circumstances subsequently threw you two together, I was thrilled, and I was even happier when time showed that you were good together.” Goldfur smiled in fond reminiscence. “That’s how I found my true love. I say – don’t fight destiny. You were meant for each other.”
 
   Swiftwalk hesitated, trying to absorb everything that Goldfur had just told hir. “I– I suppose you could be right. I’m not used to being this indecisive.”
 
   “Then let me add one more thing to my argument. You need us. You’ve been a loner for too long. What you need is a family. If you become Dale’s mate, you will gain everybody in this wonderful madhouse of ours. Everyone likes you, right down to the youngest cub. We all want you to be a bigger part of our lives.”
 
   “I’m flabbergasted… and honoured.” Swiftwalk then gave Goldfur a grin. “And it would make my parents very happy too. They’ve been getting very frustrated with me. They’ve even been trying to set me up with various people. Talk about awkward!” Shi stopped and thought a bit more, hir grin fading back to seriousness. Shi reached a decision. “Damned if I don’t feel a bit shy about this, but I promise to think hard over your proposal and talk about it with Dale sometime soon. Definitely before we go on our next mission. You’ve convinced me that we need to formalise our relationship one way or the other before having to leave Lupu and Avi behind again.”
 
   Goldfur smiled in satisfaction. “Great! But not today. This is definitely Lupu’s day to shine.”
 
   “Of course. Speaking of which, I promised to fetch your sister, Quickpaw, for the party. It’s about time that we left, I think.”
 
   Goldfur looked at hir wristwatch. “Hmm, you’re right. Let’s go.”
 
   Swiftwalk put hir hand on Goldfur’s arm while the cougar chakat brought up a mental picture of hir sister’s dorm room for Swiftwalk to lock onto. Moments later, they vanished.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   This wasn’t Dale’s first birthing party. Shi had experienced Forestwalker’s eleven months ago, and shi knew most of what to expect. What shi didn’t expect were two familiar human faces. Right after Swiftwalk dropped off Quickpaw, the Teleporter disappeared again, only to reappear with a late middle-aged man and a woman a couple of minutes later.
 
   Dale’s eyes bugged out in shock. “Dad? Mum?” shi gasped.
 
   Edward and Rose Perkins smiled in delight at the surprise they had given their child. Edward said, “Well, no need to check which one is our son, right, Rose?” 
 
   Rose merely nodded as she stepped up to the surprised chakat and gave hir a hug. Dale was rigid in shock at first, worried about how they were going to react. Shi had talked to them via an expensive videocom link on a couple of occasions, so they knew what to expect, but despite them seeming to take the situation relatively well, Dale had continued to worry about how they felt about their son now being a herm felitaur. Now though, hir empathic Talent working its best in direct contact with hir parent, shi could tell one thing with absolute certainty – hir mother loved hir still! Dale’s arms wrapped the woman in a tight hug and both started weeping tears of happiness.
 
   Edward waited patiently for the two to part, then walked up to Dale and held out his hand. “Good to see you, Son.”
 
   Dale shook his hand, resisting mightily the chakat impulse to hug him also. “Same here, Dad, although I’m not exactly your son any more.”
 
   Edward grinned. “You’re part male, so that means you’re still my son. Don’t see much of the family resemblance in you though, I must admit.”
 
   Dale laughed. “You haven’t changed a bit, Dad. I’m so glad that you’re here though. I admit that despite the times we’ve talked on the videocom, I wasn’t sure how well you’ve been taking my change. Now I can sense it for myself, and it’s a load off my mind.”
 
   Edward put his arm around Rose’s shoulder. “Your mother and I talked about this for a long time after we were informed about your accident. Believe me, the relief that you survived at all overwhelmed our concern for your change of species. However, Mars is a pioneering world, and everyone there works hard together for the betterment of all, and the majority of the population consists of morphs, including chakats. We get along well together – you have to under those conditions – and so we had no problem liking another chakat. It just took a bit of getting used to one being our son. However, that was a while back, and today we’re here to see our grandchild’s birth. What better way of spending our reunion with you?”
 
   Rose spoke up for the first time. “You have to thank this lovely chakat, Swiftwalk, for offering to bring us here for the birth.”
 
   Dale looked at the skunk-striped chakat. “How did you do that anyway? You told me once that you haven’t been to Mars, and you can’t accurately sense that far to jump without a ‘lock’.”
 
   “Simple enough,” Swiftwalk replied. “I went to Star Corps HQ and looked for anyone who had been to Mars. I got lucky and found a chakat whose parents also are pioneers there. I got hir to do Goldfur’s trick of mentally envisioning a suitable location and I was able to get an empathic lock. We teleported there, and while shi paid a surprise visit to hir parents, I tracked down yours. We made arrangements for me to pick them up today, and the rest is history.”
 
   Dale padded over to Swiftwalk and gave hir a huge hug. “Thank you from the bottom of my heart, Swift.”
 
   Swiftwalk looked a little sheepish but gratified. “It was nothing, partner,” shi replied.
 
   “No, definitely more than nothing,” Dale said firmly. Shi then turned back to hir parents. “Mum, Dad, come with me. It’s time that you met your daughter-in-law in person. Son-in-law too, actually. We have a lot to talk about.” Shi took one of the hands of each and then led them off to the room where Lupu was resting.
 
   Goldfur looked at Swiftwalk and gave hir a knowing smirk when shi caught hir eye. Swiftwalk’s inner ears pinked with the blush that shi felt.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Lupu had gone into labour late in the afternoon, right on schedule. Unfortunately the wolftaur bitch was not as well designed as chakats for easy births, and the labour went on for hours. Dale lay behind hir mate, supporting her as best shi could. For all that time, shi was trying to use hir innate empathic ability as shi had been taught in order to calm and soothe Lupu. Apparently shi was doing a reasonable job, as the wolftaur hadn’t tried to claw hir to pieces as yet. It was still a bit unnerving to have a roomful of naked people watching and sharing the experience, but after a while shi grew used to it, especially when shi realised that the empathic abilities of the chakats were in tune with hirs, lending them both strength. Fortunately, hir parents remained clothed, sparing Dale the awkwardness of that particular scenario. At last the moment arrived and the cub came into the world. Then came the moment that Dale knew was inevitable but still embarrassing – the milk-sharing. Lupu only gave the hungry cub half a feed, with Quickpaw giving hir the other half in order to supply the essential CKF component of chakat milk that the wolftaur milk lacked. Then came Lupu’s turn, and she drank Dale’s breasts dry of their milkwater, the chakat having long ago weaned hirself. Dale then took a token suckle of Lupu’s breast, but it was once again Quickpaw who supplied the mouthful of chakat milk needed to stimulate the production of mother’s milk to refill Dale’s breasts. Fond memories of the times that shi had fed Goldfur’s cub made hir look forward a lot to doing the same for hir own child.
 
   Finally everything was completed and the last of the witnesses left Dale and Lupu alone with their new child. They gazed lovingly at their new child, hir silvery grey puma patterned fur revealed as it had dried. The light of the young moon fell through the window to illuminate the cub’s face with a soft glow. After a few minutes, the cub started a singsong mew in hir sleep.
 
   Dale smiled as a thought occurred to hir and shi said to Lupu, “Can I suggest a name?”
 
   “Of course, love. Shi’s your cub.”
 
   “How about Nightsong?”
 
   Lupu thought about it, then nodded in approval. “I like it.”
 
   “Thank you, dear. Nightsong it is then. Shall we tell the others now?”
 
   “Not just yet. Both shi and I need a bit more rest,” Lupu said tiredly.
 
   “That’s okay. I doubt that anyone will be leaving early.”
 
   About an hour later, the two came out with Dale carrying their newborn child, with Lupu leaning a little on the chakat for strength. The crowd quieted and listened for an announcement.
 
   Dale said with pride in hir voice, “Friends and family alike, my lifemate and I are delighted to present to you – Nightsong, child of Lupukshawteanae and Goldendale.”
 
   A cheer went up, waking the cub who started to wail.
 
   “Let’s hope hir singing improves,” quipped Trina.
 
   There was much laughter and lots of congratulations followed. Dale felt shi was truly a full member of the family from then on.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   A couple of days later, Goldfur answered the videocom that had rudely interrupted the family’s lunch. “Goldfur speaking,” shi said to the ocelot morph fem on the screen. She wore a Star Corps badge, so Goldfur assumed that it was business.
 
   “Shir Goldfur, your comm was given as a contact for Shir Swiftwalk. Would shi be there? We have been unable to reach hir by personal comm.”
 
   ‘Not surprising,’ thought Goldfur. ‘Shi doesn’t want to be bugged by people wanting hir to join their teleportation research program.’ Shi asked the ocelot, “What do you want hir for?”
 
   “Official Corps business, Shir Goldfur. If shi wishes to discuss it with you later, that’s fine, but for now I need to talk to hir about possible changes to hir next mission.”
 
   Goldfur nodded begrudgingly. The Corps was their employer and had a right to ask. “Okay, I’ll fetch hir.”
 
   Swiftwalk came to the videocom with Goldfur whom shi asked to accompany hir just in case. “Swiftwalk here. What’s this about the next mission? I’m still on leave for another couple of weeks.”
 
   “Shir Swiftwalk,” Began the ocelot, “My name is Naomi Sands. I wish to discuss restructuring the exploration of Sylvania with your unique Talent in mind.”
 
   “In what way?” shi asked suspiciously. “I’ve already made it plain that I like my present career, and have no intentions of changing that.”
 
   “And we have no intention of changing your job either. In fact, you will be able to spend more time on it if you wish.”
 
   “Alright, now you have me intrigued. What did you have in mind?”
 
   “Could you come into the office so that we can discuss the proposal, and sign any contracts that you may agree to?”
 
   “Certainly. When did you want to do this?”
 
   “The sooner the better, please. We have a lot of reorganising to do if you agree to the new arrangements.”
 
   “Very well.” Swiftwalk used the image on the screen as a focus for hir Talents to get a ‘lock’ on the location, and a moment later shi disappeared, only to reappear instantly beside the ocelot woman.
 
   Naomi gave a small shriek of surprise at the unexpected arrival.
 
   Swiftwalk grinned – that made up for the interrupted lunch. Shi could hear Goldfur laughing in the background of the videocom on the desk. Swiftwalk said, “You can hang up now, Goldie. Save some food for me.”
 
   “OK, Swift. See you later.”
 
   “Now, Ms Sands,” Swiftwalk said as the ocelot recomposed herself, “Let’s hear your pitch.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   It was about an hour and a half later when Swiftwalk reappeared in the kitchen. Several adults were seated around the big kitchen table, drinking tea and having a conversation that centred on speculation on what the Star Corps wanted with the teleporting chakat.
 
   Goldendale said, “Okay, Swift, what’s giving you that grin that’s plastered all over your face?”
 
   Swiftwalk went to pour hirself some tea. “I’ve just signed an agreement that’s going to give me a huge pay raise.”
 
   “So what have you agreed to do?” Dale prompted.
 
   “You know how we have to waste so much time just travelling to and from the worlds that we explore? Well, the Star Corps wants me to provide a shuttle service for the personnel. The idea is that while most of the supplies and equipment still travels by starship, all the teams can be teleported to the base camp, and teleported home again after they have spent a specified period there, depending on the work that they do. I’d make myself available once a week to take people back and forth and, other than emergencies, the rest of the time I can concentrate on the job that I love. I actually get to spend a lot more time doing that even after I deduct the time spent teleporting people, and there won’t be any long, boring periods wasted on the starship. Best of all, they’ve written into the contract that they won’t push me to take part in teleportation research. They will also let me go home whenever I feel like without having to receive approval, although they do require me to keep them informed, which is quite reasonable. This is a win/win situation all round!”
 
   “Wow! Sounds like they were bending over backwards to get you to sign up,” Dale remarked.
 
   Swiftwalk grinned. “Wouldn’t you if you could save tonnes of money and time by doing so? I held all the cards and they knew it. Whee! I’m so happy, I could explode!”
 
   “Quite a bit of a turnaround from the paranoid chakat that we knew,” Goldfur remarked to the others.
 
   “Okay, no need to rub it in, Goldie,” Swiftwalk said with a chagrined grimace.
 
   Dale said, “So when do you start?”
 
   “On the day we were originally scheduled to leave by starship. It’s too late to amend the leave time of the other personnel, and besides, they have to re-appraise logistics before then.”
 
   “Makes sense,” Dale said. “It’ll be strange being able to go home for the weekend, so to speak.”
 
   “Suits me fine, darling,” Lupu said as she draped her arms over Dale’s shoulders and nuzzled hir.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Later that afternoon, Dale was lying in the shade of one of the tall eucalypts in the back yard, breastfeeding Nightsong. Swiftwalk came out of the house, flanked by Lupu and Avi, and they walked over to Dale. The skunk-patterned chakat looked nervous for the first time that Dale could recall, but Avi had a smile, while Lupu was grinning from ear to ear. Dale tried to use hir empathic Talent to try to figure out what possible mischief the wolftaur was up to, but shi could only sense a chaotic mess and gave up.
 
   Swiftwalk hesitated until Lupu poked hir. Shi blurted out, “I have a proposal for you.”
 
   Lupu rolled her eyes and said, “That was terrible. Try again!”
 
   Swiftwalk took a deep breath and said, “Goldendale, will you do me the honour of being my denmate?”
 
   Dale grinned and said, “It’s about time that you asked.”
 
   “Wha…?”gaped Swiftwalk.
 
   Dale couldn’t help hirself. Shi always felt so good while breastfeeding hir cub, and combined with Swiftwalk’s comical expression, it made hir burst into laughter. Shi stopped hirself quickly and said, “I’m sorry, Swift, but it was such a funny moment.” Shi became serious then. “Swiftwalk, while we were on that mission, I knew I would need someone to take care of my chakat needs. I thought it would be Goldfur who would be doing that, but when we started working together so well, I knew that you were actually a better partner, and in more ways than one. You were still hung up on your secret then though, so that’s all we were for a while. After our escape from the tidal wave though, you finally let your guard down. Those days we spent together were almost as wonderful as the times I spent with Lupu.”
 
   Swiftwalk smiled in happy memory. “Yeah, I have to admit that I’ve never felt so relaxed and happy with someone before. My own fault for pushing people away until then.”
 
   Dale continued, “Now I’m not stupid – I’d finally learned enough about being a chakat to realise that there was something more to us than just being partners. For a while I agonised over how Lupu and Avi would feel about my relationship with you while we were on Sylvania. Once I sorted that out, I began to look at us through the lessons that I had learned, and I already came to the conclusion that you and I would make a good Companions. When we got home, Lupu made some unsubtle hints about how chakats needed other chakats, but I was determined to wait until you decided for yourself that we would be good together. I also needed you to confirm that my conclusions were right and that you really cared for me. I’m still learning how to be a proper chakat, and I really didn’t want to make a huge mistake. However you’ve been going out of your way to make me happy lately, including bringing my parents here for Nightsong’s birth. I no longer have doubts.”
 
   “So… that’s a yes?” Swiftwalk asked.
 
   Dale got up and gently detached the nearly replete cub from hir nipple, then handed hir over to Lupu. Shi then put hir arms around Swiftwalk and kissed hir passionately. When they parted lips, shi said softly, “Yes, partner, that’s a definite affirmative, and now I feel like this mateship is really complete.” Shi beckoned Lupu and Avi over to join the hug, then continued, “We four are now one, and we are all the stronger for it.”
 
   Lupu said enthusiastically, “You bet! Now shut up and go screw hir brains out!”
 
   Dale shook hir head in mock despair. That was so typical of the wolftaur bitch – blunt to the point of crudity. “Yes, dear,” was all shi said though.
 
   Dale put hir arm around Swiftwalk’s waist and steered hir towards the back door of the house. “What made you ask now?” shi inquired curiously.
 
   Swiftwalk replied, “Goldfur had already pointed out that we needed each other, and I was going to have a talk with you anyway, but when this new job arrangement came up and all its advantages, I knew that I could arrange things so that we could remain together as long as we wanted, and still give you more time with your other mates. It just seemed like perfect timing to me.”
 
   “Works for me, Hon. Just one thing though….”
 
   Swiftwalk looked at hir questioningly. “And that is…?”
 
   “Don’t expect me to get pregnant. I’m still not ready for that!”
 
   Swiftwalk smiled and laid hir head on Dale’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, my love, I’ve got that covered.”
 
   The two disappeared inside to celebrate their union. As Lupu and Avi watched them leave, Lupu said, “I’m going to enjoy this.”
 
   Avi looked at the bitch in puzzlement. “Huh? Why? I don’t think they’re planning to invite you to join in.”
 
   Lupu gave him a big grin. “In a way, they are. You forget that we’re empathically bonded. That means that not only can shi sense me, but I can also sense hir, despite not having any particular Talent. Why do you think that I get so turned on when shi has sex with you? You’re virtually fucking two people at one time, you stud!” she said with a broad wink.
 
   “I’ll be damned!” Avi said as the implications set in.
 
   “That isn’t what I had in mind for you,” Lupu said mischievously as she urged him into the house.
 
   “Umm... isn't it a bit soon after giving birth? It's only been a couple of days and won’t you be a bit… tender?” Avi said solicitously.
 
   “You're right, but I think you can be a bit imaginative in other ways,” Lupu said, undeterred.
 
   “Now you’re talking!” Avi replied with an eager grin.
 
   “Hey, Leanna!” Lupu called out as they passed through the house.
 
   Leanna popped out of Trina’s office where shi had been doing some work. “What’s up, Lupu?”
 
   Lupu held out her cub. “Could you look after Nightsong for me for while?”
 
   “No problem. It’s about time that I finished up here anyway.”
 
   “Thanks, dear! Come on, lover. Our mate is already getting me turned on.”
 
   The two hastened off to a private room while the fennec morph just grinned. Shi looked at the dozing cub in hir arms. “And I thought I was supposed to be the one suffering from a sex compulsion! You’re going to have lots more siblings at this rate.”
 
   Leanna took the cub to the nursery where other cubs were napping, and put the child in with them. Shi was heading back to the office to finish up for the day when shi heard a PTV pull up outside. They weren’t expecting anyone then, so Leanna went to investigate. Grabbing a pair of shorts that shi kept handy for when it wasn’t appropriate to answer the door in the nude, shi put them on and got to the door just as the doorbell rang. When shi opened the door, shi found two Star Fleet officers there – a male human and a female jaguar. The latter spoke up.
 
   “Leanna Fennec, Star Fleet and the Stellar Federation would like to request your services,” she said without preamble.
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   Leanna gave the two Star Fleet officers on hir front porch a good looking over. The jaguar morph had Commander (Second Class) rank insignia, and the white uniform colour code stripe appropriate to Protocol and Diplomats. Although the officer had a shapely female figure and was dressed in the common skirt-style Star Fleet uniform, Leanna’s senses informed hir that this was a herm standing confidently in front of hir.
 
   Shi shifted hir inspection to the human. He seemed a little younger than the jaguar, with Hispanic looks, but otherwise nothing out of the ordinary. He wore the same colour coded uniform as the other however. Leanna briefly wondered if Fleet thought the human might have some influence over the former slave, but dismissed it. They didn’t seem to be that stupid.
 
   “You had better come inside,” Leanna told them. “It sounds serious, especially if you need someone like me.”
 
   “Thank you, Shir Leanna,” the jaguar morph said, and the pair followed Leanna inside.
 
   Leanna showed them to the family room. “Make yourselves comfortable. Would you like tea or coffee while you are waiting?”
 
   “Actually I’d like to get straight to the point of our visit here today,” started the jaguar.
 
   “Sorry, but no,” Leanna interrupted. “We won’t be discussing anything until my denmate, Forestwalker, is here with us. Fortunately shi should be home soon, so we can talk then. Now, would you like that drink?”
 
   “I see,” said the jaguar. “I would prefer tea – orange pekoe if you have it.”
 
   “Yes, we do. And you, sir?” shi asked the man.
 
   “Coffee, black, two sugars please.”
 
   “Done. I won’t be long.” Leanna left to put on the kettle and start the coffee maker. While they were doing their work, Leanna went back to Trina’s office where the Arctic fox was still engrossed in her work as usual.
 
   “Hey, Trina, can you do the daily back-ups today, then get dressed? We’ve got visitors from Star Fleet.”
 
   Trina’s ears perked up. “Fleet? It can’t be Boyce because he’s not due for a while yet.” Trina was intrigued enough to finish up immediately.
 
   Leanna went to grab a comfortable top to wear. While shi preferred not to wear tops while shi was at home, considering the circumstances, shi felt it appropriate. Shi then returned to make the drinks and to take them out to the waiting Star Fleet officers. Shi offered them some cookies also, and then hir ears picked up a familiar sound.
 
   “You’re in luck. It sounds like Forest is a tad early today. I’ll be back soon.”
 
   Leanna went to meet hir chakat mate as shi alighted from hir PTV. Shi gave Forest hir usual ‘welcome home’ hug and kiss, not rushing things at all. Only when they were both thoroughly satisfied did Leanna tell Forest about the visitors.
 
   “How interesting,” Forest commented. “Give me a moment to freshen up and I’ll join you.”
 
   Leanna went back to the Fleet Officers, and it wasn’t long before both Forest and Trina joined them.
 
   Leanna said, “This is my denmate, Forestwalker, and my co-mate, Katrina Snowfox. Anything that you need to say to me, you can say in front of them too.”
 
   The jaguar said, “Allow me to formally introduce ourselves. My name is Commander Aileen Ramirez of the Star Fleet Diplomatic Corps. This is Commander Miguel Ramirez, my right-hand man and also my husband. I am head of the mission to Namath, home-world to the Faleshkarti.”
 
   “Sounds impressive, but who are the Faleshkarti?” Leanna asked.
 
   “About twenty months ago, a Star Fleet scouting vessel encountered a colony ship of a previously unknown race. Although they weren’t overtly hostile, neither were they particularly interested in talking with us. Eventually through sheer persistence, they agreed to contact their home-world and arrange a diplomatic meeting.”
 
   “I suspect that they only did so to stop you bugging them,” commented Trina.
 
   Aileen gave them a lopsided smile. “I suspect that you’re right. It took the Fleet translator a week to get enough data to give accurate translations. When the Faleshkarti officer was sure that we could understand them properly, they gave us the coordinates of Namath and told us who to contact. Then they warned us away from the world that they had claimed for colonisation and told us to stop bothering them.”
 
   “So that’s where you came in, I suppose,” Leanna said. Upon Aileen’s nod, shi added, “Where do I fit in?”
 
   Miguel activated a holo-projector that he had placed on the coffee table in front of him. “Here is a full-sized image of an adult Faleshkarti.”
 
   There were gasps of surprise from all three.
 
   Forest said, “They’re fennec foxes!”
 
   “Except for the slightly bigger ears and a lack of hair, they look almost exactly like me,” Leanna added.
 
   “Precisely,” Aileen agreed. “In fact, the only really obvious difference between you and them is that no Faleshkarti has human-like hair. You need more sophisticated instruments to tell them apart from a Terran morph. You could easily pass as one of them, Leanna.”
 
   “What about my gender? Or are they herms also?”
 
   “They are indeed, and that is why I was appointed as head of mission. When the Faleshkarti found out that the First Contact team members weren’t herms, they pretty much lost interest in us. They said that they found them to be ‘lacking’ and started calling them ‘half-people’. Fortunately there are a couple of herms in the diplomatic corps, and I was chosen for the post. While the Faleshkarti remain stand-offish, at least they will talk to me and the beta-team leader.”
 
   “I’m presuming that you think that they may open up to me because I look like them. Or were you wanting me to spy on them?” Leanna asked suspiciously.
 
   “No, not spy. We urgently wish to start negotiations with their world leaders.”
 
   Forest said, “Pardon me for asking, but if they want to be left alone, why don’t you do just that?”
 
   “A fair question, but believe me, Shir Forestwalker, we’d be happy to do so except that the Faleshkarti are going to cause us major problems in the near future. Problems that, if not resolved, may escalate into something far worse.”
 
   “Okay, that sounds serious,” Forest conceded. “What are these problems?”
 
   “The Faleshkarti are extremely territorial and they are major colonisers. Once they declare their intention to colonise a star system, they consider it theirs, even if there’s a previous claim. We found that out when they declared Abraxis III theirs, despite our Star Corps planetary surveyors already on the planet, assessing it for our own purposes.”
 
   “Maybe they didn’t know?” Trina suggested.
 
   “We thought of that, but an investigation proved otherwise. Unless a planet is actively inhabited, the Faleshkarti consider it fair game.”
 
   “What happened then?” Trina asked.
 
   “Star Fleet had to make a show of force to dissuade them. It certainly didn’t help my task at all. I think that the only reason that they started talking to us again was that they were forced to do so.”
 
   Leanna said, “Something must be causing that aggressive colonisation. Do they have a population problem?”
 
   “You’ve hit the nail on the head, Leanna. As best as we can estimate, their population is approximately 67 billion, and that’s just on their home-world.”
 
   “Oh my god!” Forest gasped. “They must be bursting at the seams!”
 
   “Indeed they are,” Aileen confirmed. “We have confirmed several more colony ships on their way to various destinations, with more ships being built as fast as possible to alleviate population pressure. The fact is that they are taking over territory at a prodigious rate, and that territory is encroaching on Federation space. Worse yet, each of those worlds that they colonise has the potential to become just like Namath.”
 
   “Haven’t they heard of birth control?” Trina asked incredulously.
 
   Leanna answered hir mate. “There has to be another factor involved that either prevents that from being an option, or there’s something overriding any efforts to do so.” Shi looked at Aileen. “Do you know what it is?”
 
   “You already suspect that we don’t know, and want you to try to find out,” Aileen stated bluntly. “Your records show that you are keenly intelligent.”
 
   “Thanks for the flattery. I’ll take that as a confirmation. So, what else haven’t you told us about them yet?” Leanna asked.
 
   “Obviously the main problem is their unrestricted breeding. In their case though, it’s like saying the ocean is wet. They are utterly relentless breeders, and their obsession with sex is barely eclipsed by a sex slave who has been bred and conditioned for nothing else.” Aileen pointed at the Faleshkarti in the hologram. “Tell me what you think of hir manner of dress.”
 
   Trina immediately said, “High-priced hooker!”
 
   Aileen smirked. “Would you believe this is their idea of a conservative uniform? Absolutely everything about their culture seems to be fixated upon sex. What little they have in the way of arts that I have been able to find has all been sexually oriented. We found out that the rest breaks that they take during the day are more like sex breaks. If the rest of the population conforms to the sample we’ve had, and I have little reason to doubt that, then the average Faleshkarti has sex between five and eight times a day.”
 
   “How do they manage to get anything done?” Forest wondered.
 
   “I’ve got a better question,” Leanna interjected. “How could a species like that ever acquire intelligence, let alone build a culture capable of star travel?”
 
   “Excellent!” Aileen exclaimed. “You have already discovered one of the mysteries that have been confounding us. And just to add icing to the cake, every Faleshkarti whom we’ve interviewed has been of modest intelligence at best. Dull-minded is an apt description of the average specimen. We’ve seen no sign of the movers and shakers – the clever ones behind the scenes.”
 
   “So you want to send in the former sex slave who happens to look like a Faleshkarti to try to find answers for you?” Forestwalker asked.
 
   “In a nutshell, yes,” Aileen agreed.
 
   “I’m pregnant,” Leanna pointed out, indicating the gentle swell of hir belly. “I wouldn’t want to put my child at risk by accepting this job.”
 
   “Actually, Leanna,” said Miguel, “They seem to have a great respect for pregnant people. In fact the heads of department 111, the authority responsible for dealing with off-world affairs, have both been pregnant. They were also two of the smarter Faleshkarti.”
 
   “So being pregnant might actually give me an edge?”
 
   “We believe so,” Miguel replied.
 
   Leanna pondered for a moment, then asked, “Why should I do this job? I’m quite happy right here. I’ve nothing to prove, and you’ve already got your money’s worth out of me in terms of information and publicity.”
 
   Aileen said, “Good point. Think of it as returning a favour. We took you in without any expectations, even if we did end up profiting from that.”
 
   Leanna snorted in amusement, then turned to Forest and asked, “Would you accompany me? I really don’t want to do this by myself.”
 
   Forest said, “If you really want me, of course I will, but I don’t know what my bosses will think about me taking another leave of absence so soon after my last one.”
 
   “If necessary, Star Fleet will intercede on your behalf,” Aileen assured hir.
 
   Emboldened by their willingness to facilitate securing hir cooperation and taking the job, Leanna demanded, “I want to travel there aboard the Pegasus with Admiral Kline.”
 
   Aileen replied, “Technically Namath is just within the borders of Sector Two, but it’s close enough to Sector One to bend the rules a little, so agreed.”
 
   Leanna’s eyebrows raised a little in surprise, then shi smirked. “You’ve anticipated what I might demand, haven’t you? No way would you be able to change ships on a whim if you hadn’t already pre-arranged it.”
 
   Aileen smiled. “You caught us out. Yes, we are willing to make large concessions to gain your services.”
 
   “How long will this take?”
 
   “As long as it takes to get the answers we need. However, we are hoping that this gambit will produce swift results.”
 
   Leanna shook hir head. “Not good enough. I intend to be here for the birth of my children, both the one that I am carrying and Trina’s. No matter how the operation goes, I will be brought back with time to spare.”
 
   Aileen sighed. “We agree, even though that could be extremely inconvenient. Anything else?”
 
   “Sure! What’s the pay rate?” Leanna asked.
 
   Miguel tapped on his PADD as he replied, “You will be paid at the standard civilian specialist rate.” He held up the PADD for Leanna to read the details.
 
   Casting an expert eye over the terms and benefits, shi nodded. “You will have to provide me with a final contract for me to look over in detail, but I agree in principle. Now what?”
 
   “We will begin your preparations immediately. You will need to get as familiar with the Faleshkarti as we are able to do for you.”
 
   “What about actually talking directly with them? Do you have a translator or what?”
 
   Miguel said, “Your records indicate that you have a perfect memory, correct?” At Leanna’s nod, he continued, “It took a long time, but we have finally compiled a fairly comprehensive vocabulary and Faleshkarti grammar. You will learn it before we reach Namath.”
 
   Leanna frowned. “There’s a difference between remembering words and speaking a language fluently.”
 
   “Indeed, and that’s why you will be practicing it with us during the weeks that it takes to get there.”
 
   “Fair enough. Well, gentlebeings, let’s see your schedule. We’ve got a mission to organise.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Leanna was oddly pleased at being back in a Star Fleet uniform. Although it was no more comfortable than when shi had first worn one back when shi had just been rescued from the slave ship, this time shi was wearing it 100% legitimately. Shi fingered the silver bars on the collar. Shi even had mission specialist ranking – a step up from the common Starman crewmembers, giving hir some limited authority. It felt good.
 
   Forest had gotten hir leave of absence and was delighted to be travelling with Leanna again. Shi was also able to spend more time with hir other mates who were equally pleased with the arrangement. Of course Forest also brought along hir cubs, so Leanna had the benefit of having a full family group accompanying hir. It was like a home away from home.
 
   This voyage would be a lot different from hir first however. Gone was the need to conceal hir nature and pretend to be a crewmember. This time around shi would be more than just a glorified cub-sitter, and shi had some serious duties. First among them was getting as familiar as possible with everything that the Federation had learned about the Faleshkarti so far, and learning the language. Never having to do so before, Leanna quickly found out how much difference there was between remembering words and having a proper conversation in a new language. Nevertheless, like all things that shi put hir keen intellect to work on, shi quickly mastered it.
 
   Leanna’s ability to learn and understand extremely fast was amazing to Aileen and Miguel, but trivial to someone who had been bred and trained to be a covert spy. When shi completed the courses well before their destination, Aileen started training hir in general protocol and First Contact techniques. Leanna was enjoying stretching hir mental muscles.
 
   Right now though, shi was headed off to the coffee lounge where shi had spent many pleasant hours on hir previous voyage. Unfortunately, Moyshu, the foxtaur who had been hir part-time lover, was not there to share the moment with hir this time. However, there were plenty of others.
 
   Forest was already there, dressed in hir green-coded uniform of the life-sciences. Leanna wore a white-coded uniform this time because shi was attached to the protocol division. Squatting next to Forest was hir lifemate, Midnight, who was also the Chief of Security for the Pegasus, and another chakat named Sparks who was the Chief Engineer. Seated in proper chairs were two female Caitians – M’Lai and Rosepetal – who were also co-mates with the chakats. Finally, there were three of the people from Midnight’s Security division – a skunktaur Telepath named Querl, a ferret morph named Hiro, and a Rakshani named Baneth. Leanna found the latter more intense than Zhane, a Rakshani shi had previously met, but likeable enough when shi got to know her. It had taken a while though because she was the leader of the Bravo team which went on duty when Midnight’s Alpha team came off.
 
   All these people had gathered specifically for Leanna this time, but there was still someone missing from the group. “Don’t tell me that I beat Admiral Kline here?” Leanna asked. “I was sure Aileen had held me up too long.”
 
   Rosepetal answered, “He was side-tracked again. A ship’s captain’s work is never done, especially when he’s also the admiral of the First Fleet. Anyway, how have your studies with Commander Ramirez been coming along?”
 
   Leanna put hir coffee order into the replicator and took out hir cappuccino. Shi took a vacant chair and replied as shi sat down, “Very well. Aileen asked me if I might be interested in making a career of it.”
 
   “And what did you tell hir?” Rosepetal asked curiously.
 
   “I think you already know where my long-term interests lie. I regard this as an important and interesting diversion only, not a career move.”
 
   Rosepetal made the odd purring sound that was the Caitian equivalent of a chuckle. “Star Fleet’s loss then. So, do you think you’ll be ready when we reach Namath tomorrow?”
 
   “As ready as I’ll ever be, I reckon. But do you know what I’m finding really exciting?” Leanna asked.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “I’m going to be among fennec foxes like myself for the first time. Oh, I know they’re aliens and not really fennecs, but it’ll be close enough to make no difference.”
 
   Midnight spoke up. “Don’t set yourself up for disappointment, Leanna. They may look the same, and yet be utterly alien in outlook.”
 
   “Please don’t shatter my illusions just yet, Midnight. I’ll be indulging my little fantasy until I’m forced to face reality.”
 
   Just then Boyce turned up. He greeted everyone as he fetched a mug of his favourite brew. Instead of sitting down though, he paused in the middle of the group. “Tonight is more than just one of our coffee club gatherings. This will be the last one before Leanna begins hir mission to the Faleshkarti. We have no idea how they are going to react to hir, but we’re hoping for big things.” He held up his mug as for a toast. “So let’s all wish Leanna the very best of fortune in hir endeavours.”
 
   “Hear, hear!” various people said. Others wished hir good luck.
 
   “Thank you, Captain,” Leanna responded. “I’ll do my very best to make you proud.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The arrival of the Pegasus had been timed to occur shortly after the morning shift had begun. Leanna met up with Aileen to get hir field equipment. Shi was given a wrist-PADD that shi was instructed to never take off for any reason. Besides a more powerful comm and beacon than the standard combadge, it also had a Merraki universal translator built in that was linked with an implant that Leanna had allowed M’Lai to insert into hir skull. If the Faleshkarti used any words that weren’t in its lexicon, the device would tell hir the translation inaudibly to anyone else. A Merraki translator was almost supernatural in its ability to correctly translate unknown words once it had a sufficient database.
 
   Shi changed into a special variation of hir uniform which had been designed with Faleshkarti tastes in mind, while still retaining a modicum of dignity. Miguel suggested that shi cut off hir hair in order to look even more like them. Leanna suggested that he do something anatomically difficult and painful. Aileen just glared at hir husband who wisely shut up.
 
   When they were ready, Leanna and Aileen boarded a shuttle. They were under instructions not to use Transporters under any circumstances except for dire emergencies. Star Fleet very much wanted that bit of technology to remain secret from the Faleshkarti. That suited Leanna fine though – shi really didn’t desire being disassembled while pregnant, no matter how safe the process was supposed to be. Later shi found out that it was standard protocol anyway to ban pregnant people from using a Transporter except for emergencies due to the difficulty of dealing with the second Mind Matrix of the developing child.
 
   Leanna seated hirself besides a viewport. Despite hir background and hir training for this mission, shi felt a little nervous. Shi wished that Forest was coming along, and shi had suggested that to Aileen, but that idea had been immediately rejected.
 
   Aileen explained, “We had the idea of taking along a pair of chakats trained in the use of their empathic ability to facilitate relations with the Faleshkarti. Bluestreak and Whiplash hadn’t even gotten out of the shuttle yet when they decided to test the waters, so to speak. That was a big mistake. It was nearly three hours before they recovered from the sexual frenzy that they were plunged into. We had to take them straight back to the ship without ever leaving the shuttle. Bluestreak ended up getting pregnant. Shi’s a career officer and shi hadn’t planned on having cubs for a few years yet. Fortunately shi and Whiplash are denmates at least.”
 
   Leanna had been a bit puzzled by that reaction. “If they were trained, how is it that they were so easily overwhelmed?”
 
   Aileen grimaced. “That had us wondering also, but we believe that we’ve figured it out. Even though you might not have any psionic abilities, you nevertheless possess the potential. And where there is an ability to send and receive, there also develops a natural shield. It isn’t much in most cases, but it stops ‘leakage’, shall we say? The Faleshkarti have no such ability, and their minds are wide open without the slightest shielding. The chakats were subjected to millions of minds in that densely populated metroplex, all pouring their feelings out without being aware of it, and most of them had the usual Faleshkarti obsession with sex uppermost on their minds. It was like the pair had stepped into a room crammed full of televids all turned up to full volume – they were utterly overwhelmed.”
 
   Leanna had shuddered then added, “And being an empathic connection, of course they ended up feeling the same desire, only multiplied by an incredible amount.”
 
   “Exactly. So no visits to Namath by your denmate,” Aileen had concluded.
 
   Leanna had fervently agreed.
 
   As they left the shuttle bay, Leanna had a good view of Namath’s two moons. From this distance, details couldn’t be made out, but the night side of both was sprinkled with lights from the many colonies established there, already having reached their capacity of excess population. The shuttle pilot took them on a gentle descent to their destination. On the way, Leanna saw nothing but grey and green where clouds did not conceal the view.
 
   Aileen said, “What you are seeing are the gigantic arcologies that cover virtually all of the land masses. The oceans have been turned into sea-farms to feed the enormous population, but it’s no surprise that they have reached the limits of that technology. Yet they won’t stop breeding. In addition to the problems that the Faleshkarti expansion creates for the Federation, they have set themselves up for an ecological disaster of monumental proportions. It may in fact be too late, but we are going to try to help them anyway – if they let us.”
 
   Leanna found hirself wondering if one fennec could make a difference to 67 billion Faleshkarti.
 
   The shuttle landed on a rooftop pad that looked much like all the others that Leanna could see. Shi disembarked, carrying a bag full of clothing and equipment that shi might need. They were met by a couple of Faleshkarti who seemed more like porters than officials greeting alien diplomats. They both looked surprised and curious when they saw Leanna, and one of them asked. “Why do you have long head fur like the aliens, Zora?”
 
   Zora was a Faleshkarti word that didn’t quite translate. It meant something like ‘member of the motherhood’.
 
   Leanna was relieved that shi had no trouble understanding the fennec-like being. “It is because I am one of those aliens. My kind just resembles yours a lot.” Shi didn’t bother explaining that there were very few of hir kind.
 
   “I thought that you were all bizarre creatures. At least you know how to dress well.”
 
   ‘It seems that I’m off to a good start,’ thought Leanna with a touch of humour. ‘They don’t think I’m bizarre and they like my clothes!’
 
   Like Leanna, Aileen had dressed to emphasise hir herm nature, but had worn a more conservative outfit. “It’s too late to change their opinion of me,” shi had told Leanna. “I just strive to maintain the status quo.”
 
   One of the porters took Leanna’s bag and followed the group inside, the other porter leading the way. The first thing that Leanna noticed was how drab the interior was. Although it was clean, it was also functional to the point of starkness. The elevator they were taken into was the same – a bare metal box with robust buttons, and no attempts to pretty it up. They stepped out into the headquarters of Department 111 which Aileen had assured hir was the Faleshkarti Administration’s major office for extra-Namathian affairs. It looked like a small office had been set aside as an afterthought. Like everything else shi had seen so far, it was clean and functional. The one source of colour in the place was the clothing that the Faleshkarti wore. Both the porters were ‘tastefully’ dressed in pink knee-length shorts and a yellow short-sleeved shirt that was pulled tightly over their breasts to clearly show their nipples. The one other person in the office wore a skirt of the same pink shade, and a halter-top that left hir swollen belly conspicuously free.
 
   The gravid Faleshkarti got up from hir desk and approached them. Leanna could see that like the porters, shi was a few centimetres shorter than hirself. Hir eyes betrayed hir surprise at seeing Leanna, but shi spoke to Aileen first.
 
   “Welcome back, Envoy Aileen. Who have you brought along with you?”
 
   ‘Short and to the point,’ Leanna thought.
 
   Aileen said, “Functionary Harzath, this is Representative Leanna. Shi is the Federation’s new appointment to the diplomatic team, and we hope that shi will be more acceptable to you than our previous representatives.”
 
   Harzath looked over Leanna keenly. “Excepting for that strange long head fur that you all have, shi could easily be mistaken for a Zora. Very interesting. Why did you not bring hir here originally? I can see that shi is pregnant – was shi preoccupied with another task before now?”
 
   Leanna noted that the Faleshkarti seemed to equate pregnant people with leadership roles. Shi wondered why that was so.
 
   Aileen replied, “Yes, shi was busy with other important affairs, but we have been able to secure hir services now.”
 
   “Good. Shi will be very satisfactory.” Harzath turned to Leanna. “Welcome Representative Leanna. What do you intend to do, may I ask?”
 
   The Faleshkarti attitude seemed to be a mixture of polite and blunt, so Leanna decided to adopt a similar tone. “Thank you, Functionary Harzath. It is my intention to learn what I can about your people so that the Federation and the Faleshkarti can help each other.”
 
   “The Federation can help by not impeding the colonisation efforts of the Faleshkarti. You do not need to know us better to do that.”
 
   “There are ways to help that I am sure that the Faleshkarti will appreciate. I was chosen as Representative because I am most like your people, and have the best chance of understanding your needs, if I am allowed to learn about them.”
 
   Harzath regarded Leanna closely – this was a critical moment. Up until now, Federation envoys were treated with polite tolerance but little cooperation. It was Aileen’s opinion that everything that they had managed to learn so far from the Faleshkarti had been achieved simply because the Functionary was bored and had nothing better to do. This seemed contradictory of a high official, but nevertheless remained the most likely reason. They were banking heavily on Leanna breaking through their indifference to outsiders.
 
   A slow smile spread on Harzath’s face. “Very well, Zora from the stars, you have intrigued me. How would you go about doing this?”
 
   “Show me your society. Answer my questions if you can. I am a seeker of knowledge of all kinds, for only through knowledge can solutions be found.”
 
   For some reason, this seemed to particularly impress the functionary. “I will show you around myself.” Shi turned to Aileen. “Thank you, Envoy Aileen. You may leave your representative in our care.”
 
   It was an abrupt dismissal, but Aileen wasn’t upset. Instead shi was elated – Leanna had gotten hir foot in the doorway! “A pleasure to have seen you, Functionary Harzath. I leave you now.” As shi turned to leave, shi gave Leanna a wink, and then shi was gone, leaving Leanna alone on an alien world.
 
   Harzath said, “Come, Representative Leanna. I shall show you some of the Faleshkarti society and you may ask your questions. Then afterwards, I may take you to my home block and find out just how similar your kind and mine are.”
 
   Aileen had made it clear to Leanna that if shi succeeded in making a Faleshkarti identify with hir, it was a virtual certainty that shi would be propositioned for sex. Aileen had also emphasised that the Federation would under no circumstances expect hir to agree to those propositions, but would appreciate it if shi did. Their scans indicated that there didn’t appear to be any biological hazard or physiological difficulty involved. Leanna had replied that it was a non-issue. As a slave, shi had used sex frequently to deceitfully acquire information. To be able to do so for a good cause was actually a big step up and quite acceptable to hir. Away from hir mates, sex was merely a useful tool, one that shi would not hesitate to utilise if necessary.
 
   Harzath spoke to one of the porters. “Lamden, come here please.”
 
   The Zora came over and Harzath gave hir a caress that would have been grounds for a sexual harassment case on Earth. Lamden seemed to appreciate it however. Harzath said, “You and Baylon may close the office and leave.”
 
   “Yes, Functionary,” Lamden replied.
 
   Leanna realised that the two were not just porters, but they were staff as well, and that appeared to be all that the department consisted of, leaving Leanna to wonder how little the Faleshkarti thought of it if they treated it so cavalierly. ‘Perhaps they’re really the Department of Keeping Nosy Aliens Occupied,’ mused Leanna.
 
   Leanna grabbed hir bag and Harzath took the fennec to the elevator. They descended several floors, although this time not without stopping for several more passengers. The newcomers gave Leanna startled looks, but otherwise they said nothing. By hir body language though, Leanna could tell that at least one of them thought that shi was sexually attractive. Perhaps shi considered Leanna’s hair to be exotic.
 
   They emerged into bedlam. Gone was the relative quiet of the upper floors. Here there were hundreds of Faleshkarti going about their business. While the building remained relentlessly drab, the people were the exact opposite, dressed in every imaginable colour and pattern, with styles varying from their idea of conservative through high-class floozy to basic slut. Despite the fact that everybody wore clothes, Leanna quickly realised that there wasn’t a nudity taboo because what one style of clothing hid, another would conspicuously display. If shi were to walk naked through this crowd, the most that they would probably think would be ‘so plain and boring’!
 
   However, even more overwhelming than the clothing was the smell. The scent of uncountable numbers of Faleshkarti jammed into gigantic enclosed cities hit Leanna like a punch in the snout. Worse than the smell of the sweat of so many bodies was the cloying scent of sex pheromones. Every single one of these oversexed creatures was adding to the miasma of sexual imperative. Despite hir strong self-control, Leanna was close to being overwhelmed by it all.
 
   Harzath surged through the crowd, and Leanna had to pull hirself together quickly in order not to be left behind. The Faleshkarti’s gravid state did not seem to be slowing hir down at all, and shi kept up an impressively fast pace in the dense crowds. Shi came to a stop at the end of a long queue for some sort of mass-transit system. Apparently Harzath’s status didn’t entitle hir to any special concessions such as personal transport. Leanna speculated that perhaps the overburdened system simply couldn’t afford such luxuries. However, there did not seem to be a need to buy a ticket – the Faleshkarti just turned up and joined the long queue. Fortunately trains turned up frequently and the lines moved quickly. Leanna used the waiting time to observe the others around them.
 
   While a fair number had exhibited curiosity at Leanna, all of them soon went back to doing what everyone else was doing while waiting, which mostly consisted of exchanging comments about their clothing, or fondling and petting their neighbours. Leanna was shocked to see two of them actually begin to have sexual intercourse right there. It wasn’t the sexual act that shocked Leanna – that was a near impossibility. It was the way it was not treated as something abnormal by the others. Apparently two strangers could meet and fuck at whim.
 
   “Is that kind of thing normal here?” Leanna asked Harzath, pointing in the direction of the couple.
 
   “What thing?” Harzath asked.
 
   ‘Shi doesn’t even notice anything out of the ordinary,’ Leanna thought. “Casual sex out in public,” shi clarified.
 
   Harzath looked at Leanna in puzzlement. “Yes. Why not? If the need happens, don’t you alleviate it immediately?”
 
   Leanna was beginning to think ‘oversexed’ was a gross underestimation of the situation. Shi was getting a bad feeling about the whole thing. Shi decided to change subjects. “What do all these people do? Are they running …” Leanna suddenly realised that shi knew no words for ‘business’ or ‘commercial enterprise’. Shi tried again. “Do they organise people and materials, or are they simply workers?”
 
   “Only Central Administration organises things. The people all carry out Central’s orders. They are only common workers.”
 
   “Could I meet someone from Central Administration?” Leanna asked, not having been informed of them in hir briefings.
 
   “You do not go see them – they bring you to Central if they feel the need.”
 
   “You’re head of extra-Namathian affairs – can’t you request an interview for me?”
 
   “I am in charge so that they don’t have to concern themselves with such things,” was Harzath’s reply.
 
   “What if something comes up that they need to know?” Leanna persisted.
 
   “I would submit an urgent report. If they believe it worthy of further consideration, they will then contact me.”
 
   Leanna realised that there seemed to be two distinct layers of organisation – the thinkers and the doers, and shi was probably talking to the wrong one. Shi needed to figure out how to change that.
 
   A train arrived and the line of Faleshkarti surged forward once again, leaving behind the two preoccupied copulaters. Leanna and Harzath managed to get on the crowded vehicle, and surprisingly they got seats. Then Leanna realised that all the other occupants of the seats were in various stages of pregnancy also, and despite the overcrowding, some of the seats were left vacant. It was yet another example of the deference paid to those bearing children. Perhaps they had a religious reverence for child-bearing that stopped them from exercising any form of birth control? However, Leanna couldn’t think of any Faleshkarti words that referred to religion or a god. So, if in doubt, ask! “Why are only pregnant Zora allowed to be seated?”
 
   Harzath looked at hir as shi was daft. “Because we are more important, of course. Is it not the same with your people?”
 
   “Maybe for different reasons,” Leanna replied evasively. “I wish to compare our people’s practices.”
 
   “I see. We are more important because we are supervisors,” Harzath amplified.
 
   “And why are you supervisors?”“ Leanna prodded.
 
   “Because we are pregnant, of course,” shi said as if it was perfectly obvious.
 
   Circular logic – Leanna knew that shi was missing something important here, but didn’t know what it was as yet. “But why do you have to be pregnant to be a supervisor?”
 
   “Because only we are capable of doing that task. Really, Representative Leanna, even the youngest person knows that.”
 
   Leanna was none the wiser, but shi was distracted by a sudden realisation. “Why have I not seen any children at all?”
 
   Harzath looked shocked. “Hona mixing with the common Zora? That would never happen!”
 
   “Oh, so they have separate facilities then?”
 
   “Of course. I have only been there once before when I gave birth to my first child. I will soon need to go there again to give birth to my second. I hope that I get lucky and get pregnant again very soon after.”
 
   “What about the population problem? Having so many children so quickly is just making the problem worse.”
 
   “But if I don’t get pregnant, I cannot remain a supervisor.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because only pregnant Zora are capable of directing the work of the common Zora. If I was not pregnant, I would lose that ability. I would no longer be intelligent enough.”
 
   Pregnancy increases intelligence? That seemed to be a very strange concept to Leanna. It would explain why they had positions of authority however. Leanna could tell Harzath was getting irritated at this line of questioning though, so shi resolved to find out about the missing factor at a later opportunity.
 
   They apparently reached their destination, although the stops were only listed by a series of letters and numbers, so it had no significance to Leanna. Harzath got up and Leanna followed suit. They headed towards a large sign that read – “Manufacturing facility 730789”. Passing through the doors to the facility, they were immediately among heavy duty industrial fabrication equipment. There was no hint of any frontage or fancy reception area. Leanna noted only one area set aside for the Faleshkarti to don overalls (in a hideous combination of colours) and clean up, and a couple of very functional offices. There did not seem to be any attempt to control who went in or out, but everybody seemed to know their place. Nobody was paying the slightest bit of attention to them.
 
   Harzath handed Leanna ear and eye protection as shi said, “I thought that this would be an appropriate place to show you. This is one of the factories that produces structural members for the colony ships. Feel free to look around, but do not do anything that might slow down production.”
 
   Leanna nodded, donned the safety gear, and started slowly walking through the huge facility. Shi immediately noted the almost complete lack of automated equipment. Even the most menial and repetitive tasks were done by Faleshkarti. Shi speculated that it might be to put as much of the population to work as possible and not waste scarce resources on unnecessary equipment. Shi tried questioning a few about their jobs at opportune moments. The answers were consistent – they had been assigned that job and they did it well. That was all that they were concerned about. Leanna did notice a curious fact though – the simpler and more boring the task, the older the person doing it. Conversely, the more skilled jobs were handled by the youngest people. There didn’t seem to be such a thing as an old experienced expert. Only the pregnant supervisors bucked the trend a bit, but even then Leanna didn’t see any who were older than early middle-age at most. Shi wondered if this was true of all factories.
 
   “Harzath, is this a typical arrangement with the younger people doing all the skilled work?”
 
   The Faleshkarti looked puzzled once more. “Of course. They’re the best Zora for the work.”
 
   “What happens to the older experienced people?”
 
   “They cannot do the work to the necessary standards any longer. Surely you must know this?”
 
   “No, it does not work quite the same way with us,” Leanna admitted.
 
   “How strange. It would be good to be able to retain the skills longer though.”
 
   The sound of a tone echoed through the factory, and all work ceased. The Faleshkarti headed to various sections and Leanna followed them. In one section, shi found them getting food and drink – a normal lunch break obviously. Following others to another section though, shi found a large number of couples having sex. Aileen had obviously been right about the ‘sex breaks’.
 
   Leanna had seen enough here, and the actual products of the factory were of no interest to hir, so shi asked Harzath to take hir somewhere else. Shi took them back to the transit station and they rode to another destination. This time it seemed to be a shopping precinct. It was strangely different from any that Leanna had experienced before though. There were hundreds of clothing stores, all selling a huge variety of fashions. It seemed to be just about the only source of imagination and artistry that they had, and they indulged it to the hilt. There were other shops for various goods, but they seemed like general supply depots more than commercial enterprises. There seemed to be just one variety of any product and, like everything else, it was plain and functional. No prices were displayed – the Faleshkarti just came in, picked up what they needed, handed their identity card to the manager who entered the ID into the computer, and handed it back. There also didn’t seem to be any food stores or restaurants. By now Leanna was feeling hungry, so shi asked Harzath where they could get something to eat.
 
   Harzath took them to a huge communal dining hall. A limited variety of food was doled out onto plates to anyone who wanted it, and they did not pay for it. Leanna saw that the portions were small too – not too surprising if there was a food shortage. It was enough to allay hir hunger, but it was very boring fare. Leanna asked if shi could see behind the scenes, and once again they were able to simply walk in without being challenged. The kitchens were essentially like the factory though, only the product was food. The same oddities that shi had seen in the fabrication facility were present here also.
 
   As they left the kitchen, Leanna asked Harzath what they did for entertainment, and shi took hir to what was essentially a continuous strip show. While Leanna had to admit that it showed more imagination than anything but their clothing, it still wasn’t of much interest to hir.
 
   Harzath announced, “That will be all for today. As you have not been assigned a home block, you will share mine tonight. You can show me if an alien Zora can satisfy my sexual needs.”
 
   Leanna nodded. Blunt and totally lacking in emotional commitment. So far that summed up everything about these people – they had sex several times a day, but there was not even the hint of love anywhere. It was all very selfish – assuaging their physical desires without particularly caring about the needs of others. Leanna was glad that the supervisors didn’t seem to need sex as often as the common Zora. Although shi could easily service the Faleshkarti as often as shi wished, Leanna would have felt like shi was back to the old days of slavery where hir feelings were utterly inconsequential. Still, shi had given tacit agreement to having sex with Harzath in exchange for the tour, so shi didn’t object at all.
 
   Harzath took them back on the transit system to hir home block. It was just one of thousands of high-density living rooms which were little more than a place with a bed and a wardrobe. There was a tap for water, but no kitchen, and Leanna surmised that there had to be a big dining hall here also. The bathing facilities were also communal, with just one for all the rooms on each level. Laundry facilities were big productions like the kitchens. That left Harzath’s room as just a place to sleep, have sex, and store hir clothes. It did have one thing that was different from the bland functional look of everywhere else though – art. Of course like everything else, it was of a sexual nature, but Leanna was glad to see something other than bare walls for a change.
 
   Harzath wasted no time after showing the facilities to Leanna. As soon as shi had closed the door, shi started undressing. Shi was nude and unadorned before Leanna even started to do the same. By the time Leanna got out of hir uniform, Harzath had an erection and made hir move on Leanna who simply went with the flow. Sexual intercourse was enthusiastic but unimaginative, so Leanna decided to see how the Faleshkarti would react to someone with a bit more skill in various forms of love-making. Shi could tell that Harzath was surprised by some of the things that shi did, but seemed to enjoy them nevertheless. It took a long time to satisfy the nearly insatiable Zora, but Leanna was glad that shi had made the effort.
 
   In the intimacy of the activity, Leanna had a good look at all parts of Harzath’s anatomy. There were a few differences between hirs and Leanna’s, but nothing outside of the variety seen in Earth’s morph population. The Faleshkarti could pass as a Terran morph without a problem. Only a DNA analysis would show any significant differences, and Leanna greatly doubted that they could interbreed. Nevertheless shi was glad that they were both pregnant and would not be testing out that hypothesis.
 
   After they had rested from their exertions, Harzath said, “Your ways are unusual, Representative Leanna, but some of them are very enjoyable. I am pleased that you were assigned to be the Federation’s representative.”
 
   “Thank you, Functionary Harzath. It was my pleasure to serve. However, you have reminded me that I have a job to complete, and I need to submit a daily report.”
 
   “Of course, and so must I. I will be using the bathing facilities for the next half farnig, so I suggest that you take advantage of that time.”
 
   A farnig was the local equivalent of an hour, and was roughly fifty minutes long, giving Leanna twenty five to do hir report. That was more than enough as shi only had to add hir verbal comments to the recording that hir wrist-PADD had been making non-stop since hir arrival. The Faleshkarti left and Leanna activated hir communicator. “Leanna to Aileen,” shi said.
 
   The communications computer instantly routed hir call to the waiting envoy. “Aileen here, Leanna. How goes things?”
 
   “Mixed,” admitted Leanna. “I’m learning a lot, but much of it is confusing and contradictory. I’m activating upload of my PADD… now.”
 
   “Receiving data,” the jaguar acknowledged. “I know it’s only been one day, but do you think you are any closer to figuring them out?”
 
   “I feel that there is one very large missing factor, and if I can find out what it is, we might have the key to figuring these people out.”
 
   Aileen replied, “Well that’s better than we’ve managed up until now. What’s happening next?”
 
   “It’s just about time to sleep here. I’ll see if I can try another tack in the morning. Right now though, I’m really tired.”
 
   “Rest well, Leanna. We’ll be spending a lot of time going over this recording, and if we have anything to suggest, we’ll let you know in the morning.”
 
   “Suits me fine. I’ll call you once I’m up. Leanna out.” Leanna paused, then reactivated the communicator. “Leanna to Forestwalker.”
 
   “Forest here,” the chakat replied without delay. “Is everything okay, Leanna?”
 
   “I miss you, Love,” was all Leanna said.
 
   “I know. I miss you too. Is there anything that I can do for you?” Forest asked.
 
   “After dealing with the Faleshkarti all day, I just need to know that there’s someone there who is concerned for my feelings and not just my body.”
 
   “Never doubt that I am thinking of you every moment that we’re apart, Leanna. Be careful, hon. Nothing is worth risking your well-being. I love you.”
 
   Leanna felt the warm glow of hir love for hir mate. “I love you too. Give the cubs a hug for me.”
 
   “I’ll do that,” promised Forest.
 
   “I’ll call again tomorrow. Leanna out.”
 
   The starship might still be in orbit, but Forest felt closer to hir now, and shi felt a lot better. Harzath came back and Leanna went to clean up also. When shi returned, Harzath was waiting in bed. Leanna joined the Faleshkarti who snuggled up to hir but didn’t try anything else. Leanna was able to sleep fairly well.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   As Leanna had expected, Harzath wanted sex again in the morning. Leanna reckoned that shi had gotten off easy the previous day in light of what shi knew about how often the Faleshkarti had sex. Shi asked Harzath, “Does being pregnant affect your need for sex?”
 
   “Yes, it does. I only want it three or four times a day. Supervisors are freer from distractions because of that. Is it different with you?”
 
   “With my kind, we do not need it at all, although we may still have some desire for it,” Leanna answered.
 
   “How strange. It must be convenient to not have to interrupt one’s work to deal with the need.”
 
   “While we are on the subject of differences, do you mind if I ask you some personal questions?”
 
   “Go ahead,” Harzath replied. “You told us that you needed to know more about us, so I’ll do my best to help you.”
 
   Leanna was a bit hesitant – not because shi was unsure but because shi lacked a few key words in their language. “Why do you all have a room just for yourself? Why don’t you have a larger place for the one who impregnated you, or your children, or your parents.” Leanna lacked the words for ‘mate’, ‘father’ and ‘family’.
 
   “I do not even know who my parents are, and why would I live with them anyway? Like me, my children will be raised by the Hona, and I do not even know who impregnated me. Why do you consider these things significant? Each Zora has a minimum-block where they can rest, store their possessions, and have sex with someone at their leisure and comfort. We do not need anything else.”
 
   “Don’t you have any emotional connection to any of those people?” Leanna wanted to ask if shi loved them, but that was another word that seemed to be missing from the vocabulary.
 
   Harzath shrugged. “How can I have any feelings for people I do not know? I do not have anything to do with my children once I hand them over to the Hona.”
 
   “Who are these Hona?”
 
   “Our children, of course,” Harzath said as if it ought to be perfectly obvious.
 
   Children left in the care of children? That seemed contradictory, but Leanna felt the germ of an idea begin. “The Hona are kept separate from the Zora, you told me. The Hona become Zora, don’t they?”
 
   “Yes. How else?”
 
   “May I see these Hona?” Leanna asked.
 
   “Only if Administration allows,” Harzath said firmly.
 
   “Did you submit my request to see someone there?”
 
   “I did. I will look to see if they have left a reply.” Harzath went to hir communication unit and checked for messages. “There has been no reply as yet to your request.”
 
   “What if I said that my being able to talk to the Hona may be the key to helping the Faleshkarti?” Leanna pressed.
 
   “Then Administration will realise this and let me know,” Harzath said confidently.
 
   ‘Bureaucracy! No matter what the species, it’s always the same,’ Leanna fumed, then sighed. “While I have to wait for an answer, perhaps you can show me around some more, Functionary Harzath?”
 
   “We can do so immediately after breakfast, Representative Leanna. Then you can ask me more of your very strange questions.”
 
   Harzath started dressing, and Leanna followed suit. Shi wondered if it was even possible for hir to ask any questions that Harzath would answer comprehensively. Shi had a strong doubt now that the Zora was capable of doing so. Shi lacked the spark that denoted true intelligence, as had all the supervisors Leanna had talked to the previous day. They were smart enough to direct the efforts of others and dealing with minor problems, but anything that required leaps of logic in novel situations seemed to confuse them.
 
   They made their way to the communal dining hall for breakfast, and then Harzath showed Leanna more of the megaplex. There were more factories and service industries, but no sign of sports, clubs (other than the striptease type), nor any form of significant social interaction except sex. Although shi would never have dreamed that it would be possible, Leanna was getting tired of being confronted by it everywhere.
 
   Another day ended for Leanna without any significant gain. In fact shi was wondering why Harzath seemed to be tolerating hir so readily in view of the past attitudes of the Faleshkarti. Shi hoped that hir theory that shi was being observed also was correct because it seemed to be hir only hope of getting in contact with the mysterious Administration.
 
   That evening spent with Harzath went almost exactly the same as the previous, as did the next morning until the functionary retrieved hir messages.
 
   In a surprised tone, Harzath said, “Representative Leanna, I have been directed to bring you to Central Administration.”
 
   Leanna brightened. “That’s excellent news. Maybe now I will be able to make some real progress.”
 
   “We will go there immediately after breakfast.”
 
   Leanna dressed in one of hir less outlandish uniforms designed to appeal to the Faleshkarti. If hir suspicions were correct, a more sober outfit would be more appropriate for the upcoming meeting.
 
   Harzath took them on the longest ride that they had done so far, involving two changes of trains. Surprisingly few of the passengers got off at their destination, but if this was the place where the Hona were to be found, then the Zora didn’t generally mix with them, going by what Harzath had told Leanna. They entered a wide and very long hallway lined with doors with department numbers on them. Display panels next to each displayed messages to the people waiting in chairs facing each. Leanna realised that every one of them was a pregnant supervisor – no common Zora at all.
 
   Harzath stopped in front of the door marked Department 111-70934. Shi put hir ident-card into the reader there and the display panel acknowledged it, directing hir to wait until called. Surprisingly there were no others waiting at this door, and it was only four minutes before the display panel beeped and directed them to enter.
 
   The first thing that hit Leanna when shi entered the office was that it wasn’t stark and functional like everywhere else. While not exactly lavish, it was painted a pleasant colour, had shelves of various media and a couple of items that could only be described as knick-knacks. The second thing that Leanna noticed was the owner of those knick-knacks seated behind the desk. Shi was the youngest Faleshkarti that Leanna had yet seen. As shi got up to greet hir visitors, Leanna could clearly see that shi appeared to be in hir late teens at best, with breasts that had not yet fully grown, and shi was a bit shorter than Harzath had been. Shi wore neat and practical shorts and a short-sleeved shirt that made no attempt at sexual allure. However, the thing that most struck Leanna was the expression of youthful delight on hir face at seeing Leanna.
 
   Harzath said, “Administrator Sylith, this is Representative Leanna whom you requested to see.”
 
   Sylith said, “Thank you, Functionary Harzath. You may leave the Representative with me and return to your normal duties now.”
 
   “Yes Administrator,” Harzath acknowledged. “Until we meet again, Representative Leanna.” Harzath nodded in Leanna’s direction and promptly departed.
 
   Sylith said, “Please sit down, Representative. May I call you just Leanna? You may call me just Sylith.”
 
   “Thank you, Sylith,” Leanna said as shi took the proffered seat. “I was beginning to wonder if I was ever going to be able to meet you or any of the Hona.”
 
   Sylith smiled as shi sat down behind hir desk. “To be honest, if you had been like we had originally assumed your people to be, you would never have had this opportunity. However, Harzath’s report on your activities and your questions finally led me to the astounding conclusion that your people are not Faleshkarti.”
 
   Leanna realised that Sylith was not referring to hir species, but to hir culture. “Yes, Sylith, we are so very different that I have been struggling to understand your kind, although I have had my suspicions.”
 
   “Despite looking almost exactly like us, your ways have been completely at odds with those looks. It brought you to my attention in a way that none of your previous envoys could have. You have captured my interest and curiosity, so today we are going to learn about each other in ways that our races have failed to do up until now.”
 
   Leanna sighed with relief. “Thank you. Trying to get answers from Harzath was getting very frustrating.” Leanna had a great deal of admiration for the contact team members that must have had the patience of a saint to make as much progress as they had.
 
   Sylith laughed – the first that Leanna had heard on this world. “Further proof that you are not like us. Supervisors are competent and valuable, but not very imaginative.” Sylith’s expression grew sober. “Of course it isn’t their fault, and it won’t be long before I will be no better.”
 
   Leanna said, “The Hona become the Zora and you become… less…”
 
   Sylith said, “You are trying to be polite, but you are right – we lose much intelligence when we make the Change.” Shi looked at the bulge at Leanna’s midriff. “However, while it is obvious that you are going to be a mother, you nevertheless seem to be as intelligent as any Hona. Is this true of all your kind?”
 
   Leanna nodded. “It is.”
 
   “And what of the half-people?” Sylith asked.
 
   “Those whom you call the half-people are actually far more common than us, but otherwise they aren’t significantly different.”
 
   “We never imagined that there could be anything like you. We have never met another intelligent species before, and so we imagined that you were just like us, therefore we wanted nothing to do with you. Your Federation was nothing but competition with us for habitable worlds. When the Zora supervisor found out that the beings that they were talking to were half-people, they were disgusted. They wanted to stop talking to your people completely, but we would not let them. We wanted to watch you and what you did. Fortunately your leaders found people like ourselves to be envoys, so our Zora would not be repulsed.”
 
   “I am glad that you did not turn away from our envoys because we really need to discuss problems that affect both your people and mine,” Leanna said.
 
   “You mean the excess population and colonisation issues, don’t you?” Sylith asked.
 
   Leanna nodded. “Yes, those are the two biggest problems.”
 
   “Not surprising, but I think you need to understand my kind better first because it is obvious that there are huge differences between us.”
 
   “That is my mission, Sylith.”
 
   
  
 

“Good. Let me show you the half of the Faleshkarti that you have not seen yet.” Sylith touched a button on the comm on hir desk and said, “Daisha, would you please come into my office.”
 
   Very quickly, a side door opened and a Faleshkarti entered. Shi was dressed much like Sylith, but shi was much younger – about fifteen, Leanna guessed, although shi had no visible breasts and was about fifteen centimetres shorter than Sylith. This was what Leanna had suspected shi would see – the childlike Hona.
 
   “Daisha, this is Leanna, the Representative from the Federation. Leanna, this is Daisha whom I’m training as my replacement when I make the Change.”
 
   “A pleasure to meet you, Daisha,” Leanna said.
 
   Daisha grinned. “I’m very happy to meet you at last, Leanna. You have been causing quite a stir amongst us.”
 
   “Not too disruptive, I hope?”
 
   “Only in a good way. Some of us have started to believe that you may have the key to the answers we seek.”
 
   Sylith said, “Leanna has already confirmed some of our suspicions. I am going to take hir to see more of our people and work out where we differ so that we can take steps to working out those answers. I need you to mind the office.”
 
   Daisha looked a bit disappointed.
 
   Sylith added, “I’ll take a relay so that you can see what happens also.”
 
   Daisha brightened. “Thanks, Sylith.”
 
   “Leanna, please follow me.” Sylith led Leanna through the side door that Daisha had just used, and they emerged into an open-plan office. It was as vibrant and alive as the Zora’s had been dull and functional. There was colour and the buzz of conversations, and everywhere there were children – some at computers, some discussing their problems with others, and some just hurrying about their business. Leanna placed their ages at anything from ten to eighteen, and none of them had any sexual allure.
 
   Sylith said, “This is the part of Administration that coordinates the colonisation effort, or at least our portion of it. There are others scattered around the planet.”
 
   “And all of these are Hona, I presume?” Leanna indicated the people at work.
 
   “Correct. This is the way we are before the Change. Come with me and I will show you more.”
 
   Sylith took Leanna to a mass-transit station. This one seemed to be reserved for the Hona though, and the lines weren’t as long. Leanna commented on those facts.
 
   “We Hona do not need to travel as much, and our destinations are mostly within other Hona areas, so these transits cater to our needs exclusively and are optimised so.”
 
   One thing that was also different – aside from the total absence of anything sexual – was the laughter. The waiting Hona were usually in groups having conversations, and occasionally one would burst out into laughter. Whereas the Zora seemed to be as emotionally stunted as they were intellectually, the Hona were bright and vivacious. It was so refreshing to Leanna after the past two days.
 
   They were also curious.
 
   “You look like a Zora except for your long head fur,” one said to hir. “Why is this so? And why are you in a Hona area?”
 
   Other Hona around hir expressed interest in the answers also.
 
   “My name is Leanna, and I am alien to your world. I only resemble a Zora. Administrator Sylith is going to show me what your part of this world is like. I’ve already spent two days seeing how the Zora live.”
 
   “I have heard of you. You come from the Federation, don’t you?”
 
   Leanna acknowledged that shi was correct.
 
   The Hona looked to Sylith. “This is highly unusual. Why have you brought hir here?”
 
   Sylith replied, “We have come to the conclusion that their civilisation is greatly different from our own – so different that we need to familiarise each other with how each of us do things so that we can understand how to help each other. It is hoped that they may be of great value in our efforts to cope with the population problem.”
 
   “That is an enormous proposition, and yet I can see how a new viewpoint may be of benefit.” The questioner turned back to Leanna. “I hope that you have great success with this endeavour.”
 
   “Thank you,” Leanna replied, impressed with how quickly the Hona had grasped the idea. Hopefully the same would be true of the rest of hir tour.
 
   As they boarded the transit, Leanna asked, “Where are we going?”
 
   “I thought that it would be best to start at the beginning. We are going to see where the Hona are born.”
 
   They alighted at a station that also had a Zora transit stop. Leanna noticed one thing immediately – every Zora getting off was not only pregnant, but also obviously very close to giving birth. And there were an awful lot of them.
 
   Sylith said, “At the first sign of labour, the Zora go to the nearest maternity facility. This is where they will spend the next thirty days.”
 
   “Why so long?” Leanna asked. “For us, as long as there are no complications with the birth, the mother and child can go home usually the next day.”
 
   “The first of our differences. There is a good reason, as I will explain shortly.”
 
   Sylith led Leanna past a reception area to one of the wards. Like everywhere else, the rooms were small and filled with Faleshkarti. Considering how many had to come here every day though, Leanna wasn’t surprised. In each bed was a Zora with an infant. Some were breastfeeding while most others were playing with their child or sleeping.
 
   Sylith said, “These are mothers with newborn children.”
 
   Leanna would have guessed them to be a few weeks old, judging by how alert and active that they were. “Our children can barely do anything so soon. They haven’t learned yet what they are seeing, nor spatial relationships, yet yours seem to be far in advance of that stage.”
 
   “Interesting. We are born with racial memories and instincts that enable us to function effectively very soon after birth. At this stage, they are learning how to associate those memories with the present reality.” Shi led Leanna out of the ward and they descended a couple of levels. “We are now going to look at some mothers and children who are nearly thirty days old.”
 
   As they walked, Leanna asked, “Are what we call the sires (using the Terranglo word), the ones who impregnate the mothers, allowed to be here?”
 
   Sylith was surprised. “Why would they? Almost no Zora knows or cares which of their sexual partners impregnated them.”
 
   “Our kind cares very much. What we call the family consists of mother, sire, children, and in some cases co-mates.” Leanna then had to explain what a mate was, and even then shi wasn’t sure that Sylith fully understood.
 
   “Very strange,” Sylith said, “and yet not without an odd allure. It has some semblance to relationships within the Hona.”
 
   They reached their goal. The ward was of similar size to the one that they had just left, but instead of beds, there were couches which took up less space, leaving an area free for a playpen. Leanna could see just two Zora feeding their children and looking very uninterested in the task. Most of the children were playing with each other in the pen, watched over by a Hona nurse, doing activities that Leanna would have said best suited children a year old. As for the mothers, those that weren’t sleeping or breast-feeding were engaged in sexual activities that varied from petting to copulation.
 
   Sylith explained, “By the end of the thirty day period, the bond that the mother has with hir child has almost completely broken down, and the usual emotional apathy has taken back over. This is why there can be no family – they simply don’t care any more. Also their breast milk is failing as quickly as their sexual urges are rebounding. These Zora are due to be sent back to their blocks very soon.”
 
   “What about the children though?” Leanna asked. “Surely they’re not ready to be weaned?”
 
   “No, they’re not. That’s the next stage.” 
 
   Sylith headed out of the room, and Leanna followed. Again they descended some levels, but this time the room that they entered was a lot different. It was much larger and resembled a kindergarten, with Hona child-minders. It only had a few Zora in it, but very unusual ones though. Every one of them had an extra pair of breasts, which on a human would be considered quite large, but on the petite Faleshkarti, were more like udders. Each of these Zora had two infants suckling on those udders, and they looked as contented as the Zora in the previous room had looked disinterested. Occasionally a Hona nurse would swap one of the replete babies for a hungry one.
 
   Leanna asked, “Why do these Zora have extra breasts, and why do they look happier than the ones in the other room?”
 
   Sylith said, “These are the Zora-hath, the milk mothers. All Faleshkarti have four breasts, but the second pair only develop in a very small percentage of Zora. They are considered to be lucky, although the second pair are really cumbersome. However, their nature makes nursing very pleasurable to them. While they may not have the same emotional connection as a new mother has at birth, they have a much longer and happier association with the children. This is what they do all their lives. I am guessing that you do not have something similar?”
 
   Leanna replied, “While we do have some species that have four, or even six breasts, they are usually the same size or smaller than the top pair, and there is no significance to them other than that they produce a greater total quantity of milk. All our mothers remain bonded with their children for the rest of their lives, and it’s one of the strongest of emotional attachments. Only those with psychological problems don’t…” Shi was going to say ‘love’, but shi realised that shi lacked the Faleshkarti word. That was typical of the emotionally stunted Zora. “They do not have the strong emotional need to care, protect and share their lives.”
 
   Sylith said, “I believe ‘love’ is the word that you are trying for. Only the Hona know love. Except for lust, the Zora’s emotions are weak at best. The older Hona love and nurture the younger.”
 
   “At least they do know love, even if not from their parents,” Leanna replied, astonished that a whole race seemed nearly devoid of mother-love. “The children certainly look happy enough, and they look to be quite clever also.”
 
   “The name of our race comes from an old obsolete language, and it means ‘The Clever Children’. We begin our studies at the age of two years. We finish primary studies at age nine. From there we either go into a career, or do secondary studies for the more complex professions. Many choose not to because we only have about ten years of productive life before the Change comes upon us.”
 
   “That means that you also only have a few years to solve problems that take many years,” Leanna observed.
 
   “That is exactly our problem. The medical profession is the most complex and difficult, and it takes a long time to become an expert, but the research takes even longer. We may be able to save the data, but we lose the expertise, so progress is painfully slow.”
 
   Leanna said, “We don’t lose our intelligence when we mature. Only old age affects us all eventually. The Federation can certainly help you there because we can work on long-term projects without your problem.”
 
   “We had begun to suspect as much, which is why we are now talking and learning about each other. This may be the most important thing that I ever do before my Change.”
 
   Leanna asked hesitantly, “May I ask how long before you make this Change?”
 
   Sylith smiled reassuringly. “I don’t mind you asking. I am only days away, at most.”
 
   “Do you have any warning that it is going to happen?”
 
   “For all of us, there are three stages. First there is the growth spurt. This happens 50 – 60 days before the Change.”
 
   “I noticed that you were a lot taller than most of the older Hona in the office.”
 
   “Yes, exactly. The second stage is when our breasts quickly start to grow. Only then do we know if we will become a common Zora or a Zora-hath. We are all born with the potential, but we have no way of knowing if the second pair will develop. This starts about 15 – 20 days before the Change.”
 
   Leanna realised that shi had not noticed any other Hona with developed breasts so far, but with a twenty day margin at most, that was hardly surprising. “And the third stage?”
 
   Sylith answered, “Spontaneous lactation.”
 
   “How many days before the Change?”
 
   “Not days – hours. Once it happens, the Hona says hir farewells to hir colleagues, goes home and gets ready to accept the Change.”
 
   “What happens then?”
 
   “Hormones flood hir body, shi gets overwhelmed by the need for sex, shi goes find a partner and has hir first sexual encounter. By the time shi is finished and satiated, hir intelligence is severely and permanently diminished, as is hir capacity to feel emotions. Shi is now a Zora.”
 
   Leanna shuddered. The loss of intelligence keenly reminded hir of how shi used to become a moron during hir heats. The Zora didn’t get that stupid, but it was permanent. There was one element that still needed explaining however. “What exactly is the relationship between pregnancies and the smarter supervisors?”
 
   Sylith answered, “First you must know something. The deterioration of the intellect continues for the rest of hir life. The older that they get, the stupider they become. Only the younger Zora are capable of the more complex tasks.”
 
   ‘Hence why the experts in the factories were all young,’ Leanna realised.
 
   Sylith continued, “However, pregnancy stops the production of the hormone that causes the deterioration, thus temporarily halting the Zora’s descent into stupidity. It is the goal of every new Zora to get pregnant as soon as possible in order to conserve hir remaining intelligence. The process quickly resumes soon after giving birth, so they go out and get pregnant again. Depending on their luck and timing, a Zora can stay intelligent enough to be a supervisor for ten to twenty pregnancies.”
 
   Leanna groaned. Not only was there little incentive to stop breeding, there was a powerful reason for doing so as often as possible. Leanna could empathise with the Zora all too well. And after they got too stupid, they were no longer capable of caring about the consequences. “I confess that I had no idea that the problems would be so complex. We have not encountered a race with such a complicated life-cycle before. We may in fact be too late to help you as your population is growing at an exponential rate. Your colonising efforts barely slow down this growth.”
 
   “We are aware of that,” Sylith admitted. “The colony ships are just buying us a little more time. It’s why we could not afford to let the Federation slow down our colonisation efforts in the slightest.”
 
   “I do have some good news though,” Leanna continued. “Terran scientists have an unsurpassed knowledge of genetics and very advanced medical technology. If anyone can figure out an answer for you, they can. First though, let’s narrow down the problems to focus the research. Is it possible to talk to a doctor who is involved in your own research program?”
 
   “I will contact that department and ask,” Sylith replied. Shi pulled out a personal comm and made some enquiries. A few minutes later shi put away the comm and said, “I have arranged to meet one of the research team leaders. Shi is located at another facility however.”
 
   Sylith and Leanna took the Hona transit to another station about twenty minutes away. They then found their way to an office where they met another Hona whom Leanna judged to be about seventeen. Shi was completely flat-chested and much shorter than Sylith, but shi wore an air of world-weariness that went well beyond hir years. Nevertheless shi smiled enthusiastically when shi was introduced to Leanna.
 
   “So this is the alien Representative that I’ve been hearing about. You look like a Zora. I wish that I had the time and opportunity to thoroughly examine you in detail.”
 
   “I’m here to try to get you that opportunity, Doctor Randeskar. While I can’t make any promises in regards to results, I can say that you can get the benefit of the most capable minds in the Federation, and unlike your race, we aren’t constrained by a limited number of years of experience.”
 
   “That sounds very exciting, although very strange at the same time. It’s a little hard thinking of a biology that does not work the same way as it does for the Faleshkarti, but knowing that it does gives me some hope for the future. So what can I do to get this started?”
 
   “I’m only here to identify the problems and get the appropriate events in motion. The real experts will come in and do the hard work. However, I will narrow down the focus, and to do that I need to confirm or dismiss some things. Please forgive me for starting at the simplest and most obvious facts first.”
 
   “I understand,” Randeskar said. “It is better to ask a question than to labour under a misconception.”
 
   “Good,” Leanna said. “First – when the Change begins, does your intelligence start fading immediately, or does this happen during the act of sex as Sylith implied?”
 
   “There is no discernible loss of intelligence until after sex,” the doctor answered.
 
   “Could you stave off the need for sex?” Leanna asked.
 
   “It can be delayed a little, but the urge grows rapidly to the point where it is impossible to ignore.”
 
   “I thought that would be the case,” Leanna admitted. “Have you tried tranquilising them until the urge passes?”
 
   “Yes. Unfortunately it achieves nothing. No length of time spent unconscious affects the onset, and too long spent tranquilised creates new problems.”
 
   “Drat. Can’t buy time then. Next – presumably it’s a hormone that causes the change. Have you considered removing the source of the hormone?”
 
   “Again yes. Long ago, early in our research, a Hona volunteered to have hir entire reproductive system removed. Shi still went through the Change and shi was unable to have hir sexual needs met. Sadly we had to euthanize hir. That showed us though that the source of the hormone wasn’t located there, and we tracked it down to a certain gland. When we removed that, the Hona did not go through the Change. Unfortunately that same hormone regulates other body functions also, especially when shi is reaching maturity. The lack of the hormone started causing hir body to break down as in old age. Shi died of progeria just a little after hir 21st year.”
 
   “How unfortunate,” Leanna said sadly. “That makes this next suggestion difficult – remove the source of the hormone, but inject small doses that are just enough to prevent progeria, but not enough to trigger the Change.”
 
   “We have had many brave volunteers over the years, and that was tried even though they knew their chances were poor. Too many Hona sacrificed themselves discovering that the effects of the hormone are cumulative. No matter how small the dose that we gave them, eventually the Change would be triggered. We stretched out their lives as Hona an extra year or so at best, and those people were unhealthy for the rest of their relatively short lives.”
 
   “Damn! You people really have it bad. Okay, how about a hormone replacement? You would have to tailor it to do the good things and not the bad. Alternatively, you could find a drug that counteracts the bad effects only.”
 
   “Now you have reached where we are at the moment. It’s an exceedingly complex task though, and just as the researchers are getting a grasp of the problem, they undergo the Change and the task gets set back. Knowledge we can save, but the ability to use that knowledge is always in short supply.”
 
   “Time is really your biggest enemy, isn’t it?” Leanna said sympathetically. “However, there I know we can help. I’ve been authorised to offer the Federation’s resources to expedite finding a solution for you.”
 
   Randeskar said, “While we would prefer finding a solution for ourselves, the Faleshkarti race cannot afford false pride. My staff and I would gladly accept your offer.”
 
   “While that problem is being researched though, perhaps we can do something about the population explosion,” Leanna suggested.
 
   “That would be an excellent idea – if it was possible.”
 
   “I know it sounds difficult – I’m not even going to try to suggest that it will be simple to convince people not to get pregnant to save their intellect. I understand that desire all too well,” Leanna said fervently.
 
   “How could you if you do not go through the Change as we do?” Randeskar asked sceptically.
 
   “I had some… serious physical problems. I was not born within the Federation, but when I migrated there, they were able to treat me, and now I’m fairly normal.” ‘Not counting my sex-slave enhancements,’ Leanna added mentally.
 
   “Then do you have any suggestions?”
 
   “Something about being pregnant stops the mental decay. We need to find out what it is and find a replacement that can reproduce the effect without an actual pregnancy. Once you have that, you can make contraceptives compulsory, or perhaps limit each person to one child if they really want one.”
 
   Randeskar nodded. “Yes, and we have thought of that option, but have had as little success as in preventing the Change. The trials that we have made so far have been disastrous. Can I assume that your Federation scientists will also help us with that?”
 
   “Of course. In fact that was our original goal before I learned about your other problem. What I have trouble understanding though is how your race came to be like this.”
 
   “All medical researchers need to understand our origins,” Randeskar replied as if shi was settling in for a lecture. “As best as we can determine, we evolved from a small and nearly defenceless creature that survived by being exceptionally clever. It would use its intelligence to find food while avoiding enemies, and building a secure den which it stocked like a larder. It would fatten up until it went into oestrus and mated. Then it would hole up in its den until the kits were born. It is estimated that it had four to six kits at one time. The mother would feed the kits from hir own reserves until they were old enough to leave the den, at which time the mother would die. The kits were clever to fend for themselves after maybe sixty days with the aid of their racial memory. All the mother had to do was feed them until then, so we believe that their bodies made the Change to focus on doing just that, to the detriment of the intellect. Unfortunately, evolution does not care about what is best for the creature, only that it works.”
 
   “So as you evolved further, the disparity grew greater?” Leanna asked.
 
   “Yes. Originally life was very short – a few years at most – so it didn’t matter for the proto-Faleshkarti. Most of the kits would not survive to breed, so the population remained stable. At some period though, the mothers stopped dying, and some survived long enough to breed again. They were growing larger also, but we believe that the number of kits born were fewer, so again the population balanced out. Then came the next step in our evolution.”
 
   “Actual sapience?” Leanna guessed.
 
   “Correct. Once they started exploiting the environment, the balance was tipped, and the population started growing. Unfortunately the change to the breeder stage not only stayed, it got worse, and each generation was a little bit worse again. When the technological revolution occurred, the population exploded. For a while technology kept pace with the growth, but now it’s losing ground fast. If a solution isn’t found soon, there will be a mass extinction as the system breaks under the load. The same pattern will be repeated in our colonies also as they reach their crisis points.”
 
   “Hopefully it won’t come to that. I want to thank you for your valuable time, doctor. Once we are given official approval, my people will start on your problems immediately.”
 
   Randeskar got up from hir chair and went over to Leanna. Shi took hir hands and said, “You have given me renewed hope, Representative Leanna. On behalf of my people, I thank you.”
 
   “Thank me when we achieve something. The rest was my pleasure,” Leanna replied.
 
   Sylith said, “We had best return to my office now.”
 
   “Must we?” Leanna asked. “I’d like to see more of the Hona if possible.”
 
   Sylith thought about it and then answered, “Alright. There are a couple of places on the route back that I could show you.”
 
   Sylith showed Leanna a school, then a cultural centre. Leanna was glad to find that not only did the Hona appreciate art and music, they also had some excitingly new styles. Then they went to a Hona dining hall for a meal. Leanna was reminded of a school cafeteria. While the Hona might have the intellect of adults, they still exhibited a childlike attitude to many things. Leanna felt a pang of empathy – shi was physically far younger than shi appeared, and shi still felt the urge to play sometimes. Shi loved the lively atmosphere of the place.
 
   Sylith insisted on going back to hir office after that. “There’s much to set in motion. I need to get official approval for the Federation researchers to visit Namath. That won’t be a problem because this is fully within the boundaries of my department, but the council needs to be appraised of such radical plans, and other department heads brought up to speed. I’m sure that you will need an opportunity to talk with your own people as well.”
 
   Leanna nodded. “You’re right. As much as the Federation cultural experts might want to learn more, I’ve got to remember priorities.”
 
   Back at Sylith’s office, the administrator commed someone. Shortly, a very young Hona entered. Leanna judged hir to be about ten years old.
 
   Sylith said, “Leanna, this is Arduth, an intern in my department. Arduth, I am assigning you to be Representative Leanna’s assistant until further notice. Find hir a vacant residence block for hir to use until further notice, and provide hir with whatever shi needs where possible.”
 
   “Yes, Administrator,” Arduth said. Shi turned to Leanna with a bright smile. “Come with me please, Representative.”
 
   “Just call me Leanna, please, Arduth.”
 
   Arduth consulted hir personal comp-link to find an available residence block as shi led Leanna to the transit station. Ten minutes later, they were walking through a high-density residence area similar to the Zora’s, only with paint and little touches to brighten the place up to Hona tastes. The room that Leanna was given also painted but otherwise bare. Leanna figured that the Hona probably added their personal touches later. Arduth gave Leanna hir personal comm code and asked if Leanna would remember that.
 
   Leanna replied, “Believe me, I won’t forget.”
 
   Arduth said curiously, “You make it sound like bad thing.”
 
   “A perfect memory can be as much of a… disadvantage (shi wanted to say ‘curse’ but there did not seem to be an equivalent word in Faleshkarti) as an advantage.”
 
   “Not having one, I will have to take your word for it. Is there anything else that you need?”
 
   “Not now, thanks. I will be reporting to my superiors first and discussing your problems. We have to work fast.”
 
   Arduth smiled again. “I will leave you to your work then. I hope to see you later though.” 
 
   Arduth then left and Leanna sat down at the small desk there. Shi activated hir comm and said, “Leanna to Aileen.”
 
   Aileen replied instantly. “Leanna! I got your text alerts. You actually got in to see the people in charge?”
 
   “More than that, I have almost secured their total cooperation. Once they realised that I was so different from their preconceptions, they were hungry to know more.” Shi activated hir data-link. “Feast your eyes on what I’m sending you now.”
 
   “Receiving data. What do you mean by ‘almost secured’?”
 
   “Sylith, the department head with whom I had the discussions, says shi has to run things by their council, but it will be a foregone conclusion. They won’t waste any time. They know how desperate the situation is, and they’ll be expediting anything that will help.”
 
   “This is amazing, Leanna. You’ve achieved more in three days than we did in all the previous months!”
 
   Leanna demurred, “I could not have done so without you and your people laying the groundwork. I admit that this worked best because I look like a Faleshkarti, but I’m sure that you would have eventually cracked them yourselves.”
 
   “Perhaps, but would we have done so soon enough?” Aileen asked pointedly.
 
   Leanna had to admit that shi didn’t know. Shi couldn’t even promise the Faleshkarti that a solution could be found anyway even now. Shi suddenly felt really tired. “Aileen, you’re going to have to go over that data thoroughly, so I will leave you to it. My baby and I need a nap right now.”
 
   “You’ve more than earned it, Leanna. Give a call later when you wake up. We may have some preliminary plans ready then.”
 
   “Will do. Leanna out.” Shi got up and went to the pristine bed and laid down on it. Rubbing the gentle swell of hir belly, shi murmured. “I think you’d like the Hona, hon, but I think we’ll both be better off this planet. It’s a little too cramped for me.” Even though shi had no extra senses, nevertheless shi could feel the press of the millions of Faleshkarti all around hir, and the burden of finding a cure for their problems weighed heavily upon hir. Leanna had to force hirself to clear hir mind in order to relax enough to fall asleep.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   On the Pegasus, it seemed like all hell had broken loose amongst the all the specialists on the Faleshkarti taskforce. As the relevant data reached appropriate hands, scientists began assembling everything that they felt they needed to begin their analysis of the Faleshkarti biology. It might take months or even years for an answer to be ultimately found, but they would not waste one second once they were given the go-ahead.
 
   Admiral Boyce Kline watched the activity with some bemusement. Even his Thirdwife, Forestwalker, was assigned a task appropriate to hir biology skills. His Firstwife and First Officer, Rosepetal, stood beside him. She said, “This is the second time that Leanna has caused a huge commotion on this ship. Shi seems to be making a habit of it.”
 
   Boyce grinned. “Yeah, it does seem that way. I wouldn’t change anything anyway.”
 
   Rosepetal nodded. “With results like these, I can live with a bit of commotion.”
 
   “You won’t have to for long. Once Leanna’s task is fulfilled, the science ship, Pasteur, will take over these personnel and we can head back to Earth.”
 
   Rosepetal looked at Boyce. “Are you really that eager to get back to the boring patrols?”
 
   Boyce sighed. “If only that was the only thing that I had to worry about.” He turned and left, leaving Rosepetal wondering once again what had bothering her mate so much lately that he refused to talk about.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Leanna didn’t wake until a few hours later when hir stomach was telling hir it was dinner time. Shi called Arduth to ask hir how to find the nearest dining facility.
 
   Arduth replied, “Administrator Sylith has requested that you join hir and Daisha for dinner. If you can remember the route back to the office, I will let hir know that you will be here soon.”
 
   Leanna said, “I remember. I’m on my way now.”
 
   Leanna had no difficulty recalling the way, of course, but without hir escort serving as a buffer, shi had to deal with lots of curious Hona. While a few thought shi didn’t belong in their territory, the majority were quite happy to find out more about hir. Leanna actually had to beg off due to hir appointment with Sylith before they would let hir go.
 
   Although the Hona could not waste any more space on eating facilities than the Zora could, they nevertheless liked to eat with friends. So although the venue was as about as far from intimate as possible, it was nevertheless a discrete group. Sylith, Daisha and Randeskar awaited Leanna in Sylith’s office, and from there they all went together to the communal eating hall. Leanna thought that it might be the equivalent of a business dinner, but they all said that they were off-duty and they were curious to learn more about Leanna’s culture.
 
   In a society where the people are crowded together for most of their lives, respecting a person’s privacy was difficult. Leanna was aware that as shi told the others about hir world, the Hona in their immediate vicinity were unusually quiet. Long ears swivelled in hir direction betrayed the interest that they had in hir words, although none were impolite enough to butt into the group’s private conversation. Leanna spoke a little louder than shi normally would to let the eavesdroppers hear hir clearly. It was all part of hir job to make a good impression on the Faleshkarti.
 
   Hir dinner companions would occasionally ask hir questions and marvel at the oddities of Federation culture. The conversation was only interrupted once as Leanna went back for more food. The portions given to the Hona were small but apparently adequate for their needs. Leanna was not only bigger than everyone else, but shi also had a baby growing inside of hir and shi pled the need for extra nourishment.
 
   Leanna suspected that shi was disrupting the routine in the dining hall. With a huge population to feed, turnover had to be high, but the diners nearby never left while shi was talking.
 
   Eventually the group had to leave, and they returned to Sylith’s office to continue the conversation in a bit more privacy. The Hona lapped it up and wanted more, but Leanna had to beg off in order to get some sleep. Leanna was glad to be able to curl up in the privacy of hir assigned residence block and go to sleep without first having to assuage the needs of a horny Zora.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
     
 
   Leanna was seated once more in Sylith’s office when the council’s official approval arrived. In anticipation of this, Sylith and Daisha had been coordinating preparations for both their people and Leanna’s. They swung into action, and teams from the Pegasus were on their way within minutes. Test subjects from the Zora, the Zora-hath, and the Hona were brought to the designated facilities. Because most of the Federation staff were not herms, those facilities had to be within Hona territory to minimise the instinctive revulsion that the Zora felt for them. Where a herm staff member was not available, Hona medical staff would operate the Federation equipment whenever possible. Faleshkarti of all ages and stages were to be given the most comprehensive testing regime that the Federation team could devise, and that would be combined with all the data that the Faleshkarti doctors provided.
 
   Once they got the process started though, Leanna had nothing left to do except to play the role of ambassador. Sylith made arrangements for hir to meet council members and other heads of departments, and shi did hir best to give them all a good impression of the Federation, and to tantalise their curiosity. Star Fleet wanted to be sure that relationships between the Faleshkarti and the Federation would remain amicable for a long time.
 
   Sylith accompanied Leanna to almost all the meetings, and Leanna wondered how the head of a department could be away from hir office so much.
 
   Sylith said, “Most of my duties are being handled by Daisha already. I will soon hand over the job completely to hir, but in the meantime I need handle only a few major decisions each day.”
 
   Leanna was reminded that Sylith was due to become a Zora soon, and shi was saddened by that prospect. Shi was really enjoying the company of the Faleshkarti and would regret seeing the bright and intelligent Hona become yet another bland sex-obsessed Zora. Shi wished that shi had met Sylith sooner, but shi knew that there wouldn’t be enough time to find answers to the problems in the remaining time anyway. Shi was determined to make the most of the time that shi had left.
 
   Nevertheless it was still a shock to Leanna when, a few days later, shi noticed two damp spots spreading on Sylith’s shirt. Shi stopped what shi was saying mid-sentence as Sylith looked down at hir chest. The Hona’s shoulders slumped a little and shi sighed.
 
   “Well, Leanna, it seems my time is up, much to my regret. It’s time to pass on.” Sylith called Daisha on the comm, and moments later shi entered the office.
 
   “Yes, Sylith, what… oh no!”
 
   Leanna saw Daisha’s expression get very distressed and tears filled the Hona’s eyes as shi hastened over to Sylith who rose to meet hir. They came together in a fierce hug, and Sylith caressed the younger Hona’s head. Leanna recalled what Sylith had told hir mere days ago – “Only the Hona know love”. It was very clear that Daisha was not merely hir assistant and successor, but also hir lover in the purest meaning of the word. Unfortunately, all such relationships were doomed to be short-lived in this species, and tears welled in Leanna’s eyes also. More than ever shi hoped that the Federation scientists would find an answer to the Faleshkarti’s curse quickly.
 
   After a long, silent period while the two shared one last intimate time together, Sylith reluctantly parted from Daisha and said, “We must make the official handover.”
 
   Daisha nodded, and they both turned to the desk computer. Sylith entered some data, followed by Daisha, and then Sylith said, “I hereby relinquish control to you, Administrator Daisha.”
 
   Daisha replied, “I accept control from you, Honoured Sylith.”
 
   Sylith gave Daisha a final brief hug. “I know that you will be an excellent administrator, Daisha. Remember that I will always need your love, even if I will no longer consciously appreciate it.”
 
   “I will, Sylith, until my Change comes.”
 
   Sylith turned to Leanna and said, “Leanna, will you please accompany me? I feel the need for a friend in my last hours as a Hona.”
 
   “It would be my pleasure, Sylith.” Leanna got up and followed Sylith to the exit. The Hona turned for one last look at hir beloved, then left hir office for the last time.
 
   As they walked to the transit station, Leanna said, “I would have thought that you would prefer to spend your last hours with Daisha.”
 
   Sylith replied, “Could you watch the one that you love become someone entirely different? It is better for Daisha to remember me as I am, and not as I will become.”
 
   “I understand, although some people I know would still insist on sharing every last moment with the ones that they love, even though the circumstances are somewhat different.”
 
   “You are not Faleshkarti though. We choose to make a quick and final farewell.”
 
   No more was said until they reached Sylith’s residence. It was the first time that Leanna had been there, and shi was impressed by the subtle and attractive decoration. One thing that immediately drew hir attention was a portrait that hung on the wall. Leanna recognised that it was Daisha.
 
   As shi admired the artistry, Leanna said, “It looks to me that Daisha will be with you in your last hours after all.”
 
   Sylith smiled. “You are right. I find it to be of some comfort.” Sylith pulled out a large carry-all and started putting assorted items into the almost full bag. “After the change, I will be moving into my new residence in the Zora sector. These are things that I will need or want. The rest will go back into the general pool. “I wonder if I will still want the portrait?”
 
   “Does nothing of your feelings pass over into your Zora stage?” Leanna asked.
 
   Sylith shrugged. “If it does, it is soon gone. Zora live in the moment, and emotions don’t linger.”
 
   “Do you feel anything yet, or does the Change happen suddenly?”
 
   “I’m already feeling mild sensations that I have never felt before. They might increase a little before the final moment. When the Change happens, it is very abrupt. I must now spend every moment as if it my last.”
 
   “Is there anything that you wish me to do until then?”
 
   “No, just talk with me, Leanna. You’ve become a very close friend in the few days that we have been together, and I am glad that I was a Hona still to see the hope that you have brought the Faleshkarti.”
 
   “I wish that I had been here sooner,” Leanna said fervently.
 
   “Don’t regret that. Millions of others will be making their Change today also, and they all deserve better, but we must look ahead to all the future generations who may never have to endure the Change. I find that satisfaction enough.”
 
   “I still wish that I could do something just for you,” Leanna persisted.
 
   Sylith looked thoughtful. “Perhaps there is something. One of the saddest things about the Change is the loss of our personal connections with those we knew, and we go out and find a complete stranger to have sex. However, you stand with a foot in both territories – you can have sex and yet still know love. I would like to do what Faleshkarti rarely get the chance to do, and choose a partner for my first sex from amongst my friends. Leanna, would you make my Change the best that it can be for me?”
 
   “I would be honoured, Sylith.”
 
   “Thank you, Leanna. Now tell me more about your family. Maybe I can take some happy memories with me.”
 
   And so Leanna talked at length about hir mate, co-mates, their aunts, the cubs, and everyone else whom shi could think of. Shi told Sylith of the happy times and the not-so-happy times. Shi extolled the virtues of their intertwined relationships, and the love and support that they gave each other, while Sylith listened raptly.
 
   Leanna had been talking for nearly four and a half hours when Sylith suddenly gasped and put hir hand to hir crotch. A swiftly growing erection was tenting hir shorts, and shi shuddered with the abrupt onset of intense sexual cravings.
 
   “So that’s what it feels like,” Sylith said. “It’s going to get very familiar quickly.”
 
   Leanna said, “Sex with the Zora was unimaginative and dull. Let me show you how we make the act more enjoyable while you can still appreciate it.”
 
   “Thank you for your consideration, Leanna.”
 
   “Let me undress you,” Leanna said, and so shi began to give hir friend the best experience that shi could under the circumstances. Leanna wasn’t sure how quickly the loss of intelligence would happen, so shi aimed for maximum sensuality immediately, bringing forth all hir training as hir gift to Sylith.
 
   There were many cries of ecstasy from both the Faleshkarti and the fennec as Leanna swapped between being mounted and doing the mounting. Eventually Leanna let them both rest, certain that hir friend was no longer the person shi used to be.
 
   However, shi got a big surprise.
 
   “Leanna – my mind is still whole.” Sylith’s voice was puzzled, but not confused like a Zora’s would be.
 
   Leanna looked closely at Sylith and saw the intelligence in hir eyes. “You never told me this could happen.”
 
   “I didn’t tell you because it doesn’t happen. The Change always causes loss of intellect.”
 
   “Maybe it’s just slow to hit you?” Leanna suggested.
 
   “It can’t be. It always happens immediately. Also, my sexual cravings are returning, and not satiated as they would be for a Zora.”
 
   “Could be something that I did differently?” Leanna asked.
 
   “Leanna, I may not have had any practical experience with the matter up until now, but I assure you that I am thoroughly familiar with how everything works. Nothing that you did, no matter how enjoyable, could cause this.”
 
   “Then what? Although I am an alien, aside from some insignificant structural variations, there’s no real difference between us.”
 
   Sylith shook hir head. “So hard to think with this lust distracting me.” Hir hand played with hir penis which had resumed full erection. Shi nevertheless continued to think on the puzzle. “Maybe there’s something about your physiology that has caused this?”
 
   “But what?” Leanna asked. “My saliva? My vaginal fluids? My semen? I’m not a biologist like my mate, but they’re unexceptional and I can’t see them causing a halt to the Change.”
 
   Sylith’s eyes widened in realisation. “No, it’s not something you have – it’s something you have not! There must be something that the Zora passes on to the Hona that causes it.”
 
   “Does that mean that we can save your intellect?” Leanna asked hopefully.
 
   “How? Remember that unless the Change is completed, the sexual urges continue to grow stronger until the person is completely unable to think of anything else, and I can feel those urges building.”
 
   “I’m not sure how,” Leanna admitted, “but if there’s any chance at all, I’m going to try. We need to get you to the Federation research team. They might be able to do something with this valuable bit of information. Get your clothes on and let’s go!”
 
   Sylith groaned. “I’m too deep into the lust. I don’t know if I can make the trip.”
 
   Leanna asked, “The lust abates every time you orgasm, right?” When Sylith nodded, shi continued, “I’m going to give you a quickie. Then we’re going to leave as fast as we can. Don’t give up on me now!”
 
   Sylith smiled. “You are so determined. Okay, let’s try this.”
 
   Leanna not only had the skills to give someone a long and luxurious session of love-making, shi also knew techniques to make people orgasm almost instantly. Shi used those techniques to give Sylith a double orgasm – male and female both simultaneously – in the hopes of having a stronger effect.
 
   “Wow! That was amazing, Leanna,” Sylith said dreamily.
 
   “No time for praise, Sylith. If you’re up to it, get dressed now. Hurry!”
 
   Sylith shook off the effects of the double whammy and begun dressing. “It seems to have worked moderately well.”
 
   Leanna practically pushed Sylith out of the door the moment that shi was sufficiently dressed. They ran to the transit station and Leanna pled an emergency in order to jump the usual queue. Timing was on their side, and a train pulled in immediately. They were on their way within moments.
 
   “How are you holding up, Sylith?”
 
   “I don’t think the running helped, Leanna. I’m rebounding quickly.”
 
   “Just hang in there, Sylith,” Leanna urged hir.
 
   “Believe me, I’m trying.”
 
   A Hona standing next to them asked, “What is wrong with you? Do you need a medic?”
 
   Sylith shook hir head. “The Change has begun, and I am resisting it.”
 
   The Hona frowned. “If it’s your time, you should be heading for Zora territory. This train goes deeper into the Hona sector.”
 
   Leanna said, “I’m taking hir to the Federation research team who are trying to find a way of preventing intellect loss due to the Change. We have uncovered what might be a vital clue, and Sylith needs to be examined.”
 
   “You are meddling with natural events. You should just accept the Change and move on,” the Hona said with some asperity.
 
   ‘Oh, great!’ Leanna thought. ‘I managed to run into a fanatic.’ “That is not your choice to make,” shi told the Hona sharply.
 
   The Hona just glared at hir but said no more.
 
   They reached their station, and they hastened to the facilities set aside for use by the Federation teams for examining the Faleshkarti. Leanna was glad to find M’Lai at work in one of the rooms, and shi pulled the Caitian away from what she was doing.
 
   “What’s wrong, Leanna?” M’Lai asked.
 
   “Sylith is going through hir Change,” Leanna answered.
 
   M’Lai looked at Sylith. “I see. It has been a pleasure working with you, Administrator.”
 
   Leanna interrupted, “No, we’re not here for farewells. Something has happened that you need to know.” Leanna described what had happened at Sylith’s quarters.
 
   “You’re right, that could be a good clue to the puzzle.” M’Lai called out to one of the staff. “Windflower! Come here please.”
 
   A red fox herm stopped what shi was doing and came over. “Yes, Doctor?”
 
   “I want you to get one of the samples of Zora semen and scan it for anomalies, especially hormones. I don’t need details yet – just a very fast answer.”
 
   Windflower nodded. “Got it,” shi said, and hastened off.
 
   M’Lai turned her attention back to Sylith, looking concerned. “How are you coping? Do you think that we can get a scan done of you? It could help us.”
 
   Sylith didn’t trust hirself, but nodded anyway. “As long as it’s quick. Leanna, I’m going to need something really soon!”
 
   “I’m here for you, Sylith,” Leanna reassured the distressed Hona.
 
   M’Lai didn’t dawdle. Shi took Sylith to one of the deep-scanning tables and had hir get on and lie flat. “Please keep as still as you can while the scan is in progress.” She started off a pre-set scanning routine.
 
   While the scanner did its job, Leanna said, “Can we do something about buying time for Sylith? Perhaps a drug to stop the urge for sex?”
 
   “Leanna, you of all people should know that it’s not that simple. Even with a far greater knowledge of Caitian physiology, it took a long while to work out and synthesise an appropriate drug for my own needs. Doing it for a Faleshkarti is not only difficult, it’s dangerous until we know more about them.”
 
   “Doctor Randeskar told me how they tried tranquilising Hona to beat the Change. Maybe you could use whatever they did to give hir a chance?”
 
   M’Lai thought for a moment. “Yes, that’s a good idea. Nothing new or untried to worry about.”
 
   The scanner beeped to indicate the completion of its task. M’Lai said, “Thank you, Sylith, you can get down now. I’ll take some samples from you in a moment.”
 
   Sylith sat up and moaned in distress. Sexual fluids stained hir clothing as shi jammed hir hands into hir crotch in a futile attempt to control the unbearable sensations there.
 
   Just then, Windflower returned. “Doctor – you called it. There’s definitely a hormone present. I’ve left a sample in the analyser to work out its structure.”
 
   “Anything else show up?” M’Lai asked.
 
   “Nothing obvious from the quick scan.”
 
   “Okay. Thank you, Windflower. Give me a thorough report when the analyser is finished, and I’ll pass it on to the experts.”
 
   “So Sylith was right,” Leanna said. “It’s the lack of that hormone in my semen that stopped hir from losing hir intellect.”
 
   “Without conclusive proof, I cannot confirm that,” M’Lai said, “But personally I feel you’re right. Unfortunately, while Sylith may still have hir mind, it looks like shi is stuck with the lust also. That same hormone probably tells the body ‘Mission accomplished’ and the craving abates.”
 
   Leanna got more excited. “So if you can find a substitute for that hormone that will switch off the sex urge but leave the brain alone, we could stop Sylith turning into a Zora?”
 
   “Well, theoretically yes, but Leanna – even if that is the correct answer, it’s going to take us weeks, if not months, to analyse the Faleshkarti physiology sufficiently to trial a potential solution that we can be sure won’t cause more harm than good.”
 
   “Then we can tranquilise hir until then. Shi’s just one person – surely you can manage that?”
 
   “It wouldn’t be a good idea to tranquilise someone for that long. Fortunately I can think of a better solution – a stasis field. We use them to stabilise trauma victims until we are ready to work on them effectively.”
 
   “Then you’ll do it?” Leanna asked hopefully.
 
   “M’Lai smiled and said, “Yes.”
 
   Leanna was thrilled. Shi turned around to tell Sylith the good news… but the Hona was not there.
 
   “Where’s Sylith?” Leanna asked.
 
   M’Lai looked around, then asked loudly, “Has anyone seen the Hona, Sylith?”
 
   A man working at a desk near the door said, “ I saw hir walk out the door a short time ago.”
 
   Leanna felt the beginnings of panic. “Oh no! Shi’s in the grip of lust, and I didn’t even notice hir leave.”
 
   Shi ran out into the hallway but didn’t see hir there Shi turned left and started checking all the doorways, asking anyone there if they’d seen Sylith. Shi worked hir way down to the end of the hall, then doubled back to start working down the opposite direction from hir starting point. Halfway down, shi found a room which contained several Zora who were there for testing purposes. Two were on the floor, copulating. As Leanna looked, the one on top who was mounted on the lower’s penis, rolled off with a sigh of satisfaction. With a pang in hir heart, Leanna realised that it was Sylith, and shi hurried over to hir.
 
   “Oh, Sylith – what have you done?”
 
   Sylith looked up at Leanna with a smile on hir face, and Leanna could already see that hir eyes were losing their bright look of intelligence, being replaced by the dullness of the Zora. Sylith’s smile faltered for a moment, and shi said, “I… I’m sorry, Leanna.” Then hir sex partner distracted hir by groping hir breast, and Sylith turned back with renewed interest.
 
   “No, I’m the one who’s sorry, Sylith,” Leanna murmured. “I failed you.” Shi turned and left behind the Zora who used to be hir friend.
 
   Leanna went back to the room where M’Lai was working. The Caitian saw hir coming and asked, “Did you find hir?”
 
   Leanna nodded. “Shi found a room with Zora test subjects. Shi is now one of them.”
 
   M’Lai drew Leanna into a hug. “Don’t beat yourself up about it, Leanna. You did your very best. I’m sure that you made hir last hours the best that they could have been.”
 
   Leanna replied, “I tried. I just wasn’t good enough. I should have been watching hir more carefully. Shi wasn’t in any condition to look after hirself.”
 
   “Nobody’s perfect, Leanna,” M’Lai admonished hir. “Not even super-smart former exotic slaves.”
 
   It still didn’t console Leanna much however. “I’m going back to the Pegasus. They don’t need me down here any more, and I need to be with Forest right now.”
 
   “I’ll see you later then, Leanna.”
 
   Leanna made hir way up to the top level and the shuttle pad that had been so busy the past few days. Shi was in luck as there was a shuttle there presently, disgorging its load of equipment. Leanna approached the grey fox vixen pilot.
 
   “Have you got room for a passenger back up to the Pegasus?” shi asked.
 
   “Sure. I’ve just got a couple of others to wait for, then we can go.”
 
   “Thanks.” Leanna kept out of the way of the Zora unloading the shuttle. Two research personnel turned up shortly, and the shuttle was able to leave promptly when the unloading was completed.
 
   Back on the Pegasus, Leanna found Forestwalker who took a break when shi saw how upset hir mate was. Leanna told hir what had happened with a voice cracking with emotion. The chakat did hir best to empathically soothe hir, but shi knew that it would take time for the fennec to get over the loss of hir friend.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Later, Leanna went to Boyce’s office where shi found him engrossed with paperwork. The door was open though, so shi tapped on the wall for attention.
 
   Boyce looked up and saw the fennec waiting. “Leanna! Come in. I heard about Sylith, and I’m sorry about hir loss to the Change.”
 
   “Thank you, Captain,” Leanna replied. “Now that shi has made the Change, and I’ve achieved everything that I was contracted to do and more, I’d like to go home at the earliest opportunity.”
 
   Boyce said, “We won’t be leaving until the Pasteur arrives and we hand over control of the research team to them. That will be three more days.”
 
   “I figured as much. I will need something to do in the meantime. I have no desire to go back down planet-side.”
 
   Boyce looked concerned. “Star Fleet Command has informed me that due to your excellent performance on this job, they wish you to remain as the head liaison between us and the Faleshkarti.”
 
   Leanna looked at the human sharply. “I was promised that I would be returned to Earth as soon as my job was finished, within reason. Extending my job is not reasonable; especially as it’s an open-ended time frame and could easily go well beyond the time I’m due to give birth. I don’t wish to be liaison. I don’t even want to go back to Namath at all. It hurts too much right now. Why don’t you give the job to Aileen? Shi did an excellent job of laying the groundwork for me.”
 
   “Command reckons that it’s within its rights to extend your contract, at least up until the time of the stipulated latest date of departure.”
 
   Leanna stood there growing coldly angry. Shi growled, “Is that a direct order, Master?”
 
   Boyce flinched and said, “That was uncalled for, Leanna. I am on your side. I was just under obligation to try. I’ll tell Star Fleet Command that after hours of intense negotiations, we failed to reach an agreement. We will depart for Earth not long after the Pasteur arrives as originally planned.”
 
   “Thank you, Captain,” Leanna replied, only slightly mollified. Shi was still angry over the fast one that Star Fleet had tried to pull on hir.
 
   Boyce continued, “For now, you’re off-duty. I’ll inform you of your new duties later.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Leanna acknowledged and left.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   A few days later, Leanna was morosely contemplating the moving starscape while nursing hir cappuccino. Shi was happy that they were on their way home, but shi couldn’t shake off the sadness that still lingered. Shi never expected to be so profoundly affected by the experience. Finding a race that was so like hirself in many ways had been exciting, but it also had the effect of making hir empathise with their plight very strongly. Shi valued hir friends enormously, and to lose one in such a manner had been a terrible blow. Not even Forest had been able to bring hir out of hir funk.
 
   “Hello, stranger,” came a familiar voice.
 
   “Hi M’Lai,” Leanna replied without looking around.
 
   M’Lai put her mug on a table and pulled up a vacant chair. “You seem to be avoiding people lately,” shi commented.
 
   “I didn’t want to bring them down with my bad mood,” Leanna replied.
 
   M’Lai sighed. “Sylith didn’t deserve what happened to hir, but then again neither did the millions of other Hona who went through the Change that day. However, none of them achieved what you two did. Your discovery brought forward our research in a big leap. It was the one piece of data that the Hona could not give us. We’ve confirmed that it’s definitely the hormone in the semen that causes the loss of intelligence.”
 
   “Whoopee,” Leanna said unenthusiastically.
 
   “Don’t be like that, Leanna. Did you know that several Hona on the brink of the Change voluntarily sacrificed their few remaining hours in order to provide us with that proof? As much as I liked Sylith, I admire the strength of character of those Hona even more.”
 
   Leanna could hardly conceive the idea of sacrificing hir mind even a few minutes earlier than necessary. M’Lai was right – they were brave Hona. “So, is it the cause of the Zora’s continued degradation?”
 
   “Yes. Every time they are inseminated, they get a fresh injection of the hormone. They are literally fucking themselves stupid. Only during pregnancy does another hormone cancel out that effect. We haven’t determined it for sure, but it looks like it’s just a side-effect of the hormone’s main purpose in promoting the growth of the foetus. By the way, it’s probably a good thing that you’re not having sex with the Faleshkarti any more. That hormone could have been affecting you also.”
 
   Leanna looked alarmed. “You mean that it’s going to reduce my intelligence also? I hadn’t noticed any difference, but then again I suppose it would be hard to judge oneself.”
 
   “No, I don’t think that will happen. For one thing, hormones are designed to cause a specific effect in a specific organism. You are completely alien to that biochemistry. However that doesn’t mean that it couldn’t have an unintended effect. For example – have you been feeling that tiredness that you mentioned a few days back?”
 
   “Come to think of it, no,” Leanna replied after thinking a moment. “So you think it was the hormone’s fault?”
 
   “It’s only a theory. You know I cannot confirm that without testing, but nevertheless it’s not a good idea to have alien hormones being put into your body. Just be glad that you’re not designed to absorb those hormones quickly like the Faleshkarti do.”
 
   “That’s a relief. So have you any better idea about how long it will take to find a solution?”
 
   M’Lai shook hir head. “This sort of thing is insanely complex. We could take months, or we could get lucky. The one thing that I know for sure is that the experts will be working very hard to see that no one needs to lose a friend or lover again to the Change.”
 
   Leanna nodded. “Then that will have to do.” Shi put down hir mug and stood up. “I hope you’ll pardon me, M’Lai, but I feel the need to be with someone whom I love right now.”
 
   M’Lai smiled. “Go right ahead. I think I’ll watch the stars for a while.”
 
   Leanna left to find Forest. The chakat was in for some serious love-making!
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Epilogue:
 
   (FOUR YEARS LATER)
  
 
   “Leanna! There’s a comm call for you from someone named Aileen Ramirez.”
 
   “Aileen? Now there’s a name that I haven’t heard in years. I wonder what shi wants?”
 
   Leanna took the comm call and saw the familiar face of the herm jaguar. “Hello, Aileen. To what do I owe this call?”
 
   Aileen smiled and said, “I needed to confirm that you were home. I have the Faleshkarti envoy with me, and shi wishes to pay you a visit.”
 
   Leanna was surprised. “Really? Well I suppose that I can’t say no to that. When will you be here?”
 
   “I’m currently in a shuttle. A small diversion can bring us to your place in fifteen minutes. Can you make sure that your landing area is free of cubs?”
 
   “I’ll get right on it,” Leanna promised.
 
   “See you soon,” Aileen said, then disconnected.
 
   Leanna went to hir wardrobe and selected something suitable to wear. While shi was sure that the Faleshkarti would be oblivious to hir nudity, there were times when clothing was more appropriate. Shi dressed, brushed hir hair, and then went outside with plenty of time to spare to shoo Opal and Mica away from the landing pad that was used as a handball court most of the time. The youngsters weren’t very good yet, but they were enthusiastic. Two other cubs waiting their turn were told to step back also, and soon the hum of a shuttle could be heard. Various other cubs and kits gathered curiously and watched as the shuttle made a textbook landing. Moments later, the shuttle’s door opened and Aileen emerged.
 
   “It’s nice to see you in person again, Leanna,” Aileen said.
 
   “Same here, Aileen. So, are you still the envoy to Namath?”
 
   “Yes, and that’s why I’m presently escorting their envoy. And here shi is,” shi said with a smile that warned Leanna that shi was in for a surprise.
 
   Leanna looked to the doorway and stared. The Faleshkarti who was emerging was as tall as a Zora, with the same lush adult curves. However, shi was dressed in a beautiful gown that wasn’t the least bit sexual, but was wonderfully flattering nevertheless. But it was the eyes that were the most wondrous. They were bright and keen eyes in that adult’s body, as intelligent as any Hona’s. Then Leanna recognised the Faleshkarti’s fur pattern.
 
   “Daisha?” shi asked in an awed voice.
 
   The Faleshkarti grinned. “Yes, Leanna, I’m Daisha. Will you give me a hug of welcome?” shi asked in accented but clear Terranglo.
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   Leanna bounded over to Daisha and hugged hir enthusiastically, and hir friend not much less so.
 
   Daisha said, “You left Namath without saying goodbye.”
 
   Leanna replied, “I am sorry about that. I was hurting from the loss of Sylith, and I felt sure that you wouldn’t want me there rubbing in the fact too.”
 
   “I mourned the loss of my lover, but we are nevertheless prepared to face that inevitable time, and I moved on.”
 
   “And how!” Leanna exclaimed. “You’re old enough to have become a Zora also by now, and yet you’re definitely not, and not a Hona either. They found the solution, obviously.”
 
   “We had to invent a new name for ourselves. There was a lot of excited debate on that. Someone suggest that we should be called Leannas.”
 
   Leanna looked aghast. “You’re kidding me!”
 
   Daisha laughed. “Yes I am. We settled on the name Kana-ra. It means ‘Fortunate mother”. We can now have what you would consider a normal life, even though it does mean that we need to take a special drug for the rest of our lives. Our descendants won’t though. We are assured that genetic therapy will eliminate the intelligence killing aspect of our adult physiology permanently.”
 
   “That’s wonderful, Daisha. What about the Faleshkarti sex drive though?”
 
   “We still desire sex frequently, but twice a day is quite adequate, and pleasant too, I might add. We’re refraining from having any children as yet though. Our world is still teetering on the brink of disaster, and the population is still increasing. It will continue to do so until the existing breeders are taken out of the equation. The growth curve is starting to flatten out already though, so with some due care, and the support of the Federation, our world should make it through this crisis.”
 
   “I’d like to see that happen, Daisha,” Leanna said fervently.
 
   “I know, and I hope that you will come back one day to see some of the changes that are already happening. We’d also like to hold a celebration in your honour. We’ve made the date of your arrival on Namath as our first official national holiday.”
 
   “Another of your jokes, Daisha?” Leanna said with a raised eyebrow.
 
   Daisha’s grin was even wider this time. “No. Like it or not, you’re a national hero, Leanna.”
 
   Leanna groaned. “My mates are going to tease the hell out of me for this!”
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   Episode 40: Whatever The Cost
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Swiftwalk’s combadge chirped, and the voice of the starship’s personnel manager said, “Shir Swiftwalk – report to Base Camp Alpha for scheduled teleportation duties.”
 
   Swiftwalk tapped hir combadge and replied, “Swiftwalk acknowledging.  I’ll be there in a minute.”  Shi then turned to the golden chakat next to hir and said, “Time for me to go, Dale love.  I’ll leave the final preparations of the scout teams to you as we discussed.”
 
   Goldendale gave hir a hug and a kiss.  “Good luck with your first teleportation job, hon.”
 
   “Thanks. I hope I did the right thing, although it seemed a good idea at the time.  Anyway I’m past the point of no return now.”
 
   “So stop stalling and get going,” Dale replied and gave hir a slap on the rump to add emphasis to hir words.
 
   “Hey!  Okay, I’m going.  Catch you later!”
 
   With that, the skunk-striped chakat disappeared into thin air, a slight breeze the only thing indicating hir exit.  Used to it by now, Goldendale merely turned back to hir preparations.
 
   An instant after shi departed the starship, Swiftwalk arrived at the main base camp on the new planet that they had started exploring on their last tour of duty.  Not much had changed since they had last been there, so shi had no difficulty locating where the personnel manager had set himself up. Stepping inside the hut, shi closely observed the interior to memorise it so that in the future, shi would be able to teleport directly into it.
 
   A leopard morph sat behind a desk piled high with both electronic equipment and paper print-outs.  A plaque squeezed onto the front of the desk was marked with the name, Elan Hayes, the person shi was expecting to meet, so Swiftwalk said, “Chakat Swiftwalk reporting, sir.”
 
   “Glad to meet you, Shir Swiftwalk,” he replied stiffly, his attitude at odds with his words.  “I plan to keep you very busy for the next few hours.  I hope you’re up to the task.”  Scepticism fairly dripped from his words.
 
   “The test runs went without the slightest problem, sir,” Swiftwalk said with a hint of reproach.
 
   “Sorry, but it’s too new for me to be confident until we’ve done this on a full-scale basis.  We’ll be stuck up the creek without the paddle or the canoe if this doesn’t work out 100%.”
 
   “Then let’s get to it and set your mind at ease,” suggested Swiftwalk.
 
   “Agreed.”  Hayes got up and headed to the door.  “Follow me.  We’ve set up a warehouse as a transfer point for people and goods.  That will be your base of operations on the days that you are contracted to provide teleportation services for us.”  He led the chakat to a nearby building that was new since the last time shi was here.  It was painted in a nice friendly shade of green, and had two doors into it – a large roller door big enough for a vehicle, and a small door for people.  They entered through the small door into a compact office with a desk, behind which sat a pretty young lynx fem.
 
   Hayes said, “This is Erin Knowles.  She will be your coordinator for all teleported shipments.  Erin, this is Shir Swiftwalk, our wunderkind Teleporter.”
 
   Erin quickly got up from her seat with a genuine smile of pleasure at seeing the chakat, and gave hir a warm greeting hug that Swiftwalk happily returned.  “I’ve been eager to work with you since I learned how we were going to transport personnel on this voyage.”
 
   “I’m looking forward to working with you too, now that I’ve met you,” Swiftwalk said with a grin.
 
   The lynx’s ears pinked a bit as she blushed, but her smile never diminished.
 
   Hayes said, “Erin has a list of personnel who need to be brought here as a priority, then you can get to work on the shipments of extra equipment.”
 
   Swiftwalk nodded.  “No problem.”
 
   “I’ll leave it to you then.  Since we’re on schedule, I expect to see the first people in my office very shortly.”  Hayes then turned and left without further ado.
 
   “Jeez, who stuck the rod up his arse?” Swiftwalk asked.
 
   Erin giggled.  “Don’t mind him.  He’s just a stickler for details and everything in neat order.  You’ve just upset his little world with the unknown, but he’ll thaw out when he sees that this works out.  Let me show you the staging area where you will be doing all your teleports.”
 
   Erin took Swiftwalk’s hand and towed hir eagerly through an inner door.  Swiftwalk grinned at the easy familiarity – shi already liked the young fem.  Shi was quickly distracted though by the interior of the building.  Most of it consisted of rack space for palletised goods, although most of the racks were empty at this point.  There were areas demarked for larger items that could not fit in the racks, and a loading area for trucks.  In an empty bay though, the concrete floor had been marked with a large, bold yellow square, with the letters – STS1 – and a stylised leaf painted in green.
 
   “STS1?” questioned Swiftwalk.
 
   “Sylvania Teleport Station #1.  We marked it that way so that you have something very distinctive to lock onto when you teleport things here from elsewhere.  It also gives us a single destination point that will always be kept clear.”
 
   “Excellent!  And is that a coffee maker that I see on the bench?”
 
   “I believe you enjoy café latte?  I’ve laid in a few snacks too.  My job is to keep you working at maximum efficiency, and a chakat works best when shi’s happy and well-fed, yes?”
 
   “Definitely yes!  Erin, we’re going to make a great team.  So what’s first on the agenda?”
 
   Erin handed a mini PADD to Swiftwalk.  “We’ve allocated people and equipment to each teleport as listed on there.  You just have to go to Earth, get everyone on that list, and then bring them back.  I’m looking forward to seeing it with my own eyes.”
 
   Swiftwalk said, “I’ll do you one better.  Let’s go!”  Shi grabbed Erin’s hand and before the lynx could react, teleported to Earth.
 
   Erin squealed in surprise, then stopped and looked about her in wonder.  She recognised the facility that was based in the Melbourne Star Corps headquarters.  “Oh wow!  We’re really back on Earth.  That was so quick!”
 
   “Nothing to it,” Swiftwalk said smugly, pleased with surprising her.
 
   “But I wasn’t supposed to come here,” Erin protested.
 
   “I won’t tell Hayes if you don’t,” Swiftwalk said with a wink.
 
   “Deal!”  She then turned her attention to the human who was approaching them.
 
   “Hello, Swiftwalk.  Almost exactly on time, I see.  The trip went smoothly, I take it.  So who’s your friend?”
 
   “Hi, Ed,” Swiftwalk said as shi shook the man’s hand.  He was a good friend, but not the touchy-feely type who liked hugs.  “This is Erin, my coordinator back on Sylvania.  I decided to show her how we’ll be doing all this.”
 
   Ed laughed.  “I bet Hard-ass Hayes didn’t approve this little jaunt.”
 
   Swiftwalk grinned and Erin looked chagrined.  “Nope, and we’d better get a move on so that he doesn’t have any reason to check up on us.”
 
   “No problem, Swift.  Everyone turned up early; I reckon that they’re all excited to be teleporting instead of spending all that dead time aboard the ship.”
 
   “Troop them in here then, like we rehearsed.”
 
   A group of excited scientists, each lugging a case of personal goods, was herded into the area that they had designated for all the teleportations.  Swiftwalk checked them off hir PADD and said, “Right, we have everyone now.”  Shi raised hir voice.  “Everybody pay attention!  One hand must be gripping your luggage, and the other must have a firm hold on a neighbour.  Anyone or anything not making firm contact with the group will get left behind.  Anybody not ready?”  When nobody spoke up, shi continued, “Okay, here we go!” Shi reached out with both hands and held onto Erin with one hand and another person with the other.  Shi locked onto the image of the Sylvanian teleportation station and made the mental shift that initiated the transition.  A moment later, everybody was on the frontier planet.
 
   “Thank you for using Swiftwalk Teleportation Services,” Swiftwalk said with a grin to the disoriented crowd.  “Please follow Miss Knowles into the office where you will be directed to your destination.”
 
   An excited babble of conversation started as the scientists realised that they had actually travelled many light-years in an instant.  A few came over to Swiftwalk to thank hir and comment on hir remarkable ability.  Shi smiled in pleasure and thought, ‘I could get used to this.’
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Swiftwalk stumbled into the hut that shi and Goldendale were allocated, made a beeline for the bed, and then collapsed on it.  “This is gonna kill me,” shi mumbled.
 
   Goldendale was startled and came over to hir mate with a look of concern.  “What’s wrong, Swift?  You look like hell!”
 
   After a long moment, Swiftwalk said, “I’ve never been so tired in all my life.”
 
   “Huh?  What did they have you doing?”
 
   “Just teleporting.”
 
   “Didn’t you tell me that the distance didn’t matter and the job should be easy?”
 
   “Hundred metres… hundred light-years… makes no difference.  But mass is another thing.  Shifting all that mass is easy at first.  It’s okay for the first dozen or so times.  Made me hungry and thirsty very quickly though.  Then I did more trips.  My body couldn’t replace the energy I was using quickly enough.  I was burning the candle at both ends, and it met in the middle.  I feel burnt out.”
 
   “Oh, you poor thing.  How about I get you a cold energy drink to help perk you up?”
 
   “Sure, why not?” Swiftwalk responded tiredly.
 
   Goldendale went over to the mini-fridge that held their personal stash of goodies.  Shi fetched out a can of drink and went back to Swiftwalk who greeted hir with a snore.  The black and cream-striped chakat was dead to the world and Goldendale smiled in chagrin.  “I suppose that this means we won’t be doing much snuggling tonight either,” shi said softly.
 
   Putting the drink back, shi finished up the work shi was doing, then climbed into the bed next to hir mate.  “Sleep well, Swift.  You’re going to need all your energy for when we start our scouting work tomorrow.”  Shi wrapped hir tail about Swiftwalk and laid one foreleg over hir mate’s lower torso, trying to not disturb hir at all, although somehow shi suspected that it might take an explosion to wake hir up now.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Rank has its privileges, and getting to sleep in was one of them.  Nevertheless Swiftwalk was up and trying to get back on schedule fairly soon.  First things first though, and that was hitting the mess hall to fuel up.  Swiftwalk ate like shi was starving, which in a way shi was.  Goldendale looked on in awe as shi shovelled food into hir at a prodigious rate.
 
   “Slow down, Swift!  You’re going to be too bloated otherwise when we start off our trek.”
 
   Swiftwalk reluctantly tapered off hir gorging, and settled for a huge chakat-sized mug of coffee.  Goldendale patiently waited for hir to be replete, and packed a doggy-bag with some doughnuts and other high-energy foods to take along with them.  Shi suspected that hir mate was going to have to build up some reserves over the next few days before shi had to report back for another stint of teleportation duties.
 
   Goldendale’s arrangements had the members of the scientific contingent accompanying them ready and waiting for them at the shuttle pad.  Chakat Oceanrider, their pilot, was waiting with them not so patiently,  and when shi spotted them approaching, shi gestured for them to hurry up.
 
   “Come on, you two!  We were ready to leave a quarter hour ago.”
 
   “Unavoidable delay,” Goldendale answered without further explanation.  Shi could sense Oceanrider’s irritation clearly and knew that no excuse would mollify hir.  Shi certainly could not see the cougar patterned chakat’s mood improved by telling hir that Swiftwalk had been stuffing hir face while the others had been cooling their heels.
 
   Oceanrider hmmphed and said, “Well get in and buckle up.  We leave immediately, and if you’re not secure when I take off, I won’t be responsible for any bumps or bruises.  I’ve got a lot of lost time to make up.  Some of us can’t get around instantly, y’know?”
 
   “Neither can I to some place that I’ve never been before, so your job is safe,” replied Swiftwalk as they hastened to board.
 
   Once they were on their way, Oceanrider’s mood improved, and the exploration team’s excitement at their upcoming task dispelled any remaining irritation.  Their starting point for this survey trek was the newly established Base Camp Beta which was located a couple of hundred kilometres inland.  Whereas Swiftwalk and Goldendale had concentrated on the coastal areas on their last assignment, this time they were to explore the forest leading up the mountain range to the north.  Beta was to be their base of operations and re-supply depot for the duration of the survey.
 
   At the base camp, Oceanrider quickly and efficiently got hir shuttle unloaded.  Shi gave each of the scouts a quick hug, wished them good luck, and then departed promptly back to Alpha for hir next task.
 
   The chakats looked about them, observing the forest beyond the clearing secured by the force-field poles.  Above the treetops, the snow-capped peaks of the mountain range could be seen in the far-off distance.  It was every bit as hot as it had been the last time they had been on this world, and both chakats wore only the basic halter to help keep cool.  The fact that the mountains still had snow on them indicated just how high they had to be.
 
   “Well, partner,” Goldendale said, “Ready for a hard slog into the forest?”
 
   Swiftwalk grinned.  “You bet, Dale.  Between the food and the excitement, I’m back up to full steam again.  Let’s get going – we’re burning daylight here!”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The chakats and their team made slow but steady progress through the fairly dense temperate forest for the next ten days.  The warmth and light made for tall tree growth with moderate undergrowth filling the gaps, but it wasn’t quite as hard as it had been near the coast where it had been more humid.  Occasional incidents with hungry animals made for interesting moments, but the chakats kept their charges safe and sound, and even provided them with some new specimens.  On the eleventh day though, they did not pack up and continue as they had on the previous days.  Instead, all the scientists worked on their findings while Swiftwalk had other obligations.
 
   The chakats had made love as usual the previous night, but had kept it short and sweet so as to get to sleep sooner.  “I’m going to need all the rest that I can get, love, especially if it’s going to be as bad as the first time,” Swiftwalk explained.
 
   Goldendale understood, and in the morning got up a little earlier to cook an extra large breakfast for hir mate.
 
   “I’ve made you foods that should give you a fast kick-start.  Hopefully you won’t burn out like last time.”
 
   “Thanks, hon.  You spoil me.”  Swiftwalk ate with gusto until shi felt quite replete, finishing up with a large drink of coffee.  Shi then burped loudly.
 
   “Oops!  Pardon me – made me feel less bloated though.  Anyway, I’m as ready as I will ever be, so I’d better get going.”
 
   “Don’t overdo it, hon,” Goldendale admonished.
 
   “I’ll try not to this time, I promise, but I still have an obligation to meet.”
 
   “That doesn’t include killing yourself from exhaustion.”
 
   “No need to be so dramatic, love.  I’ll be fine.”
 
   Goldendale nodded acceptance, then said, “Are you sure that you can find this place when you want to return?  One camp in these woods looks much like any other we’ve made so far.”
 
   “Not a problem, Dale.  I won’t need to find it – just you.”  Swiftwalk put hir hand tenderly on Goldendale’s cheek.  “I’ll always be able to find my beloved denmate.”
 
   Goldendale smiled tenderly and hugged hir mate.  “You say the nicest things.”  Shi kissed hir and continued.  “Better go before I get too horny and won’t let you leave.”
 
   Swiftwalk winked and said, “Good idea.  Seeya!”
 
   With that, shi disappeared right from within Goldendale’s arms.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   An hour before sunset, Swiftwalk reappeared beside Goldendale and groaned.  Goldendale immediately dropped what shi had been doing to put hir arm around hir mate supportively.
 
   “Another bad one?” shi asked.
 
   Swiftwalk nodded.  “At least they had special sports drinks for me that I could rapidly assimilate so that I could keep up my energy.  I’m not quite as exhausted as I was the last time.”
 
   “So can I get you something to eat then?”
 
   “Yes, please.  Something meaty – I’m sick of liquids.”
 
   “Just rest here while I prepare it,” shi said as shi steered Swiftwalk into their tent and onto the sleeping mat.
 
   “Thanks, love,” Swiftwalk said as shi sank gratefully onto the mat.  “Wake me if I fall asleep, please.”
 
   Goldendale did have to wake hir mate in order to feed hir, and Swiftwalk gave hir an account of what happened that day between mouthfuls.
 
   “I have to admit one thing,” Swiftwalk added.  “It did seem a tad easier than last time.  Maybe all that mental exercise is giving me more endurance.”
 
   “I certainly hope so.  If you’re going to be doing this on a regular basis for a long time, I don’t want you coming home exhausted every time.  And if things don’t improve, I want you to get them to change your schedule, or lessen your workload so that you don’t work yourself to death.”
 
   “I promise I’ll do that if I can’t cope.  Don’t worry so much.”
 
   Goldendale kissed Swiftwalk.  “Isn’t that what mates are supposed to do?”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Their exploration party had made good progress towards the mountain range by the time the next scheduled teleportation day arrived.  This time when Swiftwalk returned, although tired, shi was not dead on hir feet like the past two times.
 
   “I’m sure now,” Swiftwalk told Goldendale.  “I’m definitely getting inured to the heavy workload.  I ’ported some monster loads today without too much effort, although I am still going through those sports drinks like they’re going out of fashion.”  Shi laughed.  “I actually ’ported in a whole pallet load of them today.  Seems Erin realised that the base supply wasn’t going to cut it, so shi ordered a lot more.”
 
   Goldendale grinned.  “You ought to get an endorsement deal out of the company that supplies the sports drinks.  I can see it now – Swiftwalk Sports Drinks – the only energy drink that will get you to the stars!”
 
   Swiftwalk poked out hir tongue.  “Don’t give up your job for advertising, love.”
 
   Goldendale giggled and hugged hir mate.  “As you wish, hon.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The next scheduled teleportation day, it was Goldendale’s turn to get ‘shore leave’.  After making sure that their charges were secure in their field camp, Swiftwalk teleported them both to Base Camp Alpha.  Erin officially marked the chakat on the shore leave roster and Swiftwalk teleported hir to their home.  Swiftwalk took the opportunity to make some of the wonderful coffee that was always on hand while shi answered some questions that various family members asked while Goldendale went off with Lupu and Avi for some quality time with them.  Then, with travel mug in hand, shi teleported back to Sylvania to start on the rest of the day’s shipments.
 
   Swiftwalk returned about six hours later.  At first it seemed that the house was empty, but when shi called out, a gravid fennec fox emerged from Trina’s office where shi had been doing secretarial work for hir co-mate.
 
   “Hi, Swift,” Leanna said.  “Dale’s out back with everyone, taking advantage of the fine weather.  Before you disappear with hir, I’ve got a package to take back with you.  Garrek ordered a gift for Goldfur while he was here when you brought him on your previous trip.  It’s supposed to be a surprise, so be discreet when you take it to him.”
 
   “Oh yeah, he mentioned that.  I’m glad it came in on time.”
 
   “I’ll be back in a moment.”  Leanna fetched the package which Swiftwalk put into hir saddle pack.
 
   “Thanks, Leanna.”
 
   “You don’t look as tired as when you fetched Garrek and Goldfur last time,” Leanna observed.
 
   “Oh, I’m very tired alright, but not exhausted.  Frequent practice is building up my stamina.  Besides, I think it was a slightly smaller workload this time.  I think they’re finally realising that their original shipping schedule was a trifle ambitious.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear it.  Now I’ve got to get back to work.  I’ll see you next trip, I presume?”
 
   “Yeah, no problem, Leanna.”
 
   Swiftwalk went outside and found hir mate and co-mates lounging in the warm winter sun, watching the cubs play.  When they spotted hir approaching, they got up to meet hir.
 
   “Looks like our time is up,” Lupu said to Goldendale.
 
   “I’m afraid so, hon,” Goldendale replied.  Shi gave them both a hug and lingering parting kiss.  Then the cubs wanted hugs also before the duo finally departed.
 
   They rematerialised at their field camp.
 
   “I left you until last so as to give you as much time as possible with Lupu and Avi.  I told Erin that I’d take you straight back here to save me a trip.  Just radio her to confirm that we’re here and officially back from shore leave.  I’m going to take a nap.”
 
   “Okay, hon.  Are you alright?” Goldendale asked with mild concern.
 
   “As I told Leanna, my stamina has improved again, but I’m still tired and really could use a nap first.”
 
   “I’ll prepare a meal for both of us.  I’ll wake you when it’s ready.”
 
   “Sounds good to me,” Swiftwalk said as shi headed into their tent.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
   Swiftwalk recovered hir strength overnight, just as shi did on all subsequent occasions.  Hir ability to cope with the workload grew marginally over the weeks, and then plateaued.  Shi reckoned that shi could cope with the current workload though.  Goldendale was not convinced.
 
   “I know that you’re contractually obliged to complete this mission at the current rate, but if you intend to keep doing teleportation duties on future missions, I want you to cut down by at least 20%.  This is wearing you down to the nub too frequently, and it can’t be good for you.”
 
   “But the money is fantastic, Dale.  I never expected to be able to earn so much, and now that I have a mate and new family, I want to do a lot more….”
 
   Goldendale cut hir off.  “Do you think that I really care that much about the money?  We’re both doing what we love, our family will be there for us even without the extra income, and besides it’s putting a serious crimp in our love life!”
 
   Swiftwalk giggled.  “Yeah, that’s true.”
 
   Goldendale continued, “I also want you to have some reserves in case of emergency.  We may need your ability at a moment’s notice, like with the tsunami last time.  We don’t want to have to try to wake you and get you to do an evacuation on an empty tank.”
 
   “Okay, I get the message.  I’ll make sure that any future contracts will be a bit more lenient.”
 
   Goldendale nodded, mollified.  Then shi snuggled up to hir mate.  “Now about that shortfall in our sex lives – when did you intend to try to get pregnant, as you said you wanted?”
 
   “I’ve put it off for years due to avoiding close relationships; it can wait a little longer.  I’m eager, not desperate.  Besides, I won’t be on heat for a few more days.”
 
   “All the more reason to get in some practice before then,” Goldendale said with an exaggerated leer.
 
   Swiftwalk grinned.  “I’m all for practice, love.  Lots and lots of it!”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Their tour of duty ended a couple of weeks later than it otherwise would have due to the fact that they could continue exploring when they would normally have had to pack up and head home on the starship.  This gave them valuable extra time in the field and saved them the boredom of the trip back.  On the day that they would normally have arrived by starship back at Earth, Swiftwalk spent the day teleporting the majority of the personnel home and replacing them with a fresh crew on the return trips.  Because shi would be occupied like that for most of the day, shi took Goldendale home first and told hir mate to expect hir home for dinner.
 
   It was a lot of hard work, but it was a shorter day as only the crews were being exchanged.  It would have been even shorter if it was not for one straggling team.  As the survey team coordinator, shi intended to have some words with leader of that team.  Swiftwalk hung around Alpha Base chatting with Erin until a rather disgruntled Oceanrider turned up with the tardy scouts and field scientists.
 
   “You’re not coming with this lot?” Swiftwalk asked Oceanrider.
 
   “You can keep your teleporting – I’ll stick to piloting, thank you.  Which incidentally I have to do when the ship goes back for maintenance and resupply.”
 
   “Oh, right.  Drop on by our place when you get there.”
 
   “I might just do that.  Right now I’ve got places to be.  Tail high, Swift!”  Shi gave Swiftwalk a parting hug.
 
   “Tail high, Ocean!”  Swiftwalk then went to see if Erin had finished herding the stragglers and their equipment onto the teleport station.
 
   Moments later, they were all back on Earth.  With the final teleport done, Swiftwalk had no more duties until a scheduled re-supply job in a few days.  However, bearing in mind hir promise to Goldendale to get hir workload reduced, shi started walking off in the direction of the office of Naomi Sands with whom shi had negotiated the original contract.  Shi had barely started on hir way when a voice hailed hir from behind.
 
   “Shir Swiftwalk – I’m glad that I ran into you.  Could you spare me a moment, please?”
 
   Swiftwalk looked around to see a slightly obese human male with a broad smile on his face approaching hir.  “Yes – what can I do for you?”
 
   “If you can spare me just one minute, I have a couple of questions regarding your teleportation duties.  I might be able to streamline things a bit better to reduce your workload.”
 
   Naturally that appealed to Swiftwalk, and because shi didn’t have to go see Naomi right that moment, shi said, “Okay, sounds good to me.”
 
   “Great!  If you could just step into my office here, I’ll give you the details.”  He opened the door and ushered the chakat inside.
 
   If shi had not been so tired, shi might have realised sooner that something was amiss.  The door clicked closed behind hir before shi stopped and looked about hir and said, “Wait – this isn’t an off….”  Shi felt as if hir whole body was slammed with a club, and hir world went dark.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Swiftwalk tried to open hir eyes, but hir eyelids felt like lead weights.  Shi tried again, groaning with the effort.
 
   “Shi’s waking up.  Have you got that drug dose right?” shi heard a voice say.
 
   A second voice replied, “Stop worrying – I got the correct dose from a nurse that I’m friendly with.  It’s enough to floor an elephant, so even though chakats are resistant to drugs, it will certainly keep hir quiet for the time that you want.  Shi won’t be able to fight, although I haven’t got a clue how it will affect hir ability to teleport.”
 
   “That’s what the jangler is for,” the first voice said. “Now go wait for me outside.”
 
   Swiftwalk thought that shi recognised the first voice, and shi struggled to recall through the drug-induced haze in hir mind.  After a minute or so, shi finally prised hir eyelids open enough to see the corpulent face of the Star Corps officer who had accosted hir in the hallway.
 
   When he noticed that shi had recovered enough consciousness to look at him, he reached over to a device the size of a shoebox and flicked a switch.  Instantly Swiftwalk’s mind was filled with emotions blaring at hir.  Hate, laughter, misery, fear, joy, hopelessness, starvation, accomplishment, breathlessness – every emotion and sensation was assaulting hir empathic senses.  However, they were strange raw emotions without any personality behind them – utterly inhuman.  The mental assault made it nearly impossible to put a coherent thought together, and the intensity was far too strong to block.
 
   “Like my little toy?  The jangler is a bastardisation of a training tool that creates artificial emotional broadcasts.  This one is designed to make your freakish species helpless, and it’s going to stay on until I let you go.  No teleporting until then – understand?”
 
   Swiftwalk couldn’t manage to talk as yet, but shi glared malevolently at the man.
 
   “Yeah, you understand.  Now listen to me carefully Chakat Swiftwalk, child of Oakwood and Karnak, denmate of Chakat Goldendale who was formerly a human, co-mate of Lupukshawteanae and Avissavaunte.  You are from Port Kepler on Chakona but recently moved to Melbourne into the den of Chakat Goldfur and hir extended family.  I know everything about who is close to you and where they can be found, even those on Chakona.  If you try to cross me in any way, one of them will die immediately, and more will be killed on an hourly basis until you comply.  Do you understand me, pussycat?”
 
   Swiftwalk’s mind was still being assaulted just as strongly, but the calm clear threat that this man had made had cut an ice cold knife of fear through the jangler’s broadcast, and shi knew with absolute certainty that he meant every word.  Shi struggled to overcome the drug’s effects to croak, “I… under…stand.”
 
   The man smiled jovially, completely at odds with his deadly threats.  “Good.  Now I am going to turn off the jangler in a moment.  You will listen to everything that I tell you and you will not try to teleport away.  If you do, I will instantly signal my associates who will begin to carry out my threat.  I don’t care how fast you can teleport – you can’t be everywhere at once, and someone or several people close to you will die.  Have I made myself perfectly clear?”
 
   “Got… it… won’t… ’port,” Swiftwalk managed to say.
 
   “Excellent!  One last thing.”  He held up a small device that was in his left hand.  “This is a dead-man trigger, and if you are faking or the drug wears off quickly and you try to attack or disable me, this will send out the signal anyway.”
 
   “Got… it.”
 
   “Now we can talk civilly,” the man said as he switched off the jangler.
 
   The relief was instant.  Swiftwalk was still mostly physically incapacitated by the drug, but at least shi could think clearly again.  Shi looked about hirself, noting that the other person who had been present and had apparently administered the drug to hir had left while shi was disoriented.  The room itself was stripped of almost everything and had an air of abandonment about it.  Nevertheless shi fixed it in hir memory so that shi could teleport back to it if shi wanted.
 
   “Trying to get a fix on the room?” the man asked.  “Go right ahead – we picked this place at random from some disused factories.  We haven’t been here before, we won’t be coming back, and we have been careful not to leave traces.”  He said it all with a smile, amused at hir futile efforts.  Then his demeanour changed abruptly and he snarled, “Now listen and listen good, gene-freak.  You are going to do an important task for us.  If you do exactly what I say, none of your family will get hurt.  Cross us and you will be responsible for the consequences.  In about half an hour, that drug should have worn off completely.  You will teleport yourself and this bag into the city and go into Rankins Jewellers where they are displaying the Pink Star of Argyle diamond.  You will take that and raid their most valuable other items, making sure that the security cameras get a good view of you doing so.  You will then make random raids on other jewellery stores until one hour from now when you will teleport in front of the Melbourne Gentlemen’s Club where a motorcycle courier in a green jacket will be waiting.  You will give the courier the bag filled with loot after taking out this explosive device from the side pocket.” He pulled it out to show hir.  He indicated two switches on it.  “This switch arms the device, and the other sets off a five second timer.  You will take it into the lobby of the club and set it off there.”
 
   Swiftwalk gasped.  “That’s a…  humans-only… club.  You… want me to… kill other… humans?”
 
   The man grinned humourlessly.  “The bomb is rigged to limit its effects.  It will look as if the construction was botched.  It will cause a lot of damage, but only kill if someone is too close.  You will choose a moment when that is unlikely.  If someone does get killed, then they will be a martyr to the cause.”
 
   “The cause?  You’re a… Humans Firster… aren’t you?  This is all… designed to make me… and by extension… all other chakats… look terrible… isn’t it?”
 
   “Smart kitty.  Yes – I’ll show everyone what you freaks are really like.  Your kind with your dangerous Talents are a threat to humankind, and the sooner you’re dealt with the better.”
 
   Swiftwalk could feel the adrenaline surge from hir fear clearing away the effects of the drug even more quickly than it otherwise would have, but shi was still helpless to act.  “What about the jewels?  You’re just… taking advantage of me… to get money and blame it… all on me.  You’re just… vicious thieves!”
 
   “Sadly, it takes a lot of money to fight for the cause.  You don’t think that I actually work for the Star Corps, do you?”  He fingered the lapel of his Corps jacket.  “These things cost, and so did the bribes to get me into the complex, not to mention the real-time communications with Chakona. And we have other plans, all of which you are going to help make possible.  You should take pleasure in actually being of use to humanity for once.”  He smiled beneficently.
 
   Swiftwalk was seriously creeped-out by the man.  On the surface he looked like a kindly, jovial character, but his words and actions indicated the opposite, not to mention the contempt and loathing that shi could sense  roiling behind his words.  “You’re insane,” Swiftwalk spat.
 
   The man laughed uproariously, then his mood flipped abruptly again.  “Don’t mistake dedication to human ideals for madness.  We may have made your kind, but we can break you also.  Like all broken things, you need to be scrapped, and there are those of us who will see to it that it is done.”
 
   He got off the crate that he had been sitting on.  It was big enough to fit a chakat inside, which made Swiftwalk think that it was likely the way shi had been smuggled out of the Star Corps complex.  “Enough talk.  You understand what you have to do if you want to save your family?”
 
   “I do,” Swiftwalk growled.
 
   “Good.  Now you are going to stay here for half an hour and then start on your tasks.  The courier will be in place an hour from now for a period of five minutes.”  He consulted his wristwatch.  “That’s from 3:45 to 3:50pm.  If you do not rendezvous with him within that time period, we will assume that you have reneged and we will carry out our threat.  If one of our group sees you near any of your family, we will assume that you are trying to get them to safety, and we will go after all targets.  Nothing but absolute obedience will insure their lives.”
 
   “You’re big on killing, aren’t you?”
 
   He smiled that horrible grin again.  “Why yes; yes I am when it comes to your kind.  Now to ensure that you don’t leave after I’m gone before the half hour is up, I have a timer on the jangler.  It will keep you disabled until then.”
 
   He reached for the jangler, but Swiftwalk had no intention of being disabled by the horrible device again.  There was one vital ability that these terrorists seemed to have overlooked.  With barely a thought, shi slipped hir invisible astral self out of hir body.  Previous experience had shown that hir empathic sense was dulled when shi used astral travel.  Hir A3 rating was very useful for scouting, but nowhere near good enough for sophisticated interaction with other Talents.  That was a good thing in this case though because when the jangler turned on, its effects were merely annoying instead of debilitating.
 
   The problem with astral travel was that it left hir body unresponsive and helpless.  However, being still under the effects of the drug  and with the jangler supposedly scrambling hir thoughts, shi wasn’t expected to react when the man said, “Remember – exactly half an hour and no delays.”  Then he left the room.
 
   Swiftwalk followed him, completely undetectable.  Shi was apparently in the office of an abandoned workshop.  Going outside, it turned out that the workshop was just one in a row of similar factories that were slated for demolition, so there weren’t any witnesses around.  The man climbed into a waiting private PTV in which another person was already seated – presumably the one who administered the drug to hir.  Getting closer, shi was shocked to see that the other person was a morph.   ‘What the fuck?’ shi exclaimed inaudibly.  ‘He says he’s a Humans-Firster but has a morph accomplice?  No, wait… I said he was H1.  He led me to believe it.  That would explain why his plan to make chakats look bad is so lame – he was bamboozling me and I fell for it.  I wonder what else he lied about?’
 
   Shi noted the licence plate but didn’t try to follow as shi was nearly at hir astral range limit.  Shi did float up though for an aerial view to try to determine where shi was, and realised that shi was actually not far from the Star Corps headquarters.
 
   ‘Okay, Swift, time’s wasting,’ shi thought to hirself.  ‘Time to do something about this situation.’
 
   Shi zipped back to the office where shi put an astral hand on the bag and teleported it and hirself out of there.
 
   “EEK!”
 
   Swiftwalk had materialised in the common bedroom which had no direct view from outside, and practically in the lap of one of the residents.
 
   “Sheesh, Swift, give me a heart attack, why don’t you?” Forestwalker began, then realised that something was wrong.  “Are you okay?  Dale’s been worried about why you’ve been gone so long and not answered your comm.”
 
   Swiftwalk struggled to push hir upper torso upright.  “Forest, listen!  I’ve been drugged and can do little more than talk right now.  I’m going to need your help and others too, but for Makers’ sake, don’t go outside or near a window or give any indication that I’m here.  Quickly!”
 
   Forestwalker could sense Swiftwalk’s sluggishness, as well as hir fear and urgency.  Shi wasted no time in rounding up the adults, including Midnight and Boyce who, by chance, had arrived on shore leave the previous day.
 
   Swiftwalk was immensely relieved to see them, and shi felt that they now had a very good chance of getting through this incident unscathed.  With Goldendale holding and steadying hir, shi explained as quickly as possible what had happened to hir since finishing teleportation duties at the Star Corps building.  Shi then began outlining hir idea on what to do about the situation.
 
   “First we need to confirm if the fat man was lying about the assassins.  Forest – you’re the most empathically sensitive of all of us.  Can you detect anybody hiding nearby?” Swiftwalk asked.
 
   “Not only can, but have.  As soon as you mentioned them, I listened for someone who shouldn’t be there.  I detected someone leaking large amounts of negative emotions in the forest backing onto our yard.  Perfect concealment for a sniper.”
 
   “Damn!  I was hoping that was just a threat to control me.  Put your hand on me so that I can get an empathic fix on him through you….  Okay, got it.  Midnight, have you got any weapons?”
 
   “I’m Star Fleet Security – I’ve almost always got a weapon handy.”  Midnight pulled a small phaser from one of hir belt pouches.
 
   “Great!  Put your hand on me also.  I’m going to ’port you to him, then he’s all yours.”
 
   The black chakat did so, and a moment later shi disappeared.  Keen ears faintly heard the whine of a phaser beam, then Boyce’s comm chirped.
 
   “It’s Midnight,” he said as he answered it.  He listened for a moment, then said, “Will do.”  Putting the comm back in his pocket, Boyce said, “Midnight has the man stunned.  Shi has requested that you teleport them back here, if you can.”
 
   “I can manage that,” Swiftwalk said and vanished, only to return a moment later with Midnight and an unconscious human dressed in camouflage gear.
 
   Midnight said, “He was well concealed and downwind from us so that we wouldn’t catch his scent.  He had this pulse rifle.”  Shi held it up for the others to have a good look.  “He could have picked off several of us before we could react to the first being hit.  He also had an incendiary bomb which I left back in the forest, which worries me even more.  I had to stun him because he had some cubs in his sights and I didn’t want to take any risks.  Unfortunately it also means that we won’t be able to question him for a while.”
 
   Goldendale said, “So the threat to me and everyone else close to my mate is confirmed and very lethal.  We’ve got this bloke, but what about others?”
 
   Swiftwalk was rapidly regaining full control of hir body, and as shi struggled to hir feet, shi said, “I can’t see them spreading themselves too thin when they can hit most of us in just two locations.  That leaves just my family on Chakona to worry about.  I didn’t sense any deception on his part when he mentioned real-time communication with Chakona, so I believe that’s where another assassin will be.”  Shi looked at Midnight and Forestwalker.  “I’m going to need you two to come with me to Chakona to repeat what we just did here.”
 
   “Of course,” Forestwalker replied.
 
   “I’m ready,” Midnight added.
 
   “Okay, I’ll teleport us into my room there.  The blinds are kept drawn while I’m away, so we shouldn’t be spotted.”  Shi reached out to touch both chakats, and a moment later they were standing in pitch darkness.  “Oops!  Looks like it’s night time here.”
 
   Their night vision kicked in quickly enough so that they could see to move about, but Forestwalker wasted no time in starting to empathically search for hostile thoughts.  After a tense minute or more of coming up blank, shi finally located a target.
 
   “Found our assassin.  It’s a female, and she’s so deadly calm and cool that I kept missing her at first.  Now that I have her though, I can sense her true intentions.”
 
   “Okay, give me a fix,” Swiftwalk asked as shi placed hir hands on both chakats.
 
   “Try to put me behind her,” Midnight requested.  “That man back on Earth almost had time to get off a shot before I stunned him.”
 
   “It’s not that simple, but I’ll try.”
 
   A moment later the black chakat was gone.  This time they did not hear Midnight’s phaser, but Forestwalker felt a sudden spike of startlement and fear – thankfully from the assassin and not hir mate.  “Okay, I can feel that Midnight has things under control. Take us out there, Swift.”
 
   They joined Midnight who was barely visible in the shadows of the bushes outside of the home.  Shi was easy enough to find though by the sound of the unending stream of invective that was coming from the vixen upon whom shi was sitting and blithely ignoring.  At hir feet was a sniper rifle and what looked like a bomb to their inexperienced eyes.
 
   Midnight said, “It’s another incendiary device.  These people play for keeps, and I seriously wonder if they ever meant to keep their word about our safety if you cooperated.  I’m going to take great pleasure out of making them pay for what they intended to do.”
 
   “And she’s another morph, which also makes the H1 claim look even less likely.  Makes sense though – a morph is a heck of a lot less conspicuous than a human on Chakona.  Are we going to have to hand her over to Chakonan authorities though?” Swiftwalk asked.
 
   “This is an interplanetary-wide plot, which puts it under Federation jurisdiction rather than local government, and Star Fleet is responsible for policing Federation laws.  So as a  member of Star Fleet Security, that makes me the responsible arresting officer.  I’m taking her back to Earth and throwing her into a Fleet cell along with her buddy.”
 
   “Sounds good to me,” Swiftwalk said.  “And best of all, we did this all without disturbing any of my family.  They will never know how much danger they were in.  Anyway, if you can clearly visualise that cell, I’ll take us straight there.”
 
   “Better make it the front door, or otherwise we might start an unwanted panic,” Midnight replied.
 
   That’s almost exactly what they did anyway when they materialised in the midst of some people moving through the entrance.  Fortunately, although shi was not in uniform, Midnight had hir Fleet identification with hir and ready to show.  Shi hastily arranged for the vixen to be locked up, promising to return to write a formal report as soon as possible, and then they teleported back home again.
 
   Swiftwalk checked the time.  “I’m supposed to be in the middle of a crime spree right now.  Hopefully they have no way of checking up on that, so we’ve got a little more time before I’m supposed to be meeting the courier.  Oh damn!  I forgot to ask about the PTV licence plate while we were at Fleet’s office.”
 
   Boyce said, “Give it to me and I’ll have them check it out for me.  My rank should help get fast results.”
 
   Swiftwalk did so and Boyce got on the comm to expedite it.
 
   “Goldfur, I need you to do something for me,” Swiftwalk said.
 
   “Me?” Goldfur was startled but curious.  “How can I help?”
 
   Swiftwalk pulled the bomb out of the bag and shi showed it to Goldfur.  “This switch is supposed to trigger a five second timer after it is armed.  Can you tell me if there’s anything more to it than that?”
 
   “How am I supposed to do that without disassembling it and perhaps setting it off accidentally?  I’m no bomb expert.”
 
    “Back on Sylvania, you sensed the failure of the force-field pole seconds before it happened.  You also said that you had a talent for electronics, and I reckon that should be Talent with a capital T.  Can you do the same thing with this bomb?”
 
   Goldfur nodded.  “I can try.”  Shi picked up the device and stared hard at it while running hir hand over its surface.  Shi frowned.  “Swift – there’s no timer in there at all as far as I can tell.  The switch appears to connect directly from the battery to what must be the detonator.”
 
   “I knew it!” Swiftwalk exclaimed.  “I was never meant to live.  After I wreaked havoc, I was supposed to apparently accidentally kill myself.”
 
   “How did you guess that he intended to kill you?” Goldendale asked.
 
   “He never tried to hide his face.  If I had lived, I would have been able to explain my actions and identify him to the police.  By apparently being killed accidentally by my own bomb, I’d just look like I was crazy, which would just enhance the smears against chakats in general, and of course throw up a false trail.”
 
   Goldendale said, “I wonder if any of us were going to be safe even if you did everything that they asked.  An incendiary bomb in this house followed by your death at the club could be construed as a murder-suicide.”
 
   Midnight said, “We had similar thoughts about our safety.  However forensics should be able to tell that Swiftwalk didn’t bomb this house, although nobody can say that our enemies are knowledgeable enough to realise that.”
 
   Just then Boyce’s comm beeped and he looked at the display, then turned it to show to Swiftwalk.  “Was this the person in the PTV?” he asked.
 
   Swiftwalk looked closely at the morph on the screen and nodded.  “Yeah, that’s him for sure.”
 
   Boyce tapped on his comm’s screen for a moment.  “Eduardo Petrelli – he’s a hospital orderly.  That would explain how he would know about a drug that could incapacitate a chakat, and the dosage.  I’ll have him arrested and join his friends in the holding cell.”
 
   “That leaves just the courier and the fat man, I hope.  At least we’ll know where the courier will be shortly.  Hopefully one of those people will be able to tell us where to find fatso.”  Swiftwalk picked up the bag.  “I’m going to shove some stuff in here to give it weight.  I’ll try talking to the courier before you pounce on him.”
 
   “I don’t recommend that, but just make sure that the courier isn’t armed if you insist on trying,” Midnight warned.  “Whoever it is might not wait for the bomb to take care of you if they’re pushed too hard.  I’ll arrange some back-up for you, but I’ll be as close to you as possible.  As soon as I’ve arranged the back-up, teleport us over there so that I can check out the area in advance in the short time we have left.”
 
   “Good idea.”
 
   A couple of minutes later they materialised in an open space a block away from the club, near a landmark that Swiftwalk was familiar with.  They startled a couple of pedestrians, but the chakats didn’t bother trying to explain, and the pedestrians chalked it up to one of those things that happen in the city.
 
   Midnight said, “This is good.  Stay here until you need to rendezvous with the courier.  I’ll just stroll along with the flow and cast my eye over the area.  Good thing I’m still in my civvies so that I won’t stand out too much.  I can see one or two other chakats, so one more shouldn’t cause alarm.”
 
   Midnight walked off, and Swiftwalk nervously watched the remaining time, which apparently had slowed to a snail’s pace.  Shi allowed several seconds of the five minute period to elapse to give Midnight more time, and not to appear too desperate, then teleported up to the club’s entrance.  Shi ignored the startled people as shi spotted the courier in the green jacket and walked up to him.
 
   “Before I give you the loot,” Swiftwalk said, “I want your promise that we’ll be quits after this.  My family is safe, right?”
 
   The courier kept a straight face, but shi could sense his amusement and contempt.  “You don’t get anything from us until you finish the job, so get going, kitty.”
 
   “Where’s the fat man?  Why doesn’t he come and get these jewels for himself?”
 
   The courier scowled.  “Nowhere near where you can play your tricks.  Remember he’s waiting for a signal from me one way or another, so stop stalling and hand over the bag.”
 
   Swiftwalk decided that he’d said enough to incriminate himself and subtly signalled to Midnight who had casually moved close by unnoticed by the courier.
 
   Midnight leaped into the courier’s view with phaser raised and pointed at him, shouting, “Star Fleet Security!  Hands behind your head and get down on the ground!  I said get down! Now!”
 
   The man was surprised but still tried to reach for something within his jacket anyway.  He had forgotten about Swiftwalk though, and he was knocked over as the bag shi was still holding slammed into the side of his head.  Midnight was upon him in a trice and he was swiftly immobilised.
 
   When shi was done, Midnight pulled out hir comm and called hir back-up.  Then shi looked inside the man’s jacket and pulled out something.  Shi held it up to show Swiftwalk.  “Not a weapon, but a signal device.  You didn’t have to do that, by the way.  I had things under control.”
 
   “Maybe, but it was very satisfying anyway.  Couldn’t let you have all the pleasure.”
 
   Midnight shook hir head in disapproval, but couldn’t completely hide hir amusement from Swiftwalk.
 
   A morph and a human dressed in Star Fleet Security uniform arrived then and took control of the courier.  They bundled him into the Security wagon, and Midnight said, “I’ll have to go with these officers.  Give me your comm to hand in for evidence.”
 
   Swiftwalk took out hir comm which shi had set to record the courier’s incriminating words and gave it to Midnight.  “Do you need me any more?”
 
   “Not at the moment.  Go back home, Swift.  Boyce has arranged for some more Security people to come and keep a look out just in case we didn’t get everyone, so they should be completely safe.”
 
   “But we haven’t got the fat man yet, so they could still be at risk.”
 
   “We’ve got four of his accomplices now.  We’ll find out who he is soon enough,” Midnight said confidently.
 
   “And what if he skips out before you find him when he realises his plot has failed?”
 
   “Have a little faith in Star Fleet Security, Swift.  We’ll make sure our family is safe.  Now go home.  I’ll rejoin you as soon as I can.  I’ve got an investigation to get started on who took bribes at the Star Corps headquarters, and other loose ends to tie up.”
 
   Midnight climbed somewhat awkwardly into the wagon as it wasn’t a taur-modified model, and they drove off, leaving Swiftwalk and a pack of curious onlookers.
 
   Swiftwalk murmured to hirself, “You have a lot of faith in your people, Midnight, but I think I may be the only one to ensure that they stay safe.”  Shi concentrated and then disappeared, leaving behind a very surprised crowd.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The fat man waited in his motel room, watching the clock.  It was past the deadline and he still had not heard from the courier, one way or the other.  He turned on the vid to see if there was anything on the news channel related to a chakat stealing a fabulously valuable diamond or an explosion at the Melbourne Gentlemen’s Club.  
 
   When he found nothing, he cursed and decided to signal the assassins on general principle.  Suddenly he found himself staring into the emitter of a phaser field rifle.  He froze in fear.
 
   “Good – now we can talk civilly,” Swiftwalk said in mocking echo of his earlier words.  “You know so much about me, so it shouldn’t come as a surprise that a planetary scout is required to carry heavy weaponry for protective purposes on a wild planet.  So this weapon is very real and very deadly, and I will have no hesitation in using it.  Now sit down on the bed with your hands behind your head.”
 
   Overcoming his surprise, the fat man said, “I don’t know how you found me, but you’ve just made a big mistake.  I also told my people to go ahead and kill your family if I don’t make contact with them later.  Just a little back-up just in case of… unforeseen circumstances,” he added with his nasty smile.
 
   “Your people?  You mean that human in the camo gear and that cold vixen on Chakona?  I don’t think they’ll be in any position to do anything for a long time except maybe chat with your courier in jail.”
 
   That startled the man.  “How did you…?  But…?”
 
   Swiftwalk had hir empathy focused as high as hir level of ability would allow while describing his accomplices so that shi could sense any feeling of hope due to any other accomplices that they may have missed. Shi was alarmed to feel a flare of triumph coming from him.
 
   “I said we were watching all your family, smartass.  You seem to have missed some.”
 
   Swiftwalk was bewildered.  Surely they’d found the only two near the homes of their families?  Then it hit hir – Dale’s parents!  They were hir family now also.  Shi was so distracted by the realisation of hir error that shi failed to notice that the fat man had put his hand in his pocket in time.  “Stop!  Get your hands up!”
 
   “Too late, kitty,” he sneered.  “I hope you can live with knowing that you killed those people on Mars.”
 
   Swiftwalk wasted no more time on the man.  Shi teleported out to the Martian envirodome which housed Rose and Edward Perkins, the human parents of Goldendale, as well as many others in their group of Martian pioneers.  Shi emerged into chaos as wild winds blew everything loose into a maelstrom.  A huge hole in the outer wall was letting the Earth-normal atmosphere blow out into the low pressure of the outdoor environment.  Decades of work on terraforming the world had managed to raise the average temperature and the thickness of the Martian atmosphere considerably, but it would be many more decades before the world would be truly liveable without protective suits and breathing apparatus while out in the open.  Meanwhile, all unprotected Terran life was confined to the huge domes constructed on that world.
 
   Swiftwalk found hirself gasping for breath and shi looked about for the emergency breathing gear that was always posted all around the domes.  Many were already being grabbed by the frantic residents of the dome who were just starting to realise what had happened, but Swiftwalk managed to procure one.  Shi headed towards the hole, knowing that it was located on the section of the dome adjacent to Dale’s parents’ room.  Other people were already reacting to the emergency by grabbing for equipment.  Automatic doors were sliding closed to isolate the portion of the dome affected.
 
   Swiftwalk immediately found Edward on the floor, bleeding from a gash in his forehead. Shi was about to pick him up when shi was roughly shouldered aside by a man who quickly put a breathing mask over Edward’s face.
 
   “Go find Rose!” the man shouted, muffled by the mask and noise.
 
   Shi did as shi was told and looked about, but saw nobody.  Then shi looked through the gaping hole in the wall and saw a body tossed out into the harsh Martian desert.  Swiftwalk leapt through the hole and the terrible cold assaulted hir immediately.  Hir stay on tropical Sylvania meant that hir fur was at summer length and nowhere near adequate for these conditions, but in the short term it was enough.  Shi recognised Rose immediately and hir heart was rent by fear and guilt that shi was responsible for this.  Shi picked up the woman as if shi weighed nothing, and in the low Martian gravity, that was almost true.  Although shi tried to be careful, Swiftwalk couldn’t afford worrying about whether moving her was safe because no one could survive long in that environment without protection.  Shi teleported them both back inside to the sick bay, which was already receiving its first incidental casualties of the assassination attempt.  Swiftwalk was glad that the Perkins had given hir a tour of the dome so that shi knew where the sick bay was.  Judging by the calmness of the air, that section had been successfully sealed off.
 
   “Put her on that table!” a fox morph wearing a medical insignia ordered.
 
   Swiftwalk did so, then was quickly jostled aside as the staff got to work on Rose.
 
   Someone grabbed hir arm and said, “If you’re not injured, get out of here.  We don’t have the room for you.”
 
   Swiftwalk nodded, still unable to take hir eyes off the victim of hir over-confidence.  Shi snarled and disappeared, badly surprising the person who had ordered hir to go.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The fat man didn’t know how the chakat had managed to track him down to the motel room, but he hadn’t wasted any time evacuating it when shi had disappeared.  With his suitcase already packed, he was able to leave within seconds.  Leaping into his PTV, he took off at high speed, but not onto the controlled highway where he could be easily picked up.  He had a route planned already, and he would soon be out of the reach of the authorities. As he wound through some quiet back roads, he fumed over how everything had gone wrong.  At least he’d managed to make good his promise to the damn chakat.
 
   The displacement of air in the confines of the PTV was very much stronger than in a room, and Swiftwalk was abruptly lying on the back passenger seat of the vehicle.  With barely an instant to orient hirself, shi quickly had hir weapon pointed at the fat man again.  “Pull over!”
 
   The fat man tried to brake suddenly to throw the chakat off balance, but shi was braced for anything and only whacked the man on the head for his attempt.
 
   “Get out of the PTV.  Try anything funny and I’ll shoot.  You haven’t left me in the mood to be nice about this.”
 
   They both got out, and shi marched him out of sight from the road.  Then shi said, “What happened?  Did you hear the news somehow that a Teleporter was working for the Star Corps and you realised that I’d be the perfect patsy?  Or did you just adjust your plans to take advantage of a freak like me?  I know that you aren’t the Humans First fanatic that you made out that you were.  Was that all just to throw me off with misleading information if I tried to get out the word?”
 
   “I’m not saying anything, pussycat.  You can just keep on wondering.”
 
   “I’m guessing that you are part of some criminal gang, and all you wanted was that valuable loot.  All the rest was a red herring.  You played me for a fool and people were hurt because of that.”
 
   “You think I’m going to admit to anything?” he sneered.
 
   “You know something?” Swiftwalk asked.  “I don’t really care.  All I know is that you attempted to kill me and my family, and there’s very little in the world more dangerous that you can do to a chakat.  Now that I’ve seen that you’re prepared to kill at a whim, there’s no way that I can ever be sure that you will not ever try to get revenge eventually for me spoiling your plans and capturing you, so I’m going to make sure that you don’t get the opportunity.”
 
   Shi reached out and grasped his shoulder, and an instant later they were out in the open, on a rocky hillside lightly vegetated with hardy plants.  A cold breeze blew down from the snow-capped mountains that the hills merged into.  The fat man clapped his hands to his ears due to the intense pain of the sudden pressure drop. He started to shiver from the cold.
 
   “Where are we?” he asked.
 
   Swiftwalk had deliberately yawned as shi teleported to stave off the worst of the ear pain. “Welcome to Sylvania.  It’s a quite attractive world, actually.  Plenty of interesting animals and plants – some of them good to eat, and some of them prepared to eat you.  I’m sure you will come to appreciate it while you stay here.”
 
   “What?!  You can’t just leave me here!”
 
   “Of course I can.  You intended me to kill myself with your bomb, and my mate and family were expendable hostages.  You’ve forfeited any rights as far as I’m concerned.  However, I will give you a chance.”  Swiftwalk pointed.  “Base Camp Beta is a couple of hundred kilometres in that direction.  If you make it there, you get to go home again.  Good luck – you’ll need it.”  Shi then disappeared and left the human to the mercy of the planet.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Swiftwalk replaced the field rifle in the weapons storage room at Alpha Base.  Although very secure, they had not taken teleporters into account when they designed it, and the CCTV that monitored the door outside never saw anything happening within.  With the fat man taken care of, sheer relief was making hir feel a little giddy.  Suddenly shi realised that shi still hadn’t even learned the fat man’s name, then shi decided that the worthless human wasn’t deserving of the recognition.  It was enough that his face and personality had been burned into Swiftwalk’s mind.  Just as shi had once told Goldendale that shi would always be able to find hir due to the bond of love between them, shi would always be able to find the fat man due to the bond of hate shi had with him.  Only death would break that bond, but shi hoped that wouldn’t happen too quickly.  Shi wasn’t so pure of heart that shi didn’t want him to suffer a while for his evil.  Shi had only meant to take him into custody originally, but now that was too good a fate for him, and too dangerous for hir family.
 
   Swiftwalk teleported back to the living room of Goldfur’s home – hir home.  This was where hir life was now, with the mate whom shi loved and who loved Swiftwalk in return, and with the family that did their utmost to help and protect each other.
 
   Goldendale was in hir arms in moments, hugging and kissing hir mate.  “Swiftwalk – you’re safe!  What happened?”
 
   “We caught the courier.  Midnight says it will only be a matter of time before they find out who the fat man is.  But I made a bad mistake, Dale.”
 
   Even Goldendale’s amateurish attempts at using hir empathic Talent could easily sense the guilt that Swiftwalk was emanating.  “What’s wrong, hon?  Tell me.”
 
   “The fat man threatened all my family, Dale.  He knew something that I simply took for granted – your parents are also my family now.”
 
   Goldendale gasped.  “Oh no!”
 
   “I screwed up,  and he got a signal out.  I went to Mars and your parents’ dome had been bombed. Your father was unconscious on the floor of their room, but your mother was blown outside.  I took her into the sick bay….”
 
   “Take me there!” Goldendale interrupted.
 
   Swiftwalk did so, and a moment later they were inside the sick bay.  They were almost immediately thrown out by the medical staff, but Goldendale managed to persuade them to let hir see hir parents.  They were taken to a small room where they lay in separate beds, both unconscious.
 
   The medic said, “Edward has concussion and some relatively minor injuries.  He should recover completely.  Rose, however, was lucky not to have been killed instantly.  Her exposure to the Martian atmosphere just made things worse.  It’s pretty much touch and go at the moment.”
 
   Goldendale sat beside hir mother and took her hand.  Tears welled in hir eyes as shi said, “My mother is a tough woman.  She’ll pull through – I just know it.”
 
   Swiftwalk asked the medic, “Would she have a better chance if I took her to a big hospital?”
 
   The medic looked at hir with a frown.  “You’re the Teleporter, aren’t you?  Funny how you turned up just as this all happened.”
 
   Swiftwalk cringed.  “You’re right, it wasn’t a coincidence.  In a way, I’m responsible for this.”
 
   “And you want me to trust her to you?”
 
   “No – trust her to her child.  Goldendale means everything to me, and I will do my utmost to help hir and our family.”
 
   The medic nodded.  “I was going to evacuate her to Tharsis Base Hospital.  Think you can get her there?”
 
   “Yes.  I’ve been to Tharsis.  Give me a moment to locate the hospital.”  Shi disappeared.  A few minutes later, shi reappeared.  “I found it, and I alerted the staff for an incoming patient.”
 
   The medic had not been idle while shi was gone.  Shi shoved a PADD with Rose’s medical data on it into Swiftwalk’s hands.  “Give that to the doctor in charge.”
 
   Swiftwalk said, “Right!”  Then shi turned and moved over to Rose and Goldendale.  “I’m going to have to borrow the bed,” shi said as shi laid hands on each of them.  A couple of monitors squealed an alarm as they were abruptly disconnected from their patient.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Swiftwalk and Goldendale returned home several hours later.  By then, Midnight had also arrived, and shi was not in a happy mood.  Forestwalker had overheard what Swiftwalk had said to Goldendale, and had passed that onto hir lifemate.  The black chakat waited for Swiftwalk to tell hir everything first before shi started laying into hir for hir stupidity.  Swiftwalk had much to feel guilty about, but shi was grateful for only one thing – that guilt would forever mask what shi had done with the fat man.  And forever it would be because shi did not regret it at all.  Besides, there was no undoing the deed – shi had felt the empathic link to the fat man break shortly before they had returned to Earth.
 
   Midnight informed Swiftwalk that shi was expected to go to Fleet headquarters in the morning for a full debriefing.  “But for now, I believe your mate needs you more,” shi concluded, then left the couple alone.
 
   Swiftwalk said, “Right now, I feel lower than a snake.  You don’t deserve a mate like me.”
 
   Goldendale looked intently at Swiftwalk.  “It’s taken me many months to know what I want as a chakat. Don’t try to tell me that I made the wrong choice because I don’t believe it.  You made a mistake, hon, I know, but mum’s going to recover, and nobody got killed.  You did what you did to try to protect us all, even if you should have left that to the experts.”
 
   Swiftwalk took hir mate in hir arms.  “I will always try to protect you, my beloved, as I know you will do for me and our unborn child.”
 
   Goldendale smiled.  “I like the sound of that, hon. When should we tell them you’re pregnant?”
 
   Swiftwalk smiled a little.  “Let’s see how long it takes them to figure it out themselves.  We have a very clever family, you know?  That reminds me – although they probably used a proper chakat-grade anaesthetic drug from the hospital on me, I think I’d better go see a medic and make sure and find out if there has been any undesirable effect on the foetus.  Want to come with me, love?”
 
   “Was there ever any question about that, hon?” Goldendale asked.  Then shi called out, “Goldie!  Swift and I are going out for a while.  We’ll be back for supper.”  A moment later, and they were gone.
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   Episode 41: A Matter Of Viewpoint
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The Christmas break had passed far too quickly for Quickpaw. Being with hir family for those precious few weeks had been like food to a starving person. From the moment that shi had arrived at Forest and Goldfur’s den, shi had thrown hirself back into every aspect of family life with great enthusiasm, no matter whether it was fun or chores.
 
   Shi listlessly unpacked hir travelling bag in hir student dormitory room. It was all gone now, and shi had several months of study ahead of hir, a third of the way around the world from hir family. It never got any easier.
 
   Shi didn't even have a dorm buddy with whom to commiserate. Hir former dorm-mate, Rathi, had been doing a completely different course which had concluded the previous semester. One of the last things that shi had done before leaving for Australia was to attend hir roomie’s graduation ceremony. Shi barely had time to congratulate the Labrador morph before his family had arrived to pick him and his possessions up and disappeared. He had been an excellent roommate, but now shi was left with the uncertainty of a brand new dorm room assignment.
 
   Quickpaw didn't really feel in the mood to go out and try to find any acquaintances right then, so shi decided to hang around for the new person’s arrival. Dorm rooms were always full, so there was no chance that shi would have one to hirself, but that didn't mean that the student would turn up this day. Not all courses started the next day, so it depended on which the student would be doing. Nevertheless there was still a very good chance that it would be today. Shi checked in with the maternity ward of the teaching hospital but shi was informed that shi would not be required until evening shift. That left hir little to do besides twiddle hir thumbs in the meantime. Shi decided to play a computer game to pass the time.
 
   It was nearly 5:00pm when somebody rapped on the door, and Quickpaw paused hir game to answer the knock. When shi opened the door, shi had to crane hir neck a little to look up at the tall tiger morph standing there. The newcomer and the chakat sized each other up. Either Bengal or Siberian, Quickpaw decided. 190cm tall powerfully muscled yet feminine body, long white hair the same colour as the fur but with a streak of orange on each side of the head, blue eyes, medium-size breasts in a tube-top, and quite a large bulge in the front of the jeans. ‘A herm this time?’ Quickpaw thought. ‘Makes sense, I suppose.’
 
   The tiger asked, “Are you Quickpaw?”
 
   Quickpaw replied, “Yes, that's me. Are you my new dorm roomie?”
 
   “Yeah,” shi replied unenthusiastically. “Call me Sasha. Can I come in?” Shi had a slight but distinct Russian accent.
 
   Quickpaw shrugged. “If you have been assigned this room and have a key, then this place is as much yours as mine. Need any help?”
 
   “No, I'll be fine,” shi said brusquely, hauling on the luggage cart piled with hir belongings.
 
   Quickpaw moved out of the way and pointed to the unoccupied bedroom. “That one's yours.” Each dormitory had two very small bedrooms with a bathroom between them, all joined by a common room. The whole thing was fairly well appointed for a student dorm.
 
   Sasha acknowledged hir with a grunt, towed the cart into hir room and closed the door.
 
   Quickpaw was nonplussed. The tiger was either anti-social or simply didn't like chakats, and shi suspected the latter. Quickpaw’s empathic sense was only an average E3, but practice in the hospital had honed it well. The moment that Sasha had laid eyes on hir, shi had reacted negatively with a mild sense of disgust and resignation. It sure wasn't hir gender at fault this time though. Quickpaw sighed and fervently hoped that there wouldn't be friction between them. Hir final year of studies was going to be hard enough without having to live in a hostile atmosphere.
 
   Sasha spent about forty minutes unpacking and settling into hir room before shi came out to leave a few items in the common room. Quickpaw tried another attempt at having a conversation.
 
   “So, where are you from, Sasha?”
 
   Sasha seemed reluctant to speak at first, but then said, “My family comes from Arkhangelsk in Russia.”
 
   Quickpaw said, “I've never heard of it. Should I?”
 
   “It's a small city by the White Sea.”
 
   “You seem to have only a slight Russian accent though,” Quickpaw pointed out.
 
   “That is because my family moved to GNA when I was six. We have lived near Vancouver since then.”
 
   “Why did you move over?” Quickpaw asked curiously.
 
   Sasha suddenly grew coldly distant. “That is none of your business,” shi replied curtly.
 
   “Sorry, I wasn't trying to pry,” Quickpaw hastened to say, wondering why the question had upset the tiger. “I come from Melbourne in Australia. I'm here because this college has one of the best teaching hospitals in the world and it was recommended to me for my career choice. I'm studying nursing with emphasis towards midwifery.”
 
   
  
 

“You chakats can't seem to keep your mind off cubs, can you? Well, I'm here to study and get a degree. I'm not interested in your hang-ups, and I want you to leave me alone. Got it?” Sasha then turned and marched into hir room, practically slamming the door behind hir.
 
   Quickpaw stared at the door, hir mouth agape in shock. “What the hell brought that on?” Shi could still sense Sasha's anger, and yet shi could not work out how shi had triggered that response. “And what did shi mean by that crack about cubs? I hope that I haven't been lumbered with a loony room-mate!”
 
   Quickpaw sighed and decided to get out of the dorm. Shi called hir friends to find out if they had arrived as yet. Minutes later shi left to meet both of them at The Green Leaf – an Irish pub at the heart of the campus.
 
   Darren and Silverlight had grabbed an empty table before Quickpaw got there. Shi waved to them as shi made hir way through the crowd. It seemed like all the students who were back for the semester had had the same idea, and the place was boisterously loud with the voices of reunited friends. The grey wolf and arctic vixen were Quickpaw's two best friends, and shi was happy to see them again.
 
   When shi reached them, Quickpaw put an arm around each and pulled them into a three-way hug. “G'day! Am I glad that you're here! What have you two been up to? You haven't gotten engaged yet, have you?”
 
   Silverlight laughed. “Gawd! You'd think we'd been away for months, not just a few weeks. You know darn well that we both went home to spend Christmas with our families.”
 
   “What? All the holidays?” Quickpaw said disbelievingly. “You must be slipping.”
 
   Darren smirked. “Of course our families live only an hour and a half away from each other.”
 
   “Yes!” Quickpaw said triumphantly. “I knew it! So answer my question.”
 
   Silverlight said, “No, Quick, you know that we've already decided that if we become mates, it won't be until after we've got our degrees.”
 
   Quickpaw shrugged. “It's your lives. I get to work my nefarious wiles upon you until you do though.”
 
   “Ever consider that might be why we haven't as yet?” Darren asked with an exaggerated leer.
 
   “But you never follow through, you horrible teasers!” Quickpaw protested.
 
   “Listen to hir, Dar,” Silverlight said to the wolf. “Not back a day, and shi's already trying to get into your pants.”
 
   “Yours too,” he reminded her with mock alarm.
 
   Their words reminded Quickpaw of what Sasha had said though, and the chakat's grin faded. “Guys, let me tell you about my weird new roomie.”
 
   “Uh-oh! Sounds serious. Get yourself a drink and tell us all about it,” Silverlight advised.
 
   Besides alcohol, the pub also served coffee, tea, and various other refreshments and snacks. Quickpaw ordered a café latte and a slice of cake, and brought them back to the table. Darren already had a beer, and Silverlight had Irish coffee. Quickpaw never had alcohol while shi was at college however, because of hir wet-nurse duties. Although the chakat body could deal effectively with the alcohol, Quickpaw prided hirself in giving the best possible quality milk.
 
   While they drank, Quickpaw described Sasha's appearance and the tiger's peculiar reactions. When shi was done, Silver said, “If shi wasn't a herm also, I would have said that it was a typical reaction of someone who is uncomfortable with dual-gendered people.”
 
   “Sounds more like shi has something specifically against chakats,” Darren said. “I have to wonder if shi had a bad experience with one.”
 
   Quickpaw said, “We're really not very well known outside of Australia. Sure, there are tens of thousands of us, but we're spread so thinly all over the world that there isn't even another one here at this college. It's hardly a surprise that there's a lot of misinformation about us.”
 
   “That's no excuse for being rude,” declared Silverlight.
 
   Quickpaw shrugged. “Give hir a few days to settle in and shi might mellow.”
 
   “And if that doesn't work, I'll get hir drunk!” Darren said with a grin and downed the rest of his beer.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Quickpaw couldn't really tell if hir room-mate was mellowing. After several weeks, shi had barely seen hir. Sasha would walk straight into hir room, close the door, and not come out again at all except to go to the bathroom. The few times that Quickpaw had attempted to talk to Sasha, the tiger had continued on as if shi had not even heard the chakat. It was evident that Sasha did use the common room in Quickpaw's absence, but as their schedules were very different, shi never got to see what hir odd roomie did at those times.
 
   Six weeks into the semester, one of Quickpaw's lectures was postponed, so shi left for the dormitory early. Shi had barely stepped inside when the bathroom door opened and Sasha emerged, totally nude, and Quickpaw got an unexpected eyeful of Sasha's powerful but curvaceous form – not to mention a very good view of hir male genitalia. Shi had no sheath but instead, aside from a fine fuzz of white fur on hir scrotum, it could all have easily belonged to Quickpaw's human Companion, Boyce. The penis was slightly larger than average, but well in proportion to the large tiger morph. Shi was beautiful and sexy, and Quickpaw immediately felt a strong physical attraction to hir despite hir dislike of the tiger's attitude.
 
   Sasha, on the other hand, after shi got over hir surprise at Quickpaw's unexpected presence, grew angry and hastily entered hir bedroom and slammed the door.
 
   Quickpaw was puzzled by Sasha's reaction. Shi had not sensed any embarrassment, so Sasha did not seem to be body shy. Shi had only sensed deep anger. For some reason that shi wouldn't explain, the tiger seemed to resent any interaction with the chakat, but especially anything even marginally of a sexual nature. Quickpaw had no intention of approaching Sasha in that regard, and the unfairness finally raised hir ire.
 
   “What the hell is wrong with you?” shi shouted at the closed door. “What gives you the right to be so damned rude? This was an accident! I've never done anything to deserve this treatment!”
 
   However there was no response from Sasha, and little change in the emotions leaking from the room. Quickpaw turned away from Sasha's bedroom in disgust, threw hir books onto hir bed, then stormed out of the dorm.
 
   Shi headed across the campus, unconsciously going in the direction of the quarters of hir mentor, Peter McKeller. For the second year of hir course, shi had been assigned a mentor to assist hir. Quickpaw had been pleased at how helpful the human was, and how adept he was at clarifying subjects that shi was having difficulty with. Shi wished that shi'd had his help in previous semesters, but he was making a marked difference already. What shi hadn't anticipated however was the strong attraction shi had on him, and vice versa. After two weeks of working with hir, Peter had asked Quickpaw to stay back for supper. Shi had accepted but hir empathic sense told hir what he was truly feeling. So in the simple and honest manner of chakats, shi had made hir own feelings clear by kissing him lengthily, and they were making love not long after that.
 
   They had been lovers ever since. Both knew that this was no deep romance, but they fulfilled each other's needs very well. Peter was completely bisexual and happy to please both sides of Quickpaw's nature, while shi was happy to be able to obey hir older sister's instructions to take greater care of hir sexual needs for hir mental health while at the same time giving Peter a wonderful experience in bed. Right now though, shi simply needed the comfort of his arms and the warmth of his sympathy.
 
   Peter opened the door, surprised to see Quickpaw there without forewarning, but when he saw hir expression, he quickly ushered hir inside and wrapped hir in his arms, projecting a sense of caring as best he could. He had no special Talent, but his genuine concern for the chakat was more than enough to soothe hir frayed nerves. Shi sighed with relief and snuggled up against him.
 
   “Feeling better now, hon?” he asked.
 
   “Uh-huh,” shi replied.
 
   “Good. Come – I'll make you some tea and you can tell me all about what has upset you.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Two days later, Quickpaw had put the incident out of hir mind. Shi had gone to the maternity ward as usual to give hir services as a wet nurse. Sometimes that merely meant expressing milk to allow the mother to bottle-feed her infant, but it was when shi was allowed to directly breastfeed them that shi got the greatest satisfaction. Tonight shi was called upon to do so for a deer morph infant. As usual, shi did this at the bedside of the mother, chatting with the doe, discussing her plans for her family, and offering emotional support. Many of the mothers who had difficulty producing milk for their babies felt shame and distress at not being able to do so, while others suffered from post-natal depression. Feeding infants was the easy part of Quickpaw's job, and a very pleasurable one, but often the more important part was the empathic support shi would give to the mothers while the children suckled. Shi would subtly form a link between her and the child by holding the mother's hand while talking, enabling hir Talent to promote the bond between mother and baby. Part of the chakat's studies was a course on psychology dealing with post-natal problems, and Quickpaw was proud of the help that shi was able to give those troubled fems.
 
   However, not all problems were so straightforward. Quickpaw was handing over the deer's replete infant when the head of the ward, a middle-aged human named Amelia Grant, entered the room.
 
   “Quickpaw, I'm glad that I caught you before you left,” Amelia said. “We've just had another birth. The mother's milk won't start and she has requested a wet-nurse. If you're able, we could use your services right now.”
 
   “No problem, Amelia,” Quickpaw replied with a smile. Shi followed her to another ward room where a human was cradling her newborn. She looked weary but delighted with her child.
 
   Amelia went up to her and said, “I've got good news, Mrs Fielding. I was able to catch our best wet-nurse before shi left. We'll soon get your son his first feed.”
 
   Mrs Fielding looked up and her expression changed to one of disgust. “You're not going to feed my son some animal's milk! Surely you have a real wet-nurse available?”
 
   Amelia was surprised and dismayed at Fielding's reaction. “I assure you, Shir Quickpaw's milk is the best available. Your boy couldn't be in better hands.”
 
   “I thought this was a hospital, not a veterinary clinic. Don't you dare suggest something like that again!” She clutched the infant protectively, glaring at the chakat.
 
   Quickpaw's empathic senses were being battered by the woman's antipathy towards hir and shi knew that there would be no persuading her. Sadly shi said, “I had better leave, Amelia. You're going to have to find a human wet-nurse for Mrs Fielding's baby.” Shi gave Amelia a sympathetic glance, knowing full well that only one of the wet-nurses on staff was human, and the lady was probably in bed at the moment because she did the early morning shift.
 
   Amelia gave hir a glum smile – partly due to the predicament she faced, but largely because she was embarrassed at the treatment that Quickpaw had been given. The two had been working with each other since Quickpaw's first year at the college, and while they'd had their share of reluctant mothers, they'd never encountered such outright prejudice before.
 
   Quickpaw waved to Amelia as shi left, trying not to let Mrs Fielding upset hir. It wasn't the first time that shi had run into such bigotry, and shi was certain that it wouldn't be the last, but it still stung to have hir services so summarily rejected.
 
   Quickpaw breathed deeply of the chilly night air in an effort to calm hir upset nerves. Shi broke into a trot to get back to hir dorm room quickly and relax. Despite the distance, shi was back at the dormitory block within minutes, and shi stepped inside with relief. There was one task left to do before shi could take a break however. The drawback to being a wet-nurse was keeping hir breasts full of milk, but if all that milk wasn't needed that day, shi needed to drain the rest to make way for the milk that was constantly being produced. If shi didn't, shi would wake up in the morning with over-full and aching breasts. Shi got out hir trusty breast pump and then made a snack to munch on. Shi ate and did hir homework while the pump did its job, the pleasant feeling actually making the studies easier. As usual, shi went to put the milk into the little refrigerator to be used later. No milk was ever wasted, and shi normally put it on hir breakfast cereal whenever shi had excess so as to recycle the nutrients. Shi got a surprise when shi looked for the previous jug. It was almost empty, and Quickpaw knew that shi hadn't used all of that. Then hir muzzle split into a grin. There was ample evidence that Sasha used their basic kitchen facilities in Quickpaw's absence, and the fridge had some of the tiger's food in it also. It appeared that shi had used some of the milk without realising its source. Quickpaw purred in amusement at the thought. “I wonder how Sasha would react if shi learns that shi has been drinking chakat milk?” This greatly helped wipe out the distress of the hospital incident, and Quickpaw was able to go to bed with a light heart.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Quickpaw's workload was the heaviest it had been since shi had first come to the college, but shi found that between hir determination and Peter's coaching, shi was handling it all very well. Shi had great optimism for this year, but one thing that shi still had trouble with was a problem peculiar to chakats. Shi could still hear Goldfur's words reminding hir just before shi left Australia weeks ago – “Chakats need other chakats! Remember to not neglect your needs this time. My schedule won't allow me to visit you for a few months, so you need to make an effort to find some chakat company if there aren't any at the college again this year.”
 
   “Yes, sis! I'll remember. I promise – okay?” shi had replied firmly. Shi hadn't found any chakat company however, and the need had started to get strong – too strong to ignore, and it was starting to distract hir from hir studies. This time however, shi had a plan.
 
   On Saturday morning, shi took a bus to the nearby city of Big Sur, getting off close to where the interstate highway intersected with the main road which took you into the city and the nearby New Canaveral Spaceport. Located there was the popular diner known to its patrons as Carol's Gulp ‘n Gallop. Shi headed inside, hoping that hir timing was right.
 
   Quickpaw nearly ran nose first into one of the persons shi had come to see.
 
   “Whoa there, hon! I'll have you seated in a moment.” Ketta the foxtaur vixen led Quickpaw to a far corner booth where a grey and white-speckled chakat was already seated. “Look who's dropped in, darling,” Ketta said to her lifemate.
 
   Stargrey smiled in recognition. “Hello, Quickpaw. What brings you here today?”
 
   Quickpaw was a little surprised that Stargrey didn't get up to give hir the customary greeting hug, but shrugged it off. “I'm here to see you two, actually, but you in particular, Stargrey. I need to talk to you both though, so can you spare me a moment, Ketta?”
 
   “Give me two minutes, Quickpaw. I'll be back after I finish serving someone else.”
 
   “No problem,” Quickpaw assured her. “I'm in no hurry.”
 
   Ketta left then, and Quickpaw seated hirself opposite Stargrey. “I wasn't totally sure that you would be here, Star, but I was pretty sure that Ketta would be doing the lunch shift.”
 
   Stargrey said, “I always come here for lunch whenever Ketta is on duty. I like spending time watching my mate.” Hir gaze was locked onto the vixen.
 
   Quickpaw looked back over hir shoulder to see Ketta's rear end with tail swishing. ‘Heh! She's showing off to hir even as she works,’ shi thought. ‘Star mentioned that shi liked the sight of Ketta's hindquarters the first time that shi met Ketta.’ To Stargrey, shi said, “Why don't you sit closer rather than all the way back here?”
 
   Stargrey grinned. “This is Ketta's half of the diner to serve, and I can see her almost everywhere from here. Besides, it's a lot more discreet.”
 
   “Discreet? What do you mean by that?”
 
   “Look under the table,” Stargrey suggested.
 
   Quickpaw ducked hir head down to have a look. And Stargrey shifted hir forelegs apart. Quickpaw immediately realised what Stargrey meant when shi saw that shi was sporting a full erection. Quickpaw lifted hir head back up with a smile. “You really do like Ketta's arse, don't you?”
 
   Stargrey's grin grew even wider. “Gets me every time. Ketta reserves me this booth so that I can get over it without any of the public noticing. We only need to be apart for a few hours and I get this reaction when I see her again.”
 
   “After all this time as mates, you still get that turned on just from being apart for a short time?” Quickpaw asked with a smile.
 
   “Heh! More than ever, actually. She's a sexy vixen, and I adore her.”
 
   “Works for me,” Quickpaw agreed. “I hope to find a mate that good one day.”
 
   “I'm sure you will. Some day quite unexpectedly, you'll find hir, just as Ketta appeared here one day. She made my life complete. She's pregnant again, y'know?”
 
   “Congratulations! When is the cub due?” Quickpaw asked eagerly.
 
   Stargrey smiled. “I thought that would interest you. However you're going to have to wait a bit over nine months before the birth.”
 
   “You'll let me know though, won't you?” Quickpaw asked earnestly.
 
   “Of course. You're godmother to Nikol, so you're virtually family anyway.”
 
   “Thanks! So when do you plan to have a cub yourself? I know that you're masculine biased, but we all succumb to the urge sooner or later.”
 
   Stargrey's smile faded a bit. “It's not that simple. Ketta can't impregnate me, of course, and neither of us want a third party involved, at least not for the foreseeable future.”
 
   “Fair enough, but there's a fairly simple solution, as long as you can persuade Ketta to agree to it.”
 
   “There is? Why would Ketta in particular need to agree?”
 
   “Because it involves medical intervention, and foxtaurs are big believers in totally natural conceptions.”
 
   “Yes, I see. So what is your solution?”
 
   “Wait until your cycles synchronise so that you're both on heat at the same time. Impregnate Ketta, but have the fertilized egg transferred to your womb. You then get to experience the entire pregnancy, and be the mother to a cub who is 100% the child of you two.”
 
   “Of course, I see now. It is pretty simple, and I also see what you mean by persuading Ketta. I think that I'll be able to manage that when the time comes though. Thanks, Quick.”
 
   “You're welcome. You can do me a favour in return however.”
 
   “Sure! What is it?”
 
   “We need to wait for Ketta first.”
 
   “She's coming now,” shi said with a nod in Ketta's direction.
 
   Ketta arrived with a plate laden with a salad for Stargrey's lunch. Putting it in front of her mate, she asked, “Did you want to order something, Quickpaw, or is this just a social visit?”
 
   “Both. I'd like a super vegeburger, please, and a very big favour.”
 
   Ketta replied, “I believe that we still owe you a favour, so what can we do for you?”
 
   “Well, Ketta, you know how Stargrey needs to spend time with another chakat occasionally?” Quickpaw asked.
 
   Ketta nodded. “Something to do with the empathic feedback, I understand. Shi spends the night with Daisychain, Talltale and Flicker every couple of months.”
 
   “Who are they?” Quickpaw asked curiously.
 
   “They're a chakat triad who lives in the same apartment complex as us. They cubsit Nikol for us regularly. That's where shi is now, playing with their cubs.”
 
   “That's handy. Anyway, that's the problem that I am facing. I neglected my needs too much last year, and Goldfur has insisted that I take better care of myself this year. However, like last year, there doesn't appear to be another chakat student at my college, Goldie is still away on a mission, and my need is becoming more urgent right now.”
 
   “So you want to borrow some time with me?” Stargrey asked.
 
   “If it's convenient, and Ketta doesn't object,” Quickpaw confirmed.
 
   “Well, love?” Stargrey asked as shi looked at hir mate.
 
   Ketta didn't answer immediately, but after a bit of thought, she said, “I swore that I would do my best to understand and deal with the needs of chakats after I mated with Star, and I suppose there's little difference between your needs and hirs, so I can hardly begrudge you the request. How long do you need though? Am I not going to see my mate until tomorrow like when shi goes to visit Daisy and the others?”
 
   “Oh no,” Quickpaw demurred. “While an overnight stay is ideal, a couple of hours intimate physical and empathic interaction is quite enough to deal with the need for a while. Certainly until Goldfur comes to visit again.”
 
   “Okay, I can live with that. If Star wants to, you can do it right now and be done with it by the time that I get off my shift. That way you don't take away any time between me and Star.”
 
   “Perfect!” Quickpaw exclaimed. “I really didn't want to disrupt your lives in spite of my needs. By the way – congratulations!”
 
   Ketta looked puzzled. “For what?”
 
   Quickpaw grinned. “The pregnancy, of course!”
 
   Ketta glanced over at Stargrey. “Someone blabbed, I see.” Star gave hir an unrepentant grin. Ketta continued, “I suppose you're going to want to be involved with hir birth too?”
 
   “Well, I won't graduate for another year, but I already know most of what's important for childbirth,” Quickpaw explained hopefully.
 
   “We do still have a midwife back at my village,” Ketta pointed out drily. At Quickpaw's crestfallen look though, she added, “We'll see what the situation is like when the time comes, okay? No promises!”
 
   “That's fair enough,” Quickpaw acknowledged.
 
   “And I need to get back to work,” Ketta said. “You'll have your vegeburger soon.”
 
   Quickpaw's meal was indeed there soon, and shi and Stargrey continued to converse as they ate. Then the grey chakat took a moment to kiss and nuzzle hir mate farewell. Fortunately for hir, as intended, hir erection had subsided. The two chakats strolled leisurely to Stargrey's apartment. There was no rush because the needed interaction had begun as soon as Quickpaw had sat down in front of Stargrey. The only difference was that the two held hands as they walked, which gave them the strongest empathic link through physical contact. Quickpaw had started to feel more relaxed even as shi ate, but this maximised the benefit of being together. Of course it worked both ways and Stargrey was benefitting from the empathic feedback also.
 
   They stopped at another apartment first where Nikol was playing. Flicker, a cheetah-patterned chakat, opened the door, expecting that Stargrey was there to pick up hir child. After explaining Quickpaw's presence, Stargrey went outside to the playground where Daisychain, whose brown fur was liberally spattered with yellow flower-like spots, was watching over Nikol at the same as their cubs, Blitz and Bouncer. As soon as Nikol saw hir sire, hir face fell.
 
   “Wanna play!” shi said emphatically.
 
   Stargrey grinned. “So you want to stay with Blitz and Bouncer a bit longer?”
 
   Nikol nodded hopefully.
 
   “Okay. Have fun, dear.”
 
   Nikol mewed in pleasure and resumed hir game with the others. At Daisychain's quizzical look, shi said, “Ask Flicker. I'll be back in a couple of hours.”
 
   “No problem, Star,” Daisychain replied.
 
   Stargrey then took Quickpaw across to the other side of the complex and up to hir apartment on the second floor.
 
   Quickpaw looked around. “Nice place,” shi commented.
 
   “Yeah, we like it, although we may have to consider moving if we have a third cub. It would get a bit snug then.”
 
   “I dunno – I like it cosy. Our home is pretty crowded at the best of times, but we like it that way.”
 
   “Not everyone likes it that crowded, although Ketta reckons that she doesn't mind. It reminds her of foxtaur dens. Anyway, we'll see what the situation is like when the time comes. Now let me show you our bedroom.”
 
   The apartment had obviously not been built with taurs in mind, but Stargrey and Ketta had converted the bedroom into a comfortable sleeping den for themselves and their cub, with a huge round mattress and several very large pillows suitable for propping up a taur comfortably.
 
   Stargrey invited Quickpaw onto the bed. Because they weren't lovers, they forewent any intimate foreplay and went pretty much straight into some recreational sex. Although both chakats had masculine dominant personalities, Stargrey allowed Quickpaw to take the lead as shi was the one with the greater need. They spent about an hour of mutual pleasure followed by a nap in each other's arms. Even while they slept, they got the empathic feedback they required for their mental health.
 
   When Quickpaw woke, shi felt both physically and mentally refreshed. Shi gave Stargrey a quick lick-kiss and said, “Thank you, Star. That was very enjoyable.”
 
   “You're very welcome, Quick. I was just about due to spend some time with Daisy and the others anyway, so I am sure that Ketta will be happy to put off losing me for a night this month.”
 
   “Has she ever joined you four?” Quickpaw asked.
 
   “We invited her, but she declined. While she understands my needs, and foxtaur vixens are used having to share the tods, she still doesn't feel comfortable with several chakats being intimate with me in her presence.”
 
   “I suppose it would be too much to ask her to be completely chakat-like in this matter. Anyway, I'd better be going. I've got friends to meet up with a little later, and I don't want to keep them waiting,” Quickpaw said as shi got up and padded over to the bathroom to freshen up. “Please thank Ketta for being so gracious as to lend you to me for a while.”
 
   Stargrey grinned. “I'll do that. Ketta goes to great lengths nowadays to be as fair as possible, and it sure doesn't hurt to show her how much you appreciate her efforts.”
 
   Quickpaw nodded. “Especially if I need to do this again a few times before I graduate.”
 
   “How often do you think that you'll need to do this?”
 
   “As pleasant as this was, I hope not often. It depends a lot on my sister's schedule, or if the chakat situation at the college changes. Goldfur never knows too far in advance what the next tour of duty will entail, or how the timing will affect me. This time it was just too long until shi comes back.”
 
   “What about your other sister, Forestwalker?” Stargrey pointed out.
 
   “Forest would like to help, but besides disruption to hir own work, flying over here frequently would be excessively costly. You see, Goldfur takes advantage of hir Star Corps contract to get a free lift over here, so it doesn't cost the family. Personally I'm glad, because as much as I love Forest, Goldie's my favourite sister. Shi has always made sure that I'm doing okay, and shi was quick to scold me when she realised that I had been neglecting myself in hir absence.”
 
   Stargrey grinned. “That sounds like my sister, Grace. My sire had a job that took hir away from the family frequently, and Grace would help mom with the rest of us cubs.”
 
   “Any chance that I'll meet hir some day?” Quickpaw asked curiously.
 
   “Not likely. Soon after the last of us reached adulthood, Grace fell in love and emigrated to Chakona with hir new denmate. I miss hir a lot sometimes.”
 
   “Our family is considering a move to Chakona also.”
 
   “Oh? Why is that?” Stargrey asked, intrigued, as they headed for the door and left the apartment.
 
   “Part of it has to do with the growing Humans First movement. Goldfur has never been able to put the death of Greypaw completely out of hir mind, and shi fears for the entire family.”
 
   “Is it really that bad in Australia?” Stargrey asked with some concern. “I've seen H1 activity here, but I didn't think it was that much of a problem.”
 
   “Aside from that riot in which the cub was killed, no it hasn't been that bad, but I suppose any activity is too much after something like that happens. I must admit that I completely sympathise with Goldie on this one. My niece was adorable, and then shi was gone in a moment in an event that should never have happened, but did,” Quickpaw said sadly.
 
   Stargrey hugged Quickpaw sympathetically. “I understand, and I'll bear that in mind for our cubs. So what other reasons do you have for the move?”
 
   Quickpaw brightened. “All our family are the adventuresome type. Chakona is still a frontier planet in many ways, and there are lots of opportunities for people like us. I'm kind of excited already, so if Goldfur goes ahead with these plans, I'll help in any way that I can.”
 
   They crossed the parkland between the apartments, heading back to where Daisychain was watching the cubs. Stargrey thought about what Quickpaw said, then replied, “It sounds good, but I think our future is here. This is where our families are, and I don't like the idea of being light years away from them.”
 
   Quickpaw grimaced. “I admit that that's a drawback, but we have a very large and diverse family unit, so that will lessen the blow. And sometimes one has to make sacrifices for the betterment of the future. We each have our paths to follow.”
 
   “That's true,” agreed Stargrey, “and for now this is where our paths diverge. I'll pick up Nikol and get back home to prepare for Ketta's return.”
 
   “Thanks again, Star. Let me know how Ketta's pregnancy goes, okay?”
 
   Stargrey laughed. “Don't worry – I'll do that. Tail high, Quickpaw!”
 
   “Tail high, Stargrey!”
 
   Quickpaw retraced hir steps to the bus stop. Shi had a twenty minute wait for hir bus, and while shi waited, shi opened up hir senses fully to take in a total sensory impression of the township. After a couple of minutes shi relaxed and murmured to hirself, “This is an interesting and vibrant community, but it's not for me. Still, I wish Stargrey and Ketta all the best for the future. They may need all the good will they can get if the pessimists are right.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   It was a couple of weeks later in March that Goldfur turned up to visit and tell hir what had been happening both at home and afar. Shi was pleased that Quickpaw had found a solution to the lack of chakat company, but that didn't stop the sisters from enjoying some intimacy anyway.
 
   Sasha arrived back at the dorm just as the sisters were saying their farewells and having one last hug. The tiger looked at them briefly and scowled, then went into hir room, firmly closing the door behind hir.
 
   Goldfur said, “I see what you mean. Shi certainly has a chip on hir shoulder about something. Are you sure that you don't know why?”
 
   “Not a clue, sis. Shi's been like that since shi first laid eyes on me. However, shi doesn't hassle me, so I leave hir alone.”
 
   Goldfur shrugged. “Hir prerogative. You've got your friends and lovers, so you're doing fine. Time for me to get back to other people who need me more,” shi finished with a grin.
 
   Quickpaw swatted hir on the rump. “Go on! Get outta here!” shi said with exasperation.
 
   Goldfur departed with hir tail waving jauntily.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Being empathic meant never being totally alone. The emotions of dozens of people nearby quietly ebbed and flowed within the consciousness of every chakat. No matter how effective the noise insulation was between rooms, it had zero effect on the perception of the mood of the people on the other side of the wall. This was something that Quickpaw was so used to that shi barely noticed on most occasions. Sometimes it was more noticeable than others however. The bedrooms of adjacent dorm rooms butted up against each other, and when the occupants of that room got amorous, Quickpaw got a strong dose of the emotional overflow. On those occasions, depending on the circumstances, shi would either put up a mental block and ignore it, or let it suffuse hir thoughts as shi drifted off to sleep, or masturbate along with them. Shi was equally aware when hir roomie masturbated, but Quickpaw never felt the slightest bit inclined to fantasise with the obnoxious tiger.
 
   Not long after Goldfur's visit, Quickpaw was returning to hir dorm, but well before shi reached hir room, shi knew that something was wrong. The closer that shi got, the more intense the feeling became, and when shi entered the dorm room, shi was nearly overwhelmed by the intensity of the sexual need emanating from Sasha's room. Quickpaw cursed and tried to block it out – shi needed to work on assignments on hir personal workstation, and shi couldn't afford the distraction. However, such was the strength of the emotional output that hir concentration was constantly failing.
 
   Swearing under hir breath, shi dug into hir personal emergency supplies and pulled out a packet of herbs. Shi then boiled the kettle and made a brew with the herbs. Pouring some into a mug, shi walked over to Sasha's room and pounded on the door.
 
   “Go away!” came Sasha's muffled voice, edgy with both annoyance and sexual need.
 
   Quickpaw pounded on the door again. “Open up, you rutting bitch!”
 
   That achieved results. Sasha quickly opened the door, dressed only in a robe hastily thrown on and held closed with one arm. The tiger's expression was furious. “What the hell do you want?” shi growled menacingly.
 
   Quickpaw thrust the mug at Sasha. “Drink this!”
 
   “You disturbed me for a drink?” Sasha responded angrily. “I ought to....”
 
   “SHUT UP!” Quickpaw snarled. “DRINK THIS! NOW!”
 
   Sasha was taken aback, not expecting this kind of reaction from the chakat. Shi scowled suspiciously at the hot beverage, then looked at Quickpaw's face. Hir determined expression convinced hir. “What the hell,” shi said and drank some. Shi pulled a face at the taste.
 
   “All of it!” Quickpaw insisted.
 
   Sasha finished it off, then thrust the mug back at Quickpaw. “There! Satisfied?”
 
   “Yes,” Quickpaw said as shi took the mug.
 
   “Well I'm not. Would you care to explain what this is all about? You invade my privacy, abuse me, make me drink some vile concoction, and then you... then... ohhhh....” An enormous sense of relief swept over the tiger as the intense sexual rut suddenly abated. Shi looked at the empty mug and asked, “What on Earth was in that drink?”
 
   Quickpaw walked back to the kitchenette bench, saying, “We chakats sometimes have a rut or heat that's a bit stronger or distracting, so we have this special herbal medicine to calm things down a bit. I made some up for you because I could tell you desperately needed it. Of course I had to make it a bit weaker for you – about a quarter strength.”
 
   “A quarter? Are you saying that your ruts are four times stronger than mine?” Sasha asked incredulously.
 
   “Not at all,” Quickpaw denied. “In fact we don't usually get anywhere near as bad as you were. However, we chakats are extremely resistant to drugs, and so it takes a very potent dose to work on us. If I gave you the same dose as I would normally take, you probably wouldn't be able to get it up for a couple of days. Probably other side effects also.”
 
   Sasha shuddered, “No thanks!” Then something suddenly occurred to hir. “Hey! How did you know that I needed that? Were you listening at my door or something?”
 
   Quickpaw stared at Sasha in disbelief. “You've had a chip on your shoulder from the moment that you realised that your roomie was a chakat, and yet you don't know such a basic thing like that we're empathic? I could feel you from all the way down the hall!”
 
   Sasha's inner ears reddened and shi folded them down in acute embarrassment. “Really?”
 
   “Yes, really. I've never experienced anyone so sexually aroused before.”
 
   “My species has a very strong annual rut-heat period that lasts about three days.”
 
   “Kind of your mating time?”
 
   “Yes, if you wish to reduce it to purely animalistic terms.”
 
   “We're all animals, Sasha. Civilised ones, hopefully, but still animals.” Quickpaw frowned in thought. “If this is a regular annual thing, why didn't you have your own medications?”
 
   Sasha looked very uncomfortable. “I... forgot it.”
 
   “You forgot it? How could you forget something that important?”
 
   “When it only happens once a year, it tends to slip your mind,” Sasha said defiantly.
 
   “I'd still have it on my list of essentials, but oversights do happen,” Quickpaw admitted. “Still, we have a hospital right here. Why not get some more?”
 
   “Have you tried walking across the campus with a full erection and every movement inflaming your sexual desires?”
 
   “Than ask somebody! For heaven's sake, I'm your roomie, but you won't even talk to me!”
 
   “It would have been too humiliating,” Sasha said sullenly.
 
   Quickpaw rolled hir eyes and said, “Many of the morphs on this world are descended from sex slaves. Do you realise how many of them need medical intervention even in this age? That's hardly an excuse.”
 
   “Look, I don't want to talk about it,” Sasha replied.
 
   “You owe me, Sasha,” Quickpaw pointed out.
 
   “Oh, here it comes! So what does the chakat demand of me?” the tiger asked angrily. “Couldn't wait for an excuse to get your hands on me, could you? I knew it!”
 
   “What in the Makers' names are you talking about?”
 
   “I know about you chakats, how you always want sex and are constantly fondling everyone indecently. If you think I'm going to do that with you, think again. I want nothing to do with that.”
 
   Quickpaw gaped incredulously at Sasha, rendered speechless for a few moments. Eventually shi said, “Is that what you truly think of us?”
 
   “I know so,” Sasha affirmed.
 
   “Then you know nothing!”
 
   Sasha was startled. “What?”
 
   “Look, I admit that generally speaking that we are a promiscuous species, but if you think that's all that motivates or interests us, then you are incredibly ignorant.”
 
   That stung Sasha. “So you're claiming that you have no desire to have sex with me? I saw how you looked at me the day you saw me come nude out of the bathroom. That wasn't the look of someone uninterested in sex.”
 
   “So you're one of the most physically attractive two-leggers that I have ever met,” Quickpaw admitted, “but your other aspects are a total turn-off. I've never had the slightest desire to have sex with you. You're rude, hostile and prejudiced. No chakat would ever be interested in you.”
 
   “That still doesn't mean that you wouldn't want to have sex with me if I hadn't been hostile to you.”
 
   “Not without getting to know and like you first. We're empaths, as I seem to have to keep reminding you. We have no desire to be intimate with anyone who doesn't feel an attraction to us in return. It's a complete turn-off. We never even think of sex unless the other is already willing.”
 
   “And then you'll fuck anyone! You seem to have no sense of morals or decency.”
 
   “By whose standards? We, and many other species, reckon that we are an exceptionally tolerant and decent species.”
 
   “Who was that chakat who was here with you a few days ago?” Sasha asked suddenly.
 
   “That was my sister, Goldfur,” answered Quickpaw.
 
   “Do you have sex with hir?”
 
   “Not that it's any of your business, but yes. We've made love several times, and I hope that we will many more times in the future.”
 
   “And you see nothing indecent or sinful in incest?” Sasha asked scornfully.
 
   “Sinful? Is that what this is about – religious bigotry? Incest is just a word that describes sexual relationships between closely related people. There's nothing inherently wrong with me having sex with my sister as long as we avoid conceiving a cub, which is the sole genuine reason behind avoiding incest. And while some species might have psychological reasons for not doing it, religious dogma has no relevance except for how it gets abused to screw with people's heads.”
 
   “Ha! That's what I'd expect to hear from an atheist like you!” Sasha snarled.
 
   Quickpaw was getting heartily sick and tired of these accusations. “You're crazy, you know that? Who the hell told you that I'm an atheist? Or any chakat for that matter? I know for a fact that some chakats are very religious, and yet they still can maintain chakat customs. I suppose like any other group of people, there may be atheists also, but like the majority of chakats, I'm agnostic – we believe in a god, but not in religion.”
 
   “You have no faith – that's almost as bad.”
 
   “What religion do you follow?” Quickpaw asked.
 
   “Russian Orthodox,” Sasha replied.
 
   “A Christian,” Quickpaw observed. “What of the Hindus? The Buddhists? How about those who follow Islam? Are they also lacking faith because they follow different religions? On top of that, it never fails to amaze me how religious zealots frequently fail to practice the tenets of their own faith.”
 
   “What would you know of that?” Sasha accused.
 
   “For starters, our family follows many of the principles of Christianity. Secondly, one of my Companions is a human who has a strong Christian faith which he is happy to expound. I don't know how Russian Orthodox differs from the version that I'm familiar with, but I know about how Jesus was asked, ‘What is the greatest commandment?’, and he replied, ‘To love God with all your heart and soul, and the second greatest is to love your neighbour as yourself’. You profess to the first while ignoring the second. You can't pick and choose if you truly call yourself a Christian.”
 
   That really hit Sasha, and shi hesitated before saying, “Do you really believe it's as simple as that?”
 
   “No, I don't, but to make any headway, you have to discuss your issues, and you start off with civility and an open mind. That's what you owe me, Sasha, not sex.”
 
   “You just want to talk?”
 
   Quickpaw nodded. “That's all. I know nothing about you. When my sister asked about you, I kept having to say ‘I don't know’. If we talked, maybe we can sort things out between us.”
 
   Sasha snorted contemptuously. “Shows what you know.”
 
   Quickpaw slammed hir fist on the table. “Exactly! I don't know, and I'm sick of this. All I know is that you were born in Russia and moved to Greater North America when you were six.”
 
   Sasha regarded the chakat for a long moment, then sighed in resignation. “I still feel no obligation to open up to you, but as I do owe you a favour, I will tell you a few things in exchange. This does not make us friends.”
 
   Quickpaw nodded, willing to accept this as a start.
 
   Sasha continued, “As I told you before, I was born in Arkhangelsk which is a northern township near the White Sea. Its major industries are wood, paper, microbiology, and a major genetic engineering facility. That is where my species was created, and the town has a large population of herm Amur tigers because of that.
 
   “Amur Tiger?” Quickpaw said in a questioning tone.
 
   “What you call Siberian Tigers. I was baptised Aleksandr Evgenevich Ermakoff, but Sasha is my common name. My family moved to Coquitlam, a township just east of Vancouver where there's a large Russian community. One of the things that our family learned was that over here, herms are usually named in the feminine fashion by default, and we changed our names from their masculine forms to fit in. My formal name was changed to Aleksandra Evgenevna Ermakova. However, my common name is the same for both genders. My mother's name is Valentina and my sire's name is Evgeniya. I have two younger sisters – Ruslana who is a year younger than me, and Valeriya who is four years younger. My sire works for a transport company as a logistics manager, and my mother is a laboratory technician. I am here to study microbiology with a goal to work at that same laboratory. There – is that enough to satisfy you?”
 
   “Well, that wasn't exactly a conversation, but it's a start.”
 
   “It will have to do. We're even now,” Sasha said as shi headed back to hir room.
 
   “Sasha, one last thing...” Quickpaw said.
 
   “Yes?” Sasha said irritably.
 
   “If you need more of that brew, there's some in this flask,” Quickpaw said as shi held it up.
 
   Sasha nodded acknowledgement and then went into hir room and closed the door.
 
   “Ungrateful wretch,” Quickpaw muttered to hirself. Nevertheless shi was glad that Sasha's need had given hir the excuse to demand some information from the tight-lipped tiger.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Weeks passed that were a blur of classes, study, wet-nursing, and some precious time spent socialising. The status quo with Sasha remained the same, and Quickpaw learned nothing more new about hir until one Saturday afternoon at the Green Leaf. Silverlight and Darren had met Quickpaw for coffee as usual, and they were engrossed in conversation when Quickpaw noticed Sasha.
 
   The Amur Tiger was chatting up someone whom Quickpaw recognised from hir own class – a Bengal Tiger named Menjula. A slow grin spread over the chakat's face.
 
   “What's so funny, Quick?” Darren asked when he noticed the chakat's expression.
 
   “Things are about to get interesting,” Quickpaw replied. “Take a look over at the bar.”
 
   Both Darren and Silverlight looked, and Darren went, “Ooh!” while Silverlight giggled.
 
   “Our Russian friend is in for a shock,” Quickpaw commented.
 
   “Want to make a bet on how quickly it happens?” Darren asked.
 
   “Nah! I'm just going to sit back and enjoy this.”
 
   “That's not very nice of you, Quick.”
 
   “I don't see you jumping up to warn hir. Besides, you know better than to believe that cliché that my kind is invariably sweetness and light.”
 
   Silverlight snickered. “Yeah, that's for sure!”
 
   The tigress looked very interested in Sasha's advances. Menjula was well known to be a raging lesbian, so it was hardly surprising that she found another female tiger interesting. Of course Sasha wasn't just female, but Menjula didn't know that... yet.
 
   The two tigers wandered over to a booth that was close to Quickpaw and company. Sasha had hir attention on Menjula and didn't notice that fact, but their proximity allowed Quickpaw's empathic Talent to get a good reading on them both. Unsurprisingly, there was a fair degree of lustfulness on the part of them both. When they were seated, Quickpaw could just see Menjula but not Sasha. Conversation seemed to be going well, and Quickpaw felt that it wouldn't be long before the inevitable happened. Sure enough, shi felt a huge spike of outrage and disgust, and the Bengal tigress jumped to her feet.
 
   “How dare you, you perverted sexual deviant!” she yelled. The whole pub fell quiet as all eyes focused on the two tigers. “Don't ever come near me again, you disgusting freak!” Menjula then stormed off.
 
   “Wow!” Silverlight said. “That was even more than I expected.”
 
   Darren replied, “Menjula was taken by surprise, which probably exacerbated her reaction.”
 
   “You're right,” Quickpaw confirmed. “She was feeling really attracted to Sasha until she learned the dreadful truth.” Quickpaw got up to all fours. “'Scuse me for a moment.”
 
   Shi walked over to where Sasha was sitting, still in shock from Menjula's extreme reaction. Quickpaw could feel hir humiliation as shi stopped in front of hir.
 
   “It's not so nice when people have such bigoted hateful preconceptions about you, is it?” shi asked Sasha.
 
   The tiger looked at hir, wounded by hir words. Shi got up and rushed out of the pub without replying.
 
   Quickpaw felt a little bad then. The drawback of the empathic Talent was that it was hard to ignore the other person's feelings, even if they richly deserved their cause. Shi wandered back over to hir friends and said, “I'm not in the mood for this any more. I'll catch you tomorrow.”
 
   “Okay, Quick,” Silverlight replied, guessing how shi felt.
 
   Quickpaw headed back to hir dorm room. Unsurprisingly shi found Sasha there. Despite the closed bedroom door, shi could tell that the tiger was crying. Shi tapped on the door and called out, “Sasha! Come out, please.”
 
   “Go away!” came the muffled response.
 
   “Sasha, I'm not going away. You need to know something.”
 
   A moment later, Sasha yanked open the door. “Come to rub it in?” shi snarled.
 
   Quickpaw shook hir head. “I made my point, and I won't belabour it. I just thought that you should know that Menjula has a real psychological problem with males, or to be totally accurate, with penises. The first day of classes last year, she saw me before I noticed her, and she made a point of warning me not to bother her because she can't stand herms, even more than males. You took her badly by surprise, so her reaction was more extreme.”
 
   “You think that makes up for being humiliated in front of everyone in the pub?” Sasha demanded.
 
   “Tough! Suck it up, Sasha. If you can't take it, then don't dish it out. I only came to let you know the full story, not to make everything all good for you again. If you want a friendly shoulder to cry on, first you need a friend.”
 
   “Well fuck you very much!” the tiger yelled at hir and then slammed the door.
 
   Quickpaw sighed and went to hir own room, annoyed at losing hir temper and wondering if shi had made things worse.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   While Quickpaw had hoped that Sasha's attitude towards chakats might be changed after being a victim of unreasonable prejudice hirself, Quickpaw wasn't terribly surprised when nothing much changed afterwards. The chakat could only surmise that there was some deep-rooted reason for the resentment. The answer eventually came, but not from Sasha.
 
   One weekend a few weeks after the incident in the pub, Quickpaw was relaxing, listening to some music while reading a novel. There was a loud knock at the door, and Quickpaw put the book down to answer it. Shi was startled to be confronted by several Amur Tigers – two adults and a teenager.
 
   One of the adults said, “We were told that this is the dorm room of Aleksandra Ermakova.” Hir speech was very strongly Russian accented.
 
   Quickpaw nodded. “It is. I'm Sasha's roomie, Quickpaw.”
 
   “Ah, good. My name is Evgeniya Ermakova, and this is my life-mate, Valentina. We are Sasha's parents. We are here to visit hir.”
 
   “I was unaware of your visit, but come in anyway,” Quickpaw said with a little trepidation, not knowing how the parents would feel about hir. “Sasha isn't here at the moment, although I believe that shi's due back in about an hour.”
 
   Evgeniya smiled, a genuine feeling of pleasure at meeting hir that was completely at odds to hir daughter's attitude. Valentina smiled too and Quickpaw ushered them in, but their daughter gave the chakat a big grin.
 
   “Hi, I'm Valeriya, but you can call me just Lera. You're only the second chakat that I've ever met. Mind if I give you a hug? You chakats like hugs, don't you?”
 
   Hir voice had barely a hint of a Russian accent, and Quickpaw figured it had to be because shi had spent almost hir entire life in the GNA. Shi was stunned by the difference between Lera and hir sister, Sasha. Shi blinked in surprise, and then said, “Sure! I'd like that.”
 
   Valeriya flung hir arms around Quickpaw and gave hir a quick but enthusiastic hug. Quickpaw's empathic sense told hir that shi took genuine pleasure in meeting hir.
 
   Evgeniya smiled indulgently at hir daughter, and Quickpaw couldn't help grinning also.
 
   “Can I offer you a drink? Coffee, tea or fruit juice?”
 
   “Thank you – coffee please,” Valentina replied.
 
   “I would like coffee also,” Evgeniya said.
 
   “Got a Coke?” Valeriya asked hopefully.
 
   “No problem,” Quickpaw replied. Shi started the coffee-maker – a gift from Boyce – and then got out a can of Coke from the fridge. Shi gave the can to Valeriya and asked hir parents how they liked their coffee. Shi then proudly made them to a nearly professional standard. When they sipped their coffee, they were delighted with the result.
 
   “This is excellent coffee,” Valentina said.
 
   “Thank you. My Companion, Boyce Kline, supplied me with both the coffee beans and the maker. Our family is rather spoiled when it comes to good coffee.”
 
   “Then you must thank your Companion on our behalf,” Valentina told hir.
 
   “I'll do that. Anyway, is this a surprise visit, or is Sasha expecting you?”
 
   “Shi is expecting us, but not this early,” Valentina explained. “Our flight was rescheduled and we are ninety minutes early. Did shi not mention that we were coming?”
 
   “Not a word, although I am forced to admit that we don't talk much.”
 
   The faces of both adults fell, and Quickpaw could sense their disappointment and sympathy.
 
   Valeriya spoke up. “Let me guess – shi's treating you like crap?”
 
   “Daughter! Have a little respect for your sister!” Evgeniya admonished.
 
   Valeriya shrugged. “You know how shi is.”
 
   “I take it that you realise that shi has a problem with all my kind?” Quickpaw asked.
 
   Evgeniya sighed. “Not so much your kind, but any species that has a liberal sexual attitude.”
 
   Quickpaw frowned in thought. “You mean that shi particularly has something against incest? I've managed to drag that out of hir.”
 
   Both parents looked uncomfortable at that, but the daughter laughed derisively. “Ha! Shi gets crazy nuts about that.”
 
   “Daughter!” Valentina said sternly.
 
   “Oh, come on, Mom! Quickpaw deserves to know if shi has to put up with Sasha all year.”
 
   Valentina looked set to argue, but Evgeniya touched hir on the arm and drew hir attention. “Lera is right, and I believe a chakat would understand.”
 
   Valentina hesitated, then nodded acquiescence.
 
   Evgeniya said, “Please be very discreet about what I am about to tell you.”
 
   Quickpaw replied, “I promise.”
 
   Evgeniya put hir arm around Valentina and said, “My beloved life-mate is also my sister.”
 
   Something clicked inside of Quickpaw's head. “Oh! I get it now. It's shame that motivates hir attitude.”
 
   Evgeniya nodded, and Valeriya said, “My sister is an idiot.”
 
   Valentina frowned at hir daughter. “Enough of that, Lera!”
 
   “Oh, for heaven's sake, mom – shi wouldn't even exist if you two hadn't conceived hir. None of us would, and I'm very happy to be alive, thanks!”
 
   “It still seems to be a bit extreme a reaction though,” Quickpaw commented hastily, trying to calm things down a little.
 
   “If you make us another cup of this wonderful coffee, I will tell you our whole story while we await Sasha, if you wish,” Evgeniya said.
 
   “Evgeniya, you have a deal!” Quickpaw declared.
 
   “Good. And please call me Zhenya. I think we will be talking of too intimate things to be too formal.”
 
   Valentina added, “And call me Valya, dear.”
 
   Quickpaw grinned as shi started hir preparations. “They call me Quick for short.”
 
   “Quick for short? You are being funny, are you not?” Valentina said.
 
   “I sure hope so, but it's true nevertheless,” Quickpaw confirmed.
 
   Shi soon had three mugs of coffee ready, and shi handed them out and settled down to listen to what they had to tell hir.
 
   Evgeniya began, “We are the youngest of four children. Ours was just one of the many families of Amur tigers that live in Arkhangelsk in Russia.” Shi looked at Quickpaw to see if shi recognised the name.
 
   Quickpaw said, “I looked the place up after Sasha mentioned it.”
 
   Evgeniya continued, “Our community belongs to the Russian Orthodox religion which has accepted marriage between hermaphrodites as it does between male and female.”
 
   Quickpaw said. “I already figured out that there's also a religious reason behind Sasha's views.”
 
   “Correct. While marriage is acceptable, incestuous relationships are not, and Sasha is an exceptionally religious person. When shi learned the full truth about our relationship, it created a great amount of conflict within hir.”
 
   “That explains a lot, and yet it still seems insufficient.”
 
   “That could be because of the circumstances of hir conception. Sasha was not a planned child. Are you aware of our mating urge? Sasha should have had hirs while here.”
 
   Quickpaw nodded. “Yes, I know. Sasha forgot hir medication and I supplied hir with something of my own to help hir out. In fact that's the only reason that I know anything about hir at all.”
 
   Evgeniya looked surprised. “Sasha forgot hir medication? I hope that our foolish child gained a greater appreciation of how difficult it is to control.”
 
   “I doubt it. I think that shi mostly resented that it was a chakat who helped hir when shi was in that condition,” Quickpaw opined.
 
   “You are probably right. Anyway, it was back when Valentina and I were still living with our parents. I was eighteen and shi was seventeen. We two were visiting a relative at hir home outside of town. It was winter, and there was the usual amount of snow, but the roads were always kept clear and we had no trouble getting there. Winter was a favourite time for us for we loved to play in the snow, and the open fields of our relative's property were much nicer than the crowded streets of the city. One day while we were there, our aunt had to make a supply trip into Arkhangelsk, and shi left us by ourselves. That was not unusual – we were certainly old enough to look after ourselves for a while. Unfortunately, that day we were hit by a once-in-a-century storm that inundated the area with massive falls of snow, and our relative was stranded in town. The snow ploughs could barely cope with keeping the main road passable, and getting the minor road out to our aunt's property was a very low priority.”
 
   “Is that when you also went into your mating period?” Quickpaw guessed.
 
   “Correct. We had not thought to pack the medication, but normally that would not have been a problem. It's readily available from any pharmacy due to the whole Amur Tiger adult population needing it. Unfortunately, we could not get to a pharmacy, and our aunt was old enough not to go into rut any more, so shi did not keep any on hand either. I went into rut while Valya went into heat. We both tried ignoring it until the snow cleared, but the storm continued, delaying the ploughs still further. We were desperate by the second day, and I tried to walk out.”
 
   Valentina spoke up then. “The fool nearly got hirself killed. By the time that shi realised that shi had no hope of getting through and turned back, shi nearly froze to death. I spent a lot of time warming hir back up by rubbing hir legs and arms to get hir circulation going again, and holding hir in my arms in front of the fire. Without either of us being conscious of it, that turned into intimacy which led to us making love. By the time we regained full awareness of what we were doing, it was too late.”
 
   “You were sure that you were going to get pregnant already?” Quickpaw asked.
 
   “Intercourse during a mating period will almost always result in conception. Yes, we knew that I would almost certainly be pregnant.”
 
   “So you never intended to be lovers at all?”
 
   “No. We loved each other as sisters, but had never dreamed of having sex. That was much too contrary to our religious upbringing.”
 
   “Did you consider abortion?” Quickpaw asked gently.
 
   Evgeniya shook hir head. “While the church views incest dimly, it is nothing compared to their aversion to abortion.”
 
   “And did you resent the cub? Did Sasha feel that shi was an unwanted child?”
 
   “No, it was the opposite, actually. Despite the problems, we were very proud of our child. Hir birth catalysed the growing feelings between us, and we decided that we wanted to get married and be a real family. Of course the church would not marry sisters, so we formally declared ourselves mates instead, much to the dismay of our parents.”
 
   Valentina said, “Nevertheless they supported us, and they were even understanding when Zhenya decided to have a cub also. They helped to conceal the truth of our relationship from the community, but after a few years, our secret somehow got out. Pressure from both the church and the community eventually forced us to leave Arkhangelsk when Sasha was six years old. We decided to move to Greater North America where the mating laws are a lot more free and we could be legally recognised as a family.”
 
   “Yeah, but Sasha was pissed off,” Valeriya commented.
 
   “Enough! You were little more than a baby when it happened, Lera,” Evgeniya scolded. To Quickpaw, shi said, “However, as our daughter so inelegantly put it, Sasha was indeed upset at the move. Shi had made some good friends that shi had to leave behind, and shi did not like being forced to being fit into a new society. Shi has always resented us for that, and then later when we told hir about the circumstances of hir birth, shi was even more angered. For some reason shi has always been an extremely religious child, far more than ourselves, so when shi realised that shi was not only the child of an incestuous union, but we hir parents had deliberately chosen to continue that relationship, shi was badly torn between hir faith and hir family.”
 
   “Now I understand,” Quickpaw said. “That's why shi doesn't like chakats in particular. Sexual relationships between siblings isn't unusual for us, although shi had the wrong idea about us having cubs with each other. Add to that hir strict religious stance combined with misinformation about chakat religious views, and that puts us on top of hir hate list.”
 
   Valentina said, “Sasha is a very angry young person, but shi doesn't really hate you.”
 
   “For a chakat, it makes little difference. We feel all the negative emotions, and it wears one down over the weeks.”
 
   “We regret the distress that our daughter has caused you,” Evgeniya said.
 
   “Not your fault,” Quickpaw demurred. Shi looked over to Valeriya. “Though it seems Lera is completely different.”
 
   Valeriya grinned. “I was a baby when I was brought here. I never knew what Russia was like, and I don't give a toss that Dad and Mom are sisters. I'm cool with my life. Sasha needs that stick removed from up hir ass.”
 
   “Valeriya!” Evgeniya said in a long-suffering tone.
 
   Valeriya was completely unabashed. “If I was a couple of years older, I'd really go for you,” shi told Quickpaw.
 
   “If you were a couple of years older, I'd enjoy the experience,” Quickpaw admitted with a wink. Turning back to the parents, shi asked, “Is your second daughter like Sasha or Lera?”
 
   Valentina said, “Shi was a bit too young to get attachments back in Russia, and Ruslana is a quiet child, not at all like Lera here.”
 
   Valeriya poked hir tongue out cheekily. “Dad and Mom have threatened to send me to stay with my grandparents for a few weeks to teach me good Russian values.”
 
   Quickpaw grinned. “You'd probably end up corrupting them.”
 
   Valeriya laughed. “Yeah, I might.”
 
   Quickpaw turned back to hir parents. “Thank you for telling me all this. It helps me a great deal in comprehending Sasha's attitude towards me, and perhaps it will help in dealing with that.”
 
   “It was nothing compared to some of what we have had to experience. I am happy to have helped in any way,” Evgeniya said.
 
   “Could I offer you something to eat? I'm not sure how much longer Sasha will be, but I expect that it will be soon.”
 
   “No thank you. We plan to take Sasha out to lunch....”
 
   Just then the dorm room door opened and Sasha stepped inside. Shi stopped in surprise at the sight of hir family there with Quickpaw.
 
   “What are you doing here so soon?” shi asked in an accusatory tone.
 
   “Our flight was rescheduled,” Valentina said as shi got up to hug hir daughter.
 
   Sasha endured the hug, but Quickpaw could feel the embarrassment and irritation flowing from hir, especially as hir father followed suit.
 
   “We have been chatting with your room-mate while we waited,” Evgeniya informed hir.
 
   “Oh, you have, have you?” shi asked suspiciously while looking sharply at Quickpaw.
 
   “I've given them drinks while we waited for you. You have very nice parents and a great sister.”
 
   Sasha grunted noncommittally.
 
   “Come, daughter,” Evgeniya said, “We have a meal to eat and lots to talk about.”
 
   Evgeniya started herding hir daughters out the door. Valentina hung back and then to Quickpaw's surprise, leant over and gave the chakat a quick motherly kiss on the cheek. “Thank you for your understanding and forbearance.” Shi then hastened to join the others.
 
   Quickpaw stood there bemused for a moment before shi closed the door. Shi had much to think about.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Sasha did not return until early evening. Quickpaw was still there, reading hir book. Shi looked up and asked, “Did you and your folks enjoy yourselves?”
 
   “What business is it of yours?” Sasha snapped.
 
   “Your parents and sister were polite and friendly enough to talk about their past. I now understand why you don't like me.”
 
   “My parents should not talk so much!” Sasha said angrily.
 
   “And you should stop being such a selfish, ungrateful baby!” Quickpaw shot back.
 
   “Who do you think you are, passing judgement on me?” Sasha demanded.
 
   “I'm the person who has never done anything to you, yet you treat like shit. I'm the person your parents confided in because they sympathised with me. I'm the one who can see that you have never done anything but put yourself first your whole life!” Quickpaw growled at hir.
 
   “You have no idea what I've been through!” Sasha yelled back.
 
   “Like hell I don't!” Quickpaw shouted back. “While your parents talked, I sensed their love and their desperation, their concerns, their hopes and their fears. They did their very best for the good of you and the family. When I talk with you, all I ever sense is self-interest, contempt and self-loathing. You have a wonderful thing with your parents and sisters, but all you ever do is twist it with your hate.”
 
   Sasha stalked over to Quickpaw, hir fangs bared and claws extended, and shi loomed over the chakat as shi hissed, “How dare you?!”
 
   While this was meant to be intimidating, nevertheless it was a mistake. While the tiger was many centimetres taller than the chakat, that was only because much of Quickpaw's body was horizontal in the taur fashion. Shi reared up onto hir hind legs, and it was hir turn to loom over the tiger, hir paw-hand claws fully extended. Chakats also massed a lot more than any tiger morph. Sasha was outweighed, smaller, and had two limbs less. Quickpaw snarled back at hir, “Let me tell you one more misconception that you might have about chakats – we may not like fighting, but we're very good at it when we do!”
 
   Sasha glared up at Quickpaw, seething with anger. Quickpaw could sense hir considering hir options, and the chakat was ready to defend hirself at an instant's notice.
 
   Later, neither one would be able to say for certain who started it, but they were suddenly brawling, each yowling and screaming at the other. Punches flew, hair was ripped out, fur was gouged and they flew around the room, crashing into furniture. 
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   The coffee table was smashed into kindling wood, two mugs were shattered, the vid-rack had its contents strewn on the floor, a basket of fruit had its contents knocked to the floor and thoroughly trampled, a hole was knocked into one wall causing a picture to crash down and breaking the frame, Quickpaw's study books were sent flying over the floor and had pages torn out, they crashed into a cupboard and broke it off its hinges, and a lamp-stand would never stand straight again. All during the catfight though, neither one deliberately used their claws as threatened, although some accidental scrapes left a few bloody lines on both. Despite the chakat's physical advantages, the tiger had a determined tenacity that enabled hir to hold hir own against Quickpaw, and the two were still fiercely struggling when the campus security arrived and dragged the two apart.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Quickpaw was holding an icepack to hir swollen eye when Sasha arrived back at their dorm room. The tiger had hir left arm bandaged and in a sling. Instead of heading for hir room as usual though, shi uncharacteristically walked over to the sofa and slumped down on it tiredly. There was a long drawn-out moment of silence before Quickpaw finally spoke.
 
   “All I ever wanted from you was a polite introduction.”
 
   Sasha didn't bother looking at Quickpaw when shi replied, “All I ever wanted was to be left alone.”
 
   Quickpaw said, “If you'd introduced yourself and then told me that you were a very private person and wanted to be left alone, I would have. To be honest, it wouldn't have been easy, but I would have done my best.”
 
   “I couldn't know that,” Sasha replied bluntly.
 
   “Maybe you should have applied for another room.”
 
   “I did. I was told that my attitude was specist and I would not be putting them through the hassle of rearranging the room assignments for something so trivial. What about you? You could have moved instead.”
 
   “Ha!” Quickpaw said mirthlessly. “They told me to suck it up and go away.”
 
   For the first time, there was a hint of humour in Sasha's voice when shi said, “I bet they're regretting it now.”
 
   Quickpaw looked about the trashed room. Shi had tidied as much as shi could, but there were a lot of repairs to be made. “Yeah, I know I am. So – what did they do to you?”
 
   Sasha grimaced. “Pay for damages, a fine, and ordered to undergo a course with the staff psychologist to learn how to deal with my anger issues! And you?”
 
   “Damages and a fine also, banned from wet-nursing for a week, and told that I would be expelled if I ever did something like this again.”
 
   “Ha! I bet the bit about wet-nursing is the worst for you.”
 
   Quickpaw sighed. “Yeah, you got me there, Sasha. You're right about some things about me.”
 
   “And you were right about some things too,” Sasha admitted extremely reluctantly. “You are the first person who has ever stood up to me so determinedly. If my parents have any real fault, it is that they are too kind and lenient with me.”
 
   “You're aware of your shortcomings?” Quickpaw asked suspiciously, not yet ready to believe that the tiger had seen the light.
 
   “Ha! I haven't liked myself for years. How could I not be aware?”
 
   “Then what's to stop you from changing? Do you like being unhappy?”
 
   “No, but I am conflicted. I can respect you, but I still don't like some of the things that you represent. That remains true of my parents also.”
 
   “I have news for you, Sasha – that's true of just about everyone. I hate Doctor Sanglin, one of my lecturers, but I respect him because he's a very good teacher. I love my best friends, Darren and Silverlight, but he has too quick a temper, and she frequently goes way too far with teasing. Their good qualities far outweigh their bad though. Ask them, and I'm sure that they'll be able to tell you what they don't like about me. Nobody's perfect, Sasha – not you, not your parents, and sure as hell not me, but you're never going to be happy until you confront those things that conflict with you and deal with them.”
 
   Sasha grimaced. “More easily said than done.”
 
   “Yeah, but you have to start somewhere.”
 
   “I bet I know one thing that your friends don't like about you,” Sasha said.
 
   Quickpaw arched an eyebrow. “Oh? What?”
 
   “You're too preachy!”
 
   Quickpaw laughed. “Perhaps. My sisters are worse. Anyway, that's my cue to shut up. Would you like some coffee?”
 
   Sasha nodded. “Yeah. I think I could do with some. Do you think that you could make it with that nice milk that you keep in the jug?”
 
   Quickpaw stifled a giggle. “Sure! You like that stuff?” shi asked as shi got the coffee-making process under way.
 
   “Yes. I tried it once when the stuff in the carton ran out one day. It has a unique and pleasant taste. I hope that you don't mind that I've been using a bit?”
 
   “Not at all. Milk has always been common property, although I did set that aside for a reason. If I had minded though, I would have said something ages ago.”
 
   “What kind of milk is that? I've drunk goat's milk, and it's nothing like that.”
 
   Quickpaw heated the milk as the coffee brewed. “It is a special milk that is high in vitamins and has a very creamy texture. I use it in everything from coffee to breakfast cereal. However, it's usually in limited supply.”
 
   “I didn't realise, sorry,” Sasha said in hir most contrite tone yet.
 
   “It's okay, really, and I'm going to have extra on hand for a while anyway,” Quickpaw assured hir as shi poured the milk into two coffee cups. Shi then carried them over to the coffee table and put one in front of Sasha who picked it up and sniffed it.
 
   “It smells delightful,” shi said.
 
   “Did you want sugar?” Quickpaw offered.
 
   “No, thanks.” Shi took a sip. “Perfect! You still haven't told me what kind of milk it is though.”
 
   “Silly me,” Quickpaw said. “It's A-grade chakat milk.”
 
   Sasha practically snorted the coffee out of hir nose. “What?! You're kidding me?”
 
   Quickpaw grinned. “Nope. I'm a wet nurse, and any milk that I have left over at the end of the day, I pump out and put into that jug.”
 
   Sasha looked at the contents of hir mug aghast. “Are you trying to poison me or something?” shi asked angrily.
 
   Quickpaw rolled hir eyes. “You've been drinking my breast milk for weeks. Not only isn't it going to hurt you, it's really nutritious. Are you going to stop enjoying it just because it came out of a chakat's breasts instead of a cow's udder?”
 
   Sasha looked set to argue, but then hir ire deflated and shi shook hir head ruefully. “That will teach me not to touch other people's unlabeled stuff. You really got me there, Quickpaw.”
 
   “I really didn't mean to, and I suppose I could have warned you,” Quickpaw said contritely. “Tell you what – I'll owe you a favour.”
 
   Sasha was about to wave the offer off when something occurred to hir. “Actually, there is something that you can do for me.”
 
   “Oh? What is it?” Quickpaw asked with a mixture of curiosity and dread.
 
   “You can introduce me to your friends,” Sasha said simply.
 
   Quickpaw's jaw gaped. “You mean...?”
 
   Sasha grinned a little evilly. “They're sexy and they're not chakats,” shi said as if that explained everything, and to Quickpaw, it pretty much did.
 
   Quickpaw nodded. “You got it, although I will warn you that those two have been going steady for a couple of years.”
 
   I'll take my chances. Who knows? They might like a threesome,” Sasha said as shi sipped more of the tasty coffee.
 
   “Isn't that against your religion or something?”
 
   “No. One of each gender is perfectly fine.”
 
   “You've surprised me again, Sasha.”
 
   “So I do have something to say that the high and mighty chakat will listen to?”
 
   “OK! OK! I concede that I can be pig-headed about some things. I'll promise to listen if you want to talk, and I'll also promise to shut up and leave you alone if you ask me to. Politely.”
 
   “Deal!” Sasha declared, then sipped more of hir hot brew. “In the meantime, I think I'm going to enjoy this. You make good coffee.”
 
   “Thank you. I'm thinking of calling it Café au Chakat.”
 
   “How about Café Chakaté?” suggested Sasha.
 
   “It has possibilities,” admitted Quickpaw.
 
   And so their friendship finally started, as many do, over a cup of coffee.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Of course it wasn't quite as smooth as that. Calling it friendship was a bit of an exaggeration at first – more like an acquaintanceship, or even détente. Over the following weeks there were several bumps in the road to friendship, some leading to heated arguments. None however were anywhere near as bad as that first time. Quickpaw adjusted what shi could so as not to aggravate Sasha, and the tiger learned to tolerate the chakat’s ways even if shi did not agree with them.
 
   At the end of the year, just before Quickpaw was going home for the Christmas holidays, the chakat was sitting in the Green Leaf with Darren, Silverlight and Peter, chatting amiably. Quickpaw had been watching the door, and shi noticed when Sasha walked in, dressed to impress. Quickpaw said to hir friends, “Sasha's here. Looks like our night out can begin.”
 
   Silverlight turned and waved to Sasha who waved back and headed their way.
 
   Much to Quickpaw's surprise, Sasha, Silverlight and Darren had really hit it off, and the threesome frequently spent time together whenever Quickpaw's friends were not with the chakat. Silverlight had insisted however that Quickpaw and Peter join them for this special evening.
 
   “Are you ready to go?” Sasha asked as shi reached their table. Shi was stunningly dressed in formal hermwear.
 
   “I sure am,” Silverlight replied. Shi drank the dregs of her coffee and got up. The vixen was equally well dressed, and both looked out of place in the pub. In fact, all five were dressed for a night on the town to celebrate the end of the college year and good exam results. The pub just happened to be a convenient rendezvous point for them all.
 
   “I've got a table for five booked for seven o'clock, so we had better get moving,” Quickpaw said. Shi put hir arm about Peter's waist and he put his around hir shoulders, then they led the way out to the public PTV rank. Sasha put hir arms around both Darren and Silverlight, and they followed the others out to begin their evening.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Epilogue:
 
   It was a pity that they had not stayed five minutes longer, as a petite Siamese patterned chakat with silver-blue eyes stepped into the pub, looking for company. Chakat Blackear had come to check out the college before actually starting tuition there next semester. Shi had narrowly missed encountering the calico chakat on several occasions and, as fate would have it, that trend would continue for all the following year – two kindred souls oblivious to each other.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   
Carol & the “Gulp 'n Gallop” are the creations of Roy D. Pounds II and are used with permission.
Darren, Silverlight, and Blackear are the creations of Christian Neumann and are used with permission.  
 
   All other characters are the creation of Bernard Doove. 
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   Episode F1: Little Cub Lost
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   “I’m lost!”
 
   Shaman had been preoccupied with her herb gathering but, as always, her senses had been alert for danger. Therefore the sudden unexpected wail had startled her so badly, she was halfway up a tree before realising what the actual source of the noise was. She climbed down a lot more slowly and carefully, as befitted a Garetta of her age, trying to size up the strange person who had managed to sneak up on her.
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   “Mercy sakes, child! You’re likely to scare a body half to death!” she said. Now that she was on the ground with… whatever it was, Shaman had to wonder if ‘child’ was the correct term. Although the face, voice and demeanour was that of a child, she was almost as tall as the adult Garetta, and probably more massive. Shaman had decided that it was a she judging by the pigtails and pretty top that she was wearing, but that was all that was familiar about her. The only thing that she seemed to have in common with the Garetta foxtaurs was that she was a taur too, and as far as Shaman knew, there weren’t any other taur species on Tanador. Her muzzle was shorter and wider, her ears rounder, her body sturdier with powerful legs and paws, and that tail! It was so long, and it seemed to move with a life of its own.
 
   The cub sniffled and said, “I can’t find my mommy.”
 
   Shaman could actually feel the child’s misery and fear, and she reached out instinctively to hug and comfort her, realising as she did that this was why her senses hadn’t alerted her – she wasn’t a threat; just a lost and unhappy cub.
 
   “What’s your name, child?” Shaman asked as she cuddled her reassuringly.
 
   “Eudora Whitepaw, but Mommy and Daddy just call me Dora mostly.”
 
   “Then I will call you Dora too.” Her answers added to the puzzle though. Aside from a strong accent, they talked the same language, which meant that their kind had to have something in common, and yet Shaman was more certain than ever that nothing like her was known anywhere that the Garetta had colonised.
 
   “My name is Shaman, Dora, and I am a Garetta. May I ask what you are?”
 
   “I’m a Chakat. You look like a foxtaur like Auntie Malena, but you’re really small and a funny colour.”
 
   Shaman was both amused and edified by Eudora’s words. “We are a kind of foxtaur, and this is our normal size and colouration. It’s you who are very big. Is that normal for you? And is bright red the normal colour of chakats?” Aside from white fur on her chest and belly, fingers and toes, she was almost completely red with a few black markings.
 
   “Chakats have lots of colours. Mommy has gold fur – that’s hir name too. Auntie Forest is orange with black spots. Auntie Midnight is all black.
 
   “How strange. So where do you come from, Dora?”
 
   Eudora’s face fell, and the tears started welling in hir eyes again. “I don’t know! I’m lost!”
 
   “Oh dear, that wasn’t what I meant. I suppose I had better take you to the Comm-Sa village for now until we can find out where you belong.” Shaman held out her hand.
 
   Eudora could sense the friendliness of this little foxtaur and knew shi could trust her. Shi took Shaman’s hand and together they set off to the village, unknowingly almost in the opposite direction to where the cub had started hir adventure....
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The Star Corps had long ago figured out that they got better and more productive work from mated couples or triads who all worked for the Corps, therefore it was a long-standing policy to provide facilities for entire families on the exploration ships. That way they could keep all their workers together for the sometimes very lengthy tours of duty. Even the shuttles that brought the major equipment down to the base camp had a room set aside as a temporary crèche for the children while their parents set up the huts and the force-field perimeter, and could then safely bring their children outside.
 
   The six year old Eudora had done this kind of thing many times before as hir mother and sire worked… and shi was bored of it. Shi occasionally glimpsed hir parents through the view-port. They were putting up those glowing poles that Mom said would keep them safe. Other people were putting up huts or moving stuff around while some people stood around with big guns, just watching. Shi wanted to be out there helping too!
 
   Just then something alighted on the view-port’s rim, practically under Eudora’s nose. It was a large insect-like creature, which would have been fascinating enough except that its wings also refracted the light in dazzling bursts of colour.
 
   “Ooh!” Eudora was delighted, and shi watched it in fascination for about a minute before it flew off, only to alight again on a bush to one side. The cub craned hir neck to try to keep looking at it, only to have it flitter away further. Eudora mewed in frustration, then decided that shi had to go outside to have a closer look at it. Shi looked around to see Aleta, the rabbit morph left watching the cubs, reading a story to some of them while hir sister, Tailstalker, and another child were making it hard to hear because of their noisy game. Eudora smiled. Shi was a clever cub – too clever hir parents sometimes said after shi kept getting into trouble. Shi knew that shi could sneak away. Shi had watched the grown-ups push the keys that would unlock the door, and knew which ones would open it for hir. All shi had to do was make sure that shi wasn’t spotted. Aleta was distracted though, and Eudora sidled up to the door. When shi was sure that Aleta wasn’t looking, shi quickly pushed the keys. The door quietly and efficiently slid open, completely inaudible over the ruckus. Eudora quickly stepped through and the door closed again without anyone noticing hir exit from the room.
 
   The cub was excited by hir escape, and shi quickly found hir way out of the shuttle. Shi avoided the adults in case they made hir go back to the crèche, which wasn’t too hard as they were all intently busy, and shi went in search of hir pretty bugs. It wasn’t particularly hard as it turned out that there were quite a lot of them. Shi laughed in delight, and shi followed them from bush to rock to flower to another bush. Without even noticing it, shi was quickly putting distance between the base camp and hirself. Twenty four minutes later when the force-field fence was completed and switched on, Eudora was over a kilometre away and enjoying hirself immensely.
 
   Back at the shuttle, parents came and collected their children by ones and twos. Some would be moving into the huts that were the base of operations. Others took their children for a short sightseeing trip around the base before beaming back up to the mother ship. Aleta never noticed that one of her charges had not left with hir parents.
 
   Goldfur and Garrek moved onto another job after setting up the force-field barrier, secure in the knowledge that their cubs were safely cared for while they were busy. Goldfur also knew that shi could sense empathically from that distance if anything went really wrong. Thus it was much later when the couple went to fetch their cubs and were horrified to find one missing.
 
   A frantic search failed to find the errant child. Aleta had been reduced to tears after Goldfur had started screaming at her for losing hir cub, and Garrek had to get hir to restrain hir temper. He deflected hir away from the poor rabbit morph by reminding hir how Forestwalker and Midnight had tracked Ketta years ago. To do that though, Goldfur had to calm down completely in order to focus hir senses. Shi began to panic again though when shi couldn’t detect more than some faint traces outside the shuttle. Unknown to hir, not only was Eudora much further away than Ketta had been when they tried that stunt, but the force-field was also partially blocking hir senses and the empathic link, and every moment the distance between mother and child was gradually increasing.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   This was no longer fun. Eudora had jammed a forepaw between rocks, and a beetle had bitten hir, and shi was beginning to feel thirsty and hungry. It was time to go back. Eudora turned around and started retracing hir steps, but quickly grew confused. Shi spotted what shi thought was a familiar rocky outcrop and went in that direction, only to find hirself in totally unknown territory. Shi tried to recall what hir Auntie Forestwalker had told hir about bushwalking, and shi remembered something about using the sun as a guide, so shi tried that. Unfortunately, heading towards the sun took hir off at a large angle to the correct route, and shi was actually still moving away from the shuttle. Then Eudora started getting afraid. Hir mother had always found hir when shi got really upset, and the cub hoped that shi would do so now, even if shi yelled at hir for leaving the crèche and wandering away from the shuttle. Sadly for the frightened child, hir mother was unable to sense hir anymore. Shi wasn’t even wearing the locator bracelet that shi was always supposed to have on when shi went outside.
 
   After what seemed to be ages, shi heard someone humming a song in the distance. With a burst of relief, Eudora thought that shi had finally found the base camp. Shi hurried towards the sound, but when a gap between the trees revealed no camp but just a funny little foxtaur vixen, hir hopes were dashed. Shi walked up to the vixen, naturally light and quiet on hir paws, and wailed, “I’m lost!” The vixen had jumped almost straight up into the tree, leaving the upset cub even more confused and unhappy.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The sun had just started dipping below the horizon when Shaman and Eudora arrived at the Comm-Sa village. The cub garnered many astounded looks, but Shaman didn’t stop to let them indulge their curiosity. She made a beeline for the hut of Alisbeth, a den-mother with several cubs, who excelled at looking after children. Delicious smells of cooking wafted from the window of the hut, and Shaman reckoned her timing was perfect.
 
   “Ho! Alisbeth!” Shaman called from the doorway of the hut.
 
   “Shaman! Come on in! It’s good to see you again,” Alisbeth called back.
 
   Shaman entered with Eudora in tow, and Alisbeth’s eyes widened in surprise. “Who is this?” she asked, then added, “What is this?”
 
   “This is Dora, and she is lost. As for what – she says she’s a chakat, whatever that is, and only a small child despite her size.”
 
   Alisbeth looked at the cub critically, then held out her hands. “Come here, Dora. Let’s have a good look at you.”
 
   Eudora could sense nothing but good intentions from the vixen, so shi went over. Alisbeth gently ruffled hir hair and stroked a cheek ruff. Then she lifted hir chin to gaze into hir eyes.
 
   “Well, I’ve never seen anyone quite like you before, but I can tell a hungry child when I see one. Would you like to join us for dinner, Dora?”
 
   “Yes, please!” Eudora replied.
 
   Alisbeth smiled. “I thought you would. Shaman, would you like to join us?”
 
   “The chieftain isn’t expecting me until tomorrow, so I’d be delighted, thanks.” Shaman fished inside her waist pouch and pulled out some herbs. “While I was looking for calm-root for Debra’s birthing, I found some nigi leaves for your cooking.”
 
   “Oh, thanks! I was completely out. Now if you’d like to call in the kits, I’ll start serving up the food.”
 
   Shaman left to do so, and Alisbeth pulled the big cooking pot from the fireplace. “Just park yourself over here while I serve the food, Dora.”
 
   Eudora did so just as several kits started pouring in through the doorway. They stopped in surprise for a moment when they saw the strange cub, but then excitedly started crowding around hir, trying to get a better look.
 
   “Wow!” “What is she?” “What’s she doing here?” “Can we play with her?”
 
   The excitable kits were only about a third of Eudora’s size, and shi found them to be incredibly cute, not realising that some were actually older than hir.
 
   “Cublings! Behave! Dinner first, and then she can talk.” Alisbeth herded the kits over to a low table where they were served bowls of food. She had to get Eudora to eat at the adults’ higher table though because she towered over the children’s table.
 
   Eudora ate ravenously, and gladly accepted an offer for seconds. While they ate, Shaman explained everything that she had learned about the strange child since she met Dora and while they walked to the village. After Eudora finished hir second helping, they started asking hir more questions.
 
   “Can you tell us where you come from?” Alisbeth asked.
 
   “Earth,” Eudora answered, proud of knowing that.
 
   “Earth? You come from the ground?” the vixen replied.
 
   “No, from another place. We came in ships that flew up in the air to the stars. Then we waited a long time, then we came down here.”
 
   Shaman’s eyes widened in disbelief. “No, it can’t be! Can it?”
 
   Alisbeth looked at Shaman questioningly. “Do you know what she’s talking about?”
 
   “I’m not certain, but I think that she’s talking about star ships that flew between worlds. I think that she has come to Tanador from a world called Earth.”
 
   “Ships can’t fly up to the stars,” Alisbeth said.
 
   “They once could,” Shaman replied. “You’re too young to have ever seen anything like that though.”
 
   Alisbeth snorted in amusement. She was hardly young, but she had to admit that Shaman was the oldest Garetta that she knew about. She went over to Eudora and cuddled the strange child. She couldn’t deny though that this strange child needed an equally strange origin.
 
   “Is Shaman right, Dora? Are you travellers in ships that sail the stars and you come from another world?”
 
   “Uh-huh,” Eudora sleepily confirmed. The full stomach and hir tiredness were combining to make hir start to doze off.
 
   Alisbeth’s maternal instincts were fully engaged, and she let the cub snuggle up to her. Eudora practically fell asleep immediately. “I don’t think that we’re going to get any more answers from her for a while. A full tummy and a warm place to sleep – that’s the best medicine.”
 
   “For the moment,” agreed Shaman. “However, we need to find her parents. I’ll have a talk with the hunters and see if they have noticed anything unusual lately.
 
   “For the child’s sake, I hope that you find something soon. However, she will be fine in my care for the time being.”
 
   “Thank you, Alisbeth, and thanks for the fine meal also. I’ll be back tomorrow with any news.” She then left to seek out the clan’s hunters before heading for her rendezvous with the village chieftain. She was not going to have any luck tonight though.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   When Goldfur and Garrek had accepted this assignment, it was with great anticipation and excitement. The automated survey drones had reported a habitable planet, a rare find, but one with a difference. This planet had a derelict colony ship orbiting it. The drone hadn’t been set up to investigate spaceships though, so the data on it was minimal. An exhaustive search of the old records had finally turned up some information though.
 
   Before the formation of the Star Corps, colonisation expeditions were rather haphazard and organised by special interest groups that didn’t share their data with others. This ship was listed as the Greta Lynn, and they had named their destination as Tanador. They had left Earth with livestock and the majority of their colonists in cold sleep because the ships of that period were very slow, and the resources had needed to be conserved. The ship was never heard from again until the drone discovered it. The drone could not detect any evidence of high technology on the planet, so either they had regressed, failed, or encountered hostile native life. A combined Star Fleet and Star Corps expedition was organised – Fleet to deal with a possible First Contact situation or hostile forces, Corps to deal with the lost colony and possible exploration.
 
   Goldfur had been to many new worlds, some teeming with life, others barely tolerable even with sophisticated equipment. This world though might be the first time that shi could meet a new intelligent species, and that prospect excited hir. Two star ships were despatched – the FSS Firedrake was the Star Fleet ship, and the Charles Darwin was the Corps ship. While the Firedrake investigated the derelict colony ship and scanned the world for traces of technology from orbit, the Corps personnel set about putting expedition camps in areas that they were certain were uninhabited. Goldfur could hardly wait to get on the surface. Shi could have left the cubs up on the ship, but shi preferred having them close by hir, and for them to experience a new world. Now shi was greatly regretting that decision. A search had been quickly organised, and teams soon spread out in all directions. Nature sent them a cruel blow though, sending a brief but intense local shower that obliterated tracks and diluted scent markers. After a fruitless search for the errant cub, the teams were being recalled due to the failing light. However, the search continued, but with the full weight of Federation technology behind it. Every survey scout was brought back from planetary scanning tasks and they and the mother ships concentrated their attention on the area surrounding Goldfur’s base camp. If Eudora had been wearing even the smallest piece of Federation technology, they would have detected it. Unfortunately shi had left the shuttle without hir combadge that hir mother insisted that shi wear at all times. All shi had on was some clothing that was undetectable, and although the scanners picked up a plethora of life-forms, there was no way of telling a chakat apart from all the other creatures.
 
   However, all that scanning didn’t go completely unnoticed. In the hut of the Comm-Sa chieftain, a long-dormant piece of technology was awakened. An indicator lit up and an electronic chirp was emitted. The reaction to that event was way out of proportion to its size.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   When Shaman walked up to the chieftain’s hut, she was surprised to find that it was buzzing with activity, and more people were arriving all the time.
 
   “What’s going on?” she asked one of the tods standing by the door, stopping most of the Garetta from coming in.
 
   “One of the ancient relics has been activated, and Chief Freqmod has called for a meeting with the elders. I’m afraid that you can’t come in right now, Shaman.”
 
   “I see. Did you hear about the strange cub that I arrived with this afternoon?”
 
   “I did hear something. Tansit told me that he’d seen you with a huge cub that was not a Garetta, but you had rushed it to the den of Alisbeth without answering any questions.”
 
   “That’s correct,” Shaman confirmed. “She was lost, but she’s now resting with Alisbeth. Now, you have a very strange child that has never been seen by anyone, and at the same time an artefact has been activated. Don’t you think that there might be a connection?”
 
   The tod frowned. “You’re right. The chief should know about this.”
 
   Shaman smiled tightly. “Yes, I would think so. Will you please let me in to discuss this with Chief Freqmod?”
 
   “I don’t know. The chief specifically told me that he didn’t want the council to be disturbed.”
 
   “Oh, for Cirkut’s sake!” exclaimed a female voice, “Don’t be so pig-headed, Anoti. Let Shaman in. I’ll take her to see Father.”
 
   Anoti winced, then sighed. “Okay, Elektra. On your responsibility then.”
 
   “Of course,” Elektra replied. The very gravid vixen waved Shaman inside.
 
   “Thank you, Elektra,” Shaman said. “For a while there, I thought I’d have to take my news to the Tekku or someone who would listen.”
 
   Elektra shook her head. “Anoti always has a stick up his tail hole, but it does make him pretty good at his job. I must admit that I am curious about this big cub that you found, even if it isn’t related to the artefact.”
 
   “She found me, actually, and I think that this sounds like too much of a coincidence for it not to be related.”
 
   “I think so too. Just wait a moment while I get Father’s attention.”
 
   Elektra opened one of the inner doors and entered the room beyond. Before the door closed, Shaman glimpsed several elders gathered in a discussion group, an object set on the floor in their midst. After half a minute, Elektra returned and waved Shaman inside.
 
   “Welcome, Shaman,” Chief Freqmod said. You have arrived a little earlier than expected, and bringing us a peculiar visitor, I’m told.”
 
   “That I have, Chief Freqmod, and I believe that you and the elders are going to find her to be a very important visitor indeed.”
 
   Shaman was given the full attention of those gathered there, and she told them all that she had learned, and her speculations. The level of excitement doubled. At last it seemed that the Creators had arrived to bring their blessings on the Garetta, and the Comm-Sa would be their heralds!
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, one of the objects of their excitement woke up from hir nap, much to the delight of the Garetta cubs. They all wanted to indulge their curiosity about the cub, and Eudora was just as curious about them. Soon that curiosity had turned into rather boisterous play, with all the kits swarming over the much larger cub.
 
   “Cublings, play nice with your new sister…er… brother,” Alisbeth said, hesitating as she saw something that she hadn’t noticed before. She looked at the chakat even more closely and grew confused. Was this child male or female? Could he or she be both? That seemed extremely odd to her. But then again, this was a totally different species, and Shaman had said that she/he had come from the stars. Was this normal for them? Aside from size, the cub behaved just like any other child. Her children didn’t seem to have any concerns though, and they were all enjoying themselves, so she would just have to wait a while before finding out more.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Despite their wet weather gear, Goldfur and Garrek were feeling rather miserable in the persistent rain, but Goldfur had insisted on staying out on foot to try to pick up any trace of their daughter even while the sophisticated electronic search was being undertaken.
 
   “Goldie,” Garrek said, “Surely if Eudora is out in this unpleasant weather and feeling panicky, you could sense hir?”
 
   Goldfur stopped and ‘listened’ empathically for the hundredth time, and shi frowned in puzzlement. “I would agree, except the only thing that I can sense is… excitement? Enjoyment? I can’t understand it.”
 
   “Perhaps shi’s found safety?” suggested Garrek.
 
   “If shi had just found shelter, then shi wouldn’t feel this way. Shi would have to be safe in the company of others,” concluded Goldfur. Shi looked at hir lifemate in realisation. “Garrek, shi must have found the local inhabitants! If one of our people had found hir, they’d have informed us by now, so it must be some other person or persons shi’s with. Come on, let’s get back to the ship. We’re wasting time out here.”
 
   “What are you going to do?” asked Garrek as he pulled out his comm to request a beam-up.
 
   “Simple – if shi’s with a group, they’re likely to have fires for cooking and warmth. We’re going to do a quick thermal survey. In this weather, those heat sources are going to stick out like beacons!”
 
   “Of course,” agreed Garrek. “I bet that we find hir quickly now, Love. Just wait and see.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Their excitement was a little dampened though when they talked to the search coordinator.
 
   “Yes, we’ve already detected several scattered heat sources that match primitive tribal settlements. Two are within range of a wandering cub. However we still have to deal with a possible First Contact scenario, and we can’t just walk in and say, ‘Hi! Have you got a lost child of ours?’”
 
   “Oh yeah?” Goldfur said in a dangerous tone of voice.
 
   Commander Sable frowned. “Technician Goldfur, you have my greatest sympathy and support, but you will not compromise our mission by precipitous action. Barging into this situation may actually do more harm than good, and besides, didn’t you just tell me that you sensed that Eudora is currently happy?”
 
   Goldfur was forced to concede the point, but wasn’t happy about it.
 
   Sable continued, “We will have teams at both sites soon to observe and advise the best course of action. We will keep you up to date, but I recommend that you get some sleep now so that you can be at your best in the morning.”
 
   “I want to be on the First Contact team,” Goldfur demanded.
 
   Sable refused to be swayed. “If the circumstances permit, I might let you go with the team, but I won’t guarantee that.”
 
   Goldfur realised that Sable had conceded as much as he was going to do, so shi said, “Very well. Goodnight Commander.”
 
   “Goodnight Goldfur. Rest well and keep up the optimism. We’ll get hir back soon; I know it.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   It took several hours to get teams into place at each site without disturbing the local inhabitants. What they found in each case was a fairly sophisticated, although technologically primitive, village surrounded by a barricade, presumably to keep out hostile wildlife, much like similar fortified villages had done back on Earth. They approached from downwind from where their flitter had dropped them off, just in case the locals had a good sense of smell. Beaming down was not an option because they could not choose their cover properly from a distance, and the shimmering light effects would have stood out far too well in the darkness. Despite their cautious approach, they were in place well before sunrise. Unfortunately the prevailing wind meant that they had to take a position that was far from the main gate. It lent support to the scent theory though because any sentries would be able to smell a potential danger long before they could see it. However, it meant that they could barely see anyone at that gate. Eventually though, as the pre-dawn light heralded a new day, one of the observers at the Comm-Sa village quietly announced a visual.
 
   “I can see someone opening the gate,” she told her team-mates. “It’s… a taurform. Looks a lot like a foxtaur, but very small. I don’t think it’s a child… wait! Two more have just emerged, and they’re carrying hunting weapons. Looks like a tod and a vixen, I think.”
 
   By then her team-mates had gotten their scopes on the pair also. They had taken off at a quick trot at nearly a right angle to the gate, so the watchers got a good side view of them before they disappeared into the scrub. The team’s datacorders had plenty of time to get a good scan of the foxtaurs though, and they pored over the results.
 
   “Preliminary scans support the idea that they are Terran foxtaurs, although of a previously unknown breed. That’s a good indication that they’re part of the colonisation effort, and not an alien species that would require a rigorous First Contact procedure.”
 
   “I’ll bet Goldfur will be happy to hear that,” another added. “They’ll just have to put together some sort of diplomatic team, perhaps all taurs just to make them feel more familiar.”
 
   “And you’re basing all this on seeing just two hunters?” the team leader asked dryly. “Stop speculating and keep watching. When we’ve got more information, we’ll pass it on to the decision-makers.”
 
   The trio fell silent again, and they observed for a long time as more of the inhabitants emerged, some to tend fields, some more hunters, and some that looked like they could be traders. They were soon all convinced that the foxtaurs were the only species represented there, unlike the mixed morph populations of other colony planets. They reported the news to Commander Sable and learned that the team that was investigating the other potential refuge of the lost cub had found much the same thing. It was a pity that their awkward positioning prevented them from seeing everyone who exited the gate.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Activity started early in the typical Garetta den. Alisbeth had several cublings to get breakfast for, not to mention their unusual guest, so she was up bright and early at first light. As the children woke, she doled out bowls full of nutritious food that would keep the hyperactive youngsters fuelled up for the day. Then they played with each other until the Nightwatch declared that the area was safe, and then she shooed them out to play in the fields under the supervision of the cub-minders. Alisbeth noticed that her eldest kit and Dora seemed to be getting along especially well, so she said to him, “Krisofer, I want you to look out for Dora. She’s new here and does not know the land like we do, and I want her to be happy and safe if… when… her parents come looking for her.”
 
   “OK, Mom,” Krisofer replied. “I’ll show her the relic pile. That’ll be fun.”
 
   “That’s fine. Just be careful when you’re climbing over it.”
 
   “Aw, Mom! You tell me that every time. You know I’m careful.”
 
   Alisbeth gave the squirming cub a hug. “I know, but I worry anyway.”
 
   “Come on, Dora!” Krisofer said as he escaped from his mother’s clutches.
 
   Eudora giggled and followed Krisofer. Shi noticed a lot of the Garetta staring at hir, but shi felt only curiosity and no hostility, so it didn’t bother hir. Several other cublings followed them, plus a couple of adults who seemed to be keeping an eye on them all. Shi nudged Krisofer and asked as shi pointed at the nearest one, “Who’s he?”
 
   Krisofer glanced at the adult. “That’s Digi. He’s one of the clan’s minders. He’ll be watching out for us outside.”
 
   “Why?” Eudora asked curiously. Shi hadn’t run into anything really bad on hir walk.
 
   Krisofer was surprised that she needed to ask. “Because there are things that might attack us. That’s why the adults usually work in pairs to keep a lookout for each other.”
 
   “I got bitten by a beetle yesterday,” Eudora told him.
 
   “I mean lots bigger things. Things that want to eat us.”
 
   It hadn’t occurred to Eudora during hir little adventure that there might be danger like that. Shi was too used to the more civilised worlds.
 
   Krisofer took hir to explore the relic pile. Machinery large and small was scattered around a field, some of it in large heaps. Some had their guts stripped out while others were salvaged for their metal and other valuable materials. Krisofer explained that according to Garetta lore, they had been the tools of the Creators which they had left for their children to use, and one day they would return with more and better gifts. Krisofer really didn’t care much – he just thought that it was an interesting and exciting place to play. Apparently many other cublings thought so too as there was quite a crowd of them there.
 
   They hadn’t been exploring for very long though when an high-pitched squeal of terror pierced the air. Eudora sensed a stab of fear that made hir tremble, but then shi bounded in the direction of the cry. Shi skidded to a stop along with a group of the cublings and shi gasped in horror. There were… things swarming out of the wreckage. They looked a bit like insects, but they were huge and ugly, some of them half as big as some of the younger cublings, and one of them was trapped within a ring of the horrors.
 
   “Nightstalkers!” gasped Krisofer.
 
   “Everybody back to the village as fast as you can!” bellowed Digi who then started to look for a way to get to the frightened cub.
 
   Krisofer tugged at Eudora’s arm and said, “Come on, Dora! They’re venomous. You can die from their bite.”
 
   “But what about him?” Eudora asked, pointing at the terrified cub who was desperately trying to find an escape route.
 
   “Digi will get him,” Krisofer replied without conviction.
 
   Eudora could feel fear coming from the adult though. Shi knew that he doubted his ability to rescue the cub. Shi looked at the scene again and thought, ‘He can’t, but I can!’
 
   Eudora picked up a piece of rusty pipe that was lying on the ground and suddenly took off. Chakats have one ability in common with their feline ancestors – they could leap enormous distances, even from a standing start. Eudora was younger and smaller, but hir running start enabled hir to clear the ring of nightstalkers. Shi skidded to a stop next to the cub and whacked the nearest creature with the pipe. It crunched and leaked a nauseous green ichor.
 
   “Dora!” Krisofer yelled in panic. “Mom’s gonna kill me if you get hurt!”
 
   Eudora was too preoccupied with the advancing swarm of nightstalkers to take notice. Shi grabbed the cub and tucked him under one arm, and then lashed about vigorously with the pipe.
 
   “Behind you!” yelled Krisofer.
 
   Eudora looked around to see two of the creatures about to jump on hir back from atop some of the junk. Shi quickly swung hir tail, hitting them both in mid-jump, knocking them into the others. That only bought hir a few seconds though, and shi realised that shi was trapped now because shi didn’t have the room to do a run-up. Shi looked about for an answer.
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   Digi realised that the strange cub was in trouble, but if shi could do another of those amazing leaps, he thought that he had the answer. “Dora!” he called out the name that Krisofer had used. When he was sure that she had noticed him, he pointed to a beam projecting from the wreckage to one side of her. “Can you jump up to that beam and bounce over to that pile over there?”
 
   Eudora looked at the beam. It was pretty high, but shi thought shi could do it. Shi had to! Gathering hirself into a crouch, shi jumped as hard as shi possibly could... and just made it. Shi absorbed the impact of hir landing and sprang back out again, flying over the nightstalkers which hissed in anger. Shi hit the ground running, desperately wanting to get far away from the horrible creatures. Shi almost bowled Digi over, who then relieved hir of the rescued cub.
 
   “Well done, Dora! Now let’s get you well away from here while the others deal with the infestation.”
 
   Eudora only then noticed a group of adult Garetta approaching from the village, each carrying what appeared to be heavy backpacks. The packs had hoses coming out of them, and as soon as they were close enough, the Garetta started spraying some sort of liquid onto the nightstalkers. That didn’t seem to affect them much until one Garetta yelled, “Clear!”, then threw a burning torch onto them. They burst into flame, and a terrible hissing squeal was heard as they died. More groups of the nightstalkers were sprayed until all had been dealt with, then the extermination party started seeking out possible nests to spray those too. By that time, Eudora was being led inside the village gates, with many of the Comm-Sa clan praising hir courage and patting hir back or tousling hir hair. The cub’s mother gave hir a huge hug of gratitude as tears of relief flowed over her cheek fur. It made Eudora wonder again where hir mother was and when shi would come to find hir.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   While the observers had missed the exit of Eudora and the cublings, the shifting wind had forced them to relocate, but they ended up with a better view of the gate. They could hardly miss then the crowd of excited Garetta, although because the relic heap was on the side away from them, they did not know the cause of the excitement. They could see the focus of attention though.
 
   “I have a contact! I can see Eudora!” one announced in an excited but low voice.
 
   “Let me see,” said the team leader. Moments later, he said, “Confirmed.” He tapped his comm. “Observation Post 2 to Commander Sable.”
 
   “Sable here,” came back the commander’s voice promptly.
 
   “We have a confirmed sighting of Eudora, sir. Shi seems to be safe and well in the company of those foxtaurs.”
 
   “Excellent news! Stand by, Post 2. We will have a contact team out there as soon as possible. Sable out.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Eudora was ushered into the big hut near the centre of the village. Inside waiting for hir were several elderly Garetta, including Shaman, and one of them had various odd equipment adorning him in a ceremonious manner. He looked at Eudora keenly, and shi suddenly felt nervous.
 
   Freqmod beckoned Eudora closer and then said, “So this is the strange cub who has been causing such a stir in our village.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Eudora said in a small voice. “Sorry, sir.”
 
   “Sorry?” Freqmod echoed. “What for? You were lost and we gave you sanctuary. In return you have saved the life of one of our cublings. You have nothing to be sorry for, young one.” The chieftain felt a little strange calling someone almost as big as himself ‘young one’, but now that he could get a good look at her, it was obvious that she was only a child, albeit a very odd one.
 
   “Shaman tells me that you are a chakat, yes?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Eudora replied.
 
   “How would you like to be an honorary Garetta, Dora?”
 
   Eudora wasn’t completely sure what that meant, but shi went along with him. “That’d be nice, sir.”
 
   Freqmod smiled kindly. “Very good. Dora the Chakat, in recognition of your exceptional courage and remarkable deed, we welcome you into our clan.” He placed two brightly coloured feathers into Eudora’s hair behind hir left ear, then painted the clan mark on hir forehead. Someone handed him a leather vest decorated in the clan colours which he put onto Eudora. “You are now Comm-Sa!” he declared.
 
   The people who had crowded into the room cheered. Eudora felt a little bewildered but pleased. Shi could sense the good will of the little foxtaurs, and shi liked them a lot. Someone suddenly hugged hir, and shi looked down to see Krisofer grinning back at hir.
 
   “Now you really are my big sister!” he declared.
 
   The adults laughed as Eudora easily lifted Krisofer and hugged him to hirself.
 
   When they were done, Freqmod said, “Now what can we do for our newest clan member?”
 
   Eudora grew serious again. “Please, sir, I just want to find my mommy and daddy.”
 
   Freqmod had been expecting that answer. “Then that is exactly what we will do. Come with me now, Dora.”
 
   Freqmod exited from the hut, followed by a group of people whom he had already selected for their expedition. There was a crowd outside waiting to see the strange cub that they had only heard about so far. A cheer went up when they saw hir wearing the clan colours.
 
   Eudora felt both excited and daunted by the response. Never had so many people focused their attention on hir. Shi waved to them as they made their way out of the village, with Shaman guiding the group in the direction of the place where shi had been found.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Commander Sable considered himself fortunate that the exploration team had prepared well for a possible First Contact scenario. Because of that, he had a wide choice of personnel to choose from, including one taur – a Stellar Foxtaur – Mountain Breed to be precise. That was fortunate because although shi was much larger than the locals, at least shi resembled them a lot, which hopefully might make them feel more comfortable. Hir name was Dewleaf, and shi had been thoroughly trained in all the possible variations of First Contact that the experts could think of. One thing that they had not considered though was reining in an impatient and anxious chakat mother.
 
   Dewleaf had directed their flitter to land out of sight of the village. The team had then marched in the direction of the village, leaving the pilot on stand-by in case they needed him. They could also beam up, but that was the kind of thing that the Federation didn’t want to display in front of a primitive culture, so it was only used as a last resort.
 
   Their group consisted of Dewleaf as team leader, Goldfur and Garrek, a Caitian communications specialist named M’Láryo, and a Human security expert named Emile Kade. M’Láryo was needed if the little foxtaurs didn’t speak Terranglo, or the language had had been corrupted beyond comprehension, Kade was a one-man fighting force in case things went badly wrong, but while Dewleaf recognised Goldfur and Garrek’s professional competence, their skills weren’t needed on the team, and the Chakat was really beginning to irritate hir. However, Commander Sable had foisted them upon hir, and shi had to deal with it.
 
   “Shir Goldfur, will you please stay at the rear of the group!” Dewleaf said for the tenth time.
 
   Goldfur looked back in annoyance. “Eudora is close; I can feel hir!”
 
   “I know. Be patient; we’re almost there. We just….” Shi was interrupted by the chirp of hir comm. “Dewleaf here,” shi acknowledged.
 
   “Observation Post 2 here,” came the voice over the comm. “We have just seen a group of the foxtaurs leave the village with Eudora in their midst, and they headed on almost a collision course with you.”
 
   “Thank you, Post 2. Dewleaf out.” The forester linked hir PADD with the high-altitude recon-bot that had been moved into place. Shi immediately spotted the group that the observation post had reported, and noted its position relative to theirs. Shi saw a clearing that would serve as a meeting point and altered course slightly towards it. They reached it with some minutes to spare before the foxtaurs arrived.
 
   “Kade, set yourself up out of sight. I don’t want these foxtaurs to see any obvious weapons unless they are really needed. M’Láryo, stay with Kade for now. I’ll call you if I need you, but I want the locals to see nothing but taurs for their first encounter. A bit of familiarity will help ease concerns about meeting new species.”
 
   The two nodded and departed.
 
   “Shir Goldfur, you and Garrek stay behind me. Remember that you’re twice their size, so that has to be intimidating. At least Garrek and I are foxtaurs too, but the only chakat that they’ve seen is Eudora and we can’t know how they will react to you, so keep your force-field belts on auto-response.”
 
   Goldfur reluctantly obeyed, chafing at having to wait. Shi could smell Eudora’s scent now. Only the knowledge that shi apparently wasn’t distressed kept Goldfur from bolting to hir right away.
 
   The seconds crawled by. They heard voices well before the first of the Garetta rounded a bend in the path and jolted to a stop at the sight of the trio. This was apparently a hunter vixen because she was carrying various hunting weapons. It made sense to have a hunter in the vanguard of the party. The forest was likely to be quite dangerous even to the locals.
 
   The vixen eyed them carefully, then called back, “Chief Freqmod, I believe that we don’t need to travel any further.”
 
   Dewleaf was greatly heartened. Not only was the language quite understandable despite a strong accent, but the vixen hadn’t aimed any of those weapons at them. A few more of the little foxtaurs soon appeared, one of them quite elderly.
 
   “What do you… oh, I see.” The chieftain allowed his party to gather close, some climbing nimbly into the tree branches to get a better view of the three giants waiting for them in the clearing. Eudora had been kept nearer to the back of the group, surrounded by Garetta to protect hir if necessary. Shi was ushered forward, and in a moment shi spotted Goldfur.
 
   “MOMMY!” shi yelled in delight.
 
   “Eudora!” Goldfur completely forgot hir instructions to stay put, and shi dashed forward to embrace hir wayward child.
 
   The sight of a strange taur twice their height charging towards them was more than a little frightening to the Garetta, but fortunately Eudora also dashed forward to meet hir mother halfway, and the little foxtaurs relaxed again when they realised that nothing more was happening than an extremely excited reunion of mother and child.
 
   Dewleaf called out, “Goldfur! Stop!” but shi quickly realised the futility of the effort. Shi saw the looks of concern on the foxtaurs’ faces turn to mere curiosity, and shi relaxed a little. It seemed that despite protocol being shot to hell, things might yet work out well for this first meeting.
 
   “You might as well go join them now too, Garrek,” Dewleaf said resignedly. “This couldn’t be any more of a shambles.”
 
   “Thanks,” Garrek said, and quickly joined his mate and cub. “Missed you, darling,” he told his daughter.
 
   Eudora hugged him hard. “Me too, Daddy.”
 
   When they finally could stop hugging each other, Goldfur had a good look at what Eudora was wearing. “So what are these feathers and the vest?” shi asked curiously.
 
   “They made me Comm-Sa ’cause I saved one of their cubs,” Eudora replied.
 
   “You did? And they’re called Comm-Sa?” Goldfur asked as shi looked at the foxtaurs.
 
   Freqmod spoke up. “I am Freqmod, chieftain of the Comm-Sa tribe of the Garetta clans of Tanador. It is the duty and honour of our clan to be the intermediaries between the Garetta and all others. I bid you welcome to our lands.”
 
   Dewleaf recognised hir cue, and shi replied, “I am Dewleaf, and I am the representative of a vast society of many species, and we come in peace. I thank you for your welcome, and it is our hope that we can learn more about each other and become friends and allies.”
 
   Freqmod nodded and said, “It shall be so, for are we not all children of the Creators? We have long awaited their return. That time has come at long last, and now our patience will be rewarded. Take us to the Creators, Dewleaf, so that we may offer up our achievements to them and claim what we have earned.”
 
   Dewleaf looked around and saw the expectant faces of the Garetta and sighed to hirself. Suddenly things had gotten complicated again.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Tanador, the Garetta, and Shaman in particular are the creations of Roy D. Pounds II, and were used with his permission

Various background and plot elements of the story were based on the “Little Cub Lost” series of pictures done by Roy.
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   Foreword:  This story is set much further into the future of the timeline in these stories.
 
    
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Episode F2: Stargazer’s Folly
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   My name is Stargazer, and I am an idiot. To understand why I’m an idiot, I suppose I’d better explain something about myself first. I am the child of Chakat Coaldust and a cougar morph named Tam Catamount. Yes, I know that it’s impossible for a biped cougar and a chakat to interbreed. No, I’m not adopted, nor am I the product of some expensive complex gene-engineering fertility process. The truth is far stranger.
 
   To explain that, I need to take you back some decades. My grandsire is Boyce Garald Kline Junior, a human. Yeah, I know – I’m sounding even more unbelievable, but it’s true. Nowadays, he’s a Federation Envoy, but back in those days he was a Star Fleet admiral, and he had lifemated with his Caitian first officer, Rosepetal Silpurr. No, I don’t have Caitian genes in me too. Be patient and you’ll see. Anyway, if you are familiar with Caitian customs, each male can take several wives, up to six! Rosepetal was very traditional, and it was up to the Firstwife’s duty to find more suitable wives for her husband. Being in Star Fleet though, both of them had a much different lifestyle than the average person, and both thought outside their species. For that reason, Rosepetal chose a Rakshani named Zhane as a potential Secondwife.
 
   *Sigh* No, there’s no Rakshani blood in me either. It’s relevant though because they held the pre-mating night (to determine if they were compatible) on Raksha during the annual Fertility Festival. Rakshani suffered from a low fertility rate and high infant mortality (although that has improved since then due to Federation medical technology), so they are very dedicated to devoting a week to praying to their deities for children, and for celebrating conceptions. Stop rolling your eyes! Not only are they serious about it, but it works! Their deities do occasionally respond, and conceptions greatly increase during the festival, and not merely because they’re having a lot more sex. You see, their deities might be better described as ascended elder beings – a race that has evolved into near godlike entities – and some of those entities have a sense of humour. Zhane and Rosepetal both got pregnant at that festival. Rosepetal was shocked but pleased because she had resigned herself to childlessness when she had taken a human as a mate. So although the cub was not planned, she was still most welcome. Zhane took it as a sign from the gods that this was her destined mate and accepted the position of Secondwife immediately. All of them had busy careers however, so no one tried to have another child for a long time.
 
   Years passed, and my grandsire took another mate, a chakat this time by the name of Forestwalker. No, wrong again – shi’s not my grandmother, but shi was already mated to Chakat Midnight. One day while Boyce was visiting Forestwalker, Midnight went into heat. Forestwalker suggested that shi ask Boyce for some sexual relief because, unlike hir, humans can’t impregnate chakats. Both were agreeable, and a good time was had by all. However, a couple of mornings later, Midnight woke up and sensed that shi was pregnant, which came as a huge shock for everyone. Finally Boyce was called back for a long-overdue thorough examination and, after extensive tests, they determined that he was gifted with hyperfertility. He was now interfertile with every mammalian species, including alien ones, which explained Zhane and Rosepetal’s pregnancies, and now Midnight’s. Apparently the Rakshan deity’s gift had not been a one-off thing at the Fertility Festival, but a permanent change to my grandfather. That deity either must have been an over-achiever or thought it would be humorous. We’ll never know.
 
   
  
 

Anyway, like Zhane and Rosepetal who had given birth to perfectly normal Rakshani and Caitian cubs, Midnight had an utterly normal chakat child. The only thing that the three had in common were their sire’s hazel eyes – a non-existent colour for both alien species, and an uncommon one for a chakat. So that was my mother, you guess? Nope. That was my Aunt Ember. My mother was born years later when my grandmother decided that shi wanted to have another child by Boyce, only deliberately this time.
 
   Like my aunt, my mother – Coaldust – was a normal chakat in every way. Nothing particularly unusual happened until the final year of high school. My mother had taken up wrestling as a sport, and few chakats could match hir skill, and no biped species ever won a bout with hir… until Tam Catamount joined the team. My father is a cougar morph, but hardly a typical one. He stands 193cm tall (6’4”) and is a wall of muscle. He was the only two-legger to ever throw my mother, and they were fairly evenly matched in the ring. Although they were rivals in the sport, they respected each other greatly, and a friendship grew between them. This blossomed into a much closer relationship and, as almost inevitably with chakats, a sexual one. Of course neither one of them was concerned about pregnancies or the need for birth control because they were an incompatible species. Imagine their surprise when Coaldust conceived! Up until then, nobody had considered the possibility that Boyce’s unique gift could be inherited! Ember was tested, as well as all of Boyce’s other children, and all were found to have the ability also. Only because they had been sexually active with their own species, or through sheer good luck, had they not found out the truth sooner.
 
   That’s how I was born. So, because I was born of a chakat, I’m one too? You’d be half right. All previous Kline Hybrids (as we became to be known as) were the same species as their mothers, but in each case, Boyce had been the sire. This time it was the mother who had the ability, and it’s apparent that it’s we hybrids that adapt to our partners. Usually. I have two younger sisters, the first of whom is just like me. The second is a regular chakat though. That threw all the medical theories for a loop, I tell you! Yes, they tested us and we're all hyperfertile too. The scientists are driven crazy trying to figure out how we do the impossible. We just shrug and tell them it’s easy – just become an ascended being and you’ll figure it out!
 
   But I digress. If you were watching a video instead of reading this, you could see that I am a cougar like my father. I have the same colour fur and patterning as he does, although I have long blond hair which he doesn’t. The only thing that sets me apart from a typical cougar morph is my tail. It’s just as long, thick, strong and prehensile as a chakat’s, which is considerably bigger than a normal cougar’s. However, on the inside, I have every enhancement that you would find in a chakat – keener eyes and ears, superior sense of smell, extra organs, empathic ability, enhanced healing ability… in fact I’m basically a biped version of a chakat. Of course that also means that I’m a hermaphrodite, although I have exceptionally feminine looks and tastes, and that’s where my folly is rooted.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   What? I could have just skipped to that and saved you all the explanations? Where’s the fun in that? If I’m going to tell you how big a fool I made of myself, I’m going to get some mileage out of it!  Besides, I think it’s pretty interesting. Anyway, as I said, I’m strongly female biased. Don’t get me wrong – I like being a herm. I very much enjoy the physical side of both my female and male aspects. It’s the psychological side of me that looks on things with a feminine eye, and that is why I wanted a boyfriend. When you are a part of a typical chakat extended family, you never lack for someone to indulge your physical needs, but what I wanted emotionally was some cute guy who liked me as a girl, and we’d do typical boy-girl things. Hey, I was only fifteen annums old then (a little under 18 Terran years), and I wasn’t after any serious relationships yet.
 
   That desire was a little hard to indulge though. Because I grew up in a little town on the Pacifis Continent of Chakona, everyone knew that I was a herm, and that coloured any relationship I had. Oh, they were nice, but they were never quite right. Then one day my mother was offered a major promotion. It involved moving to Amistad on Flinders Continent though. My father’s company had a branch there too, and he was able to get a transfer, so the entire family moved to a whole new town. That meant a whole new school for me where nobody knew who I was. That’s when I had the attack of idiocy. I asked my parents to tell nobody that I was a herm, especially anyone from the school. They thought that I was nuts, but eventually I persuaded them to let me try it out. I can’t blame them for relenting; they just wanted me to be happy, even if they thought my methods were foolish. I even persuaded my younger sister, Iris, to play along and hide her herm-ness. She was still young enough not to care, and actually thought that it might be a bit of a laugh, although I didn’t realise at the time that it might be at my expense. My baby sister, Newmoon, went to another school, and didn’t have any real effect on the situation. Anyway, I stopped wearing jeans or shorts in public, let alone go nude which is quite legal on Chakona, as that would instantly betray my gender. I’m fairly well endowed down there, and it’s a bit hard explaining a conspicuous bulge in your groin. I always wore skirts or dresses which not only enhanced my feminine looks, but also helped conceal the occasional unintended erection. No, I can’t control that much better than any other horny teenage male, so I had to learn to hide it well.
 
   So I dived into the school social network, the new ‘girl’ on the scene. It didn’t take me long to figure who were the most popular boys, and my rivals, the most popular girls. I’m no shrinking violet though, and I quickly made a favourable impression. I must admit that I have quite an advantage because I have been very favourably blessed in the looks department. I have near-perfect curves, a very cute face, and tits to die for. It was harder not to draw attention to myself.  I like to think that I’m not vain about my looks, but that didn’t mean that I wouldn’t use them in my competition with the other girls. I suppose that I made a few enemies amongst them, but I wasn’t deliberately trying to do so. However, when you compete with someone’s attentions, there always has to be a loser, and some didn’t take that very well. As for me though, I had my eyes on the big prize – Arrakan Leonis. Not only was he a ruggedly handsome lion morph (as you may have guessed from his name), but he was also the captain of the school’s football team. The fact that he was a feline like myself made him the perfect target, and I strove hard to gain his favour.
 
   And I succeeded! Arrakan asked me out to the school dance. Oh, I was so pleased and proud, and a little bit smug too, I confess. So I got into my best dress and he picked me up (even though in a public PTV – it still counts!) So, you’re now thinking that this is where everything came unravelled and my secret revealed? Nope. It was a perfect night. We had a great time at the dance and, for a jock, he’s a fairly intelligent and witty person. I wasn’t so focused on my goal that I was going to hook up with a moron. It’s a pity that I didn’t pay more attention to some of his other aspects.
 
   Anyway, after that event we started dating as much as our school schedule allowed. My parents were quite lenient, as long as my grades didn’t suffer, and because I was planning a career as an astronomer, I had no intention of letting them slip. After all, that's how I got my adult name, with long hours spent looking at the night sky, often in the protective arms of my father. I used to take my books with me to study while keeping one eye on Arrakan as he practiced with his team-mates, just to keep my grades at their peak while giving my boyfriend the attention that he deserved. I got pretty good at doing two things at once. When he wasn’t practicing, we’d go out to parties and such, or just hang out. It seemed like the perfect relationship.
 
   Sooner or later though in any relationship like ours, thoughts turn to sex. I’d already been sexually active for a while, and I had no doubt that Arrakan was far from being a virgin, and on a world where over half the population is hermaphrodite, I was felt that he would be ready to accept my true gender. So the next time that the subject wandered towards a little fun in the bedroom, I said yes, although I insisted that it be at my place. I assured him that my parents would be cool with the idea (which is hardly surprising when your mother is a chakat, although he didn’t know that yet), but I wanted the security and familiarity of my room when we did it.
 
   I warned my parents of my intentions before we arrived. Aside from calling out greetings from the living room, out of sight from the entry hall, Arrakan had no contact with them. I took him straight to my room which is liberally decorated with star charts as seen from Chakona, and other astronomical paraphernalia. Arrakan gave it all a token glance and comment before he got down to the reason why we were there. At that point I gently held him back. Before he could misconstrue my actions, I told him, “Before we start, you need to know one secret about me. There’s a part of me that I’ve held strictly private from everyone, but I want to tell you now. Will you keep my secret?”
 
   He was puzzled, but willing to promise not to tell. I thanked him and then continued, “I see no reason for this to greatly affect our relationship, and I want you to know that I want things to remain as they are between us.”
 
   “OK! OK!” he replied. “I get it. What’s this terrible secret?”
 
   I had taken off my top as I spoke, not merely to save time, but to also reassure him that I wasn’t thinking of backing out. Now I unfastened my skirt as I said, “My mother is a chakat, and like hir, I’m a herm.” I opened the skirt to reveal the truth to him. At this point, my fantasies of this moment had him being surprised at first, hesitant until I assured him that I was still his ‘girl’, and then acceptance followed by some great sex. How wrong could I have been? He freaked out! No, I’m not exaggerating. You would have thought that he had seen something out of his worst nightmares. His eyes bulged, and he backed away in revulsion. Knocking over some of my ornaments in the process, he felt his way over to the door, all the while saying, “No, no, no, no, no!” his eyes locked on the terrible sight that was my penis.
 
   He finally made it out of my room and he headed for the front door, with me following and pleading with him to come back. He had the door open and was about to go through when a powerful arm pushed it closed again, almost on Arrakan’s muzzle. He looked at who had done that, and flinched in fright. Now Arrakan is hardly a small person. In fact lion morphs are amongst the largest of the biped morphs, and he stood 188cm tall (6’ 2”) and was a rugged athlete besides. Nevertheless, my father loomed over him, the biceps of the arm holding the door closed dwarfing that of Arrakan’s. I mentioned before how my Dad was the only biped to ever throw my mother in wrestling, and this was the reason. He may be a cougar, but my Dad is huge, and he was using every bit of that to intimidate Arrakan.
 
   After glaring balefully at the lion for a few seconds, my father said, “My daughter trusted you with hir secret. If I find out that you have blabbed, I am going to find you and break you in half. Got it?”
 
   Arrakan could barely get his mouth to work. He nodded several times before he squeaked, “Yes!” 
 
   Dad then opened the door again and growled, “Get out!”
 
   Arrakan left like a shot and Dad closed the door. I fell into his arms, bawling my eyes out. He put those powerful arms around me, holding me as gently and tenderly as a flower, waiting for me to get myself back under control. Mom had arrived as Arrakan fled, and she enfolded us both in hir embrace.
 
   “Your mother sensed your distress, and we both knew that things had gone wrong,” Dad said. “I’m so sorry, honey, but it’s exactly what we feared would happen.”
 
   I sniffed and replied, “I was so sure that he would be cool with it. How could I have been so wrong?”
 
   Mom replied, “We all make mistakes when we’re young, darling. This isn’t as terrible as it seems right now. You will find the right man; just don’t be blinded by wishful thinking.”
 
   Mom was right. It was wishful thinking on my part, and concealing my true gender seemed a little bit foolish to me now. The hurt took a while to fade though, so I did nothing about the situation for several days. In the meantime, my classmates had noticed the abrupt break-up between Arrakan and me, and his attempts to completely avoid me generated a lot of speculation and gossip. I pretty much just side-stepped it all, not caring much. In fact I just moped around between classes feeling sorry for myself.
 
   No matter what state my mind was in, my body carried on regardless. Just like my mother, I have a rigid male/female cycle, going from female peak to male peak in ten Chakonan days, and right then I was hitting male peak, going into rut. I’d been aimlessly wandering around the school grounds, drifting close to the football field out of sheer habit. There weren’t any players practicing that day, but the cheerleading squad was going through their routines. Lots of fit, young and sexy females of many species doing fascinating gymnastics had the same effect on me as any male in rut, so instead of trying to deal with an erection tenting my skirt, I sat down on the steps of the path, put my book in my lap to conceal the betraying sight, and just let myself enjoy the view for a change. Several minutes passed before a voice startled me.
 
   “Hi, Stargazer, can I have a word with you?”
 
   After a hasty glance at my lap to confirm that my stupid secret was still unrevealed, I looked up to see who it was. A cougar morph stood there, and I am ashamed to admit that it took me several long moments to recall who he was, despite the fact that I knew he was in my class. I’d been too fixated on the ‘popular’ boys all this time, ignoring the rest of the others.
 
   “Wyatt, isn’t it?” I finally asked.
 
   He nodded and said, “Wyatt Concolor, and I’ve noticed that you and Arrakan don’t seem to be going out together any more.”
 
   I looked away, my eyes staring at nothing in particular. “No we’re not, and the rest is none of your business.”
 
   “I had no intention of prying,” he hastily tried to reassure me. “I just thought that if you’re available, you might like to go out with me to that new café that just opened – my treat.”
 
   I looked at him in surprise, then looked again with the intention of sizing him up. Wyatt was a typical cougar morph, digitigrade like me, a short shock of hair, good looking but otherwise unremarkable… with one exception. He had the nicest, friendliest face, and right then I knew that I was going to accept his invitation because I needed a friend badly.
 
   I shifted a little uncomfortably as my hormone-soaked body decided that the situation called for a maximum erection. I tried to ignore it as I replied, “Just coffee and conversation?”
 
   “That’s all,” he confirmed.
 
   “OK. Meet me after the last class,” I told him.
 
   “Great!” he said, flashing that infectious grin of his.
 
   And that’s exactly what we did. Over half of Chakona’s population consists of chakats, one of the most sociable species in the galaxy, and there were many venues catering to this desire to socialise, each with a different atmosphere, menu, or some other nuance designed to attract its share of the customers. ‘La Chat Noir’ was the newest in our town. It hadn’t been attractive to Arrakan, so I hadn’t been in there as yet, but I immediately liked it when we entered. The establishment was a large square shape built around a courtyard filled with equal amounts of vegetation and tables with sun umbrellas. A glass roof kept out the inclement weather though. We chose a booth with seats that was under the main roof but bordering the courtyard, so we had a brightly lit area without the glare and heat of the sun. The whole café featured energy curtains that dampened the sound between the booths so there was never more than a muted murmur in the background, and your conversations remained private. I later learned that the name of the café was French for ‘The Black Cat’, except that it used the feminine article ‘la’ instead of the masculine ‘le’ with the masculine noun. This had been deliberate though because the proprietor was a black-furred chakat with white hair and paws named Twilightgleam, and shi had matched the female article to the male noun to indicate that it was a herm who was in charge, which was pretty clever except that very few people on Chakona actually knew any French!
 
   Nevertheless, we found the place to be excellent. Service was prompt and friendly, and the coffee was wonderful (as were the other refreshments and foods, as I later learned). We started chatting about little things, uncertain how to start. The ice broke though when I noticed that the cappuccino that Wyatt had ordered had left a foam moustache clinging to the fur on his muzzle, and I burst out laughing. After that, words came a lot more easily, and we talked and talked. I had originally intended to spend only about half an hour with Wyatt, then go home for dinner. I ended up calling my parents on my comm to let them know not to wait for me. We spent over three hours there that first day, ordering more coffee and food in the meantime, and really getting to know each other far better in those few hours than in all the weeks at school previously. Eventually we reluctantly left for our respective homes, both of us needing to do homework and such, but not before we agreed to come back to the café the next day. As I got out of the public PTV that took me home, my mother opened the front door, waiting for me with a smile on hir face. As I approached, shi told me, “I could feel your happiness from halfway down the street. I take it that Wyatt has pulled you out of your funk?”
 
   “Well and truly,” I confirmed as I gave hir a huge hug.
 
   “Have you told him yet?” shi asked, not needing to clarify.
 
   “No, but I will if it looks like we might get more serious. Right now I am just glad to have a friend that I can really talk with and enjoy being with. It doesn’t hurt that he’s also a cute boy.”
 
   Mom smiled knowingly and pulled me inside so that I could start telling hir and Dad all about him.
 
   During the following weeks, Wyatt and I went out together constantly, mostly to the Chat Noir, but occasionally to other events including a concert. It was only then that I realised how much I’d been bowing to Arrakan’s desires in order to curry his favour. Wyatt on the other hand went to great lengths to find things that we’d both enjoy. We became the best of best friends, but even though my empathic talent was weaker than my mother’s, I could tell that he was wanting our relationship to go even further. I was ready to confide my secret to him, but he still beat me to the punch as we came home from a dance one evening. He stopped me outside the door and said, “We’ve both never been happier than when we’ve been together these past weeks, Star. I want to make a commitment to you, and I hope that you want to do the same. Do you want us to become pre-mates?”
 
   Pre-mating is similar to an engagement for marriage, and I knew that I’d be happy to do so… but I still had to tell him my secret. There was a bit of déjà vu as I replied, “Before I answer that, Wyatt, there is still one thing that you need to learn about me that might change your mind completely. Are you willing to risk the good thing that we have going for that?”
 
   “I don’t know what you think could change my mind that radically, but yes, I’ll take that risk,” he replied confidently.
 
   I was both hoping and dreading that he would say that. “Then go wait for me in my room. I just need to have a quick word with my parents first.”
 
   He nodded and went ahead, and I went to find Dad and Mom. Unlike Arrakan, Wyatt had met my parents by now, and he knew that Mom was a chakat. However, chakats frequently mated with morphs who already had children, and Wyatt had assumed that this was the case and shi was actually my step-mother. This evening, I intended to disabuse him of that notion.
 
   I found my parents having a bit of a kiss and cuddle in the back garden – a quite frequent event. I told them about Wyatt’s proposal, and Mom said, “You have to tell him now, dear.”
 
   I assured them that that was exactly what I intended to do, adding, “I’m a little afraid, Mom. Life has been marvellous lately, and this could spoil everything.
 
   Shi replied, “I know, but your relationship can’t advance either until you tell him everything.”
 
   “I realise that. So… wish me luck!”
 
   They both did, giving me a warm hug before I left to meet my fate.
 
   I closed the bedroom door behind me and smiled at Wyatt who was patiently sitting on the side of the bed. He smiled back with that gorgeous confident grin of his. I said, “I want you to know that I don’t want you to change how you relate to me after I’ve told you my secret, but it is something that I foolishly tried in order to get a boyfriend. I was on the verge of giving it away when you asked me out though, but I haven’t until now because I was afraid that it would ruin the good thing that we have going now. However, as I said, you need to know before you commit yourself to any step up in our relationship.”
 
   He replied, “It can’t be all that terrible. Please tell me, and then we can deal with it if we must.”
 
   I nodded, trying to smile. “OK. Coaldust is not my step-mother. Shi is my birth-mother and, just like hir, I am a hermaphrodite. With those words, I lifted my skirt to prove the veracity of my statement. I braced myself for his reaction, not even daring to look at his face, terrified of seeing again that look of horror that Arrakan had at the sight. Instead I was surprised.
 
   “Oh, wow! You really are a herm. Why didn’t you say so sooner?”
 
   Now I looked at him, and I saw him gazing raptly at me. After the previous experience, at best I’d expected shock or perhaps tolerant acceptance that I could hopefully coax into something better, but his expression and my empathy were both telling me… admiration?
 
   “You… you like me as a herm?” I asked him incredulously.
 
   He looked up, gazing into my eyes, a broad smile on his face. “Star, you know how morph species tend to form neighbourhoods with their own kind? Well, my family was a little different. We lived in a chakat neighbourhood due to where my father worked. I grew up with chakat cubs, and I learned almost everything about sex from them long before Dad gave me ‘the talk’. Up until then though, I thought all females had a penis too! I was actually surprised to find out otherwise, but by then my expectations had pretty much been fully formed, and I find herms like you not only normal, but also… desirable!” With that, he swept me into his arms and kissed me deeply. I kissed him back with every fibre of my being, absolutely filled with joy. After the fear of rejection, the rebound into happiness was almost more than I could bear.
 
   Finally he stopped and asked, “Now will you answer my question?”
 
   I hugged him fiercely, saying, “Yes! Oh yes! I want to become pre-mates with you. And I want to give you even more.” I started unbuttoning his shirt, and he loosened his belt. As he divested himself, I started removing my top and skirt. When we were both nude, we stepped back to admire each other for a long moment before we came together to hug and kiss again. He already had a full erection, but so did I. Just like a chakat, I am a sexually integrated being, so although it was the female side of my psyche that was ascendant, my entire body reacted. Our penises met as we embraced, but not only didn’t he mind it, I could feel that he expected and appreciated it.
 
   He then led me over to the bed, and I willingly went along. He pleasured me as a male does to a female, just as I had wanted, while I did my best to return the favour, and we made glorious love. No, I’m not going to give you any more details. That’s between Wyatt and myself, and you don’t need to know any more. Anyway, when we finally took a break, I was nearly overcome with bliss. We lay in each other’s arms for a while, breathing heavily from our exertions. It was obvious that Wyatt had been sexually active for at least as long as I had, judging from his skill at sex-play. I asked him, “Did your chakat friends teach you all of that?”
 
   He grinned and said, “One actually. Hir name is Lakemist, and we were best friends as kids, and shi took my virginity as teens.”
 
   “Remind me to look hir up and thank hir for teaching you so well.”
 
   “Shi gave me many lessons. I haven’t shown you all of them yet.”
 
   “Oh? What else is there in your repertoire?” I asked curiously.
 
   “This for starters,” he replied, and he put his hand on my softened penis and started stroking it.
 
   “You really don’t need to do that,” I told him.
 
   He asked me if I didn’t like it. I could hardly deny it though as my penis was rapidly engorging. Still I protested, “I only ever wanted to be your girlfriend. I never expected you to do this sort of thing.
 
   He replied confidently, “You are my girlfriend still; a herm girlfriend though, and I learned what herms enjoy no matter what their gender bias is. Lakemist was female biased also. Believe me, I am going to enjoy giving you this pleasure.”
 
   That said, he put his muzzle to my cock and started sucking. I groaned in pleasure, and it only got better from that point. He took his time and made the moment last for ages before giving me release. I came quite strongly, but he was ready for me and drank my seed, leaving my cock damp but clean.
 
   “Thank you,” I told him. “You did that very well.”
 
   “I had a good teacher,” he explained.
 
   I cuddled his head on my chest, cushioning him between my breasts, stroking his chest fur. “It seems to me that you and Lakemist were good potential mates. What happened?”
 
   He explained, “We were still too young for a serious relationship before my family had to move. I missed hir a lot. I didn’t really have any interest in anyone else until I met you.”
 
   “How flattering. What was the first thing that attracted me to you, besides the fact that we’re both cougars, at least on the outside?” Usually it was my breasts that caught the attention of males (and herms!), and I had certainly flaunted them for that reason.
 
   “It was your tail,” he replied.
 
   “My tail?” Admittedly it stood out. It was conspicuous for being longer and thicker than a normal cougar’s, and I’d had to practice not wrapping it around things in ways that a cougar couldn’t.
 
   “I have a bit of a tail fetish,” he admitted, “and yours was the prize find.”
 
   I laughed. “Well, hopefully the person attached to it was worth a look or two.”
 
   He turned his head to lick one of my nipples. “Yeah, you could say that.”
 
   I giggled when I realised that he had more than recovered from mounting me. I shifted about to let Wyatt lie on the bed, and I said, “Now let’s see if I am as good as Lakemist was.” I straddled him and put my muzzle to his groin. I lifted his rigid cock and proceeded to do my best to pleasure him, but Wyatt didn’t just lie there while I did all the work. His muzzle poked into my backside and his tongue started exploring my fem side. Together we shared the sweetest intimacy, and the orgasms were great!
 
   Eventually he told me that he had to leave, and he put his pants and shirt back on. I didn’t bother dressing, but I did watch him while he did so. He’s so handsome both nude and clothed! I escorted him to the door and gave him a final kiss goodbye. He had just started opening the door when my father’s big arm pushed it closed again. Dad looked at me and I smiled and said, “Wyatt and I are now pre-mates,” I told him.
 
   He nodded and turned to Wyatt, a huge smile on his face, so different from the incident with Arrakan. “You are welcome in our house any time, son,” Dad told him.
 
   Wyatt returned the smile and thanked him. They shook hands, Wyatt’s almost lost in my father’s, and then he left. I then hugged Dad happily and we went outside to where my Mom was resting. Shi hugged me joyfully when I told hir the news. I was sure that they had both known already. Mom would have been empathically eavesdropping and would have felt every emotion. Both of them smelled of recent sex, a product of a sensitive chakat experiencing hir daughter’s intense feelings. It was a degree of intimacy that no non-empathic family could ever know, and I was so happy that I did.
 
   The weeks after that were perfect. Wyatt and I did all the things that we had done before and more, spending every moment that we had to spare together. One weekend he got the loan of his father’s boat, and he took us to a secluded beach where we swam, played in the sand, lounged under a beach umbrella and drank cold drinks. That evening we made love on the deck of the boat. Life was wonderful!
 
   At school, both of us were amused by Arrakan who seemed to be desperate to warn Wyatt about me without actually giving away my secret and incurring Dad’s wrath. I was also a little disgusted with myself for not realising before what was obvious to me now – that Arrakan was a homophobe. At least I could laugh at it now. It grew old though, and I decided to do something that I should have done ages ago – let everyone know the truth.
 
   But not just go and announce it! Where’s the fun in that? Instead, I waited until I had a full bladder, walked into the male urinal past several startled witnesses, hiked up my skirt and relieved myself. Wyatt and I got a laugh out of the astonished reactions. So the news raced through the school, and I ended up spending a lot of time explaining myself. It turned out that several chakat classmates had already figured it out. Between their empathic sense and their superior sense of smell, they had quickly noticed but kept the fact to themselves. They figured quite rightly that if I didn’t want to tell, then it wasn’t their business to say anything. On the other hand, they could have warned me about Arrakan, but chakats aren’t saints either, and it might have amused them to see what would happen.
 
   Wyatt and I finished high school, usually studying together at his home or mine. We may have been in love, but we weren’t going to jeopardise our future careers because of it! When school was completed and our applications for college placed, we could devote all our time to ourselves for a little while. Wyatt moved in with me with my parents’ approval (actually Mom practically insisted!), and we started planning our lives together.
 
   So you think it’s all a case of ‘happily ever after’? Don’t be silly! I told you that I’m an idiot, and I was still making one big mistake. That’s a story for another time though.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Stargazer put down the pen and closed the journal. Shi got up from the desk where shi had been writing and put the journal back on the shelf where it belonged. Hir gaze fell on Wyatt who had fallen asleep on the sofa after they had returned from a lively concert. Shi smiled fondly.
 
   “Yes, I’m an idiot,” shi thought, “but a very lucky one!” Shi sat next to Wyatt and snuggled up with him, content with the universe.
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   Episode F3: It Takes Three
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Stargazer tried to relax after the evening’s love-making. Wyatt had done his usual magnificent job of pleasuring hir, and he had now made himself comfortable to get some well-deserved sleep. However, Stargazer was still wound up tight, but although shi knew why, shi did not want to bother Wyatt with it. Shi waited until shi was sure that he had fallen asleep and then climbed out of bed, careful not to disturb him.
 
   Shi quietly made hir way to the bathroom and closed the door behind hir. Shi stopped in front of the mirror and gazed at hir nude form with hir gorgeously curvaceous female figure… and a raging erection. Shi had told Wyatt that shi was in rut, and he had been generous in his attention to hir male side, but this time it had not been enough and that bothered hir. Shi had thought that Wyatt was all the lover that shi needed, and for many months that had been true, but now hir thoughts kept straying to images of sexy females whom shi knew. Hir hand drifted to hir cock and shi began stroking it even as shi fantasised about what it would be like to be fondling those girls. Shi was soon lost in hir self-pleasuring and after several minutes shi orgasmed, ejaculating hir semen into the washbowl. Shi sighed in relief and wondered if shi should do it again.
 
   “Looks like you really needed that.”
 
   Stargazer jumped in startlement. Shi looked around to see Wyatt quietly standing in the doorway. “How long have you been watching me?”
 
   “More than long enough. Why didn’t you tell me that you were still in need?”
 
   Stargazer looked away guiltily. “Because… I wasn’t thinking of you when I did that.”
 
   “I wondered when that would happen,” Wyatt commented, seemingly unbothered by the revelation.
 
   “Huh? What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean that you’re a herm – a female-biased one perhaps, but still a herm with the need for more than I can provide.”
 
   “Oh Wyatt, I swear that you’re everything that I ever wanted in a lover and you always make me happy….”
 
   “Stop!” Wyatt said forcefully, holding his hand up in a halt gesture for emphasis. “I said nothing about your wants; I was talking about your needs. Even if you think you’re happy with just me, your psyche is reminding you that you have needs and desires that go beyond what a male companion can provide. Darling – you need a girlfriend.”
 
   Stargazer was both surprised and embarrassed. “I… no! … Well… yes… maybe.”
 
   “There’s no maybe about it, love. I pretty much expected it to happen someday.”
 
   “But I didn’t want it to happen!” Stargazer protested. “I was happy with our relationship. I mean I am happy.”
 
   Wyatt shook his head and put his arm around hir shoulders as shi stood there unhappily. “You were right the first time, and you’d only be fooling yourself if you try to pretend otherwise. Look – how many mates does your mother have?”
 
   “Only dad – you know that,” Stargazer answered.
 
   “Right – only one male cougar as a mate for a chakat. So does that mean that your mother’s needs are completely satisfied?”
 
   “No, shi has a couple of chakat Companions,” Stargazer admitted.
 
   “Yes shi does, and yet it’s only Tam that Coaldust is in love with. Just because you were born with two legs instead of four doesn’t mean that you’re any different from your mother in that respect. You need female or herm interaction that I can’t provide.”
 
   “You’re right, but I was worried about how you’d feel about that. I may have inherited the chakat inability to feel jealousy, but you haven’t.”
 
   “I like to think that I am capable of repressing my primitive impulses,” Wyatt said dryly.
 
   “Of course you can; I didn’t mean to imply that you couldn’t,” Star said hastily.
 
   “Look hon,” Wyatt said as he started steering hir back to the bedroom, “I want you to keep your eye open for prospective girlfriends and don’t worry about me. I trust your judgement.”
 
   “I don’t know – I feel pretty foolish for trying to ignore all of this. I’d like you to be there and give me your opinion if someone catches my eye.”
 
   “If you wish,” Wyatt replied.
 
   “And I’d like her or hir to be a cougar too,”
 
   Wyatt’s eyebrows rose. “Aren’t you being a bit picky?”
 
   “If you’re going to insist on me getting a girlfriend, I want someone who’s going to be more than a casual fling to assuage my needs. I want a serious Companion who can relate to both of us. Besides, I happen to like cougars.”
 
   “But I don’t need anybody else,” Wyatt objected.
 
   “Maybe not, but I need you to be completely comfortable with whoever I find. You are a part of everything in my life that is good, and I want you to be there for me in this too.”
 
   Wyatt smiled. “Thank you, hon.”
 
   Stargazer added, “If a cougar doesn’t work out, I’ll happily consider another species. I was fantasising over a cute husky whom I know. Mated already, but damn sexy.”
 
   “Let’s make plans tomorrow. I don’t know about you, but I’m feeling pretty sleepy right now. What about you?”
 
   Stargazer looked down at hir flaccid penis. “Looks like it’s behaving itself for now, so I think I’ll join you.” Shi could not help a tinge of excitement though as they snuggled together in bed. Now that something was going to be done about hir needs, shi was filled with anticipation.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The after-work crowds filled the cafés and restaurants as usual, but Wyatt and Stargazer had no trouble getting a table at La Chat Noir. As regular customers almost from the day it opened, they were privileged clients and Twilightgleam, the owner, always had a table in reserve for them.
 
   They had decided to start a search for a Companion there because it was familiar, and they had a lot of acquaintances there whom they could question about any cougar morphs they might know. Except for one older male though, they came up dry. The following days they spread their search much further afield, but the only people that they found were either too young, too old, or the wrong gender.
 
   Wyatt asked his parents about other cougar families, only to be disappointed to learn that while there were quite a lot, the majority lived in settlements too far away. Stargazer asked the same question of hir sire, but he had come as an immigrant to Chakona with his family and had fallen in love with hir mother before he had seriously looked for other cougars.
 
   Although they could not yet afford to go out much, they checked around their favourite haunts with similar luck. After weeks of looking, Stargazer was about ready to admit defeat and open up the possibility of other species. Shi said as much to Wyatt while they were commiserating at La Chat Noir.
 
   He replied, “I never noticed until now just how few cougars there are in the local community.” He looked around at the clientele and waved a hand at them. “Just look and you’ll find endless numbers of cats, dogs, foxes, wolves, rabbits, ferrets, mice… you name it. But cougars – oh no, not one ever seems to walk through those… doors….” Wyatt’s voice trailed off and Stargazer turned around to look at what distracted him. Hir eyes widened in surprise when shi saw not one but two cougar fems talking animatedly with the owner. The privacy screens that muted conversations prevented them from hearing what was being said, but both could guess that it was about the lack of seating at the popular café.
 
   “I don’t believe it,” Stargazer said. “After all this time, two just waltz into our favourite coffee shop.”
 
   Wyatt got up. “I’m going to talk to them before they get frustrated and leave. Wait here and mind the table.”
 
   Twilightgleam was still apologising for the lack of booths when Wyatt approached, and he wondered why the normally efficient chakat had not already dealt with the customers when he noticed hir give him a slight wink. He grinned – the sneaky chakat knew that he and Star were looking for cougar fems and had been giving Wyatt a chance to catch on.
 
   “Pardon me, Twilight, I believe that I can accommodate these two lovely ladies at our booth, if they are interested.
 
   “Be my guest, Wyatt,” Twilightgleam said.
 
   The two fems gave him a look over, and he did the same. They both looked very similar, possibly identical twin sisters, maybe a year or so older than him and Stargazer, but that was close enough. They had typical golden brown fur and cougar markings, brown hair and modest busts. They weren’t digitigrade like Star and himself, and that meant that the fems stood a little shorter than them. However, while they looked physically similar, they wore strikingly different clothes. One wore a bold red strapless dress that only came down to her upper thigh, while the other wore flared slacks and a colourfully patterned top.
 
   “Would you care to join us?” Wyatt asked.
 
   “Maybe,” said the one in the red dress. “Who is ‘us’?”
 
   Wyatt turned around and indicated Stargazer who waved to them. “That’s my mate, and we’ve actually been looking for cougar morphs like you. We’d be delighted to treat you to coffee and cake.”
 
   “Sounds like a good deal to me,” the other girl said, looking at the one in red who nodded in agreement.
 
   They followed Wyatt to the table where Stargazer got up to meet them. Wyatt said, “My name is Wyatt, by the way, and this is my mate, Stargazer.”
 
   “You don’t know how pleased I am to meet you,” Stargazer said. “We were beginning to think that there weren’t any cougar fems our age in town.”
 
   The one in red laughed. “I can hardly blame you. My sister and I moved here from out of town to start a business, so we don’t have any family nearby either, nor have we had much time to socialise. My name’s Alison and this is my sister, Angela.”
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   “Good to meet you. Sit down! Tell us about yourselves.” Stargazer ushered them into one side of the booth and then joined Wyatt in the other. Shi caught Twilight’s eye who came over to personally take the sisters’ orders rather than sending an employee.
 
   When shi had left, Stargazer said, “So why haven’t we seen you around here before now?”
 
   “As Alison said, we started a clothing business nearby called ‘From Beach to Ballroom’. We don’t concentrate on high fashion like many boutiques, but more on complete coordinated wardrobes. We design our own stuff and we built the business from the ground up. It’s kept us so busy for the past couple of years that we’ve had no time to socialise. However, the business has finally gotten established enough that we can afford to relax a little at last. In fact we’ve been checking out the local shops. In all the time we’ve been here, we’ve not had much of a chance to do so until now. So what’s this place like? Looks very popular, judging by the crowd.”
 
   “The best!” Stargazer enthused. “We may be a little biased, but we reckon that neither the coffee nor the atmosphere can be beaten.”
 
   “That sounds like a pretty good recommendation to me,” Alison admitted. “It’s within easy walking distance of our store also. I must admit that it’s nice to have a couple of cougars here as regulars. You mentioned something about wanting to find other cougars too?”
 
   Wyatt said, “I did, but it’s mostly for Star’s benefit. Shi’s been wanting some female company.”
 
   “Shi?” echoed Alison.
 
   “Yes, I’m a herm,” Stargazer informed them. “I’m feminine biased and happily mated to Wyatt, but recent events have forced me to acknowledge that I still have a masculine side that needs expression. If you pardon me for being blunt, I'd really like some female company, and naturally I have a preference for cougar fems.”
 
   “And here I thought that it was Wyatt who was coming on to us,” Angela said. “I’ve never met a herm cougar before.”
 
   “They exist, although frustratingly not around here. However, I’m a bit different from those.”
 
   “How so?” Alison asked curiously.
 
   “While my father is a normal male cougar, my mother is a chakat.”
 
   “That’s bull!” Angela scoffed. “Everyone knows that taurs and bipeds can’t interbreed.”
 
   Alison nudged her sister and pointed at Stargazer’s tail. “Look at that, Ann. Tell me that’s not a chakat tail.”
 
   Angela had to admit that Alison had a point. Stargazer’s tail was twice as long and thick as her own, and even as she watched, Stargazer curled and twisted it prehensilely for demonstration.
 
   “Yes, I have a normal chakat tail amongst other things. In fact I combine the features of both my parents – I’m essentially a biped version of a chakat.”
 
   “Does that mean that you’re an empath too?” Alison wondered.
 
   “Yes, but rather a weak one. If I’d had a stronger Talent, I might not have made some huge blunders in the past.”
 
   Just then Twilightgleam turned up with the coffee and muffins that the sisters had ordered, and Wyatt paid for them as he had promised. Angela tried her espresso and nodded in satisfaction. “That is good coffee,” she admitted.
 
   “Muffin’s good too,” Alison said with her mouth half full.
 
   Angela took another sip of her hot coffee and then said, “Okay, so how does a biped have a child with a chakat? Did he have gene surgery?” 
 
   “No. My mother inherited the ability to interbreed with any mammalian species from my grandfather, a human.”
 
   “Oh, this just keeps getting better!” Angela said sarcastically.
 
   “Incredible, I know, but true. Grandad Boyce was an admiral with Star Fleet at the time, and apparently he had an encounter with a godlike alien who thought it would be amusing to make him fertile with his Caitian and Rakshani lovers. They were just as surprised when they got pregnant to him.”
 
   “I thought you said that your mother was a chakat with the same ability?”
 
   “Yeah. You see Grandad was mated to a Caitian, and he followed the traditional Caitian mating practices.”
 
   “I'm not familiar with them; what are they, and how are they significant?” 
 
   “They’re an alien felinoid species whose females far outnumber the males, and it’s traditional for their men to take lots of mates - up to six in fact. His Fourthwife was a chakat named Midnight, my Grandma.”
 
   “Did he ever get up to the sixth wife?” Alison wondered.
 
   “As a matter of fact, he did, but it’s irrelevant. I’ll tell you more about them later if you’re still curious. Anyway, Midnight gave birth to a cub conceived by him, named Coaldust, who is my mother. Shi fell in love with my father, Tam, and was the first to discover that Grandad’s ability could be inherited. Thus I was born.”
 
   “You mean none of the other children conceived by him found out sooner? Why not?” Angela asked.
 
   “They all either mated within their species, or just plain got lucky not to conceive by another. One of his Caitian sons has since conceived a child with a Terran morph, proving that the ability crossed both species and gender boundaries. Luckily by that time he had heard about me and the conception was not accidental like mine.”
 
   “Does that mean that you weren’t wanted?” Alison asked in concern.
 
   “Heavens, no! After mum got over hir surprise, shi was absolutely ecstatic. True, shi had to make some hasty revisions to hir life-plans, but shi reckons that shi’d already had such plans in mind if shi had found a chakat mate instead. I have a younger sister just like me named Iris, and another sister named Newmoon who oddly enough came out as a regular chakat. That one sure puzzled the already perplexed med-techs. The leading theory is that Iris and I were conceived from male sperm, while Newmoon was conceived from female sperm, providing different dominant genetic factors.”
 
   Angela asked, “After all this time, the med-techs still haven’t figured out how that super-fertility works?”
 
   “Nope. Hence the description ‘godlike’.”
 
   Angela finished her coffee thoughtfully. Putting the empty cup down with a sigh of satisfaction, she said, “Well we can’t say that we didn’t get a fascinating tale out of this encounter. However, Ali and I need to get going. We’ve got a few other places to hit before we head home.”
 
   “So do you think you could meet up with us again tomorrow about this time?” Stargazer asked hopefully.
 
   Angela was about to reply when Alison spoke up first. “Love to! I want to hear more about you and your family.”
 
   “Great!” Stargazer said with a smile that masked hir relief.
 
   Angela got up and Alison followed suit. Wyatt said, “Have a great day, ladies.”
 
   Angela gave him a smile and a wink. “I’m sure we will.”
 
   The cougaresses walked out, but not before Alison turned and waved farewell to Stargazer.
 
   “So,” Wyatt started, “What do you think of them?”
 
   Stargazer looked thoughtful. “Well, for twins, they sure are very different. I think I could go for Alison though. I like her personality – and that hot red dress makes her look really sexy too.”
 
   “I thought I saw you gazing at her cleavage,” Wyatt commented. “You’re twice as busty as her, but you want a peek anyway.”
 
   “Sure I do,” Stargazer said unrepentantly. “It’s not as if my tits stop you from looking at others.”
 
   Wyatt grinned – he liked having a mate that understood the male urges. “You know I’m more of a tail man, but yeah, I know what you mean.”
 
   Stargazer continued, “As for Angela, she seems a lot more interested in you than me.”
 
   “But I’m not interested in anyone who’s not first interested in you.”
 
   “I know, but I think those sisters are pretty tight, so please be a little circumspect.”
 
   “Okay, you’re the boss.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Outside the café, Alison and Angela were doing their own review.
 
   “Bet you didn’t think that we’d run into other cougars on our first try,” Alison commented.
 
   “No, but that hunky Wyatt is already mated. Too bad it’s to that crazy girl.”
 
   “What do you mean by that?”
 
   “That crap about godlike aliens and super-fertility – it’s a great story, but who could believe it?”
 
   “I believe hir,” Alison said defiantly. “Why would shi make something like that up?”
 
   “Like I said, shi’s crazy.”
 
   “No shi isn’t, and I think shi’s cute.”
 
   Angela stopped walking to stare at her sister. “Since when are you gay?”
 
   “I’m not, but shi’s a herm – I’m allowed to find herms cute, aren’t I?”
 
   “Shi looks more fem than either of us!”
 
   “Shi wasn’t trying to look down your cleavage,” Alison said with a grin. “Besides, if you didn’t wear so much of that awful cologne, you could smell hir maleness.”
 
   “You’ve always had a better nose than me. So did you even give Wyatt a glance?”
 
   “Of course I did. Makes me regret being cooped up at the shop for all that time. I would’ve liked to have gotten to know him first.”
 
   “Not before me, you don’t! You stick to Stargazer.”
 
   “Oh now you want me to go with the herm,” Alison said with a smirk.
 
   “I love you, sis, but that won’t count when it comes to getting the guy.”
 
   “You won’t be getting that one. If Star is even half a chakat, shi’s going to be intensely devoted to hir mate, and he won’t be much less.”
 
   “But I still don’t believe that shi’s half chakat. A herm cougar is at least realistic.”
 
   “You know – I don’t really care what you believe. I’m going back there tomorrow and spending more time getting to know them. If you don’t want to come, I won’t force you.”
 
   “Of course I’ll come. I said that shi’s crazy, not boring. Besides, we’ll see if I can’t get Wyatt interested in a real woman.”
 
   “Ha! I’m going to enjoy watching you fall flat on your face.”
 
   “Ali, I’ve got a couple of years of abstinence to make up for. He’s the one who had better watch out.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Stargazer and Wyatt made sure that they got to the café a little earlier than normal just to be sure that they would be there when the ladies turned up. Stargazer had been a little bit worried that they might change their minds, so shi was relieved when shi spotted Alison and Angela entering the shop. Shi waved to attract their attention, and soon they were seated and waiting for their coffee and cake.
 
   Alison said, “Ann’s a bit sceptical about your origins still. I’d like to hear more about your granddad and his wives and children.”
 
   Talking about family was always a popular subject amongst chakats, and Stargazer was no different. Then Wyatt told them about his background and why he liked having a herm mate.
 
   “Your turn now,” Stargazer prompted.
 
   Alison said, “Our family lives in Eyre, right down at the southern end of the continent. It’s not a big town, but there’s a growing copper mining industry that makes it important. Dad is a mining engineer, and Mom’s a town-planner, which kept them both very busy with only a little time left over for us cubs. Ann and I pretty much looked after ourselves much of the time, but we liked it that way because we got into a lot of mischief that they never learnt about.” She winked at her sister and Angela grinned back.
 
   Angela continued telling their background. “When Ali and I decided to go into the clothing business, we realised that the market there was too small for what we had planned, so we saved our credits and moved up here to start up the shop. It has an apartment above the shopfront, so we have basically lived and worked out of there for many months, scrimping where we could and sometimes having to subsist on little more than ramen noodles in order to pay the bills until the business took off.”
 
   “It must have been hard,” Stargazer said. “I mean this world has the right to go nude in public enshrined in its first laws – you wouldn’t think that the market for clothes would be so great where most people have fur.”
 
   “That’s where you’re wrong,” Angela replied. “Where there’s no actual need to wear clothes, that only leaves wearing them for the purposes of style, excepting safety gear and uniforms, of course. Most people, even chakats, wear some clothing because it looks good or it accentuates some feature of theirs. The money that they don’t spend on unnecessary clothes is instead spent on stuff that they want to wear. That’s our business, and the trick is figuring out what they want to wear and selling our product in a competitive market.”
 
   “And that’s what we’ve been doing for the past couple of years instead of socialising,” Alison added.
 
   “You’ve been close all this time and I never knew,” Stargazer admitted.
 
   “By the looks of your clothes, you’ve been shopping at Danella’s Herm Fashions,” Alison observed.
 
   Stargazer looked down at the shorts that shi was wearing. Coming down to mid thigh, the bright colour and design were intended to look feminine, but the cut was made to give more room in the crotch for male genitalia. “Yeah, I’ve pretty much been getting all my clothes there since I stopped dressing exclusively like a girl, which would have been before you turned up here. You certainly seem to know who does what though.”
 
   “We have to know our market,” Angela said. “We don’t specialise in just female garments – we make stuff for herms also. We have to admit that Danella has the edge over us in the herm market though, especially the more masculine ones. However we’re working on that. We want our range to be as complete as possible.
 
   Stargazer made a wry face. “I’m afraid that I can’t help you much there. Not only do I prefer feminine fashions, I’d look ridiculous in a masculine style outfit. This figure of mine is all curves.”
 
   “I noticed,” Angela commented with a touch of envy.
 
   “But up here,” Star said as shi tapped hir head, “I really do get masculine urges, which brings me back to why I was so eager to meet up with a cougar fem. Do you know about the formal dance being held next Seventhday?”
 
   Both cougars nodded. Alison added, “We’ve got a few orders to get ready in time for that event.”
 
   “You also said that you’ve been too busy to do anything for a long time. Does that mean that you might be free to join me at the dance?”
 
   “What? Both of us?” Alison asked.
 
   “Well, I would only want one of you as my partner for the night, but perhaps the other would like to partner with Wyatt?”
 
   Wyatt, who had been quietly sitting in the background, spoke up. “Star reckoned that shi refused to go dating and leave me out, so I’d be happy to accompany one of you lovely ladies.”
 
   “You’re on!” Angela said quickly, snapping up the opportunity.
 
   “So, Alison – would you like to go to the dance with me?”
 
   Alison looked thoughtful. “I’ve never dated a herm before. I suppose it could be fun, although I never expected to break my social drought with one. Hmmmm… okay, I accept.”
 
   Stargazer’s face lit up. “Great! If you give me your address, I will pick you up.”
 
   They arranged the place and time, and then the conversation turned to other subjects. Eventually the ladies had to leave, and Wyatt and Stargazer decided to head home also. They said their farewells outside the café and then went their separate ways.
 
   Stargazer walked with a spring in hir step, excited at the prospect of a wonderful night out, and Wyatt was quite pleased at how amorous it was making hir feel towards him.
 
   Angela barely waited until they were definitely out of earshot before she said, “I can’t believe that you’re actually going out on a date with hir!”
 
   “And what’s wrong with that?” Alison asked defiantly. “Hets date herms all the time.”
 
   “What about all that talk about finding a nice guy when we finally got back into socialising?”
 
   “How could I know that we’d run into someone like Star? Besides, unlike a guy, shi knows what fems like. You gotta admit that’s a big positive.”
 
   Angela shrugged. “I’d still rather have a hunky male.”
 
   “Well you wouldn’t have a date with Wyatt if I didn’t go out with Star,” Alison pointed out.
 
   “True, but now that I have an opening, I’m going to see what I can do to land that fish without any more help from you.”
 
   “Ha! You haven’t a chance. He’s besotted with Star. Just because he’s open-minded enough to share doesn’t mean that he’s open to you coming between him and Star.”
 
   “You never know until you try,” Angela said, undeterred.
 
   “It’s your funeral. Just don’t muck things up for me when you try. I intend to enjoy this date.”
 
   “I still can’t picture you with a herm.”
 
   “Oh, give it a rest, Ann.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Seventhday was still a few days away, so Wyatt and Stargazer stopped at the café at their usual time. As Stargazer had hoped, Alison turned up also, although surprisingly without her sister this time.
 
   “Hi, Star!” Alison said with a smile.
 
   “Hi, Ali. Where’s Angela?”
 
   “She had something else that she needed to do, so it’s just me today.”
 
   Wyatt got up from his seat. “Speaking of things to do, I’ve got an errand to run. Is it safe to leave you two alone together?”
 
   “Barely,” Stargazer said with a grin.
 
   Wyatt bent over to kiss Stargazer before heading out of the shop.
 
   “Does he really have an errand that he needs to run now?” Alison asked.
 
   “Maybe,” Stargazer replied. “Either way he obviously wants us to spend some time together, just the two of us.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Maybe so that you won’t be self-conscious while he’s with us. He wants you to be yourself with me, and so do I.”
 
   “I see. So I am free to ask the awkward questions like how soon do you expect to get into my pants?”
 
   Stargazer blinked in surprise, then slowly grinned. “Social sexual intercourse may be a common way for chakats to get to know each other, and I’m more than half chakat so that definitely appeals, but I’m looking for a long-term relationship with a lot more than sex expected out of it. So sex is not a priority with me right now. Now I’ll be blunt back – is this just a kinky fling for you, or are you serious about our date?”
 
   “Touché. Hmm, how about seriously kinky? No? Honestly, Star, it’s been a surprise to me just how excited I am about our date. I’m really looking forward to going to the dance with you, and I genuinely hope that we both have a lot of fun. However I can’t honestly say how serious I’ll be in the long-term until we get to know each other a bit more.”
 
   “Fair enough – I could say the same. So let’s talk. Ask me anything and I promise to answer you truthfully, as long as you do the same.”
 
   “Deal!” Alison said enthusiastically.
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   The two spent a couple of hours and three cups of coffee each while chatting and getting to know each other better. The more they learned, the more each liked about the other. Stargazer was more than a little aroused by the time that Alison declared that she had to go.
 
   Stargazer walked with Alison to the exit where they parted company. Shi walked home in high spirits, too excited to simply catch a PPTV home. When shi got to hir house, shi found Wyatt in the lounge room, chatting with hir father, Tam. 
 
   “Hi, Dad!” shi said, then leaned over the sofa to nuzzle Wyatt from behind, hir plush bosom cradling his head.
 
   Wyatt looked up into hir eyes and grinned. “It went well, I take it?”
 
   “Very well. I’m very optimistic about this.”
 
   “That’s great, hon. I suppose I’d better make sure my good clothes are ready if I’m to take Angela as we promised her.”
 
   “Don’t get too dressed up – you might distract me from paying attention to Alison, you handsome devil!”
 
   Tam said, “Son, I think shi’s giving you a hint.”
 
   “Yeah, I think you’re right. Pardon us for a while, won’t you?”
 
   “Of course,” Tam replied. He was well versed in the moods of chakats – even two-legged ones.
 
   Wyatt got up from the sofa, went around to Stargazer, swept hir off hir feet and threw hir over his shoulder. “Come with me, me lusty wench!” he said in a piratical manner.
 
   “Eek! I’m about to be ravished!” Star shrieked.
 
   “That ye are, lassie,” Wyatt said as he carried hir off to their room. “An’ how many times do ye think I’ll be tastin’ yer sweet charms?”
 
   “Ooh, at least twice,” Star said coyly as the door closed behind them.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Alison had a shorter walk to her residence, and her mood was ebullient too. She had to help her sister close up the shop first, but after taking so much time off, she did not mind a bit. She even volunteered to do the cooking even though it was Angela’s turn to do so.
 
   “Okay,” Angela said, “I’m getting that you had a good afternoon with Stargazer. Aren’t you laying it on a bit thick though? You’ve got your date, and I’ve got Wyatt – you don’t have to do anything more.”
 
   “You make it sound like I’m toying with Star. I’m not. This is a genuine date and I really intend to have a good time with hir.”
 
   Angela rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I can see it now – you’ll dance, enjoy the thrill of doing something different, then realise that if you don’t break it off, you’ll be stuck with hir. You should have gone for Wyatt while you had the chance.”
 
   Alison frowned. “You’ve got it wrong, Ann. In fact Star and I made it a point to be upfront with each other and I won’t be the one screwing this up. I like Star and you’re going to have to accept that.”
 
   Angela shrugged. “Alright, but don’t say that I didn’t warn you.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   On Sixthday afternoon, both sisters met with Wyatt and Star at the café. None of them stayed for long as everyone was busy, but they did finalise a few details.
 
   Seventhday, promptly at 1500 CST, Stargazer and Wyatt turned up outside of Alison and Angela’s shop. They had called ahead to ensure that both the ladies were ready, so the cougar fems came down from their apartment to meet them at the kerb. They were surprised to see a rented limousine rather than the usual PPTV.
 
   “Oh, how classy!” exclaimed Alison.
 
   “We’ve been saving our fedcreds for this special occasion so we could splurge on stuff like this,” Stargazer explained. “Nothing less would do for two elegant fems such as yourselves.”
 
   Indeed the girls had pulled out all stops and dressed to impress. Alison wore a slinky blue dress that had obviously been designed specifically to enhance her figure. It hugged her curves and bolstered her modest bust. She wore high heels which added to her height but still didn’t match Stargazer’s. Angela had opted for a longer gown , low cut at the front and backless. It was translucent and hinted at what lay underneath. She had dressed to kill, and Wyatt was her target. She intended to ensnare Wyatt any way she could, and it seemed to be having its desired effect.
 
   “Star,” Wyatt murmured, “we’ve hit the jackpot.”
 
   “Don’t I know it, love.” Hir eyes were locked onto Alison. While shi definitely appreciated Alison’s hot looks, hir empathic sense gave hir an additional perspective – shi could feel that Alison was equally attracted to hir, and that was a greater turn-on than looks alone. Of course shi had dressed in hir finest evening wear also, making no effort to emphasise hir male features. If Alison was going to like hir, it was going to be as hir normal feminine-biased self. Anything else would be pointless in the long run, a lesson shi had learned the hard way years ago.
 
   Wyatt and Stargazer ushered their dates into the limo and they drove off to the dance. A smartly-dressed foxmorph standing at the entrance to the hall took their tickets and welcomed them to the dance. They stepped inside, arm-in-arm with the girls, and a chakat waiter showed them to a table for four bipeds. Stargazer placed an order for some wine with the chakat to go with the set menu for the dinner dance.
 
   Although they had been almost exactly on time for the official start, it was quite obvious that many were ‘fashionably late’ as couples and triads kept steadily arriving. Nevertheless the band started on schedule, getting the people in the mood until the master of ceremonies stepped up to the podium about twenty minutes later to start the night officially.
 
   “Good evening, gentlebeings. I am Chakat Oakwood and I welcome you to the annual Spring formal dance. I am simply dazzled by the display of all the elegant finery that I have seen so far tonight. If your dance skills match your fashion sense, then we are in for a marvellous evening. Except for a couple of rest breaks, the band will be playing all evening, so feel free to either dine immediately or dance now and eat later. We will be having a short formal dance competition around 1800, but the floor is open to everyone otherwise. Bipeds are reminded to give taurs extra space so that we don’t have any accidents; we would like this to be a pleasant experience for all. And now that’s enough from me. Enjoy the evening, folks!”
 
   Oakwood was given some applause and the band restarted immediately after that. Angela immediately got up and tugged at Wyatt’s arm.
 
   “Come on, Wyatt. I’ve been waiting a long time for this.”
 
   Wyatt smiled and complied.
 
   Stargazer grinned and said to Alison, “They’ve got the right idea. Food can wait. Let’s dance.”
 
   Alison agreed and they walked out onto the dance floor. Star took the lead and they joined the growing crowd. The couple drew no undue attention because Chakona had the most diverse social customs in the Federation. It was very hard to surprise a native-born Chakonan.
 
   Not having the opportunity to socialise for over two years, Alison was a little rusty, but Stargazer deftly guided her until she felt back in the groove. After that, the dancing was sheer pleasure. They danced to several tunes before returning to the table with an appetite. Wyatt and Angela joined them one dance later. The foursome enjoyed their meal before going back onto the dance floor. When they had to step aside for the professional dance sports couples doing their demonstration competition, they had their dessert course.
 
   When the competition was done, Wyatt begged Alison’s indulgence for a moment while he danced with his mate. “Which one of us is leading?” he asked as they prepared to start.
 
   “Oops! I’ve gotten into the habit of leading with Alison,” Stargazer said with a sheepish grin. “Lead away!”
 
   “So how is the evening going with her?”
 
   “Beautifully. I’ve been really enjoying the dancing, and I can tell that she has been also. That last slow dance that we did got us both a little hot. What about you and Angela?”
 
   “Oh, she’s been fun to dance with, but a little clingy. When I told her that I intended having a dance with you, she took it with poor grace.”
 
   Star sighed. “I don’t think that she really believes that Alison is serious about this date. I still don’t know for sure if this relationship will go any further, but I do know that Alison has been getting into this dance wholeheartedly and enjoying herself, so I’m fairly optimistic.”
 
   “A potentially good start to a long relationship then.”
 
   “Actually I think it really started that day when Ali and I had that long chat by ourselves. It reminds me of how our relationship started.”
 
   “I remember. Right then I knew that I wanted you for my mate. The rest was biding my time until you knew that you wanted likewise.”
 
   Star looked thoughtful for a moment, then said, “Looking from that perspective, I would say that Alison would make a great mate. I hope that my impressions are as accurate as yours were.”
 
   “I didn’t have a sister in the equation though,” Wyatt pointed out.
 
   “Yeah, I’m just going to have to try to improve that situation.”
 
   The dance ended and Stargazer kissed Wyatt. “Ask me for another dance later, love. It’s been too long since we did this. Meanwhile though, I’m going to ask Angela to dance with me. I’d like you to dance with Alison for a while – give her a chance to know you better.”
 
   “Works for me, hon. Good luck with Angela.”
 
   Alison was happy to dance with Wyatt, but Angela was not so enthusiastic about dancing with Stargazer. “I suppose we could have one dance, but I came to be with Wyatt.”
 
   “We’re a package deal, Angela. I won’t force you to do anything that you don’t want to do, but you’re not going to get anywhere with Wyatt if you’re not interested in me being part of that relationship.”
 
   “I think that’s up to him to decide.”
 
   “Yes it is, but I thought that you should be aware of the situation.” Privately though, Stargazer was rapidly losing any personal interest in Angela, and that meant that Wyatt would never be tempted by her.
 
   As she said, Angela only had the one dance with Stargazer, and while it was a well performed dance, it lacked spirit. Stargazer was happy to let her go back to the table. Shi, however, watched Wyatt and Alison, and it was plain that both were enjoying themselves. When the dance ended, shi approached them and said, “You two seem to dance well together.”
 
   Alison replied, “Oh yes! Why in heaven aren’t you dancing more with him? He’s marvellous!”
 
   “So that makes me second-rate?” Stargazer said with an exaggerated pout.
 
   For a moment Alison thought that she had insulted Stargazer but she quickly realised that she was being teased. “You’re great, Star, but he’s awesome.”
 
   “Yeah, I agree. I bet you’d like more opportunities to dance with him.”
 
   “I do, and I will.” Alison gave Wyatt a hug, then moved over to Stargazer. “But you’re the one that I’m dating, and this next dance is ours.”
 
   The two danced away, and Wyatt sought out Angela to do the same.
 
   When everyone had their fill of food and dancing, they headed home. Stargazer and Wyatt dropped off the cougar fems, but not before Stargazer made arrangements to meet Alison at the café again on Firstday. Angela stole a kiss on the cheek from Wyatt, so Alison felt that she had the right to do the same with Stargazer.
 
   As the girls stepped upstairs to their apartment, Angela said to her sister, “So, have you had your fill of dating a herm as yet?”
 
   “Why do you keep harping on that? I had a marvellous night, thank you, and I hope to have more with hir. What about you? Have you given up your futile hunt for Wyatt?”
 
   “What do you mean ‘futile’? He was an attentive date and a great dancer. I also noticed him looking down my cleavage a couple of times. No way he’s not interested in a real female.”
 
   Alison rolled her eyes. “He’s a male – he’s going to look unless he’s gay. And he’s the mate of a chakat’s child – they’re honest and open about their attractions. Heck, I even overheard Star pointing out an attractive fem to him and saying, ‘Get a look at the tits on her!’ Sometimes I think that even Star doesn’t know how male shi acts sometimes. Wyatt is about as open and honest as a male can be, and while he might look, it doesn’t mean that he’s attracted to you.”
 
   “Shows what you know, sis. A few more dates and I’ll make him forget about Star completely!”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Star slumped onto the sofa and sighed happily. “That was a marvellous night, but I’m so tired now. I haven’t danced so much in ages.”
 
   “I think that if it wasn’t for the short competition break, you would have danced then too,” opined Wyatt.
 
   Stargazer giggled. “You’re probably right. Alison told me that she loved to dance, but I didn’t realise that she was that enthusiastic. My footpads are so sore!”
 
   Wyatt knelt down in front of hir, picked up one of hir feet and started massaging the pads. “How’s that?” he asked.
 
   “Oooooh… right now – better than sex. Thanks, love. How are your feet holding up?”
 
   “They’ll be fine. Angela only stood on my toes once.”
 
   “So what’s your opinion of her?”
 
   “Nice enough, but a bit shallow. Kept flaunting her boobs at me.”
 
   “Nice view?” Stargazer asked with a grin.
 
   “Very,” Wyatt agreed, “but a little distracting. I reckon that she thinks that I’m only interested in one thing.”
 
   “No, definitely at least two things,” Stargazer said while putting hir hand on hir crotch suggestively.
 
   Wyatt pinched a toe and Stargazer yelped. He said, “You know what I mean.”
 
   “Of course, dear. So will you give her another chance?”
 
   “If Alison insists, of course I will. Personally I would be happier if it was just the three of us, but you two could go out alone without me.”
 
   “Not yet. The café is a good place for Alison and me to talk, but I want you to be there with us for any dates for now. I said it before and I’ll say it again – I’m not going to have a relationship with anyone who isn’t prepared to have you in the relationship also. I’m going to be completely chakat about that.”
 
   “As long as you’re happy, I’m happy.”
 
   “Well that foot is happy. Start on the other one now, please.”
 
   Wyatt changed feet and then said, “Do you have any idea what you might want to do for the next date?”
 
   Stargazer looked thoughtful, then said, “Something that puts more emphasis on my male side. Give Alison a different perspective on my nature.”
 
   “Okay, I might have a suggestion then.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Alison looked surprised. “A chakker game? I’ve never been to one. Hmmm… could be fun. I’ve watched games on the vid often enough, but I’ve never had the urge to see one in person.”
 
   “Now’s your chance. What team do you follow?” asked Stargazer
 
   “I can’t say that I follow any particular team, but when my old home team is playing, I usually cheer them on.”
 
   “That would be the Eyre Flashes then?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “They’re playing the Berdoovia Barbarians at the Berdoovia Stadium this Eighthday. We can take the Rapidtrans there and make a day of it.”
 
   “Okay, I think that I can manage that.”
 
   “And ask Angela if she wants to accompany Wyatt there also.”
 
   Alison pulled a face. “You know she thinks that she thinks she can woo Wyatt away from you?”
 
   Stargazer grinned. “She can try, but she’d be wasting her time.”
 
   “That’s what I keep telling her.”
 
   “Well this is just going to be a fun day out, so if she wants to come, tell her to be prepared for crowds and fast food, not high fashion and haute cuisine.”
 
   Alison giggled. “She’s not quite that bad.”
 
   “It’s a date then.”
 
   “We’ll be there, even if I have to drag Ann along.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The chakker game was well attended. Fortunately the fanatical chakat fans were kept separate due to the need for seating for the non-taur attendees.
 
   Stargazer and Alison cheered on the Flashes, groaning when the Barbarians took the lead with only minutes left to play in the game. Wyatt had decided to be diplomatic and cheer on the opposing team because Angela chose them, and he didn’t want her to feel overwhelmed. Neither team was his favourite, so it didn’t really matter to him who won.
 
   With a minute to go, the Flashes got the ball into the goal circle and levelled the scores. The crowd went into a frenzy and Alison was so excited that she could not stay seated. She jumped up to her feet and was almost screaming her encouragement. Stargazer was right by her side, not only thrilled by the game, but also empathically charged up by the torrent of emotion out there. They nervously watched the countdown as the players desperately tried to break the deadlock. With seconds to go, the Flashes’ full forward managed a sneaky pass to Acepaw, their leading goal scorer. Acepaw, knowing that it was now or never, aimed almost blindly and fired off a shot for goal. The score light lit up mere moments before the timer reached zero, and the crowd went berserk.
 
   Alison was jumping up and down wildly in celebration, with Stargazer hugging her and stopping her from going into orbit. Alison eventually stopped jumping long enough to plant a kiss on Stargazer’s muzzle. 
 
   Stargazer blinked in surprise, then returned the kiss with fervour. It was several seconds before the two parted again.
 
   Alison grinned sheepishly. “Sorry about getting carried away like that.”
 
   “I’m not,” Stargazer replied., then pulled her back to kiss her once more. Alison put up no resistance whatsoever. When they parted, they grinned at each other like naughty children caught in the act.
 
   “Ahem!” Wyatt said loudly. When he had their attention, he continued, “I think the winners ought to buy the losers coffee and cake, don’t you think so, Angela?”
 
   “We ought to get some consolation out of this,” Angela said sourly.
 
   “Okay,” agreed Stargazer, “but first we have to get through this crowd.”
 
   It took the foursome nearly an hour to exit from the stadium and get to the nearby Rapidtrans station. They found out that they had missed a train to their destination by about five minutes, and while local services were still arriving regularly to deal with the crowd, the next inter-city service was not due for forty minutes.
 
   Alison said, “There’s a café right here. Might as well treat you to the coffee here while we wait.”
 
   They all agreed and proceeded inside. Apparently many others had thought that would be a good idea also as there was quite a long queue. They opted for take-away cups when they were served as they realised that they would not have time for a leisurely drink. In fact they ended up drinking half the coffee on the Rapidtrans on the way home.
 
   They took a Public PTV to the girls’ home and dropped them off. Each girl gave their partner a parting kiss, both lingering a while – Alison because she was enjoying Stargazer’s kisses, and Angela because she was still trying to tempt Wyatt.
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   Stargazer and Wyatt said their final farewells and got back into the PPTV to head home. Stargazer snuggled up to Wyatt and said, “What a great day.”
 
   “I’m really glad that you enjoyed yourself, hon,” Wyatt replied.
 
   “And you didn’t?” shi asked in concern.
 
   “I liked the game a lot, but I’m tired of Angela pawing me like I’m fresh meat. She’s not my type.”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear. Would you like to go out with Alison instead? I did say that any Companion of mine needs to be yours too.”
 
   “How about we three go out for dinner? I’m thinking of Pier 3 Restaurant down at Sailfin Bay. We could go walking on the beach afterwards.”
 
   “You’re such a romantic – I love the idea. I’ll ask Alison as soon as I see her again. What are we going to do about Angela though?”
 
   “As I see it, we don’t have to do anything. She doesn’t seem inclined to date you, and only comes along because she’s after me. I think it’s Alison’s problem. After all, she has to live with her sister.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Stargazer was relieved when Alison turned up at the café without Angela. Although they had made their decision to exclude her, it would have been uncomfortable having to tell her face to face. Frankly, Stargazer reckoned that she might have chickened out.
 
   Shi explained what shi and Wyatt had planned, and Alison was delighted with the idea, so they made a booking for the next Seventhday.
 
   Alison said, “I’d like to do something special for you for that evening. I want to design an outfit especially for you.”
 
   “Really? I’d love that. Did you have anything particular in mind?”
 
   “Yes, actually. I’ve been thinking about this for several days… well, ever since the dance really. This just seems like the perfect excuse to follow up on it. I’ve got an idea for a design that will highlight all your best features and show how sexy a herm you are.”
 
   “Now you’ve gotten me extremely curious,” Stargazer admitted.
 
   “I’ll be needing you to drop by the shop so that I can measure you accurately.”
 
   “Oh, okay. When did you want to do that?” Stargazer had hoped that shi could avoid bumping into Angela, but that idea seemed doomed.
 
   “How about right away if you have the time? It’s best that I get started on it immediately.”
 
   Stargazer could not think of a good reason to postpone it, so when the two finished their coffee and muffins, they headed off to the shop. Alison introduced hir to Adele, a young mink lady who was their shop assistant on duty before she took Stargazer out the back to the workshop. While the retail was bright and neat, with everything artfully displayed, the workshop looked chaotic with materials piled everywhere between fabricating devices and a large workbench, and lighting intended to sharply illuminate rather than flatter.
 
   “Welcome to the reality of the garment industry,” Alison said.
 
   “Huh? What’s that?” Angela asked as she looked up from the sewing machine that she was using. “Oh, hi Star. How come you’re here? Did Ali offer you a tour?”
 
   “She wanted to measure me up. The tour was an unexpected extra.”
 
   “I see. Well I hope that you’re not disillusioned. Making clothes, even high-fashion stuff, involves a lot of inelegant mess like this.”
 
   Alison added, ““Yeah, we’re only a very small business as yet, so this is all we can afford for now. One of these days we’re aiming to have a much bigger workshop and several people working for us, but for now it’s just the two of us plus the assistants to look after the shop while we concentrate on creation and fabrication.”
 
   “So do you two both do all the jobs?” Stargazer asked.
 
   Angela replied, “Yes, although Alison tends to be better at design while I’m better at making those designs reality.”
 
   “And it’s for that design that I need your accurate measurements,” Alison said, holding up a tailor’s tape measure.
 
   “I thought you’d have something a bit more sophisticated than that,” Stargazer commented.
 
   Alison shrugged. “A big company can afford those gadgets. We have to settle for the basics. It might be slower, but it’s just as accurate when you know what you’re doing. Now stand over here, please, and I’ll get started.”
 
   Stargazer complied, and Alison got to work. She measured more things than Stargazer could work out reasons for. After that, she compared some colour swatches with Stargazer’s fur, hmmming and making notes. Then she put them aside and said, “Done!”
 
   “Are you going to tell me what you have in mind?” Stargazer asked curiously.
 
   “Nope. You’ll find out on Sixthday. That’s when you can come here instead of the café, and we’ll do a fitting and make any final adjustments.
 
   “Tease!” accused Stargazer.
 
   “I just want it to be a surprise,” Alison denied.
 
   “I’ll be wondering what it’s like for days. Oh well, I’d better head off home now.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll see you at the café as usual tomorrow.” Alison waved Stargazer goodbye at the shop entrance, then went back to the workshop.
 
   Angela said, “So what’s the occasion?”
 
   “Star’s taking me out to a restaurant.”
 
   “What about Wyatt?”
 
   “No, shi just asked me,” Alison lied.
 
   “Oh. I still don’t understand why you’re chasing hir when Wyatt is around, but at least that leaves the path clear for me.”
 
   Alison was discomfited. She did not like lying to Angela, but her sister was obsessed with chasing after someone whom she was never going to get, and Alison did not want to raise false hopes. She turned her mind to Stargazer’s design to distract herself from the unpleasant situation.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The rest of the week passed with Stargazer and Wyatt both meeting with Alison at the café in the afternoon. Sometimes Angela would be with her, and then they all avoided talking about the upcoming dinner if possible, and when Angela brought up the occasion in conversation, Wyatt explained that he had another engagement to keep with his family.
 
   Sixthday arrived, and Stargazer could hardly focus on hir work as eagerness and curiosity vied for dominance. Shi hastened over to the shop as soon as shi could, and Alison was already waiting with the finished garments.
 
   “Come into the fitting room, and we’ll try these on straight away,” Alison said, ushering Stargazer inside. “Strip to your underwear, please.”
 
   Stargazer did as shi was instructed.
 
   Alison said, “What? You don’t wear a bra?”
 
   Stargazer gave hir breasts a bit of a heft to show how firm they were. “I inherited chakat-like boobs from my mother, so they’re self-supporting like all chakat breasts. I only wear bras for fashion purposes.”
 
   “Well I’m envious, and so would be most other females. However, that works very well with the design of this top. Let’s try that on first.”
 
   Stargazer donned the top which Alison securely fastened at the back for hir. Then shi put on the bottom piece of the ensemble. Alison adjusted it slightly, then let Stargazer look at the result in the full-length mirror. The royal purple top was sleeveless and dipped down at the back to leave it open to the fur for about 30 centimetres. At the front, a plunging V-neck trimmed with yellow went down to the level of the bottom of hir breasts. There the material was gathered in tightly under the breasts, emphasising their size and shape, and making the nipple bumps more prominent. The top continued to hug hir body until it reached the charcoal grey semi-translucent bottom, which hugged the hips and was snug about the crotch in the manner of pants. The bulge of hir sheath showed unmistakably, emphasising hir herm nature as Alison had said it would. The legging continued halfway down hir thighs where the material was slit and flared out. By the time it finished a few centimetres short of hir ankles, it looked more like a dress flowing around hir feet. The total result flattered hir figure while still giving hir legs plenty of freedom of movement, with the material’s colour contrasting pleasantly with hir fur.
 
   Stargazer spun around, admiring the way it looked on hir, and the way the bottom swirled around hir legs.
 
   “You can add digitigrade sandals to complete the ensemble, or just go normally barefoot,” Alison commented.
 
   “I don’t use footwear much,” admitted Stargazer, “but I think that this is one outfit that demands them. I think that I have a pair that will go well with this.”
 
   “Excellent. Of course I have something to wear that will go very well with yours, so we should turn quite a few heads.”
 
   “I hope so. Anyway, how much do I owe you for this?”
 
   “Well, considering that you didn’t actually order it because I offered to make it for you, how about just cost of materials plus Angela’s share of the labour?”
 
   “That’s very reasonable,” admitted Stargazer.
 
   “Of course I like my dinner partners to look really good, and if you mention where you got it made, that can only help us also.”
 
   Stargazer laughed. “Okay, I can live with being an advertisement for your business. Let me dig out my debit card and pay for it.”
 
   After the outfit had been taken off and paid for, Stargazer gave Alison a parting hug and headed off, full of excitement for the next day’s events.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Stargazer and Wyatt had a leisurely sleep-in the next morning before doing some chores that they had put off until the weekend. Early in the afternoon though, they quit and headed for the bathroom to shower and spend some time on making their fur look shiny and lively. Then they dressed – Stargazer in hir new outfit, and Wyatt in a semi-formal trousers and shirt. They paused to admire each other, and Wyatt said, “Hon, if this has half the effect on Alison as it’s having on me, you’re going to get laid very soon!”
 
   Stargazer drew him in close and kissed him. “Silly boy, I’m going to get laid by you tonight, no matter what else happens.”
 
   For the occasion, they borrowed Stargazer’s parents’ PTV. They drove close to Alison’s place and Wyatt got out, then Stargazer continued on to the shop. There shi went up to the apartment and rang the doorbell. Moments later the door opened, revealing Alison dressed in a sexy, see-through blouse over a dark red, wrap-around halter-top, and a long red skirt slit all the way up her left side. By the magic of superb design, her modest bust was emphasised, much to the appreciation of Stargazer who gave a low whistle.
 
   “Wow! That’s gorgeous!”
 
   Alison grinned in delight. “I’m so glad that you like it. As wonderful as you look in your new outfit, I knew I had to do something to match it. I see you did wear the sandals – they’re very attractive.”
 
   “They ought to be – I spent enough on them! So, are you ready to go?”
 
   “Let me grab my purse and we can leave.” Alison did so, calling out, “Ann! We’re going now.”
 
   Angela walked into the room with a bowl of popcorn. “Have fun. I’ve got a date with a hot vid.” She gave a wave to Stargazer before making herself comfortable on the couch.
 
   Alison took Stargazer’s arm and said, “Let’s go.”
 
   She and Stargazer walked arm-in-arm down the steps and outside. Stargazer opened the PTV door and ushered her inside before going around to the other side and getting in.
 
   “Where’s Wyatt?” Alison asked, peering around to see if he was hiding somewhere.
 
   “We’re picking him up down the block. We decided not to take chances on him getting spotted.”
 
   “Smart move. I wouldn’t put it past Ann to check us out through the window. I really don’t want to upset my sister.”
 
   They drove off and picked up Wyatt. “Good evening, Alison. You’re looking particularly lovely today,” Wyatt said as he climbed into the PTV.
 
   “You’re looking handsome yourself, Wyatt. Poor Ann doesn’t know what she’s missing.”
 
   “Well, it isn’t as if we didn’t give her a chance to fit in with us. I’m afraid that your sister’s intentions and ours differ far too much. There are other male cougars around if she wants to find them. I know because we found them when we were looking for the female ones.”
 
   Alison sighed. “Angela won’t give up that easily.”
 
   “Hence this subterfuge. I regret it, but it’s necessary.”
 
   “Yeah,” Alison agreed. “Enough of that – this is supposed to be a fun outing. I hope you two brought an appetite, because I sure have!”
 
   The restaurant was already three quarters full when they arrived, with more constantly arriving. It was a very popular place to dine on the very freshest of seafood while enjoying the beachfront view. Unlike the dance, the emphasis here was on fine food and leisurely conversation. They took their time to appreciate the excellently prepared food, finishing with cappuccino and dessert cake. Although all three had chatted about many things at the café, they found themselves talking about more personal things in the atmosphere of the restaurant. The more they talked, the more comfortable they got with each other, and the attraction for both Stargazer and Wyatt grew within Alison.
 
   “Let’s go for a walk on the beach,” Alison suggested.
 
   “I had been thinking of doing that,” Stargazer replied. “Let me get the bill and then we can head down there.”
 
   With the bill paid, the trio left the restaurant and then went to their PTV where they all took off their shoes and left them there. They found the path that led through the rocks down to the beach, and they strolled off over the sand, Alison located between the other two.
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   “I feel so special with two people paying attention to me,” Alison admitted. She looked over at the setting sun. “It’s all so romantic – a girl, a boy, and a herm strolling on the sand as the sun dips into the sea.”
 
   “I agree,” Star said. “The question is – do you want this kind of thing and us as a permanent part of your life? Despite my modest empathic ability, I know you like being with me, but do you see us becoming Companions or more?”
 
   Alison was quiet for a few moments before answering. “I’ve been asking myself the same question. Until I met you, I had never given a moment’s thought to having a herm partner. These few weeks we’ve been together have been a revelation to me of feelings that I never knew I could have. I liked you from the very start, Star, even though Ann teased me for it, but it’s not something I had ever planned for. Wyatt here is another story. I could have seen my sister and I fighting over him – amicably of course, but still competing.”
 
   Wyatt said, “If it’s not already obvious, Angela wouldn’t have stood a chance. It’s amazing how different you two are despite being twins. Angela is nice enough as a friend, but that’s all. But you – if you and Star want to become Companions, I’ll be more than happy to share hir with you.”
 
   Alison kicked a pile of sand without saying anything. The three of them walked in companionable silence for a while before she finally spoke. “I think I will have to make a decision soon, if for no other reason than I don’t want to be sneaking behind my sister’s back when I go out with you.”
 
   “We don’t want that either,” admitted Stargazer.
 
   Wyatt said, “Let us know soon if you can, but right now let’s just enjoy the evening.”
 
   “You’re right, love,” Stargazer said. Shi took Alison’s hand and said, “The evening is warm, the breeze is pleasant and tangy, the sunset is gorgeous, and I have my mate and my girlfriend to share it all with – I’m loving this.”
 
   Wyatt took Alison’s other hand and said, “I couldn’t have said it better, hon.”
 
   They walked until Chakastra had sunk well below the horizon before turning back. It was rapidly getting dark before they got back to where they had parked the PTV. They drove back to Alison’s home, dropping Wyatt off at a nearby market where he intended to buy a few things while Stargazer dropped off Alison.
 
   “Thanks for a wonderful evening, Star.”
 
   “My pleasure, Ali. See you at the café as usual on Firstday?”
 
   “Of course.” Alison came close to give hir a hug. “Pass this on to Wyatt for me, but this is from me to you.” She gave Stargazer a lingering kiss, then grinned and turned to walk off.
 
   Stargazer watched her walk inside with a warm glow of pleasure from the kiss. Shi then went back to the market to fetch Wyatt.
 
   “So how did you feel the evening went?” he asked as they drove off. “Did your empathy pick up any hints?”
 
   Stargazer thought of the kiss that Alison had given hir. “I got more than a hint. I think she’s close to making up her mind if she wants to get serious. I know I do.”
 
   “I suppose we both just have to wait and see.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   The following week went by much as the previous one had, with no sign of Alison making her decision yet. She did ask Stargazer if shi would like to go to a nightclub on Sixthday though, this time without Wyatt. Because of that, they did not go to the café that afternoon so that both Stargazer and Alison had extra time to get ready.
 
   Alison had just gotten dressed when Angela came into her room with an angry look on her face.
 
   “What’s wrong, Ann?”
 
   “Remember Lydia Coney?” Angela asked.
 
   “Umm… brown and black rabbit fem – bought a maternity dress?”
 
   “That’s her. She was my last customer for today, and she was in a chatty mood. She told me how she and her mate had gone out for dinner last Seventhday at Pier 3 Restaurant.”
 
   Alison suddenly felt a chill as she guessed what was coming next.
 
   “It seems she spotted you there, but didn’t want to bother you as you seemed to be enjoying the company of the two cougars with you.” Angela strode up close to Alison, her arms rigidly by her side with her fists clenched in fury. She snarled in Alison’s face, “How dare you sneak behind my back and steal Wyatt from me!”
 
   “It’s not like that, Ann!” Alison protested. “It’s Star that I’m interested in, but shi wants me to be comfortable with hir mate also. That’s why he was there.”
 
   “Oh sure! That’s why you had to keep it a secret from me.”
 
   “No, it’s because we knew that you’d go nuts if you knew.” Alison immediately regretted saying that.
 
   “Nuts? NUTS? You take my boyfriend and you lie to me, and you expect me to like it? How could you do this to me – your own sister? When we moved here, we shared everything evenly. When we met them, we agreed that Star was yours and Wyatt was mine. Now you want both. So who’s the selfish one?”
 
   “Selfish? I never chased after Wyatt, and you tried to dissuade me from going out with Star. The only reason Wyatt wants my company is because I really am interested in Star. He’s not interested in you because you’re not interested in anything but a casual friendship with hir, but I want so much more!”
 
   “More lies! You’re just using hir to get to him, aren’t you? Well? Speak to me, dammit!”
 
   However Alison was not listening any more. Her own words had struck her hard – she did want more out of her relationship with Stargazer; much, much more. It had taken Angela’s tirade to make her admit it to herself, but she was really besotted with the herm cougar. And now it was time to tell hir so.
 
   Alison grabbed her purse and started heading out the door, saying, “If I can’t convince you even though I have never lied to you before, I’m just going to have to get Wyatt to tell you himself. I’m going to Star’s place now. Don’t expect me home soon.”
 
   “Just go! I don’t want to see your conniving face any more!” Angela screamed at Alison as she closed the door behind her.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Stargazer and Wyatt were eating their dinner with the rest of the family. Since Wyatt had moved in, Stargazer’s parents had treated him like their son, and their daughters had been thrilled to have a big brother. Dinner was always a big family occasion when everyone talked about what happened to them that day, and what they planned to do also. Tam and Coaldust showed as much interest in what Wyatt had to say as Stargazer, which was one reason why he had agreed to move in. This was his family now, and this was his home.
 
   Of course the biggest topic of conversation lately had been Stargazer and Wyatt’s relationship with Alison, and what their plans for the future might be. Neither were certain as yet though, but Stargazer was cheerfully optimistic.
 
   “Ah!” Stargazer said as shi put hir cutlery down on the empty plate. “That was great, mom. That’ll keep me dancing all night.”
 
   “Speaking of which,” Coaldust said, “shouldn’t you be getting ready?”
 
   “I’ve got a little time to spare before I go to pick up Alison.” Shi looked at the clock. “Oops! Not as much as I thought.” Shi got up from the table and started heading for hir room.
 
   Coaldust called out, “Dear, get the door, please. There’s someone who’s very upset approaching.”
 
   Now that it had been pointed out to hir by hir more sensitive mother, Stargazer could sense it too, and the emotional touch had a familiar feeling to it. Shi opened the door just as the person reached it.
 
   “Alison! What are you doing here? I was supposed to be picking you up as usual, wasn’t I?” Shi took in Alison’s expression and added, “Something’s gotten you very upset. What’s wrong, hon?”
 
   Alison practically fell against Stargazer’s chest and hugged hir tightly. “Oh, Star – Angela found out about Wyatt being with us at Pier 3. We had a big argument and then I walked out on her.”
 
   “Oh, Ali, I’m so sorry. I should never have suggested that we hide the fact.”
 
   “No, it’s my fault too. I should have known better than to try to deceive my sister.”
 
   By this time, Wyatt had joined the two at the door, and he said, “I’m to blame also. I should have had the guts to tell her straight out that I didn’t want to go out with her any more.”
 
   Stargazer said, “Well, we’ve established that we’re all idiots. What are we going to do about it?”
 
   “Not we – me,” Wyatt stated. “I’m going to go see Angela and straighten things out. I’m the only one that she’s likely to believe, and I need to fix this situation. You two have a date to keep, so leave this to me.”
 
   Stargazer wanted to argue with Wyatt, but shi could not dispute his logic. “Okay, Wyatt, but please be as gentle as you can.”
 
   “Of course, love.” Wyatt gave hir a kiss on the cheek, then left to borrow the family PTV.
 
   Stargazer turned hir attention back to Alison. “And what about you? What can I do to make things better?”
 
   Alison looked up into Stargazer’s eyes, and the biped chakat felt a flood of emotion come from the girl. Shi gasped as shi realised that the emotion that was dominating the upset cougar was love.
 
   Alison’s eyes were still glistening with tears, but her smile radiated happiness. “The one good thing that came out of our argument was that I finally realised my true feelings for you. I know that we’ve only known each other for a few weeks, but I’ve fallen in love with you, Star. I never truly expected to find a herm to be my ideal lover, but I like everything about you, and want to spend more of my life with you. Could you see it in your heart to do the same with me?”
 
   “Oh Alison, words are not enough to say how I feel.” Stargazer lowered hir muzzle to Alison’s, hir lips parting for a kiss. Alison met hir halfway, and the two kissed passionately for a long time.
 
   When they finally parted, Alison said, “Let’s go to your room, Star.”
 
   By hir empathic sense, Stargazer was certain why Alison wanted to do that. “If you wish, but I’ve been looking for a Companion, not for sex. I’m prepared to wait a lot longer for you to say that you are ready for that.”
 
   “Hon, it’s not all about you, y’know? It’s been over two years since I got laid, and I intend to remedy that situation right now, and who better to soothe my feelings than the one with whom I’ve fallen in love?”
 
   Stargazer grinned. “I won’t argue with that. But first, I want you to meet my parents.” Shi turned and led Alison into the living room where the family had gathered, eavesdropping. “Alison, this is my mother, Coaldust, and my sire, Tam. Mom, Dad, this is Alison. We have just become Companions.”
 
   Coaldust stepped up to hug Alison. “I can already tell that you two are a good match. Welcome to the family, Alison.”
 
   Alison blushed a little, but took the welcome with good grace. “Thank you, Coaldust. I think this will be a great turning point in my life, and hopefully Star’s also.”
 
   Stargazer said, “I’m sure it will be, but now I think we’ll get on with giving you that comforting you wanted.” Shi grinned, and Alison returned it.
 
   Stargazer led Alison to hir and Wyatt’s room and closed the door. Alison was already pulling off her dress and Stargazer followed suit by taking off hir top. Alison started pulling down Stargazer’s slacks even before shi had thrown the top aside, slipping her hand over the bulge of Stargazer’s sheath. Hir penis started to erect, tenting the briefs that shi was wearing.
 
   “Now that’s what I want to see,” Alison commented.
 
   “Your turn to reveal more,” Star replied.
 
   “OK,” Alison agreed. She released the strap on her bra and sexily removed it, leaving her breasts as bare as Stargazer’s. Shi posed in panties alone for Stargazer who drank in the sight with hir eyes.
 
   Stargazer’s cock pushed out past the elastic waistband, rapidly becoming fully engorged. Shi pulled down the briefs and they joined Alison’s dress on the floor.
 
   “Oh my!” Alison said admiringly. “You’re really hung like a chakat, aren’t you?”
 
   “Another legacy from my mother, and perhaps a little too generous for a biped.”
 
   “Oh, hell no, honey! I’m seriously lusting for it.”
 
   Star stepped closer and put hir arms about Alison to pull her into a breast to breast hug that both found very stimulating. Alison pushed in closer, feeling Stargazer’s rigid cock against her belly. Then Stargazer let Alison go, knelt down on one knee and pulled her panties down. Shi leaned forward and nuzzled her crotch and felt the dampness of her arousal. Star’s tongue licked the moisture.
 
   Alison giggled. “You can play with that all you want later, but I’m already aroused enough. I want to get this started.” She put her hands on Stargazer’s breasts and shoved hard. Stargazer sprawled on hir back on her bed, and Alison climbed on top of hir before shi could react. Grasping Stargazer’s engorged member, Alison said, “Let’s do this cowgirl style.” Shi positioned herself above the penis and lowered herself onto it. “Oh yeah, go to town, cowboy!”
 
   Stargazer moaned in pleasure before replying, “Happy to oblige, ma’am.”
 
   That was about all the silliness that they managed before getting lost in the pleasure of their coupling, the long-awaited expression of their needs and desires making it into an explosion of ecstasy.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Eventually both were at last satiated and they lay side by side, holding hands and just enjoying their closeness. After a while Stargazer said, “I kind of rushed things back there with Mom and Dad, and I never really asked you formally, but will you be my Companion?”
 
   “Silly kitty, of course I will, and I hope a lot more.”
 
   Stargazer turned and propped hirself up on one elbow to face her. “Are you sure, Ali? I mean – I would really like our relationship to grow into something great, but we’ve only known each other for a short time. I’ve always made it clear that I was just looking for someone to satisfy my masculine needs, but do you think we can eventually become full mates?”
 
   Alison leaned closer to kiss hir on the nose. “No, I don’t think it, I believe it. You’re the one for me, I know it.”
 
   Stargazer’s eyes started to well with tears of joy. “You’ve made me very happy, Alison, and I promise to try to make you just as happy for as long as we are together.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Wyatt rang the doorbell with no little trepidation. While he was determined to settle this situation once and for all, it still was not going to be easy. Angela eventually answered with a scowl on her face, damp fur under her eyes betraying tears. The scowl disappeared when she saw who it was.
 
   “Wyatt! You’ve come back to me!” she cried as she flung her arms around his neck and tried to kiss him.
 
   Wyatt tried fending her off as gently as he could. “Angela, stop! I’m not here for this.”
 
   Angela did stop, frowning in frustration. “What’s wrong, Wyatt?”
 
   Wyatt sighed. “Angela, you have misread our relationship. We are friends, nothing more. As your friend, I’ve come to apologise for deceiving you. We should not have tried to hide the fact that I went with Alison and Star to the restaurant.”
 
   “No you shouldn’t have, and neither should have Alison. We made a deal – she got Star and left you alone.”
 
   “Stop it! No one got anyone. Star was dating Alison because they like each other, and I was with them for no other reason than what we told you on the day that we first met – and that is that any girlfriend of Star’s has to be comfortable with sharing hir with me, hir mate. I like Alison; I like her a lot. Maybe something more will grow out of that too, but for now this is about Stargazer and hir needs and wants. Not me, and definitely not you. You’ve shown no interest in hir other than as an acquaintance, and you haven’t even respected the fact that I am hir mate. You won’t even believe your own sister when she tells you that she wasn’t chasing me. Well I am here to tell you once and for all that there is no relationship between you and me. I’m sorry if you got hurt by what has happened, but it’s a mess of your own making.”
 
   Angela just stood there in disbelief and denial which turned to fury. She started hitting Wyatt. “How dare you! Get out of here! Get out! I never want to see your face again, you bastard!”
 
   Wyatt fended off the blows and made to leave. “Hate me if you want, but don’t screw things up with your sister. Alison still needs you too.”
 
   “OUT!” screeched Angela.
 
   Wyatt gave up and left, jumping slightly as the apartment door slammed behind him. “I wonder if I just made things worse?” he muttered as he left the building. He took a PPTV back home again, but he was intercepted at the door by Coaldust.
 
   “I can feel that you’re down in the dumps, but now is not the time to seek solace with Stargazer.”
 
   “Oh? Where is shi and Alison?” he asked. “Didn’t they go out on their date?”
 
   Coaldust smiled. “No. They’re in your room, fulfilling their desires.”
 
   “Ah, I see,” he said, his demeanour brightening. “Well at least one thing has worked out well. Do you think I could have a muffin and coffee to drown my sorrows?”
 
   Coaldust grinned. “Silly boy, of course you can. You just sit down and I’ll bring some out.”
 
   Wyatt sat down on the sofa with a sigh. He closed his eyes and attempted to let the tension out. Before long he heard Coaldust putting something on the coffee table, and the delicious smell of a fresh brew filled his nose. “Mmmmm… thanks, Dusty.” He had tried to call hir by hir full name when he had first moved in, but shi had wanted him to call hir Mom. They had compromised on the nickname that hir mate called hir by.
 
   “You’re very welcome.” Coaldust then performed one of hir infamous stretches. Putting hir forepaws up on the wall, shi bent hir upper torso back until it lay flat against hir lower, hir arms extended past hir head so hir hands could grasp hir hind legs. Shi stretched like this for several seconds with a grin on hir face. Shi knew how fascinating Wyatt found it, and also how distracting it was. It never failed to take his mind off anything that was troubling him. 
 
   When shi felt that shi had distracted him enough, Coaldust climbed onto the sofa next to Wyatt and cuddled up to him. He was well used to the physical affection that chakats lavished on people close to their hearts, and he ate and drank without concern.
 
   “Have I ever told you how proud I am to have you as a son-in-law?” Coaldust asked.
 
   “Oh, once or twice,” Wyatt replied.
 
   “Then I’m saying it again. My daughter could not have found a better mate. You’re every bit as considerate a mate as a chakat would be and you’ve made hir very happy. You’re going to give me wonderful grandchildren one day.”
 
   “Thanks. I do hope that you’ll be patient for a little while longer though. Star and I want to properly establish our careers a bit more first.”
 
   “I know, but forgive me for wanting to see that day sooner rather than later.” Shi nuzzled his arm.
 
   “Dusty, I think you need to damp down your empathy a bit. I think you’re picking up too much of Star and Ali’s emotions at the moment,” he pointed out with an amused chuckle.
 
   “Hmmm? I suppose you’re right, dear, although I would be agreeable if you ever asked.” Shi got up and continued. “However, you’re not feeling so glum now, are you?” Shi winked and walked off with a satisfied smile on hir muzzle.
 
   Wyatt watched hir go and shook his head in wonder. “Sneaky kitty,” he murmured.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   It was a while before Stargazer emerged in a sexily dishevelled state. Shi was still nude, but that was hardly an unusual condition in that household, and unworthy of notice. Shi found Wyatt still on the sofa, reading a book. Shi sat in his lap and kissed him.
 
   Wyatt said, “No need to ask how it went with Alison.”
 
   “Nope. I needed that as much as I wanted it. So did she. Amazing what a two year abstinence can do for the libido.”
 
   “I’m sure you will never find out what it’s like.”
 
   “Not with lovers like you two, that’s for sure.”
 
   “So where is Alison?” he asked, looking about for some sign of her.
 
   “She’s getting dressed. She’s going back to her place to talk with Angela. How did things go with her?”
 
   “Not good, although I may have finally convinced her that I am not interested in her. She didn’t take it well. I hope that she doesn’t take it out on Alison.”
 
   “I think you might be underestimating them. They’ve been tight for years, and I don’t think one incident will wreck that. They’ll get past this.”
 
   Alison emerged soon and said, “Thanks for giving us this time together, Wyatt. How did your meeting with Ann go?
 
   Wyatt repeated his news with a bit more detail.
 
   Alison nodded glumly. “Yeah, that’s about what I expected. I’ll see what I can do about smoothing things out. I gotta go now – the PTV that I ordered just turned up.”
 
   Alison gave them both a quick hug before heading outside, climbed into the PPTV and drove off.
 
   “Well, I don’t think we’ll be going dancing tonight,” Star said.
 
   Wyatt snorted in amusement. “How about I make us a drink? I’m pretty sure you’re going to need some fluids after dancing on the sheets for so long.”
 
   “Offer accepted. Do you want to hear the details?”
 
   “Do I have a choice?”
 
   “Not really,” Stargazer admitted as they headed for the kitchen.
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Nearly two hours later, the doorbell rang. Wyatt answered and found Alison standing there.
 
   “May I come in?” she asked.
 
   “Of course, Ali. Star’s in the lounge with the folks.”
 
   “Thanks, Wyatt,” she said gratefully.
 
   Alison came inside and Stargazer got up to meet her. “Is there something wrong, Ali? You could have called me if there was.”
 
   “Yes and no. Angela and I had an argument, but we’ve basically worked things out. I felt that she needed some time alone to work off her mad and cool down, so I decided to come back here and ask if you had a spare bed to put me up for the night.”
 
   “There’s always room for you, Alison, but I would hope that you would share our bed rather than sleep alone. You already know how roomy it is.”
 
   “Wouldn’t I be disturbing you and Wyatt?”
 
   “It’s more a matter of whether we’d be disturbing you. This is what a future with us would be like. Do you want this, Ali?”
 
   “You know I do, Star.”
 
   “Then it’s settled. There’s only one question to be answered then.”
 
   “Oh? What’s that?”
 
   “How many marshmallows do you like in your hot chocolate?” Star asked, showing her the mug sitting on the table. “We usually have a mug with the family before we go to bed.”
 
   Alison laughed. “I’ll have three, please. I would have thought that you’d have coffee though.”
 
   “Don’t want the caffeine just before going to bed.”
 
   “That makes sense, and I might just have to change my habits.”
 
   “Well, while I get your hot chocolate, why not chat with Mom and Dad? I think you’ll all be seeing a lot more of each other from now on.”
 
   They all ended up going to bed late that night as the conversation went on without anybody feeling the urge to leave. However Wyatt regretfully called a halt as he had an early appointment to keep. They took Alison to their room where they undressed, and she took a moment to admire Wyatt’s nude form.
 
   “Star, honey, you sure caught a good one,” she said with conviction.
 
   “Don’t I know it!” Stargazer replied, giving Wyatt’s butt a squeeze.
 
   “Who caught whom?” Wyatt asked with a grin.
 
   “Details!” Stargazer said dismissively.
 
   “Maybe I should snuggle up with Alison instead tonight?”
 
   “OK! OK! You caught me, but now that you have, I’m never letting you go.”
 
   “Suits me fine, Love.” He climbed onto the huge chakat-sized bed. “Are you coming or not?”
 
   Stargazer climbed into the middle of the bed and snuggled hir back against his chest. Shi then patted the bed in front of hir. “Here’s your spot, Ali.”
 
   Alison climbed in and settled in snugly with Stargazer.
 
   “Lights off!” Stargazer commanded the house computer, and the room was plunged into nearly complete darkness. “Now this is how things should be,” shi murmured.
 
   A few moments later, Alison said, “Now I wonder what’s prodding me in the back?”
 
   Stargazer answered, “Probably the same thing prodding me in mine.”
 
   “I can tell that living with you two is going to be fun.”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Alison returned home the next morning in time for her usual start for work, and found Angela in the workshop already. Her sister gave her a curt nod of acknowledgement, but didn’t speak to her all day. Nevertheless Alison was relieved because they had both worked too hard to get their business going to let it fail because they could not work together any more. Now though, Alison was pretty sure that hir sister would work off her anger, even if it took her weeks.
 
   Over those weeks, Alison still stayed mostly in the apartment, only meeting with Stargazer and Wyatt at the café after work. About twice a week though, she would go with them to their home and stay the night, or go out on a date with one or both, and then go to their home. Angela eventually started talking to her sister again, and things returned virtually to normal again. She never visited the café any more though, much to everyone’s relief.
 
   One day, about sixteen weeks later, Alison excitedly informed Stargazer of some news.
 
   “Angela has found herself a boyfriend – another cougar guy. He’s far better suited to her temperament however, and practically dotes on her.”
 
   “That’s excellent news,” Stargazer replied.
 
   “So you think she’s finally put us out of her head?” Wyatt asked hopefully.
 
   “She talks all day about him; I think you’re officially old news.”
 
   “Suits me fine,” Wyatt said with some relief.
 
   “How’s it affecting you?” Stargazer asked.
 
   “When he’s visiting, I feel like I’m intruding, even though it’s my home.”
 
   “You could spend more nights with me whenever he’s there,” Stargazer suggested.
 
   “Y’know, that’s a pretty good idea.”
 
   “I’ve got a better idea,” Wyatt said. “I think it’s time for you to move in with us on a permanent basis.”
 
   “But we’re not mated,” Alison objected.
 
   “That’s easily fixed,” Stargazer said. Shi reached out and took Alison’s hand in hirs and asked, “Alison, I love you. Will you be my denmate?”
 
   Tears of joy welled in Alison’s eyes. “Yes! Definitely yes, my love!”
 
    
 
   ******************************
 
    
 
   Alison moved in with Stargazer and Wyatt the next Seventhday. Coaldust threw her a big party, welcoming her as a new daughter-in-law. Alison told Angela that the apartment was all hers now, and wished her sister and her beau good fortune with their relationship. The sisters continued working together though, and the business really started paying dividends. Stargazer and Wyatt’s careers also began to take off, and eventually Alison decided the time was right. 
 
   Nearly exactly a year after she had met the unusual chakat-cougar, Alison told hir what she had decided.
 
   Three days later, Stargazer came home, excitedly towing Alison behind hir, leaving a grinning Wyatt to close the door after them. Shi raced into the living room where Coaldust and Tam were relaxing and burst out, “Mom! Dad! Alison’s pregnant – I’m going to be a daddy!”
 
    
 
   ###
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