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  Why Coyotes Howl


  Thomas Hartley tried not to panic as the car’s engine went dead. They’d driven well past the New Mexico state line now, come to an intersection in some tiny town—the first buildings they’d seen in nearly an hour—and he’d slowed to a near-stop to check the directions. If they were where he thought they were, they’d just about hit the north side of Gila National Forest, with only an hour or so left to go.


  His computer-picked route, courtesy of Yahoo, didn’t mention a town at all here beyond “bear slightly right on Main Street to stay on U.S. 180.” Just as he made the turn, the engine stopped. It didn’t choke out, made no distressing noises; it was as if he’d simply turned the ignition off.


  Lara came awake with a start. “Hm? What?”


  Tom first met Lara Chase forty-eight hours ago. He was on his way to El Paso to visit his parents—he couldn’t quite think of it as “back home,” since they’d only moved there two years ago, after he’d left for college—but El Paso was in nearly the opposite direction. His friend Ted sent Lara to him after Tom made an offhand comment about sharing ride expenses. She seemed nice, and offered enough money to pay for gas for the entire trip, even with the long detour. Given the way the trip had gone so far, though, he deeply regretted choosing commerce over convenience.


  “I don’t know.” Tom turned the key. Not even a click.


  “God.” She looked outside, and then at her watch. “It’s noon already. This can’t be happening.”


  “It’s probably just the battery again.” Tom rolled the car to a stop, and rested his head on the steering wheel.


  This was the second time today. The first time had been when they stopped for gas at sunrise in God knows where, Arizona, and found the one gas station there didn’t open until seven. They left the car there and went for breakfast at the cafe next door, and came back to discover that Lara, who had taken most of the night shift for driving, had left the lights on. The jump from the station owner had kept them going until now.


  “How can it just be—”


  “It couldn’t keep the charge. This car’s new enough to have one of those wonderful control computers in it, and when the battery gave out completely the engine shut off.”


  “And?”


  “And now we need a new battery.”


  “Christ.” She got out, slamming the door behind her. He reached across the Tercel’s passenger seat to lock the door, then got out, wincing at the desert heat, and locked his own.


  Lara pulled out a cigarette. This was only the second time he’d seen her light up on the trip. The first time was right after the morning battery trouble. It seemed it was less an addiction than a nervous habit.


  “Well, this might be the biggest town in a hundred miles,” he said. “Let’s find a garage.”


  Lara stood about five-four, average build bordering on stocky, nondescript straight black hair matched with black jeans and black T-shirt—he’d barely give her a second glance if he passed by on the sidewalk. Not that Tom gave many people more than a second glance, or attracted them himself; he deviated from the crowd only by being reed-thin, bespectacled and given to a “business casual” dress style rather than the walking mall clothing store advertisements his classmates favored.


  At least, Tom wouldn’t have given her a second glance a few days ago. Since yesterday evening she’d been spooking him. She was American Indian—something he hadn’t realized when he first met her—and it turned out she wasn’t really going to Wills’ Ford, the little unmapped town he was driving her to. She was going to a mountaintop nearby for what she called an “annual clan gathering,” but she hadn’t been to one in fifteen years.


  That was only odd. This morning, though, he’d woken up before sunrise and looked over at her from the passenger seat and jumped. Her eyes were silver.


  She’d looked over at him at the jump, and then quickly looked away. “If it’s my eyes,” she’d said, “they just look silver under the right light. It’ll fade by sunrise.” It had, and she hadn’t offered any more explanation.


  The town stood quiet save for the hissing of wind through the junipers and the dry crackle of the grit under their shoes. Like most of the land they’d driven through, nothing here resembled a lawn. Thin, wild weeds that reminded him of sawgrass, brittle bushes with tiny yellow flowers, and a half-dozen types of cacti filled yards. Tall pines carpeted the sides of the hills and mountains.


  The rough landscape forced most of the homes to cluster along the highway, tiny ramshackle boxes of adobe or tin all carefully fenced in to protect plots of bristlebrush and religious statuary—perhaps a step up from the yards of dirt he’d seen by homes outside the forest. There was no distinction between business and residence. Houses became offices by planting handpainted signs out front advertising themselves as a hardware store, or a nail salon, or a TV repair shop. Tom wondered if there were any TV stations you could get out here without satellite.


  “Did you grow up somewhere around here?”


  “No.” She pointed down a side street. “A couple blocks that way, that looks like a garage. I grew up in northeastern Arizona, on Hopi lands.”


  “I’m part Hopi.”


  Lara stopped, and looked at him, eyes narrowed in skepticism.


  “A small part,” he said, a little defensively. “An eighth.”


  “Which clan?”


  “I don’t know. It was my great-grandmother, but she died when my grandmother was still a baby.”


  Lara’s intense gaze dropped back to mellow. “So she was raised white.”


  He shrugged. “I guess so. She sure didn’t pass on much interest in Indian life to my mom.”


  “They wanted to ‘acculturate’ her so she could get on in civilized society.” She grinned faintly, and leaned down to snuff her cigarette out in the dirt. She hung onto the butt, rather than tossing it away, until they reached a trash can by the garage entrance. “Guess I’m back to deculturate myself a little again.”


  Two men were working in the garage. One looked up when the two came in.


  “I think we need a new battery,” Tom said.


  “You think?” the man said, grinning. He had a pencil-thin mustache, wore blue overalls, and his face was either heavily freckled or cancerous.


  Tom took a deep breath, and explained the problem. The man nodded sagely. “Tercel, huh?”


  “Yeah. It’s just three years old.”


  The mechanic nodded again. “I’ll have to make a call. We don’t have a battery for that here.”


  “Maybe we can make one of the ones you have fit?”


  “All we got right now are two truck batteries and a tractor battery,” he said, waving a hand at a dark, greasy corner. “Have to make a call to have one brought in the afternoon parts drop.”


  “When will that be?”


  “Afternoon,” the man replied, so matter-of-factly Tom realized he wasn’t being flippant. “Hopefully they haven’t left yet—it’s kinda late already. Where’s the car at?”


  “On Main, just this side of Highway 180.”


  He nodded. “Guess we can just leave it there. Save you the tow, if it’s just the battery.”


  And with that and a handoff of keys, Tom and Lara stood outside the garage again.


  Lara lit another cigarette. “I should have known better than to try to do this all at the last minute.”


  Tom took off his glasses and wiped the lenses on his shirt, the closest to a nervous habit he had, although he was less nervous than irritated. “We’re both going to be late, but not that late.”


  “If they get in a battery.”


  He shrugged. “So what’s the worst that can happen if you’re a day late?”


  She took a long drag on the cigarette, and looked away. “It won’t be good for me.”


  They walked back to a convenience store they’d passed on the way to the garage. Like most of the other buildings, it was adobe, wooden poles sticking out the roof at regular intervals—a Mexican fort from an old western, save for the Budweiser sign. Lara put out her cigarette on the side of a metal trash can and tossed the butt in.


  Inside, the store was clearly a general store, not a convenience store—produce stands, drink coolers and wooden shelves cluttered with everything from lamp oil to canning supplies. It smelled of sawdust and squash, and of ristras, strings of dried chiles, hanging behind the counter. They bought two identical plastic bottles of spring water from a taciturn Mexican behind the counter, and stepped back out into the sun.


  “Hear that?” Lara said, even before Tom had twisted off the bottle top.


  “What?”


  “The bark. It’s a coyote.” She pronounced it with all three syllables, kai-yo-te, unlike his father, who just said kai-yoat.


  “You can tell that?”


  “Sure. They don’t sound like anything else.” She looked past the homes, along the edge of a forested hill, as if searching for the animal. “Now, if I’d said it was an old male barking, then you could be skeptical.”


  “Oh.”


  “That’s a middle-aged female.”


  Tom looked at her. She chuckled, and continued walking.


  They didn’t speak again until they got back to the garage, sitting down in rocking chairs in the shade of a porch, and the silence became more oppressive to Tom than the dust and heat. “What are you studying?”


  “Sociology.” She sipped her water. “And you, you’re a junior studying some kind of computer science. Hardware more than software, I’d bet, like networking.”


  “You’re either a very good observer, or you checked up on me before the trip.”


  She laughed. “A good observer. That’s why I’m in sociology.”


  “I’d thought about being an archeologist.” Tom sipped his water. “Not the Indiana Jones type—probably out here somewhere, really, studying the Anasazi or the Mimbres.”


  “You and everyone else, it seems like sometimes.”


  He shrugged. “It’s just fascinating to think we know more about cultures that died thousands of years ago than we do about one that was still living six centuries ago.”


  “Mmm.” Lara frowned, and looked at her watch. “Think we should go in and ask about the battery?”


  “It’s only been forty-five minutes. If that.”


  “Yeah, I suppose so. Shit.” She closed her eyes and leaned back in the rocking chair.


  “Maybe you could give your family a call, tell them you might be late.”


  “No phone where they’re at,” she said, without opening her eyes.


  After another half-hour passed, Lara stood up abruptly and walked into the garage. Tom followed. Before either of them spoke, though, the mechanic looked up and shook his head. “Parts truck just left,” he said. “Just another couple hours.”


  Lara lit her fourth cigarette.


  The truck came maybe an hour and a half beyond that, but they weren’t back on the road until past the predicted two-hour mark. The mechanic loaded them and the battery into a pickup truck, drove to Tom’s car, put the battery in, then drove back to the garage with them following. He poked under the hood for another ten minutes (and another of Lara’s cigarettes), pronounced the alternator working, and took Tom’s money.


  Only a half-mile of gravel made the town disappear so thoroughly it seemed the road crew might have been the only humans who’d come through this land in the last thousand years. Tom couldn’t tell how high they were; the road’s curves were gentle, but it dipped up and down, showing plains and forest hundreds of feet below at some points and rocks towering hundreds of feet above at others. Everywhere the land was spattered with spiky plants and tall, straight trees. Sometimes the road bridged fast-flowing, clear white creeks.


  As the sun started to set, he looked over at Lara. Her eyes were silver again.


  Lara caught his expression, and frowned. “What?”


  “Your eyes.” Tom looked back at the road. “Trick of the light, you said?”


  She leaned to the left to look into the rear view mirror. “Not really. Dammit. The moon’s almost up.”


  Tom pursed his lips, looking away. “This might be a stupid question, but—”


  “Then don’t ask it,” she said sharply. She threw herself back in her seat and rubbed her temples. “I know this is going to sound crazy, but let me out here.”


  He flashed her an incredulous look. “We’ve still got nearly thirty miles to go to Wills’ Ford.”


  “Please!”


  Tom swallowed. He’d heard her sound tense before, but never frightened. This spooked him more than the eyes did. “I’m going to ask anyway,” he said, keeping his voice level. “Lara, what the hell is going on?”


  “I can’t tell you. I have to be out of the car—”


  Her words were cut off by a sharp intake of breath, and she doubled over around her seatbelt. She let the breath out in a rattling, shuddering hiss, and fumbled for the belt’s clasp to undo it.


  “Lara?” “Please,” she gasped, reaching out a hand to him, ending up clutching at his knee with a painful strength. “Let me out. Don’t tell…what you see.” She looked up with the glittering eyes of an animal. “Don’t show fear.”


  As he flailed for a response, she started to change, body shriveling grotesquely as skin became fur. Tom whipped his gaze back to the road, breath icing in his throat. As seams tore and popped as the stress points on her clothing shifted, he fastened his hands to the steering wheel with a death-grip. Don’t show fear. Right. She’s a goddamn werewolf.


  Snarling and snapping noises came from the passenger seat, and he risked a glance back. A large, grey and rust-colored canine tugged and ripped at the clothes it was stuck in. A long, foxlike tail pulled free, whipping against his leg as she scrabbled around.


  “She’s not a wolf, she’s a coyote,” he whispered aloud.


  Lara shook off the jeans easily, but the shirt remained stuck on her forelegs for a moment longer, a feral spoof of a sweater-bound toy poodle. She pawed once at the door handle, then grabbed it with her teeth.


  “Stop that!” Tom barked, reaching toward the animal. She spun around and snapped at his hand, ears back, a low growl in her throat.


  The coyote’s eyes—now more yellow than silver—fixed on him. He wasn’t sure how big she was, but he’d guess close to thirty pounds. Tom imagined this specific gaze was the last thing a mouse saw before snapping teeth.


  “Lara. Look.” He tried to keep his voice level. “You can’t run faster than a car on pavement, can you?” The woman just shape-shifted in front of you and you’re telling her what’s possible? “And if you try to run twenty-odd miles straight you’ll be nearly dead by the time you get there. I’m right, aren’t I?”


  Lara growled sharply, and turned around to lie down in the seat, resting her head on her front paws.


  Forcing himself to breathe very slowly, Tom looked back at the road, slowly bringing the car back up to speed. If his grip got any tighter the vinyl would start tearing, but he couldn’t will his hands to loosen.


  The trees had not thinned; clear creeks snaked through the forest, occasionally running along the roadside, giving a crisp, cool look to the scene. Under other circumstances he’d find the area quite beautiful. The thought came to him in a detached, pleasantly abstract fashion, and he clung to that feeling: be detached. You are taking a pleasant drive through a national forest on a beautiful spring evening. You just happen to have a coyote in the car with you.


  Tom rolled his window down halfway. The scent of juniper flooded in, carrying the whisper of wind through branches and the distant splash of water. The coyote perked her ears, sitting up and looking past him out the window.


  “I’m glad you can at least understand English,” he muttered.


  She snorted, lying back on the seat.


  The ride continued in silence and through wilderness for another half-hour, until they passed by two trailers, barely visible in the twilight, and a closed gas station by the side of the road. Lara barked. Some two dozen cars, mostly pickup trucks and four-by-fours, lined both sides of the highway. He slowed, searching for the turnoff in the fading sunlight.


  The dirt road heading off to the left quickly dipped down into thick brush, descending at least twenty feet at a steep angle. He could pick it out again, barely, as it made its way up a pale green mountain, sides covered with brush and grass and a liberal helping of scraggly trees. Other peaks off in the distance showed patches of snow, even though the temperature outside was, he guessed, in the mid-sixties.


  “This is it, huh?” He inched off the paved road at an angle, turning onto the path. The frame shook hard as the car left the pavement, and Tom shifted his foot to the brake pedal as the vehicle rolled down the incline.


  The coyote started scrabbling at the door handle, then pulled at it with her teeth.


  “Hey!” Tom’s protests came even as the door clicked open, and Lara leapt out, taking off like a launched arrow.


  He began rolling forward again as he reached over to pull her door shut. “Goddammit.” Then he slammed on the brakes. The coyote had stopped at the bottom of the hill, some eight feet away, and turned around, ears flattening.


  “Look,” he called out the window, “I’ve got to find some place to turn the car around. I’m not going to try to go up that slope in reverse.”


  She growled, remaining in place for a few more seconds, then raced down the road.


  Tom let the car roll the rest of the way downhill, then closed his eyes, resting his head on the steering wheel.


  After a full minute had passed, he lifted his head, and started inching the car forward again. Coyote Lara was out of sight.


  For about five minutes he didn’t drive any faster than ten miles an hour. The last red bands of sunlight were fading, and the colors around him were becoming the bone colors of moonbeam and starlight. Trees became more numerous, closer to the road, obliging it to snake vinelike around them.


  Tom finally sped up, more than doubling his speed, ignoring the protests of the wildly vibrating suspension. He could see why everyone else had parked on the side of the highway; he wished he’d been smart enough to take the hint, rather than imagine he’d gallantly drive the coyote up to the mountain’s summit. In this land, four paws were better than four wheels.


  As if to taunt him for his mistake, the road narrowed and one side dropped away. He found himself slowing down abruptly, inching along between a wall of black trees to one side and about a foot of grass and rocks on the other that separated him from a near-vertical slide to a ravine of unknown depths. Turning around was impossible, and reversing would be suicidal. He hoped to God he wouldn’t meet someone coming the other way, and narrowed all his thoughts to the strip of dirt his headlights shone on.


  Then he heard the howl.


  He took his foot off the gas, listening. Another howl came, longer than the first, a warbling, discordant alto. A third howl started before that one had died down.


  Tom swallowed, and started moving slowly forward. Between the engine clatter and the headlight beams he might as well be setting off fireworks to attract attention to himself—but it looked like the road was surrounded by solid ground on both sides just up ahead. It still wouldn’t be wide enough to turn around in a three-point turn, but maybe he could manage it in, oh, eight or nine points.


  He slowed to a stop just after reaching safer ground, turned the wheel all the way to the right, put the car in reverse, and popped the clutch a little too quickly. The engine gunned and choked out. Its final rattle echoed through the black trees for one quick moment, then left only the papery rustle of leaves.


  No howling.


  Tom took a deep breath, and reached for the key again.


  Then the barking started.


  The first coyote leapt onto the windshield before he even saw it. Others ran behind, down the road, through the trees, around—and over—the car. The frame creaked as the suspension rocked back and forth.


  With a slow tightening in his gut, he realized he wasn’t just hearing barking outside—he was hearing growling. The coyote to the driver’s side door suddenly leapt up at the window, snarling, and Tom jumped back. Don’t show fear…


  Shakily, he reached for the key once more, just as another coyote leapt up against the passenger side. Christ, he was wolf-sized, and he was—


  —opening the door.


  Tom hadn’t locked the door when he’d closed it after Lara leapt out. The coyote pulled the door handle up with its teeth, swung the door open, and jumped partway onto the passenger seat. Tom scrambled back as the animal growled, fangs bared, golden eyes fixing on him.


  He guessed it was nearly fifty pounds, its fur a darker brown than the other animals—none of whom seemed to be running past now. After another second, it sniffed along the passenger seat, looked back at him, and jumped the rest of the way into the car, now sniffing along the seat back. Smelling Lara.


  The coyotes outside started barking excitedly.


  “You’re another one,” Tom whispered.


  A black nose pressed against his shoulder in response, followed by what he could only interpret as an enigmatic grin. Then it ducked its head down to where his hand still rested on the steering wheel, and grabbed his wrist in its jaws. Lifting his hand up, the animal readjusted its hold, making it firmer, and started backing out of the car.


  “Let go,” Tom stammered, tugging back.


  The coyote bit down, twisting his wrist. Even as his eyes teared up, Tom sensed that the animal wasn’t putting any force into its bite.


  He punched the car’s lights off and grabbed the keys with his other hand, sliding awkwardly toward the coyote around the gearshift. “You win,” he said through clenched teeth.


  The animal stopped twisting his wrist, but kept the grip tight, maybe a pound or two of pressure away from drawing blood. Tom managed to kick the door shut before being tugged out of range.


  The chill of the early night air pricked cactus-needle sharp, the breeze made colder by the heat of the coyote’s tongue against his skin and the warmth of the other coyotes as they milled closely about his legs. After a half-dozen more noses pressed against him and a chorus of warning growls sounded, the group moved back up the road, the large one taking the lead and tugging Tom forward. He was forced to keep up a near-jog, but he was determined not to stumble. He couldn’t rid himself of the image of all the surrounding canine jaws fastening themselves on him to drag him along.


  By the time the entourage reached the crest, Tom’s feet had passed through aching to agony and reached a worrisome dull numbness. The pack surrounding him had grown by an order of magnitude, and at least as many coyotes lay amongst the trees ahead. The road ended a good twenty minutes ago, turning into a barely-visible path marked at its beginning by two NO TRESPASSING signs, each with smaller print Tom hadn’t been able to read.


  When the path ended at a rocky grotto, the coyotes slowed down, some breaking away from the human to greet their fellows. The center of the grotto held a fire pit, embers glowing bitter orange. Tom took a deep, ragged breath and fell to his knees.


  He didn’t see the coyote that bit his ear until its jaws touched his skin. Tom twisted around quickly, yelping, and lost his balance, sprawling on his back.


  The coyote lowered its head until its nose nearly touched his, and growled.


  “Lara?” he whispered after another few seconds had passed.


  The coyote looked away, managing to look exasperated, then suddenly snapped just above his neck with a snarl. Then she flumped down on the ground next to him, still growling softly.


  He swallowed, and licked his lips, trying to get some moisture back. “I didn’t start out to follow you. I couldn’t turn around, and—”


  The coyote cut him off by shoving a forepaw against his mouth. Tom went silent.


  After a full minute had passed, Tom sat up. The huge coyote sat on his haunches perhaps five feet away, watching the human. When Tom’s eyes met the coyote’s, it rose to its paws and walked slowly away, toward the grotto’s far side.


  Tom got up, ignoring the protests shooting through his bones, and limped afterward.


  The grotto ended at a rocky dropoff, a knoll overlooking a small set of buildings fifty feet below. The tight grid followed that of pueblos, but the walls were made of mortared stone, not adobe. The rooftops and walls glimmered in the moonlight.


  He sat down, not trying to follow the bigger coyote as it picked its way down what to Tom looked like a nearly vertical incline. Lara sat down next to him. The mountain night air had become genuinely cold, comfortable with his light jacket only when the breeze wasn’t blowing.


  “It’s an old Anasazi settlement, isn’t it?” he said, looking at the shadowed village. “It looks like pictures I’ve seen of the Atsinna Ruin.”


  She made a chuff noise, and he glanced down. The coyote shook her head in a startlingly human gesture, and nodded toward the buildings.


  He looked back, resting his hands in his lap, and simply watched. Coyotes trotted between the buildings, some climbing in and out of the rooftop entrances, occasionally scrabbling their way up the hill past him. This settlement was alive, and in use.


  No other coyotes went down the embankment; the village was gradually emptying as Lara’s clan gathered in the grotto. Finally the huge, dark coyote made his way back out, nosing at Tom’s hand as he passed by, then stopped, sitting back on his haunches about ten feet away facing toward the pack. Lara rose to her paws and trotted off to rejoin the others.


  The dark coyote looked over his shoulder at Tom, and looked at the pack.


  Tom swallowed hard, then rose to his feet and walked toward the animals slowly. They parted, a canine Red Sea, letting him get into their midst, then closed up again.


  The dark coyote tilted his head up and howled, a mournful bass cry bouncing off the trees and rocks and mountains. The howl went on for four, five, nearly ten seconds before fading.


  Then—not at all at once—the rest of the coyotes began to howl.


  The noise grew louder as other voices joined, gravelly voices, high alto voices, barking voices, yipping cub voices. And more voices. And more. None stopped howling once they’d started.


  Tom found himself covering his ears, cowering, as the cacophony swelled. He shouted hoarsely, a near-inaudible staccato discordance, then fell quickly silent.


  And then, he howled, too. It was a noise that came from somewhere below thinking, pure arational action. The sound became part of the chorus, losing itself in the whole, another harmonic in one single, sustained cry of joy and pain sung to the full moon.


  Tom howled until his throat was raw, then stopped, panting. The coyote to his right turned and licked his cheek; he realized it was licking at tears. Without thinking, he hugged it. The animal let him rest his head against it as the howl around him began to resolve back into individual voices, each one drifting to silence. As the last one faded he sobbed raggedly. It seemed to him canine voices around him did the same.


  The coyotes started to move, nosing and bumping one another, gathering in still more closely. He imagined a congregation facing one another and shaking hands, and grinned. Peace be with you. A nose against his cheek, a quick lick against the back of his neck. A young pup wormed its way through the crowd nearby to leap up, paws on his chest, and touch his nose for a moment with its own, then scampered off. Tom managed to pet its tail lightly, hugging the others when he could.


  Then as if at a gunshot, the animals suddenly scattered, loping in all directions, streaming into the woods or toward the village. Tom let a long, slow sigh. The moment they had inexplicably shared with him was over. He shivered, knowing it wasn’t just from the cold. A fundamentalist aunt had always spoken of “surrendering yourself to Christ,” a phrase he’d found bizarre and forbidding. Now he understood what those early mystics meant.


  He spotted Lara trotting over to a silver coyote who lay on the ground near the fire, the dark coyote who’d led the howl sitting by her side. Lara touched noses with him, then nuzzled with the silver one. As the nuzzling broke off and Lara began trying to nudge the other coyote to its feet, Tom understood he was watching a family.


  The silver coyote stood with a chuff and a resigned growl, and Lara immediately bounded a few feet away, tail wagging, looking back at her. Run with me. The silver coyote barked softly, holding back, eyes turning toward her dark mate. He nosed her side. With another chuff, she trotted after Lara, then ran. The two forms darted into the tangle of woods, the sound of paws against dry leaves pinpointing them for another few seconds after Tom’s eyes could no longer make them out.


  Tom stood and walked slowly toward the fire, sitting down about ten feet away from the remaining coyote. The elder acknowledged his presence by only a glance and an ear-flick. The grotto stood nearly empty now, the popping of the fire the loudest noise. The air was heavy with pine.


  Slowly Tom stretched out on his back, looking up at the stars. Had there always been so many of them? Had he ever lived in a place he could see the dust-mote ribbons of galaxies?


  When he heard the sound of coyotes returning to the grotto, he was already falling asleep.


  • • •


  Tom woke to the distant sound of a truck engine starting and a throbbing pain in his back. He sat up. The ground was cold and the sky was still dark, except to the very eastern edge. The fire still burned nearby.


  Like the end of a fairy tale, he dimly expected the grotto to be empty. It wasn’t. Two dozen coyotes remained, some still curled in sleep. A smaller number of humans walked or sat around, most in jeans and worn jackets, some under woven blankets. A few glanced over at him when he moved, then looked away quickly.


  Lara sat nearby, back in human form and sipping strong-smelling coffee from a clay mug. She wore a dark brown skirt and a light brown blouse, with a turquoise necklace, and was, Tom realized, someone he’d definitely give a second glance to now. She nodded to him slightly, her expression similar to those of the others when they’d met his eyes—a little hostile, and somewhat embarrassed, as if his presence was a madness they’d just as soon forget.


  “How’s your mother?” Tom said.


  She stiffened, then let out a sigh, looking up at the treetops. “Dying.”


  “You came back to run with her.”


  Lara turned toward him, eyes hard, searching for a hint of insincerity. Then she nodded, a faint motion, expression crumpling.


  He touched her hand with his, very lightly. She closed her eyes, turning her hand over and holding his, but remained silent.


  A soft rustle alerted Tom to someone else sitting down nearby. An older man had taken a seat eight feet away, facing off to the side. He wore black jeans and a tan button-down shirt, and his eyes were older than his body. He might have been fifty, and he might have been ninety.


  “You have questions,” the man said, voice deep but casual.


  “The Anasazi didn’t just become the Pueblo tribes,” Tom said at length.


  “Oh, your archeologists aren’t too far off. We are mostly Hopi now, some Zuni. The Hopi call us Moqui.” He grinned, meeting Tom’s eyes. “That means ‘the dead.’ Anasazi means ‘ancient enemy’ in Navajo, though. I think we’re best off hidden among the Pueblos.”


  Tom nodded mutely.


  “Thank you for bringing my daughter here last night.”


  “You’re welcome. Although I was kind of incidental to it.”


  “No, you weren’t. Nothing’s ever incidental.” Lara’s father folded his hands in his lap. “Let me tell you a legend.”


  Tom nodded again.


  “Five centuries ago, our shamans saw a great sickness in our children’s children’s future, a wasting plague. Think of all the diseases you know, the smallpox, the influenza, and then think of something worse, something slow and inexorable. That is what they saw, and they said we could not stay what we were and survive.


  “So they asked for help. Coyote took part of the moon to give them his shape. That is why, when the moon’s face is full, we must change.” As he continued, he furrowed his brow. “But in coyote form, we have no stories—no history. Some families stayed as coyote all their lives to avoid that sickness. After enough children who had only been coyote gave birth to more children, they began to lose their past.”


  He leaned forward, fixing his eyes on Tom’s again. “Now their children know only that something was lost, long ago. When they see the full moon, they feel that loss. They mourn without understanding. Last night we came together to mourn with them—and to remember for them.”


  When his voice fell silent, Tom looked at Lara. She looked back, face impassive.


  The old man rose to his feet. “We got your car turned around. It’s back on the side of the paved road.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Oh, it just took a tow hook.”


  “That’s not all I meant,” Tom said, smiling a little.


  “I know.” The Indian looked down at him with a nearly-solemn expression, save for a faint hint of a smile around the edges of his mouth. “When you get home you should find out what clan your great-grandmother was in.”


  Lara blushed, moving her hand away from Tom’s. Her father’s smile got fractionally wider, and he walked off.


  “I’m missing something, right?” Tom said.


  “Yeah,” Lara said, rising to her own feet. “He wants you to enroll in the tribe. Come on. We can get a ride down to where your car is—I need to get my pack.”


  “You have to be born into a tribe, don’t you?”


  She shook her head. “You have to have a traceable bloodline. I’m seven-eighths Hopi, officially, although that’s really three-eighths Hopi, one-half Anasazi.”


  Lara waved to another Indian, about Tom’s age; the man gave Tom a neutral look and nodded, then spoke quickly in another tongue with her. “Hop in,” he said, waving at the back of a dusty pickup.


  “So are all your legends that true?” Tom said once they’d settled in for the bumpy ride amidst two flat tires and enough loose lumber to build a yacht.


  Lara’s laugh had a bitter edge. “I spent years trying not to believe that one even though it happened to me every month. If I’d had one shifter less in my background, I probably wouldn’t have gotten the curse.”


  Tom blinked. “Do you really think of it as a curse?” He couldn’t keep the surprise out of his voice.


  She looked at him appraisingly, then bit her lip. She shook her head slowly. “You felt what it was like to lose yourself in the howl last night.”


  “I didn’t feel lost,” he said after thinking about it a few moments. “It felt like…I don’t know. Like being a hand attached to a body.”


  “It makes you feel like you aren’t whole when you stand alone,” she said.


  “It’s a kind of scary feeling.”


  She looked into his eyes a moment. “I don’t know anymore if it is or not.”


  They were silent for the rest of the ride, until the pickup stopped to let them hop out. Some of the vehicles he’d seen last night remained parked on the roadside; a crowd of a half-dozen Indians stood around them talking.


  As she picked up her pack, he said, “The plague never came, did it?”


  She looked blank, then gave him an odd smile, echoing her father’s. “Sure it did.” She slung the pack over her shoulder. “Coyote’s gifts never quite work out, though. I don’t think he knew the plague would be clever enough to invent the Predator Elimination Program.”


  He stiffened, a knot tying itself in his throat as she started walking toward the crowd.


  “Wait,” he forced out.


  Lara looked back at him.


  “How are you going to get back to San Diego?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. Someone’ll be going back that way, or they’ll get me a bus ticket or something. We take care of each other.”


  Tom grabbed a pen and a dirty Post-It notepad out of the glove compartment and hurried after her, scribbling down a phone number on the top sheet. “I’ll be heading back in about two weeks.”


  “You’ll be heading back on I-10.”


  “Just in case, you can give me a call. It’s not that far out of the way.”


  “Right.” She grinned very faintly, then turned around and headed for the trucks. Tom watched her make her way toward the group, and he wondered how long it had been since she’d spoken with them in words.


  Then he started the car—this time with no engine trouble at all—and pulled onto the pavement. He might still make it to El Paso by evening.


  Dreams Are For Vixens


  Erica was chubby. Not fat—more stocky, you might say, a hundred seventy pounds, not bad for a five-foot-six, nineteen-year-old raccoon. But surrounded like she was by svelte felines, those preciously cute otters that always seemed to have half the campus following them—and the vixens, they were the worst, always eating twice what she did and complaining about how they could never put on any weight—well, she felt fat.


  Understand, she couldn’t do anything about her build. That was it, you see—it wasn’t her diet, it wasn’t some genetic disposition in her family toward portly females. It was her build. Just the way she was put together.


  She hated it.


  She was on her way back from class. Awful things, numbers. The class hadn’t been any easier the second time around. She walked home with a little black cloud floating a few steps behind her head, the kind of thunderhead that makes a lot of noise and looks threatening but doesn’t quite have enough motivation to just come right out and rain on you.


  “Hey, Erica!”


  The cloud hesitated at the sound of her name, waiting for her to turn. She identified the voice just before Carroll came jogging up to her. “Hi!”


  “Hi,” she said, sighing. As always, part of her was happy to see the fox. The rest of her slammed the jubilant part back into its proper place. The black cloud, relieved, resumed its position over her spirit.


  “Things still didn’t go well,” he guessed.


  “That obvious?”


  “I don’t understand.” He shoved his hands in his pockets as he fell into step beside her. “You do pretty well with me.”


  She smiled, not quite allowing herself to look at him. If Carroll was teaching the class instead of that stupid human, Mrs. Pearson, she’d be doing pretty well indeed. “You’re…different.”


  “Thanks.” He laughed. “I think. How’s the rest of life?”


  “The same.”


  “Anyone new?”


  Erica sighed. “I don’t think there are that many people looking for raccoon zoomorphs as girlfriends.”


  He shook his head. “I don’t see what that has to do with it. You shouldn’t have any trouble getting somebody to melt at your touch.”


  Yeah, right. She laughed in spite of herself, but his expression was quite serious.


  “Are you just not remembering how to do the work?”


  “I don’t know,” she mumbled, dropping back a step so she was behind him. “I really do try.”


  “Well,” he said without turning around, and launched into one of his enthusiastic pep-talks, just like she had expected him to. She took the opportunity to look up. focusing her attention on him instead of the stupid numbers she had been battling—with no success—for the past day. God, he was handsome. Six feet tall to the inch, nicely proportioned (very nicely), a long thick brush she wanted to wrap around her body and bury her face in. If he turned around, she could stare into his wonderful grey eyes—except it would probably make him nervous. No, it would make her nervous first.


  They had known each other since her freshman semester, two years ago. He was one of her closer friends—certainly the closest male friend she had. He had been a junior then, but didn’t mind associating with someone who was already a social outcast after a month at college.


  Now she was the junior and he had graduated. As a reward for his degree, he worked as a waiter at a restaurant in the college town. And occasionally he tutored his friend the raccoon in math. It was probably a wasted effort—she knew she wasn’t stupid, but when it came right down to it she didn’t care about numbers. The only reason she hadn’t dropped the class this time around was because their sessions were about the only times she got to see Carroll anymore. The sessions, and the few times they ran into one another on the street.


  She suddenly realized he had stopped speaking. Actually, he had turned around, staring at her expectantly. “Uh, yes,” she said.


  Those beautiful grey eyes she had wanted to stare into registered confused surprise. “Yes, you do mind?”


  Erica felt herself growing hot under her cheek fur. The cloud thundered loudly from a few steps behind. “N-never…uh, no. No, of course not.”


  “Okay,” he said, looking slightly worried, as if he didn’t quite believe her.


  “Really. Fine,” she went on, feeling it was more important to reassure him than to know what she was talking about.


  “Okay,” he repeated. Then he smiled. “Well, I have to run. I’m on lunch break. See you tomorrow.”


  “Right. Goodbye.” She watched him jog off, then shook herself as if to clear her head of improper thoughts.


  Not that it would matter—they’d still be there. She didn’t know why she thought they were improper, but she still held on to her mother’s vision of her baby finding a nice man and settling down. And she knew that “nice man,” to both her parents, implied someone of the same species. Raccoons didn’t date foxes for good reasons.


  Of course, if she was a fox, she wouldn’t want to date a raccoon. Even the humans forgot their fear of fur around the popular vixens on campus; every time Shelly bent over in a short skirt in a public place—something she found an extraordinary number of excuses to do—every male hormone in sight of her tail kicked into overdrive. Erica at least knew she wasn’t alone in hating her.


  But even being a raccoon, she didn’t want to date any of the male ones. They were the only males on campus who looked at her as if she was attractive, and she couldn’t return the favor for any of them. Maybe she was being too picky— after all, she couldn’t expect some kind of love god to materialize and beg her to ravish him, right? But the raccoons she tried to get to know—even dated once (only once. for each of them)—weren’t just plain. “Just plain” she could have accepted. No, their averageness extended straight through to their core. Simply put, they were staggeringly, stiflingly, awe-inspiringly boring people.


  So the next day rolled around and she waited for Carroll to show up. He was a little early, like usual—he always said he was awful at telling time, and decided it was safer to guess early than to guess late.


  They sat down together on her couch, like usual, and the fox put the textbook in his lap and turned to the lesson they were studying. But this time she couldn’t keep her attention on the double-damned math, no matter who was describing it to her.


  Indeed, that was the problem. Obviously, she had a crush on Carroll. She had known that for well over a year. But as they sat near one another this particular day, with her face inches away from his shoulder, her body (which felt even more depressingly chunky than usual) almost touching his and his faint spicy-sweet smell in her nose, it occurred to Erica that she was falling in love with him.


  One might say it was to be expected; after all, she had probably been falling in love with him since they met. With some people it takes a lot of time, and that’s as it should be. Erica had always been suspicious of people who believed in love “at first sight.”


  She progressed through the lesson in a bit of a fog, answering the questions with just enough of her mind to pay attention to what Carroll was saying. The rest of her was busy slapping down the part audacious enough to consider love between them. He was a good friend, extremely attractive, and—yes—someone she could easily see spending as much time as possible with. The rest of her life—Why bother to ask? Dreams were for glamorous people. Dreams were for vixens. Dreams weren’t for pudgy raccoons.


  There was a knock at the door.


  “Whoops, that must be my calling.” Carroll grinned and put down the textbook; Erica looked up, confused.


  “Hello, love.” Carroll had opened the door to reveal a female fox, one Erica didn’t recognize, standing there—a picture-perfect face over a clinging black dress with a plunging neckline, fur bare down to just above her cute pert damn little nipples, the kind of look that the raccoon would never be able to come close to in six lifetimes.


  “Uh—” The lesson still had an hour to go. She had so much more to think about. Maybe, if she got up her courage, even to talk about. Hello, love?


  He glanced at her, misreading her expression. “You’re sure you don’t mind me leaving early?”


  “Oh.” What could she say? Yes, I do mind, I was just kidding yesterday, I was too busy staring at your body to listen when you said you were going to cut the few minutes we have together short so you could be with your new girlfriend? “No.”


  Carroll bit his lip, still not understanding but seeing that she didn’t want him to go. She never was very good at hiding her feelings. “I’ll come back tomorrow. We can pick up where we left off.” He crossed over to her and gave her a brief hug like he sometimes did, and this time it left her mouth dry and her fur tingling. “Thank you for understanding about Terisa’s schedule and all. You’re a real friend, Erica.”


  “I know,” she said softly after they left. Then she picked up the textbook and threw it, as hard as she could, against the door. It hit with an unsatisfying whuff! and lay on the floor, looking kind of broken and hurt and resentful.


  By the next morning, she had given her moral dilemma serious thought and now had absolutely no idea what to do. Competing for Carroll’s attentions with Terisa would only crush what was left of her ego. She spent four hours stretched out on the couch with her math book, now pitifully cracked along the spine, flipping the pages without learning anything new.


  The next knock on her door came in early evening. She had forgotten the fox’s promise to come back, and stood there, blinking stupidly, when he greeted her.


  “I’m sorry about last night,” he said, hugging her as he entered. Erica was mortified to discover that the dry mouth and tingly fur came back, twice as strong as the last hug.


  “It’s…how was the date?”


  Carroll chuckled, dropping onto the couch and bouncing a bit. “Have you ever had dinner with a perfect vacuum?”


  Erica shook her head, not quite understanding. He didn’t enjoy the evening? She was so pretty…


  “Let’s just say that if I had whispered in her ear, the echo wouldn’t have died for five minutes.” He sighed and picked up the textbook. “What happened to this thing?” he said, fingering the spine.


  “I threw it into the door,” she explained, feeling guiltily pleased that Terisa wasn’t perfect. “Long story,” she added, seeing the questioning look in his eyes. “One I’d rather, uh, rather not go into.”


  “Okay.” He smiled, shaking his head, and flipped to the page they had been on yesterday. She paid attention as best she could, trying to talk herself out of the state of mind she was in. A crush was something she could handle. It wasn’t serious.


  After they had finished. Erica looked into Carroll’s eyes, trying to build up enough courage to tell him all about the crush, all about what it was threatening to become. He looked back for a second, then grew flustered. “Erica…” he suddenly began.


  “Yes?”


  He looked away, running his tongue across his teeth the way foxes sometimes did when they were nervous. “Nothing. Forget it.”


  Another second and she looked away, too, and the moment escaped. When he left, Erica stared at the door again, not throwing anything at it this time but looking through it, a sadness starting in her heart and growing bigger and bigger until it threatened to burst out in a torrent. She only allowed it one tear. It ran down her muzzle and dripped onto her horrid, fifty-pounds-too-much body.


  The next math class was tomorrow morning. No test to embarrass herself on this time, so she daydreamed through most of it, imagining herself as a vixen, or an otter, or a tigress. Even a human. Anything but a raccoon who would never be more attractive than this.


  That evening Erica sat alone until well after dark, staring at a wall and trying to work up enough nerve to tell Carroll she was falling in love with him. Her courage held up all the way through a walk to his apartment, up through the knock on the door, even through the momentary fear that he wouldn’t be alone. It ran out when he opened the door, standing there dressed just in cutoffs and no shirt, and said her name in surprise.


  “H-hello,” she said, hating her voice for trembling.


  “Come in.” He stepped aside, letting her walk (waddle, she thought) past. The futon-couch was unfolded on the living room floor, the way he normally left it. It only served as a couch when he expected guests. He walked over to it and sat down. “Is something wrong?”


  She looked at him, at his concerned grey eyes staring up into her own, and felt dizzy. “No. No. I just…”


  “Well?”


  “Just wanted some company.”


  “Oh.” He motioned for her to sit down beside him; after a moment, she did. “I’m not sure I’m going to be very good company right now, but I’ll try.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  He stretched out on the mattress. It was wide enough for both of them to lie down on comfortably, but Erica remained sitting up, the part other chat suggested lying down next to the fox soundly castigated by her conscience. “I don’t know,” he said. “I hate my job. The people I date are airheads. My muscles are tied into pretzels.” He sighed, closing his eyes.


  She looked down at him and moistened her lips, watching his chest rise and fall as he breathed. “I could give you a backrub.”


  Carroll opened one eye. “I didn’t know you, well, gave backrubs.”


  “I haven’t at college. I did at home all the time.”


  “Well.” He looked inexplicably nervous. “Should 1 roll over?”


  “Uh, yes.” She waited until he had turned over, propping his head on his arms, then gently touched her hands to his shoulders.


  His fur was as thick and luxurious as she had imagined it to be; she didn’t know if that was a good thing or not. Gently, a bit timidly, she began to massage him.


  “Oh!” he said.


  Erica paused. “What?”


  “Just… your touch. I’ve never felt anything quite like that.”


  “Is it bad?”


  “No,” he said, nestling down in the futon. “No, it’s very nice.”


  “Oh.” She continued her massage haltingly, then with a little more confidence as she got back into the rhythm. Raccoons did have a different hand structure than other races—longer, thinner fingers, a bit more sensitive. Most non-raccoons found their touch more unnerving than relaxing; she had forgotten that. But Carroll’s enjoyment seemed genuine.


  Erica closed her eyes as she worked her hands down his back and sides, imagining the conversation they should be having: I’ve been wanting to tell you this for a long time, Carroll, but it’s been unbearable the last few days. You’ve been the best friend I’ve ever had and more. And I want us to be a lot more than that. I know you can have your pick of any of the campus women, can’t you? In the two years I’ve known you they’ve practically been beating down your door. But I think you’ve only dated five women since I’ve been here, counting Terisa, and four of them you only mentioned once. I know for a fact you only took two of those—counting Terisa—out on just one date. Maybe you’re wondering if it’s you. It isn’t.


  Oh, Carroll, why try and court a pretty face and hope she’ll turn out to be someone you can stand to be in the same room with, much less fall in love with? I love you. And I want to love you. Do you know how long I’ve wanted to touch you before tonight? To run my hands through your fur, trace the line of your muscles from your chest down to your thighs. To wrap my tail around you, feel your brush against my back, your neck against my mouth…


  Erica lost herself in images, taboos against “improper thoughts” momentarily swept aside. She snapped back to reality when she felt Carroll shudder under her fingertips.


  She looked down, wide-eyed; the fox was on his back, eyes closed, expression ecstatic. The fingers on her right hand were brushing along his chest, his nipples standing out under her touch; her left was between his legs, tracing his inner thigh. Her left leg lay across his knees.


  “Oh, God,” she blurted, feeling not just her face but her entire upper torso burn with embarrassment.


  Carroll opened one eye, a comically sheepish grin spreading across his face. “When I said you shouldn’t have any trouble getting someone to melt at your touch, I didn’t know you were going to practice on me.”


  “I didn’t…I mean, I…” She started to pull away, but he caught one of her hands in both of his own.


  “Erica.”


  She looked down miserably, ears back.


  “What were you thinking of?” His tone was curious rather than challenging.


  “What…?”


  “When you rolled me over,” he said.


  You mean I rolled him over and turned an innocent backrub into a grope without any input from the…the…gropee?


  “You had this—this expression…” He sighed. “I’m not sure how to say this. It sounds silly in words. But it was just…pure happiness. And I think it was the sexiest look I’ve ever seen on someone’s face.”


  “Me?” she squeaked. “Sexy? Oh, Carroll…” She gulped. “I was thinking about…” She closed her eyes and steeled herself. “I was thinking about you what I feel for you the crush I’ve had on you ever since we met has become something else and I’m falling in love with you I’m sorry for all of this,” she gasped. Then she started to shake violently.


  The fox gaped up at her, his mouth working for a few seconds without any sound; then he let go other hand with one of his, still holding it with the other, and stroked her leg gently from the knee to the thigh. It sent little lightning bolts just below her fur. “Don’t be sorry. I’m such an idiot,” he said.


  “No—”


  “I never thought you were attracted to me.”


  It was Erica’s turn to gape.


  He sighed, looking at the carpet. “I figured you were looking for another raccoon. And I guess I figured I was looking for another fox, and I just never thought you might see me in a way other than a friend.”


  She shivered, trying to keep her voice level. “I always knew you were something more. I just never had the nerve to let you know.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I was afraid I might lose you completely.”


  His hand moved up her thigh and torso to gently caress her face. “I’m so sorry. I love you, Erica.”


  The raccoon closed her eyes and whimpered, then lay down beside the fox and hesitantly nuzzled him on the neck. He tasted strong, and his pulse quickened gratifyingly at her touch. Carroll returned the nuzzle, his teeth nipping gently through the fur; she sucked in her breath.


  “Now what?” she whispered.


  “You haven’t finished my backrub,” he replied softly, drawing her against him.


  “A massage sometimes works better with no clothes in the way,” she suggested softly.


  The sun was beginning to rise when they fell asleep. As Erica nestled her head against the fox’s chest (he was, she noted with a wondering satisfaction, still hyperventilating), she decided that vixens didn’t get all the good dreams-come-true after all.


  Still Life, With Espresso


  “That’ll be a rotten place. Nobody lives up there,” Dominic said, flashing a glance as dismissive as his tone. People had accused him of being a grumpy old man at forty. By that reckoning he’d been practicing for about thirty years, and he’d gotten pretty good at it. It was a hot, smelly day, and he’d spotted more trash on the street than usual; it was, therefore, a good day to be grumpy.


  “There are obviously people—” she began.


  He cut her off with a hand wave. “A few. That don’t mean anything. You don’t wanna be living here, not now.”


  The apartments the girl had inquired about took up the second floor of an old building looking over Seventh Avenue. All the buildings were old—from the second floor up. Ground level held new nightclubs and bars, and the occasional older boutique. On the second floor and above, the buildings remained as they were: the dark red bricks, the small windows, the decaying ghosts of grandeur. Despite his curt assertion, though, a wrought-iron balcony spoke clearly of occupancy, plastic lawn furniture and well-kept potted plants displayed proudly to the street people and tourists.


  She smiled, unruffled, and flipped back a lock of long, curled black hair. “This is where the artists go, isn’t it?” she said.


  “It’s where they went,” he rasped, lighting a Marlboro. “When my father was here, Ybor got cigars. After I left, the cigars left, and it got artists. Now they’ve left, too.”


  “And what does it have now?”


  “Whadda you smell?”


  She tilted her head, sniffing appraisingly. “Grease traps.”


  “That’s what it’s got.”


  The girl laughed, then extended a slim hand to him. “I’m Anise.”


  Dominic shook her hand perfunctorily. Taken with the jet black hair, Anise’s feathery build and dust-colored skin gave her a vampiric look, a fancy offset by tie-dyed clothes and incongruous azure eyes. With those, that couldn’t be her natural hair color, but there weren’t any tell-tale signs of a dye job. “Dominic,” he said. “You an artist, Anise?”


  She nodded. “I paint.”


  “So you wanna studio.” He resumed ambling down the avenue as he spoke.


  “It wouldn’t have to be a studio.” She walked ahead of him a few steps, then stopped abruptly, looking through the windows of an under-construction bar. “But,” she added, studying the sawdust and concrete raptly, “a studio would be wonderful. So would lunch.”


  “Just up the street a few more blocks, you can go to the Silver Ring. They got good Cubans.”


  Anise tilted her head. “A Cuban is a sandwich, right?”


  He chuckled. “Go to the Silver Ring, get a Cuban. You can’t see much of what Ybor was now, but you can taste it.”


  “Thank you.” She smiled. “I’ll see you later.”


  Dominic nodded, tossing his smoldering cigarette stub in a trash can. “Right.”


  • • •


  Her farewell words took a month to be fulfilled. Dominic hadn’t thought about her again, other than reflecting, two days later, how unusual it had been for one of Ybor’s daylight eclectics to come up to him and not ask him for change. He didn’t recognize her voice when she called his name as he walked down Seventh the morning after Guavaween, the raucous annual street festival he hated; it took him a moment to realize the speaker stood on the balcony across the street.


  “Dominic!” she called again.


  “Yeah?” he said, trying to place her face.


  She leaned over the railing. “I told you I’d get a place here,” she grinned.


  Finally, the meeting with Anise snapped back to him. “Right, yeah,” he said. “Congratulations.”


  “It’s not quite a studio, but it’s very nice.”


  “Must have been pretty bad last night for you.”


  “No, only loud.” She straightened up. “It looked fun, though. Maybe I’ll go down there next year.”


  “It’s a disaster,” he said, waving one hand around. “Look at those.” He found nothing unsavory to point to, though, but for an orange streetsweeper doing tight spins in an intersection two blocks away. “Well, they’ve picked up a lot, but it was worse this morning, you bet. And it’s…” But Anise had vanished inside her apartment; Dominic shrugged and moved on.


  A minute passed, and a clatter alerted him to her presence on the sidewalk behind him. When he turned, he saw she carried a canvas, awkwardly, under one hand.


  “That one of your paintings?”


  “Yes.” She set it down, holding its top up with one hand so he could see.


  The first thing Dominic recognized was that Anise was good. The style wasn’t quite realistic—closer to impressionist, if he remembered the words right. Yet the short, choppy horizontal dashes of color gave a feeling of supernatural detail, the shadows darker, the lights brighter than a perfectly realistic portrait would allow.


  The background of the scene, filling most of the canvas, was “La France,” a clothing store he passed every day on his walk. Dominic didn’t know much about it, but everyone who went into it was Anise’s age, and most of them dressed even more weirdly than she did. The storefront’s image was perfect, though, down to the pastel flyers taped to its windows advertising poetry readings, concerts and other things for young artsy types—Anise’s types, he guessed—to do on their weekends.


  On the sidewalk in front of the store, not quite in the painting’s center, stood a wooden espresso stand. The espresso machine’s gold ornaments sparkled in the painted sunlight, a newly-crafted sign proclaiming the coffee, espresso, cafe con leche and the cigars all priced at a nickel apiece.


  “I wanted to show both the old and the new here,” she explained.


  Dominic looked back up at Anise’s face. “It’s very nice,” he said. Then he chuckled. “You didn’t know what a Cuban was a month ago, and now you’re into local history? So what are you gonna do with it?”


  She pointed down the street at Joffrey’s Coffee. “I want to see if they’ll take it.”


  “You’re just gonna walk in and try and sell them your painting.”


  Anise cocked her head. “Well, I could try to sell it, too, I suppose.” She started walking down the street.


  Dominic followed her after a moment. “I hope you weren’t going to give it away. You can’t do that if you’re a good artist, kid.”


  She laughed. “Of course you can, Dominic. You just can’t do it if you’re a good businessman.”


  Joffrey’s had been open for a while, but Dominic hadn’t entered it before; it had looked too yuppie. And a doctor up north had made him give up coffee a decade ago. He’d avoided going by the neighborhood coffee mill ever since. Dominic didn’t want to be reminded what he was missing. Inside the place wasn’t too bad, though, and the scent was depressingly wonderful. He sat down at a table while Anise dragged her painting to the counter, striking up a cheerful conversation with the barista.


  When Anise sat down a few minutes later, paper cup in hand, he told her the place lacked character. Not surprisingly, she just smiled. “All places have character, Dominic. The painting gives them a connection with…an older character.”


  “So they’re taking it?”


  She nodded.


  “And what did you get for it?”


  Anise held up the cup.


  Dominic winced.


  She laughed. “And three hundred dollars.”


  “Aw, I bet you could get more than that.”


  After taking a long sip of her latte, Anise leaned forward. “What do you do, Dominic? I’ve seen you walking up and down Seventh Avenue every day. Where do you go?”


  Dominic pursed his lips. “This place doesn’t allow smoking,” he said after a moment. “I want a cigarette. But not a cigar. What do I do? I’m retired.”


  She nodded, expression still expectant.


  “I grew up around here. I could’ve worked in one of the cigar factories, like my father did. Back then I didn’t think I could do anything else if I stayed here. Tampa was nothing to me but a port, and a lot of cigars.


  “So I left. And you know what I ended up doing all my life?”


  She shook her head.


  “I worked on an assembly line making Fords.” He snorted. “That’s where I finally ran off to. Detroit. I went off looking for everything I didn’t think Florida had, and I ended up in Detroit.”


  “And now you’re back.”


  “I’ve been back ten years. And you know what? I don’t like this place any more now.”


  “Doesn’t it have more now?”


  “Just dreams. And it’s selling what’s left of its soul chasing them. You can see that walking down the street, can’t you? One block, you’re at the Columbia. Go another block, you’re at Bubba’s Beach Club, or a mall fashion store. What we had before was just tradition, and nobody cares about that.


  “So you know what I do? What I do is wander around this town watching it go away piece by piece. They want to make it better by making it all shinier and bigger, by going after tourists, by doing whatever might make a little money now. And in ten years they’ll knock down what they just did and try something new. Nobody cares about history, tradition.”


  “You do, Dominic,” Anise said.


  • • •


  Now and then Dominic saw Anise up on her balcony, but they just waved to one another. Each passing month, though, brought new paintings. The Silver Ring acquired a canvas behind the counter, showing an old Ybor building in its cigar-factory youth, two goth-punk teenagers strolling past. A lobby in a downtown skyscraper displayed a Flagler-era high society couple entering the dance club Masquerade. And on occasion the paintings were even more fantastic: an elfin boy leaning against the closed doors of the Tampa Theatre, playing pan pipes; a unicorn stepping out from an alleyway by a Gothic cathedral downtown.


  Dominic had occasionally eaten a hot dog on that church’s steps, and he couldn’t imagine what he’d do if he saw a unicorn there, prancing toward the sidewalk.


  He didn’t get a chance to speak to her until he saw her in Joffrey’s again. As he’d expected, she dressed and looked just the same as before. She was sitting by one of the shop’s front windows, sketchpad in hand.


  “You’re doing pretty well for yourself,” he said, stepping up behind her. “Assuming you’re not giving your stuff away.”


  “Dominic!” She looked up and smiled. “No…I’m not.”


  “But I bet you’re undercharging.” He sat down across from her and chuckled.


  She shrugged. “I don’t want to get rich, I want people to see my work.”


  “You want fame?”


  “No.” She smiled, and resumed sketching, occasionally glancing up at the window.


  “Eh. I saw the article on you in the Tribune. You’re getting a little famous there.”


  “Maybe. Where do you live, Dominic?”


  He shifted in his seat. “A nasty one bedroom place north of here. Gets too hot in the summer and too cold in the winter. Not a real good part of town. Why?”


  “I’m just curious. You don’t have a wife, do you?”


  “You volunteering?”


  Anise grinned again, still looking at her sketchpad.


  “No,” he said after a few moments of silence.


  “But you were married once.”


  “No,” he repeated. “Engaged. Before I went to Detroit.”


  “What happened?”


  He let more silence pass before answering. “She died. It was a flu, something like that. That’s a long time ago, Her name was Maria. She had hair like yours, and…” He paused again. “I don’t remember much anymore. I can’t even bring back her face now. It was,” he repeated more slowly, “a long time ago.”


  Anise nodded, neither asking more questions nor offering sympathy; she just kept sketching. Then she held up her sketchpad to him. “What do you think?”


  He leaned forward. “That’s the, what was it…Blue Chair? The music store that went under a few years ago?”


  “Yes.”


  Dominic glanced back over his shoulder, then back at Anise. “Whatever you were looking out the window at, that sure wasn’t it.”


  “No,” she agreed. “But I don’t do realistic paintings, do I? I want the feel. By the way, I think the street’s cleaner now, don’t you?”


  “Yeah. It is. So what do you call what you do?”


  She set down the sketchbook and steepled her hands over it. “Hmm. I paint memories.”


  “None of what you paint is the way things are, the way they were,” he objected. “I mean, it’s really good, but…”


  “People don’t use memories very well, Dominic,” she replied, picking up the sketchbook again. “At least, I don’t think so.”


  • • •


  The empanada cart showed up for the first time the Tuesday after that. At first it looked like it’d been in storage for decades; when Dominic got closer, he saw it was a modern hot dog vendor’s cart, with wood trim and sidings, paint artificially weathered and chipped.


  “They used to have these here, on this street,” the young man behind the cart said as Dominic approached. “Long time ago. You remember?” He looked a little doubtful of his own story.


  “Yeah,” Dominic lied. He couldn’t remember what the old street vendors sold. He doubted there’d ever been an espresso cart like the one Anise had done in that first painting. “Where’d you come up with the idea of bringing it back?”


  The guy shrugged amiably. “If it doesn’t work here, I can go downtown. But I think people are coming back here in the daytime. More every day, man.”


  Dominic nodded.


  “They’re talking ‘bout closing Seventh Avenue completely to cars, too.”


  “They talk about that every two or three years.”


  “It’s serious now, man. Things are happening. New stores, new apartments. They’re gonna have a farmer’s market here soon, too, like in the mural at the Cafe Beignet.”


  “I haven’t seen that one.”


  “It’s neat. So, you want an empanada and a soda?”


  “Yes, I think so,” Dominic said.


  • • •


  He didn’t see Anise again until the end of winter. The street vendor had been right—now he had company, not only more vendors, but many more customers.


  She spoke Dominic’s name as he was buying another empanada; it’d become part of his daily ritual.


  “I’ve been looking for you,” she said. “I need you to watch my apartment for me.”


  Dominic furrowed his brow.


  “I have to go away for a while and I need someone to water my plants. You’re perfect for it.”


  “Anise, I—”


  She was already pressing a key into his hand. “I know this is pretty short notice, and I’m sorry. But you will be able to do it, won’t you?”


  Sighing heavily, he nodded once. “Yeah. I can.”


  “Good. The rent and everything should be taken care of until I can get back here. You don’t have to do much—just make sure the place is safe, the plants stay healthy. Little things.”


  “Little things? Kid, that’s housesitting.”


  “Only if you want. I did a painting for you.”


  “What?”


  “You’ll see it—it’s on the easel. It’s not framed; I just finished, and I doubt I’ll have the time for that.”


  He spluttered. “I can’t afford one of your paintings, and I’m not gonna take it from you.”


  Anise smiled. “It’s payment for watching the apartment.” Then she took his hand in hers briefly. “Take care of it all. And take care of yourself, Dominic.”


  • • •


  When he entered her apartment the next morning, he had to admit it was nice. The hardwood floor looked nearly new, and the main area made as good a studio as it would have a living room. It was far brighter and more open than the little flat he barely afforded.


  The kitchenette was in a nook off to the right; he guessed the door on the left wall lead to the bedroom and bathroom, but he didn’t look at them. He had just seen the painting.


  Its backdrop was the University of Tampa, the silver minarets and tree-shaded campus viewed from just across the Hillsborough River. In the foreground, by a concrete railing, a couple stood, closer to the viewer than any people he’d seen in her paintings before.


  The man was clearly Dominic, looking the same as he had every time he’d met Anise, his half-smile showing equal parts dourness and affection. At first he thought the woman was Anise, but she wasn’t; she was taller, hazel-eyed, more huskily built—like Dominic, of Spanish descent.


  “That’s right,” he whispered, his gaze tracing over her features, her smile. “That’s right.”


  He didn’t know how long it was before he moved again. He did, after all, have plants to water.


  First, though, he would buy a cup of espresso.


  The Fence


  Soul. Spirit. The language of K’Marr has no such native words, and the followers of Vaga hold little respect for such mysticism or those who teach it. It is a sad ruse by inferior species to raise their own importance: anyone’s senses clearly show the lion to be superior to the lamb, so the sheep cry, “Spiritually, we are the same.” The Vaga leave such nonsense to the Va’Kedi—and to sheep.


  As for the Va’Kedi faithful, those lion-folk speak the same language as their kin. But words can be borrowed. Do souls exist for all the world’s kin? Must they speak? Can a fish have a spirit? A bird? A tree?


  Those who hold to Vaga do not like Va’Kedi questions such as these. Nor do they like most of the Va’Kedi answers.


  Do not ask those questions of that lioness-kin there, sitting on a cushion cross-legged in her open office hut, a bowl of p’kesh steaming beside the papers strewn in front of her. Riowyn will snap at you for being foolish. She has more important things on her mind, and more papers will be in front of her before she has time to finish her drink.


  Were she relaxed, she might still dismiss the question. She only knows hearsay of Va’Kedi ways. She grew up in the Vaga faith, but—like most—has little time for it. Her job does not normally allow for contemplation of souls, especially in others. Still, unlike some of her kin, Riowyn does wonder.


  But only to herself.


  • • •


  Now: behind that dune. Does that figure walking there possess a soul?


  The figure himself knows nothing of souls and spirits, of Vaga and Va’Kedi. If told that everything he knew was a small, small area on the Vaga border, very close to Va’Kedi lands, he would not understand. Right now, he knows only one thing, and that thing is sand.


  Wyidhi shakes himself again. He has done so more times than he has numbers for since the last sunset alone. Sand flies from his fur in a fine cloud, most of it settling back on him before he takes three more steps. How it itches!


  He takes another sip of water from the gourd. The base of its long neck has been cracked by his sharp teeth, but it remains free of leaks. The water is almost gone—after tonight, though, it should not matter. He will reach the new green land before sunrise.


  The fennec had set out five nights ago, one moon after the start of his seventh year. It was the time of facha, the time to leave his parents and set out to start his own family.


  His parents and their parents and their parents, too, had stayed in the old green land—the only one they knew. The green land, bordered on all sides by endless sand. They could not remember anyone asking whether the sand was truly endless. Why was he not content, they said, to seek family there? The land was surely large enough for every fox under the stars to hold territory peaceably. If he went into the sand too far, he might not ever find water. What fool would risk death before completing facha?


  But he knew—somehow—he would find another green land beyond the sand. Nothing could be endless. If there were no other foxes there, as his mother warned, he could always return. But surely there would be others.


  A shadow passes overhead, interrupting his thoughts, and he looks up. A bird? No—a spirit! He has never seen one, but he is sure of it. He drops to one knee, his breath caught in his throat.


  The shimmering fox shape, its arms transformed to whispery wings, takes no notice of him. Does the moonlight shine through its fur, or does the golden-white aura burn from inside? Wyidhi does not dare to breathe until the spirit passes from sight—


  Over green land.


  The fennec’s heart leaps, and he drops to all fours, trotting toward his new home twice as fast as before.


  Swaths of red have already painted the night sky’s edge by the time Wyidhi’s front paws touch grass. He walks forward a few more lengths, stops, drops his possessions and rolls in blessed soft grass.


  After a few minutes he stands, panting slightly, and gathers his belongings, padding on toward the brush line ahead, on hind legs once more. The sun will have licked the sand before he reaches it, but his pace is still casual. He will sleep under shade this day.


  The brush is not that of his old green land; it is richer, more verdant. By the time the sun is above the desert, the bushes are high enough to cast all but his face in shadow, and trees twice his height rise ahead of him.


  Once under the trees, Wyidhi stops, knowing he has been awake far too long today. He can continue exploring his new home tomorrow; he has all the time he needs. A nice clearing might be through those trees right over there…


  And one is. But it is not empty. He stares at its center in shock.


  The spirit has led him to a shrine.


  It is unlike the one of his memory, the one his family travelled to when food was scarce and they were desperate. Too many others lived by that shrine, even hrathil, but when starving it was worth that risk. The spirits looked after their own at the shrine.


  And this must be one, this shining, smooth mound higher than the trees—he can smell its food. He circles the shrine, finding its opening on the opposite side. The cavity brims with shredded meat, fruit and grains.


  Then he realizes there must be other foxes here—somewhere—or the spirits would not have made a shrine. Wyidhi races through a saying of thanks before diving into the blessed food.


  After long minutes of gorging, Wyidhi wobbles away. He is still bone-thin and will be bone-thin still when he wakes. It will take weeks of good eating to restore what he has lost in the last five days. Even when he was a kit his family had worried about his small form. No matter. He has done the undoable.


  Curling up under a tree’s shadow by the edge of the clearing, he falls fast asleep.


  Wyidhi wakes to a soft noise from behind the shrine. He perks an ear, but the noise does not repeat itself. Still, a new smell is in the air, the smell of another fox. A female fox.


  Even as he makes the identification, she walks around the shrine.


  Her color is lighter than Wyidhi’s, pure white chest fur—reminding him of his own woeful, sand-ridden coat—and a beautiful tail as long as she is herself. She has already seen him, and her green eyes glow a challenge as she stalks over.


  “Name yourself,” she demands as he sits up.


  Blinking, he rises to his feet. She is in perfect shape and quite tall for a girl; even though she looks to be several moons younger than Wyidhi, he is looking up at her eyes, a less then enviable position for a male—especially a male in a thin, undernourished state.


  He shakes himself off, sending a final cloud of sand into the air, as clean as his fur will be until he finds a stream. “Wyidhi,” he says, assuming an alert but unthreatening stance.


  She looks him up and down. “‘Wyidhi.’ No more?”


  A fox earns a full name after facha. Well, he has found his home. So be it. “Wyidhi Shade-of-Round-Shrine.”


  The vixen cocks her head momentarily. Then her ears flatten, and she bares her teeth. “Belongs shrine to me.”


  His ears flick, but he holds back his surprise, keeping them forward. “Belongs shrine to all,” he returns.


  “No others but you.” She circles around him, growling slightly, ears still down. “You come from where?”


  He points in the direction of the desert.


  “Facha?”


  He nods.


  “Not finish, Wyidhi.”


  He shakes his head firmly. “Am home.” He points at the ground.


  An expression of amusement crosses her muzzle, her ears moving forward. Then her eyes spark. “You fight with me for home?”


  Wyidhi gapes at her, blinking, then tries to recover. “In family of self, vixen challenging male very foolish.”


  “In family of Wyidhi, vixens too timid.” She launches herself at him, knocking out his wind as she bears him to the ground.


  Wyidhi doesn’t start fighting back until he realizes she is pinning him. Unless he moves quickly, she’ll win—and he will have to leave her territory. Baring his teeth, he rolls away from her claws, springing to his feet. He will make his home in sight of the shrine. Even if she is not willing to share.


  She moves toward him; he scrambles back hurriedly. Her wordless laugh is clear enough: surely you aren’t intimidated by a girl?


  There’s one like you in every litter, he thinks grimly. The one bigger than his—or her—siblings, who rules through size and strength alone. Wyidhi, as the runt, had borne even more abuse from his largest brother than the rest of the family. Well, no more!


  He sets his ears back and leaps at her, screaming. She tumbles and he desperately scrabbles, trying to pin her.


  The vixen may be stronger, but he has her in an awkward position, one leg caught under her and the other pinned by his weight. Her arms flail and grasp at him—but his claws press her into the ground, his face inches from hers, and she is held. “Name yourself,” he grits.


  She continues struggling violently. He reaches with one hand to her muzzle, pushing it back to expose her neck. It reduces his leverage, but perhaps if he shows no fear, she will not notice the opening. “Name yourself,” he repeats.


  “Kisau,” she says between pants. Then she licks him on the nose.


  “Uh!” He draws back reflexively, and she shoves him off her, rolling away and catching his legs between hers as he falls. Before he can get up Kisau throws herself against him, landing atop him with her full weight.


  Wyidhi yelps involuntarily, vision dimming, and he heaves, gasping for air. When his sight returns he is firmly pinned. Kisau sits on both his legs, knees grasping his sides, and her hands are closed around his wrists, stretching his arms straight out against the ground. Her nose is mere whisker-lengths from his throat.


  “Lizard!” he hisses, tucking his chin to his neck. He struggles mightily, twisting beneath her, and it is her turn to scrabble for purchase.


  Then she tries a different tactic: she bites his ear.


  Wyidhi yelps, twisting away. Kisau bites his shoulder, harder. He whines and tries to curl up.


  She bites his other shoulder.


  He rolls away, panting, but she falls on him again, clamping her teeth on his arm so tightly he screams.


  With a dismayed sob, he bares his neck to her.


  Kisau waits a few seconds, then releases her grip and stands over him, panting hard. Then she wobbles and falls over beside him.


  When he catches his breath, he can’t meet the vixen’s eyes. His voice is small and mournful. “Shall leave shrine.”


  She crawls toward the shrine without answering, then gets to her feet. Taking a big handful of the food, she walks back to him and sits down, dropping it by him. “Fight well,” she says.


  “You fight better,” he replies hoarsely. He picks up some food and eats, aware of her eyes locked onto him. His arm is bleeding a little from her bite but he does his best to ignore it.


  “Come from there,” she says, pointing in the opposite direction he’d come in. “Walked two hands of days.” She grins. “On facha.”


  Not all vixens undertook that quest—many waited to be found rather than to seek out mates themselves, as many tods preferred to do the finding on their own. It was not at all surprising, somehow, that Kisau took the initiative.


  “Other families here?”


  She nods, curling her tail into her lap and brushing it out with her fingers. “Have tracked, have not seen.”


  “Hrathil?”


  She shook her head. “Not know.”


  He nods, and rises to his feet, ambling toward the clearing’s edge.


  “Where are you going?” Kisau says, leaping to her feet warily.


  “Water.” He points ahead. The brush in front of him has been beaten down as if by a much larger animal; walking is easy.


  “Not trust clear path!” she says, sounding more alarmed.


  He walks on, grinning a little to himself. Maybe he is braver than the brazen vixen. “Then not follow.”


  He hears her growl and follow him, several lengths behind.


  The clear path goes on, and Wyidhi follows it. Kisau follows Wyidhi. When they stop a few minutes later, the moon is directly overhead, shining down on a brisk, icily transparent stream. Wyidhi gives a cry of delight and jumps headlong into the water.


  Kisau drops to all fours, looking at the stream warily, then giving Wyidhi a dour look. But at length she drinks her fill of the clear water before sliding gracelessly into it.


  After they have climbed out of the stream, they continue on past it, no words exchanged between them. Wyidhi marvels at this. None of his own family would go exploring “without reason” with him. Like him, does she think exploring is its own reason?


  The moon has not moved much farther across the night sky when the path ends. But it does not end, it meets another path, many times as wide as the first: enough for three foxes Kisau’s size to lay across, tip of nose to tip of tail. The new path is unnaturally smooth dirt, bordered by the grass and brush on one side, and on the other side by—


  —something.


  It is twice as high as a tree, thin as a claw tip, and it shines in the moonlight with a dazzling brightness. The light reflects off what looks like, but surely is not, intertwined vines, all at right angles to one another. Every few lengths, what could be the stems of trees—if they were not so regular, so straight, so bright—run through the vines. The stems and vines continue in a perfectly straight line for sight-distance in either direction.


  “What is it?” Wyidhi asks, looking between it and the vixen.


  “Not know.” Kisau’s voice holds a note of fear.


  He looks at her, then walks forward slowly, projecting more bravado than he feels. A shadow passes over the moon, falls down, as he comes within paw’s reach—before he can move his hand, the shadow knocks him to the ground. Kisau screams.


  He sits up to see a fox-spirit standing by his side, gazing at him with solid, unreadable eyes. Wyidhi scrambles backward toward Kisau.


  The spirit says something in a wild screech, eyes locked on him.


  “N-not know spirit talk,” Wyidhi mumbles.


  It screeches again. Wyidhi shakes his head, eyes wide.


  The spirit pauses, then wobbles toward the brush on ungainly legs. It stares at a plant; the plant trembles and a leafy stem, longer than his tail, breaks free. Magic! Kisau whimpers as the plant floats unsteadily toward the far side of the path.


  The fox-spirit drops his gaze, and the stem falls against the shining vines, one tip on the ground, its leaves nestled in the holes formed by the intertwined vines.


  Wyidhi smells the burning before the smoke is visible. He has seen fire before, when lightning has struck trees. Then the leaves are smoking, shriveling. One bursts into flame. Within a few seconds, the stem burns brighter than the moon.


  Then he realizes what the spirit means. If you touch the shiny vines, this will happen to you.


  He drops to his knees, keening softly, then bows in thanks to the winged fox. Kisau, whimpering, does the same.


  When they look up, the spirit is gone.


  Wyidhi and Kisau fall asleep together in the shade of a tree just within sight of the shrine. He wakes just before the sun sets and looks at her. She is curled up, tail to nose, and is painfully beautiful in the dusk. He moves closer to her, sitting on his haunches, breathing as silently as possible.


  Kisau rolls over in her sleep and bumps against him, opening her eyes and looking up.


  He thinks of a dozen, two dozen, things to say. Some are just concepts, images and feelings he can conjure but not describe. They all come out at once in a frustrated, howling whimper.


  The vixen reaches up with one paw and pulls him down next to her, rubbing up against him and nuzzling his neck. He returns the nuzzle, caressing her side with a trembling paw. She brushes her tail along his hip, sending needles from his nose to his paws.


  This time her bites are more gentle, and he returns them. When they fall back asleep, they are curled up together.


  The next evening Wyidhi starts to dig a den, big enough not only for both he and Kisau but for a family. It is under the base of the largest tree near the shrine, and he will let the roots form the dwelling’s chambers.


  Kisau is out hunting—one tires quickly of the same food, even if it comes from the spirits. Still, Wyidhi is hungry by the time the moon starts to climb down, and he heads toward the shrine.


  Again, he is thrown to the ground. He jumps up in a fighting position, but is not surprised to find himself facing a fox-spirit. His expression becomes confused. The same flying fox that warned him of the fire vines?


  The spirit chatters at him. Wyidhi takes a step toward the shrine and is screeched at. He backs off.


  The flying creature’s solid eyes regard him unblinkingly as it chatters to itself. Then it points at the food with one wing, then at him—then falls over in a sprawl.


  Playing dead.


  “Not eat from shrine?” he asks it doubtfully.


  It screeches angrily in response, then crosses over to the scratchings he has made by the tree, the start of the den, and makes another angry noise. Now there is a frightened undertone—what could a spirit be frightened of?—and it flies to him, chattering rapidly.


  Wyidhi begins to think it is afraid not for itself but for him, for Kisau. It does not like his den?


  “Not understand,” he says dejectedly, knowing that it, too, does not understand. He sits down on the ground by his den.


  His guardian spirit—for that is what Wyidhi has come to think of this one as—screeches again, gesturing at the shrine and the tree, then leaps into the air.


  Howling once in frustration, Wyidhi curls up by his tree to wait for Kisau to return. When she does, she listens to Wyidhi’s halting story of the fox-spirit, but can offer no new understanding. He wonders if the spirit is warning them away from the shrine, but she is adamant: the place is perfect, the tree is perfect.


  He decides he will no longer eat the food from the shrine, though. As the days go on, the spirits do not renew it like they did in the shrine of his parents’ land.


  The moon’s eye has almost closed by the time the den is finished. Kisau and Wyidhi know all their territory now, and know of another den a half night’s journey in the direction of the Sky Gourd. They have not approached the other foxes yet—by smell, there are three—but plan to before the moon opens its eye widely again.


  On a night that he hunts—with no success—he returns to the den, dejected at his failure and unhappy at the unpleasant smell from the rotting food in the shrine. He crawls into the burrow dejectedly, and stands up in the main room to call Kisau’s name—then stops, staring in wonder at the wall.


  Even for fox eyes, the light is not bright enough to appreciate the entire mural, the intricate play of rocks and leaves and twigs and shells, but the artistry is as much the smells as the colors and patterns: trees he recognizes the odors of, many he does not; aromatic flowers; herbs Kisau has used to flavor some of their catches in the past. The shapes are not representational, but it is perfectly clear to Wyidhi, a sight/scent language that runs through most of the art he has seen before. The mural tells the stories he has told Kisau and that she has told him, stories of how they came together, stories of her hopes for their life and their children.


  “Like?” Kisau says, coming toward him from the second chamber. She smells nervous.


  “Next to most beautiful thing ever I sense,” he breathes.


  Her ears go back slightly. “What is most?”


  “You.” He embraces her with all fours, licking passionately.


  It is much later—the eye of the moon has opened and has almost closed once more—when the hrathil chases Kisau.


  They had not met the nearby foxes yet, save one, a grizzled male who seemed as unfriendly as any Wyidhi had ever met. They have seen the fox spirit again only once.


  The food in the shrine has become completely inedible. Both he and Kisau had believed this was impossible. They had done their best to dispose of the rotten food, taking it far away and burying it to clear the air around their den. But they have not eaten in nearly a week, and this night is already over, the sun’s light starting to shine, when Kisau catches one small wora lizard, not even big enough for a meal for one of them.


  They split the catch, and are on the bank of the stream drinking when Wyidhi sees the large lizard shape, ambling down the opposite bank toward them. Its shoulder is almost as high as the top of the trees—and unlike foxes, it walks on all fours. Its mouth is almost the size of a fox. When he was a kit, he saw his mother’s sister disappear into one of those mouths. The hrathil had merely picked her up in its teeth, tilted back its great head as she screamed, and pulled her down in two gulps as easily as a wora might eat a fly.


  He freezes, but the beast has already seen them. “Run!” he screams at Kisau.


  In an open field a fox spotted by a hrathil is a dead fox, but in thick brush a creature its size has difficulty. Both foxes sprint alongside the clear path, zigzagging as they run; stupidly, it tries to follow exactly.


  They run onward, the lizard losing ground as the seconds go by. Suddenly they are free of the brush—and running straight toward the fire vines. Wyidhi cries out and spins away, running down the wide path.


  Then he realizes Kisau has gone the other way, and the hrathil has chosen her to pursue as the larger prey.


  “Kisau!” he screams, running after them. “Go to the brush!” She keeps running straight. “Brush!” he screams as loudly as he can, darting into the brush and out. The hrathil is almost upon her, its mouth opening wide—


  And there is a loud crack! like a tree stuck by lightning.


  The lizard falls down, its face plowing into the ground and making a furrow before it comes to a stop. Wyidhi runs even faster toward Kisau, but he realizes the lizard is dead. Somehow. There is a deep wound, as if made by a sharp fang, in its chest. Blood flows freely from it. He wonders if his guardian spirit is near.


  “Kisau!” he sobs in relief. She runs back toward him, panting.


  Suddenly he becomes aware of an odd smell. He looks around uncertainly.


  There is another loud crack and Kisau screams. He whirls to see her run becoming a stumble, blood spraying from her chest.


  He stares, wide-eyed, for a split second, then howls as she falls into his arms. The blood flows freely over his fur.


  “No!” he screams, cradling her. She licks his chest once, then becomes limp.


  “No,” he says again, now a soft whimper. “Kisau.”


  The odd smell grows stronger, but Wyidhi is aware of nothing but cold blackness and his own sobs until he feels something tugging at her body. He jumps back, holding his mate’s form protectively.


  Standing over him is a creature he has never seen before. It stands like a fox and has fur, but it—she, he thinks—is far taller than he is. She is covered in something like fine woven leaves. Dimly, he becomes aware of a second creature, carrying a shining gourd full of fresh food.


  He thinks he has smelled these creatures before. On the shrine.


  Near areas where foxes have disappeared.


  The one by him holds a long stick in one hand, part of it shining like the fire vines. Her other hand is wrapped around Kisau’s tail, and she is trying to wrest the vixen’s body away from him.


  “No!” he screams. “Kisau my mate!”


  The creature shows no more understanding than the fox spirit, but an expression flashes onto her face he recognizes. One of shock.


  She lifts Kisau into the air, dislodging Wyidhi’s grip with the end of her stick, and hurriedly steps through a hole between the vines that had never been there before. Then the creature swings more vines from somewhere to cover the hole again, and walks slowly toward a plant—a rock—a something that had not been there earlier and sits down, her eyes locked on Wyidhi until the second creature returns and sits by her. Then there is a rumbling noise, and the object the two sit on rolls off into the distance, on the other side of the fire vines.


  Wyidhi howls after them in disbelief and rage. Soon he will realize why the spirit had wanted them to leave the shrine, what it had been unable to tell him—to warn him of the creatures that tended the shrines. That they were not spirits at all. They were murderers.


  And if the spirit could not tell other foxes, Wyidhi could.


  • • •


  Riowyn, sitting in the low truck with a dead fennec on her lap, knows nothing of Wyidhi’s thoughts. Yesterday she would not have said fennecs could think at all, not the way she does.


  For the first time since she has been a game warden, though, she is shaking violently, even after her partner returns from the feeding station. “That one was long overdue,” he says.


  She remains silent as he starts the engine and begins to drive away from the fence.


  “You’re not going to ride back with that thing on your lap, are you?”


  “He was speaking to me,” she says hoarsely.


  “Who?”


  “The little one.”


  “Thanking you for sparing his life this round,” he suggests, tone light.


  They ride on in silence for long minutes, until he sighs. “Cheer up. Yeah, we try not to kill members of mated pairs that haven’t bred yet, but it happens. It’s not like either of them knew what was going on. You know that.”


  “He was grieving.” Riowyn starts to cry. “If they’re just dumb animals how can they mourn?” She wonders if this is what the Va’Kedi mean by soul. The thought only makes her cry harder, and she hugs the cooling corpse, smearing blood over her top.


  Her partner looks at her and shakes his head in disgust, falling silent again.


  Riowyn spends the rest of the long trip back staring at the blood seeping onto her hands.


  The Narrow Road

  in Morning Light


  When she entered the inn, framed momentarily in the doorway by the fading sunset, the four patrons—and the innkeeper—looked up.


  Normally, few passing by her on a road would spare a second glance. She did stand out; wolves were an uncommon race, and she stood tall for a woman. But her form was more lanky than lissome, and both her robe and gaze were plain and well-worn. She moved with neither outsized forcefulness nor undue timidity, but merely simple efficiency.


  The innkeeper, a stout grey cat whose spryness belied the wrinkles about his eyes, stepped around the cypress countertop and bowed deeply. “A traveller? A room for the night, then?” he said, hopeful grin wide enough to expose a missing tooth.


  “More than one night, I hope,” she said, dropping her heavy satchel and matching his bow with hers. “I am looking for work.”


  “Ah!” He raised his brows. “This is not a good town for work. Not this season.” He motioned her toward the bar, pulling out a modest wooden stool for her. “The fields have been picked, and there aren’t many shops left open. Other than mine, of course—few travelers, but everyone always wants to drink.” He laughed, producing a bottle of sake from under the bar, presenting it to her with a practiced flourish.


  She laughed. “Thank you.” As he poured a cup, she leaned forward, brushing a lock of fine sable hair away from her golden eyes. “Surely there’s some work here. This town looks like it’s at least several hundred people.”


  “Was,” he corrected, setting the cup before her.


  The wolf nodded in thanks and sipped at the rice wine. Her nose had told her when he’d opened the bottle that the sake wasn’t very good, and a taste confirmed that. But it was drinkable. “What happened?”


  He shrugged. “They have gone to the capital city, perhaps. As long as they are paying for Lord Tama’s glorious cultural center they might as well benefit from it, yes?” He laughed.


  “He’s the area’s governor? High taxes, then?”


  “Double this year from the last, and that double what it was the year before.” The cat shrugged, then glanced toward one occupied table. “But enough of that.” He grunted thoughtfully, and topped off her sake cup as he continued speaking. “You are looking for any odd job?”


  The wolf looked in the direction of his glance to a rat and a fox, neither of whom appeared to be listening. She turned back to the innkeeper. “I have money for room and food here. I need room and food in the next town.”


  “So you travel alone, from town to town? That’s unusual for women.”


  “So I’m told,” she said with a soft smile.


  “Hmm.” He tapped his fingers on the bar. “Do you weave?”


  “I can.”


  He nodded. “In the morning, then, I’ll take you to Leiko. One of her girls is gone, and Tama has a large order in, I hear. They could use help. She has been pestering me to lend her my grand-daughter.” He shook his head, and topped off her sake again. “What’s your name?”


  “Hisae.”


  “Nice to meet you, wandering wolf Hisae.” He laughed. “I’m Kisho. Finish that and I’ll show you to your room, then get you some dinner.”


  • • •


  At sunrise, Kisho led Hisae to the weaver’s. He had not exaggerated; the storefront was one of the only open businesses. As they walked past rows of low angled roofs, he explained it had been owned by Leiko’s husband, but she’d done all the work from directing the looms to the accounting. When he’d recently died, she took over the whole operation.


  Leiko was an older fox woman, not unattractive but with a face too severe to live up the race’s reputation for ethereal beauty. As Kisho made introductions, she appraised Hisae with clear suspicion. “And how much experience with a loom have you had, Hisae? I’ve heard of no itinerant weavers before.” She left the implication that a good weaver would have a permanent job unspoken.


  “Enough to do simple work and follow directions well,” the wolf replied. She’d changed into nicer clothes than yesterday, but found herself wishing for just one of the fine kimonos she’d possessed in an earlier time.


  “We’ll see,” she said skeptically. “I’ll let you know how she works out, Kisho-san.” As the innkeeper bowed, he flashed Hisae an apologetic grin.


  Leiko led her past sliding paper screens into the back room. Most of the floor was taken up by five looms, the rest by yards of fabric and great spools of thread. Three girls sat at their stations, working furiously. “Lord Tama’s new—what is it this time?—exhibition gallery, I believe, is something he wants completed in less than a month, and a dozen hangings must be on the wall by then. That won’t be what you’ll be working on, of course; we have other jobs that are running late, simple mats and clothing. It’s going to be your job to make them less late.”


  Hisae nodded. “Very well, Leiko-san.”


  Despite Leiko’s continued glare, the wolf settled into a rhythm at the loom. Truthfully, it had been years since she’d used one, and she knew she’d be the slowest in the room—but she made no mistakes, even subtle ones, in her weaving. Leiko had reason to snap at each of the others through the morning, forcing them to pause and backtrack, muttering about how she hoped no one at Tama’s palace knew any better than the girls did about what constituted high quality work. But while she grumbled at Hisae for her lack of speed at first, that soon stopped.


  It was well after lunch—provided by Leiko, only plain rice with a single chicken wing—when the rat she had seen the night before swaggered into the room. Now he wore rich garments, tailored to suggest armor without being as restrictive—or protective. A samurai’s swords hung at his side. One would think he was striding onto the battlefield, rather than into a room full of women with looms.


  “Lord Rafu wishes to know if the banners are ready,” he announced, without looking at Leiko.


  The fox’s ears had flattened the moment the rat entered. “He will know as soon as they are, sir.”


  Picking up the edge of one bolt of fabric still on a loom, he studied it, then tugged it up closer to his face. The loom clattered angrily, the cloth unravelling at the end. The weaver bit her lip.


  “What?” the rat said, dropping the cloth and glaring at her. “You can fix that, or start over.”


  She nodded hurriedly, gathering the fabric back up.


  Hisae crossed her arms. The motion drew the rat’s eye, and he turned to examine her work. “You’re the girl who came to the inn last night.”


  “Yes.”


  He snorted. “You are finished with this cloth?” he said, grabbing a neatly folded pile by her loom’s side. “This can’t be for the daimyo. A kimono?”


  “Yes,” she replied.


  He grunted, and moved away, carrying it.


  “It is for a customer,” she said, voice polite. “Please set it back down.”


  The rat stopped and turned to look at the wolf. Leiko went pale under her fur. “How do you know it’s not for me, girl?”


  “You wouldn’t have asked about it the way you did.”


  “It’s for me now.” He leaned forward over her loom, showing his teeth. “Do you mind?”


  Hisae met his eyes steadily. “Does Lord Tama mind that he employs a thief?”


  The rat stiffened, and his hand went to the hilt of his sword. He held there a full second, then abruptly grabbed the loom and slammed it against the wolf with an angry yell. Hisae toppled to the floor, the loom crashing on top of her. As she pushed it off, he kicked her in the stomach, knocking the breath out of her.


  “Keep traveling, wolf girl,” he said, clenching his fists. “Or someone will cut that tongue out of your mouth.”


  Wheezing, she pulled herself out from under the loom, unable to say anything before the rat stalked out, carrying the kimono cloth.


  “Ohhh,” Leiko fretted, righting the loom. “This is damaged. Damaged!” She thumped the loom’s side, pushing one of the arms back into place. “Do you expect Rafu and his men to pay for it?”


  “I’ll pay,” Hisae said tightly, forcing herself to unclench her jaws and fists.


  “How? More weaving, until another thug or Rafu himself does more than knock the wind from you? No. Just get out,” Leiko said with an exasperated sigh. “Get out, Hisae, for your own good.”


  • • •


  “You hold a knife well,” Kisho said, watching Hisae chop a cabbage. His grand-daughter, Kunko, was also in the kitchen, although she spent more time staring at the wolf wide-eyed than cleaning. Truly, Kisho didn’t need more help, but he had offered this in exchange for room and board, so she could at least leave town no poorer than when she arrived.


  “I’ve had practice.”


  The cat nodded. “Yes, that is clear.” He looked at her so searchingly that she stopped, turning to meet his gaze.


  After a moment he laughed, turning back to his own chore. “It is a shame your tongue is as sharp as that blade, Hisae-san.”


  Her ears folded back. “That rat is a thug.”


  “That rat,” he grunted, “is a samurai, Rafu’s second-in-command.”


  She scowled, and finished chopping in a frenzy of flashing steel.


  Perhaps everyone always wanted to drink, but it seemed few people wanted lunch. She helped the innkeeper cook, too, trying to follow his exhortations of “More soy! More ginger! You season like a timid old man!” It seemed like much too much ginger, but his food—and hers, with his guidance—was among the best she’d had outside the royal court.


  It was late afternoon when Kunko called for Kisho to come to the dining room, saying that “some men” had come to see him. When Hisae heard his voice raised a few minutes later, though, she hurried out of the kitchen herself, knife in hand.


  The rat stood there, now with the burly fox she’d first seen him with. The fox’s arm wrapped around Kunko; the girl’s ears were folded back flat, tail curled about her leg. Hisae sucked in her breath sharply, fist clenching.


  “You again!” the rat exclaimed when he saw Hisae. “First an incompetent weaver, now an incompetent cook? Go back to your chopping and leave us to our dealings.”


  Kisho growled. “I cannot pay you that much even if I would.”


  “Then your grand-daughter will be in service to Ryu for the time it takes you to raise that money.”


  “From thievery to kidnapping?” Hisae said, voice low, trembling with restrained anger. “And threatening children?”


  The rat growled. “I have had quite enough of you, wolf maid. If you speak again, someone will be hurt.” He glanced at Kunko; Ryu grinned, drawing a dagger. The cat whimpered, but the fox held her fast.


  Kisho spoke angrily, but his voice shook. “Let her go and I will get your money.”


  “I’ve already told you how this will work, Kisho-san.”


  “I will not accept that!”


  The rat sneered. “It wasn’t an offer. You’re willing to risk your grand-daughter? You’ve already lost her ear.” He nodded curtly to Ryu. The fox grabbed the girl’s left ear, pulled it up hard, and his blade flashed. Kunko screamed, drowning out Kisho’s cry as blood spattered across her.


  And she kept screaming, along with the fox. The blood wasn’t hers. Her captor had a kitchen knife where his right eye had been, buried to the hilt. His own knife fell out of his hand, and he dropped to the ground.


  Kunko fled, wailing at the top of her lungs. Both Kisho and the rat samurai stared at Hisae.


  “I didn’t speak,” she said.


  The rat’s ears went flat, and he drew his katana, yelling and charging toward her. She leapt out of the way of his strikes, once, twice, a third time, forcing him to spin around as he slashed repeatedly where the wolf had been a moment before. After the third miss, she dove at his legs, and he toppled, his sword underneath him. She spun around and shoved her foot on his back, hard, knocking the breath out of him this time. “Samurai,” she growled, “do not bully children.” She stomped her foot down on him again, hard enough to make him grunt in pain. “Or kitchen maids.”


  By the time he got to his feet, Hisae had pulled the knife out of his dead companion, glaring at him from a fighting stance.


  The rat backed toward the door. “I’ll be back for Kisho’s girl in the morning,” he spat. “And the money. With Rafu and all my remaining men. Wolf-girl, if you have any wisdom at all, you’ll be far away from town, praying my men don’t see where you’re hiding.”


  Kisho watched him go. “Oh, Hisae-chan,” he murmured. “What have you started?”


  The wolf folded her ears back, looking down at the floor.


  He touched her shoulder. “You did the right thing. You saved Kunko from being hurt.”


  “Children are not to be bargained for,” she whispered hoarsely, still looking down.


  “Rafu has wanted all my profits ever since he realized mine was the only business still successful.” He laughed bitterly. “And that fox had had his eyes on my grand-daughter for at least a season.”


  Shaking his head, he stood up. “Let’s do something with this body.”


  Hisae straightened up, and looked at him directly, one ear tilted to the side. “You are very calm about having someone killed in your inn.”


  The cat picked up the fox’s legs. “After we do something with this,” he said with a wry grin, “I shall arrange to have Kunko sent to another town this evening, and you and I shall have sake. I will tell you why I am calm, and you will tell me why a warrior travels unarmed across the farmlands.”


  • • •


  Instead of pouring sake at the bar, Kisho led Hisae to the back, past the kitchen, to his modest living space. He motioned for her to sit at his small table, and got down two glasses and a bottle more ornately decorated than any she’d seen in years. “I don’t bring this sake out to the front, because Rafu and his men don’t deserve it,” he explained. “But it needs to be drunk.”


  She sniffed at it and took a sip, and breathed deeply. “This is the best I have had in…some time,” she said with a grateful smile.


  “Since you were last back in Edo?”


  Hisae’s tail drooped fractionally.


  The cat chuckled, sipping from his own glass. “Your accent is mostly gone, Hisae-san, but I can catch it, sometimes. You will need to live in a small town for a decade or two more for it to fade.”


  Smiling more self-consciously, the wolf just nodded once, and drank in silence.


  Kisho leaned forward. “You may want to act as if that were a lucky throw, but it most certainly was not. I owe you my grand-daughter’s freedom, and possibly her life, samurai.”


  She set down her glass, gaze growing distant. “Some years ago, there was a warrior woman in Edo named Hisae. Some would say very good, some would say just a curiosity. It is said now she is dead, by treachery or stealth or by her own hand.” She clasped her hands in her lap, closing her eyes. “I am…not that woman, Kisho-san. But sometimes I am haunted by her ghost.”


  “There is no shame in being a ronin,” he said at length.


  “A ronin has lost his master,” she said softly. “That is not the same as turning one’s back on him.”


  Kisho sighed heavily and fell silent, sipping his own sake. After some minutes had passed, he spoke again. “You are too young to remember the time before the Shogunate, aren’t you?”


  She nodded. “That is true.”


  “Many samurai found themselves ronin then. Some found service elsewhere; some opened schools in various martial arts. Too many became brigands. And some even became farmers.” He refilled her sake. “Or innkeepers.”


  Hisae refocused sharply on her host.


  Catching her expression, he laughed, leaning back. “Not everyone has always been the way they are now, hmm?”


  “No,” she said, smiling. “They have not.”


  “Some people, of course. Rafu is a brigand at heart, which is why his men are as well.” He rose to his feet, then waved at her when she started to rise, too. “No, keep sitting.”


  “I fear what I did tonight will bring Rafu’s anger down on you and your grand-daughter, Kisho.”


  “Oh, it shall, and it shall be worse for you if you don’t follow his thug’s advice to leave during the dead of night,” he replied with a wry smile.


  Her ears folded back.


  The innkeeper headed toward the other side of the room, crouching in front of a chest there. As he worked the lock, he kept speaking. “Hisae, I told you, the most you have changed is the timing. Perhaps it would have happened next season rather than tomorrow, but it would have happened.”


  She nodded, closing her eyes and grunting softly. “Yet I have still caused trouble, and it seems I must compound the insult by leaving quickly.”


  Chuckling, he looked back at her. “No matter what romance poets weave about honor and redemption, my friend, staying alive is no insult. I owe you a debt.” He opened the chest, and lifted out something tied in cloth, balancing it across both palms. Rising carefully to his feet, he walked to the table and set it down between them. “I think this shall be good recompense.”


  “Kisho-san, I appreciate everything you have done for me already, but there is no…need…” Her voice trailed off as the cat pushed the velvet fabric to the side, revealing the katana underneath.


  “I haven’t had need for this in twenty years, and I am too old and out of practice to use it now.”


  “But—no. It looks like a very fine blade. I cannot—” She stopped again, leaning over the sword, examining the smith’s mark. Her eyes grew very wide. “This is a Masamune!”


  He showed a hint of a smile. “So it is.”


  “I—” Hisae rubbed her forehead, suddenly overwhelmed with questions, but she simply said in a quavering voice, “I cannot accept this, Kisho! It is an heirloom!”


  The cat tilted his head. “I have no family left but my grand-daughter, Hisae, and let us be honest. If this katana stays here, it will not pass into her hands but Lord Tama’s. Unless Rafu keeps it for himself. It deserves better, don’t you think?”


  “But—”


  “You will dishonor me if you refuse,” he said, crossing his arms, although the hint of a smile was still there.


  Hisae sighed, resting her hands on the edge of the table, not daring to touch the cloth that had covered the sword, let alone the blade.


  “If it disturbs you to take this as a gift, then take it as a temporary charge,” he said. “Hold it in care for someone.”


  “Who?” she said, looking back up at him.


  Kisho leaned forward, tapping the back of her hand lightly. “You may meet the other Hisae on the road in your travels,” he replied. “If you do, she shall need a sword.”


  • • •


  Hisae looked around the room again, as if checking to see if she had missed anything in her packing. But she owned so little. Several changes of clothes, a netsuke of whale bone she had been given as a child, a brush. A decorative hair comb she told herself that someday she would give to her own daughter, the daughter she had never seen, if she dared return to Edo—if she had the courage refute a lie about her death she had not started, but knowingly allowed to blossom.


  And, now, a blade, centuries old, forged by the land’s most illustrious sword-smith.


  She looked at it, laid out on her cot beside her, an incomparable treasure given on whim to an undeserving vagabond. Now here she was, about to slip away into the darkness like a thief. But she had done herself—and Kisho—no service today by trying to be any more than that.


  Her daughter would not be as old as Kunko yet—


  Forcing her mind to stillness, Hisae stood, slinging the pack over a shoulder, and reached for the sword. When her hand closed around the hilt, her eyes teared. Abruptly she found herself on her knees, slumped over the mattress, sobbing. She had not cried in years—the one thing she had clung to from her former life had been stoic serenity. Now that, too, had finally shattered.


  After long minutes, she lifted her head, wiping her eyes. The first thing her gaze settled on was the small window, the full moon beyond it.


  It was a good night for traveling.


  • • •


  The rat was true to his word; just past dawn, Rafu himself came to Kisho’s inn. A great hulk of a tiger, he had little of the pomposity of his henchmen, instead oozing a quiet menace. He simply stood at the inn’s entrance while his six men, including the rat, fanned out through the building.


  Hisae had been the only guest, and Kisho had no other staff now; the only person the men could find to haul before Lord Tama’s head enforcer was the still-drowsy old innkeeper himself.


  “You are behind on your taxes,” the tiger said calmly.


  Kisho grunted. One arm was being held behind his back by a wiry raccoon-dog. “I have paid everything that I have seen on an order with Lord Tama’s own seal.”


  Rafu nodded slightly to one of his men, who stepped forward and punched Kisho in the stomach.


  “You are behind,” the tiger repeated, “on your taxes. It is my understanding that you…refused an offer for other payment yesterday.” He stepped forward, leaning down toward Kisho, and bared his teeth slightly. “And you had one of my men killed.”


  “Wasn’t my idea,” Kisho wheezed.


  Rafu stared into his eyes, then smiled thinly. “You sent the child away, didn’t you? So she can’t be taken. Wise, yet very stupid.” He straightened up. “I’ll make you another offer, Kisho, to show how generous I am. You shall give me the money I owe, plus recompense for the man your kitchen maid killed.” He spat the words kitchen maid like a man eating a sour lemon. “And I’ll leave you with wounds that will heal, eventually.”


  “Told your man yesterday…don’t have the money.”


  The tiger sighed, then nodded to another of his men. That one stepped forward and whirled a bokken into Kisho’s left knee. The old cat screamed, and bit back tears.


  “Then you will give me all of the money you do have, and give me all the money you receive until your debt is paid off. Do we understand one another?”


  Kisho just stared ahead dully.


  “I’ll take that as a yes. Now—”


  “No,” Hisae said from the inn’s entranceway.


  All the men turned. The rat’s ears folded back.


  Rafu looked incredulous, then narrowed his eyes. “You must be the bold kitchen maid who caused so much trouble yesterday. Well, little wolf, I’ll extend the same offer to you. What you pay, Kisho won’t have to, and if you pay enough, you can walk away. Or at least crawl.” He nodded to the rat this time.


  The rat looked back, hesitating. “She’s armed,” he said, pointing to the sword at her side.


  Rafu frowned. “Disarm her,” her snapped, waving to two of his other other men, burly cats armed only with staves. They rushed forward, one raising his staff over his head, the other moving to try and grab Hisae’s arms from behind.


  Hisae drew her sword, swinging it up with both hands in a high arc. The staff coming toward her hit the blade, jerked out of its owner’s hands, flung toward the ceiling. As she brought her sword down, she whirled, the blade singing as it cut through cloth, fur and flesh as effortlessly as air. The two attackers fell to the ground before the staff did.


  “Fight her like she knows what she’s doing,” Rafu snarled at his remaining men, stalking toward Kisho.


  This time, bokkens were held defensively, swords were out. Hisae and her attackers looked at one another, the wolf surrounded by four men. She crouched slightly, waiting. Then the man behind her leapt forward.


  Hisae whirled again, and this time, she didn’t stop. As she deflected one blade, two more were in motion toward her. For years, she had practiced only with a walking stick, and with a sword back in her hand—even this sword, finer than she had ever held before—she wasn’t as fast as she remembered herself being.


  But when she had been called a samurai, she had been very fast.


  A fight of one great swordsman against four who are merely good becomes a cruel dance, the larger group trying to tire the one so she slows, the one making her opponents pay for even the slightest mistake. It was less than thirty seconds into the fight when the first man went down, his sword arm separated above the elbow, and another thirty past that when one of the bokken-wielders followed, his gut slashed from left shoulder to right hip. Over the next minute, each of the remaining fighters—including the rat, the best of the bunch—bore freely bleeding gashes. Hisae’s strikes never left her sword caught in an opponent, and while she took glancing blows, few drew blood.


  “Enough!” Rafu bellowed.


  Hisae didn’t pause until the other men had backed away. Rafu had been left alone with Kisho; he held the old cat by the hair, a dagger at his throat. “If I kill him, it makes this show pointless, doesn’t it?” the tiger growled. “Lower your sword.”


  The wolf did so, staring at the tiger, breathing hard. “Fight me yourself, then,” she spat. “Don’t hide behind an old man.”


  “Who do you serve under?”


  “No one.”


  “Who did you serve under?” Rafu’s voice was patient now, but the dagger hadn’t left Kisho’s throat.


  If she answered, word might well make its way back to Edo. But she knew she had already made her choice. “Lord Saburo,” she said softly.


  “Saburo?” he said. “That’s a mighty claim, little wolf. It would place you very close to the emperor himself.”


  She remained silent.


  The tiger straightened, dropping Kisho to the ground. “I used to visit Edo, years ago. I remember a tale, the kind told in taverns by drunken men. A woman warrior who committed seppuku, shamed by betraying her lord. Do you know that tale? I’ve always been curious about just what she did.”


  “It has many endings,” she replied, her voice steady. “Some say her lord betrayed her.”


  “Do they.” The tiger stepped forward. “Well, kitchen maid samurai, I shall make you a much better offer than the last. Go into my service.”


  The wolf straightened slightly, her eyes narrowing.


  “You’re clearly a better fighter than any of my men.” The rat’s ears folded back, but he didn’t interrupt. “After you work off the debt incurred by killing four of them—wait, the one last night makes five, yes?—five of them, I’ll pay quite well.”


  “And your claim against Kisho and his grand-daughter?”


  “You can choose to pay off his debt as well.”


  “So you are offering me the choice to become a brigand.”


  Rafu hissed. “Don’t lecture me about bushido.” He closed with her, looming over her slight form. “My daimyo’s dream is to make his little palace town into a wonder second only to Edo, and who am I to tell him he cannot? Who are you to judge us?” He spread his arms. “This is what samurai do, little girl. Maybe in the capital city you can practice the delicate art of flower arranging, writing treatises on honor and etiquette, but in the rest of the land we do what we must to survive and do what we can to survive well.” He leaned forward, glowering. “And unlike you, I still serve my lord. I’m offering you a chance to do so as well. Are you so blind as to turn that down?”


  Breathing out very slowly, Hisae took one step back from the tiger. “It is a generous offer, Lord Rafu.” She glanced over at Kisho, who had recovered enough to look back at her steadily, without expression.


  Turning back to the tiger, she raised her sword. “But I must decline.”


  His brow furrowed. Then he snarled, drawing his sword and bringing it down like a hammer in the same motion. She twisted to the side, blade humming through the air; he parried just in time, then stalked forward again, his heavier blade chopping relentlessly. Hisae abruptly found herself fighting just to deflect his blows.


  “You’re not as good as you think you are,” he snapped, jabbing his sword down and forward. She parried, but the tiger out-muscled her, his blade slashing into her leg. It was enough to make her stumble, and she scrambled back, his next strike barely missing.


  “I know exactly how good I am,” she gasped, hoping it was true, swinging more desperately now. Even as the tiger parried her attacks, he marched her back toward the wall. When he miscalculated, though, her blade arced along his, the edge of her sword cutting into his arm before he jerked away. “Do you?”


  Growling in pain, he hurled his whole body forward as he swung again. She deflected his sword, but his body slammed her back against the wall. Hisae held her sword in front of her as she slid down to the floor, wheezing.


  “I’ll mount your pretty head on my wall,” he snarled, lunging with his sword. She rolled to the side, letting his force drive the point into the wall behind her as she scrambled back to her feet, raising her sword for a strike.


  With another growl, Rafu yanked his sword free, and slammed himself against her once more, sneering when she gasped in pain. Then his eyes widened. Hisae had moved her sword faster than he had lunged, lowering it just so. And now the tiger’s own weight pulled him down along her blade.


  Their eyes met as he tried to push away. She could see the point of her sword coming out over his shoulder.


  “You may keep your head,” she said softly.


  He opened his mouth, but only a trickle of red ran out. She squirmed to the side, letting him slide off her katana as he collapsed.


  Rafu’s two surviving men simply stared, wide-eyed. Hisae raised her sword, blood streaming off its edge, and motioned at the rat to close with her.


  He squealed, and ran out of the bar as if demons were pursuing him, the other man on his heels.


  • • •


  “For someone with nowhere to go, you are very eager to leave,” Kisho said over tea. Hisae had stayed in the town another week, letting her wounds heal—none too serious, but more of them than she’d realized she’d taken—with dozens of townspeople coming by to see her. Kisho’s tales of her bravery had made her a local hero.


  “I do have somewhere to go, Kisho-san. I must visit your Lord Tama, to start with. I do not think he knows what Rafu was doing here.”


  “You are still an idealist,” he said with a smile. “And where would you go after that?”


  “I don’t know.” She finished her tea. “But some day, I must go back to Edo.”


  He nodded, stroking his chin. “And some day, you must come back here.”


  “I must,” she agreed, smiling. Then she leaned over the table and gave him a kiss on his cheek. “Thank you, for everything.”


  Kisho laughed, clasping one of her hands. “You have saved my life, my grand-daughter’s life, my business, and some say the town, and you are thanking me?”


  She glanced down at the sword at her side, and back at him, with a soft smile.


  He grunted, and led her to the door, moving sprightly despite a new limp. It was a clear, cool spring morning, the road and country ahead aglow with the sunrise. “So do you think you shall give the other Hisae that sword, then?”


  Stepping out into the light, she turned and bowed to him. “I already have.”


  Seeing Things


  It was forty-eight minutes past ten on the evening of the twenty-eighth when Williams decided the parking attendant was a vampire.


  He marked the time so precisely because he had just turned on the radio as he drove past Jameson and waved. The man’s expression was a bit more haunted than it had been last month, but so was everyone’s. It was the crucifix that tipped him off.


  The day the first body had been found, Jameson was one of the crowd that saw it before the police arrived. In an age where each new day brought another round of brutal, gory killings in the slums of their own city alone, a seemingly unmarked corpse was more puzzling than morbid, unusual only in the lack of knife slashes or bullet holes. Until someone noticed the gash in the neck—and noticed it wasn’t bleeding.


  Jameson had taken the cross he wore on a gold chain around his neck and stared at it—just stared, with the expression of a man staring at a snake threatening to bite him. Then he had howled.


  Not many people had noticed, of course. They were too busy crossing themselves. Or becoming violently ill. And the brief snippets of chatter Williams had shared with Jameson showed the attendant to be highly superstitious; if anyone in the building would believe it was the work of a real vampire, it would be him. Williams had not thought the man’s anguished scream and cross-clutching was out of character.


  But he had noticed it, and—as always—remembered it.


  The scene came back as he waved to Jameson tonight, as the disc jockey said, “It’s twelve before eleven” and started playing a commercial and he saw the crucifix again. He stopped the car and backed up to the glass booth, his eyes on Jameson rather than the cross.


  “Hmm?” Jameson said, seeming to watch the Audi’s tires rather than its driver.


  “I was thinking,” Williams said brusquely. “The four murders all happened on Thursday nights, didn’t they?”


  Jameson’s eyes widened, and he nodded once, almost imperceptibly.


  “You’re looking rather pale.”


  “I…haven’t been feeling well,” Jameson said softly.


  “Yes. Well. I’ve been taking a kind of informal poll, if you will. Do you believe in vampires, Jameson?”


  “I…” The man gulped and licked his lips nervously. “I believe that just because you don’t see something doesn’t mean it’s not there.”


  “I know that. That’s how I got where I am. Seeing things other people miss. Jameson, what do you think is going to happen this Thursday?”


  He closed his eyes. “Someone will die again.”


  Williams nodded thoughtfully, pursing his lips. Then he smiled. “Good evening, Jameson.” He rolled up his window and drove out into the street.


  At the first traffic light he picked up his car phone and dialed the building’s security office. “Strand? This is Ed Williams. Yes, fine. Listen—I’d like your men to watch our evening parking attendant very closely over the next few days. Hmm? Just for anything…suspicious. No, I don’t know if he’s connected with the killings. Right. Thanks.”


  Strand was right; the security department had been working overtime every night for the last month, with no effect. Every Friday morning someone had come in and found the body of a co-worker—always with its throat slashed, drained of at least half its blood.


  The next day he talked to Terri Connell. She had come up to his office after hours, as she sometimes did, for a game of chess. Out of two dozen games Williams had only lost once, but she kept trying.


  Terri was one of his marketing vice-presidents, although he didn’t know how much longer she’d stay with the company. She was considered a hot property, and it was only a matter of time before someone else offered her more money than he was willing to pay for her services. He told her what he had surmised after the game was over. He had won again, but very narrowly; her remaining pieces were certainly more powerful than his bishop, rook and three pawns.


  “Jameson?” she said. He nodded.


  “That’s pretty far-fetched. He was as horrified as I was—more. I mean—”


  “He may have been horrified at what he did.”


  “What proof do you have?”


  “His cross is broken.”


  “I don’t follow.”


  “Every day for the last three years he’s worn the same cross around his neck. If you’ve ever talked to him, you’ve noticed he’s extremely religious. As I drove by last night, I saw his cross—in two pieces, under the booth’s counter.


  “The mirror that used to be by the exit—so the attendant can see the rest of the garage—is broken. He’s definitely become far more pale than he ever was. And—”


  “Wait a minute.” Connell picked up her papers. “You’re trying to tell me you think he’s a vampire vampire?”


  “All that’s necessary is for him to believe he’s a vampire. I suspect—as do the police—the killer genuinely believes he is one.”


  She shook her head. “If it was someone in this building, why would he go after people he knew? Why not derelicts?”


  “Each killing has been of someone successively higher in our corporate structure. The victims are not being chosen randomly.”


  “A grudge against your company?”


  “Perhaps. I have never tried to follow the logic of a vampire.”


  She smiled. “I would guess it’d be a difficult task.”


  “And one I have very little time to complete. My deadline for building this case is tomorrow, and my intuition is only unimpeachable to businessmen—not policemen.”


  “Why tomorrow?”


  “Because today is Wednesday, Terri.”


  She shivered, turning a shade paler herself.


  He talked with Jameson an hour later, before the attendant came on duty, when they met in the cafeteria.


  “I remember you as smiling a lot, Jameson,” Williams said, pouring himself a cup of coffee.


  “Really?”


  “Yes, really. You don’t smile anymore.”


  “There’s…not much to smile about, Mr. Williams. Not much to smile about…” He trailed off, scratching his head.


  “I’ve been thinking a lot about our killer, Jameson. Tell me: do you think he’s a sick man who believes he’s a vampire, or do you believe he really is a vampire?”


  “He could be both,” he whispered.


  “Should we all be wearing crosses, then?”


  “It doesn’t help.” He looked down at the floor. “It’s not like that. They aren’t afraid of crosses. Or holy water. I thought they wouldn’t have reflections, but they do. They can even go out in sunlight…they just can’t see as well.”


  “That sounds very human to me.”


  “No. They’re much…colder. Very warm, but much colder.” His head jerked back up as if he had been slapped. “Excuse me. I didn’t mean…to…” He shook his head. “I don’t mean to ramble. I haven’t been sleeping well.”


  “It’s all right.” Williams turned away with his coffee in hand. As the attendant started to move off, he looked back over his shoulder. “Jameson?”


  “Yes?”


  “Why would a vampire use a knife to cut someone’s throat instead of teeth?”


  “He is using teeth,” he said softly, without turning around. “Their canines aren’t really bigger than ours. But their incisors are sharp as diamonds. They don’t make holes. They make slits.” He waited for Williams to look away before continuing toward the door.


  It was nearly midnight before he finished work. On the way down to the first floor, Terri boarded the elevator with him.


  “I’m putting in my resignation tomorrow,” she said.


  “Is it because of the killings?”


  “It seems that each week makes it more likely that someone in a position like ours is going to be the next victim.”


  He nodded.


  “But no, that’s not the reason. I’ve had another offer I really can’t turn down.”


  Williams pursed his lips. “How long are you planning to stay with us?”


  “I’ll at least be in the area another two weeks. I might not spend the time in the office starting next week—but I’ll be lurking around until I have to go.”


  He nodded once more.


  After she headed to her own car, Williams doubled around and headed toward Jameson’s seventies-era Pontiac. He had never broken into an automobile before, but he had seen it done—and “slim jims” were not too difficult to come by.


  There was nothing in particular to look for; he was not trying to solve a murder so much as search for mistakes. But after five minutes he had found nothing more incriminating than blood stains on the carpeting in the back. It was a lot, as if someone had tipped over a half-drunk can of soda and it had run with blood instead of root beer. But it was old, almost blended in with the carpet; it might easily predate the murders.


  At least the known ones.


  It wasn’t until he noticed there were pockets in the doors that he found something else. What he found was a note pad with an office number on it.


  Williams recognized the number immediately, of course; he didn’t waste time contemplating its significance then—there was no reason to expose himself to any more danger just yet. He took the pad and carefully placed it in his jacket, got out of the car, locked the door and walked quickly, but calmly, away.


  The next afternoon he was at Jameson’s apartment with three police officers. None of them spoke to Williams unless necessary; civilians weren’t supposed to “tag along” on search missions. But most civilians couldn’t call in favors of the magnitude he could. And the parking attendant would almost certainly be asleep now; the sun was out.


  After a minute of pounding on the door, one officer smashed the lock, and they stepped inside, guns raised.


  Beyond the door everything was quiet and still, as close to a haunted mansion as a high-rise flat could get. The sunlight trickling through the drawn shades was quickly smothered in a thick layer of dust. Old newspapers were everywhere; the coffee table in front of the battered couch was literally buried beneath stacks of books, magazines and dirty plates. It smelled of rotten fruit and choking mildew.


  After a moment, the policemen spread out through the house, beginning to search shelves and cabinets and drawers, rifling through the paper piles.


  In less than a minute, one came back. “He’s in here,” he said flatly.


  “Dead?” Williams asked.


  “No. Asleep.”


  Another officer looked at him. “He slept through three men pounding on a door?”


  “Vampires sleep during the day,” Williams said.


  “Yeah,” the first said. “And what do you think’ll happen if we have to shoot him?”


  Williams arched one eyebrow. “I think he’ll die.”


  One went in to wake Jameson up. He stayed in the room, gun drawn on the suspect, as the others kept searching.


  It was an officer who finally found what they were looking for, but he didn’t recognize it for what it was. They were looking for weapons—not knickknacks.


  “Stop,” Williams said as the policeman started to close the drawer he had just opened.


  “Huh?”


  “The leaf.”


  The officer looked down. The drawer was full of odds and ends: photographs, a broken watch, a woman’s necklace. Near the top was a gold lapel pin in the shape of an ivy leaf.


  “What about it?”


  “It belonged to David Goldstein. And while I don’t recognize it, I suspect you’ll find the necklace near it belonged to Michelle Mosler.”


  “Well.” He looked over at Jameson, who started shaking violently. “You want to explain where you got this?”


  “I don’t know,” the man said.


  “I’ll bet you don’t.”


  Jameson started howling and bolted toward the door. It took all three police to restrain him.


  Williams heard from the police department late that evening, as he was getting ready to leave. Connell was in his office; she had been shaking visibly most of the day, ever since security started following her around—and when she learned they believed she was going to be the killer’s next victim.


  “Did he confess to anything?” she asked as he hung up.


  “Not precisely. He doesn’t remember how he got any of the victims’ possessions; he just woke up with one every Friday morning. When they asked him if he was the ‘vampire killer,’ he said he didn’t honestly know.” He sighed. “Even though I had expected something, finding the leaf was a bit of a shock.”


  “It was a present from his wife, wasn’t it?”


  He looked up at her. “What?”


  “The leaf.”


  “Yes. Yes, it was. I didn’t know you were friends with him.”


  “Well, I wasn’t, really. One time when we passed in the hall, I just asked him about it.”


  He sighed. “Have you ever watched a television detective show, Ms. Connell?”


  She cocked her head, flashing a quizzical expression.


  “On most of them, the star figures out who the real criminal is because the criminal is too confident, and makes a mistake.”


  “Like leaving evidence in their apartment?”


  “Or by indicating knowledge that only the killer would have.” He withdrew a small pistol from his desk as he continued speaking. “I remember when Goldstein was given that leaf pin; it was well before you joined the company. He hated it. He hasn’t worn it to the office since you started working here.”


  Terri stared at him open-mouthed for a few seconds, as if she was about to protest. Then she smiled. It was not a pleasant smile at all.


  “Jameson may not have confessed, but he might as well have. He does believe he’s a vampire,” she said softly, leaning forward.


  Williams raised the gun, levelling it at her across the chess board. “But he never was. He didn’t have your office number written down because you were his next victim. It was because he somehow learned you were the killer yourself.”


  “Clever, but not quite right. He’s quite convinced he drank all those people’s blood. He thinks I made him a vampire.” She looked at the gun and smiled. “We both know you wouldn’t shoot me with that. It would mean the end of your career.”


  “I don’t plan on shooting you, Ms. Connell. I plan on calling security.”


  “And telling them what? That my knowledge of Goldstein’s leaf makes me the killer?” She leaned forward, putting her hands on the desk, and smiled more broadly. “That’s something only you would believe, Eddie. Because it’s something only you would have put together. If the police had found it by themselves they would never have known it wasn’t Jameson’s. They wouldn’t have even known to check it for fingerprints.”


  “And the cross,” he said softly. “Then I was supposed to have found it. You wanted me to make these connections.”


  “You, and only you. You even did better than I had expected.” Terri laughed. “You know, he figured out much more than I thought he could.”


  “About vampires?”


  She nodded. “All you have to do is decide which of his lies were truths. I’ll even give you one free that he never did understand. I can’t make you into a vampire. Only a meal.”


  “You really drank their blood.”


  She raised her eyebrows. “If you believe me. I might be lying. I’m obviously quite insane.”


  “Is this just a game to you?”


  “Of course.” The sparkle in her eyes was unsettlingly genuine. “I’ve been waiting a very long time for a worthy opponent.”


  There was a sudden blur and a sharp pain in Williams’ wrist. Then Terri was holding the gun. “Smith and Wesson,” she said, placing her thumbs against the barrel. “Very nice.” She made a slight movement, and it snapped like a wooden dowel.


  Before the pieces hit the floor, she was sitting on the desk, one arm around Williams’ shoulders, the wooden chessmen scattering onto the floor. He froze, his breath caught in his throat; she leaned over and very gently kissed him on the neck.


  “Check,” she whispered in his ear, and drew back, caressing his cheek with a finger. “Mate in two weeks.”


  He wasn’t sure she actually left the room; she was simply gone. Williams raised a hand to his neck. It came away with a tiny droplet of blood where her teeth had touched the skin.


  After a moment, he steepled his fingers on the desk, his breath returning.


  If he tried to opt out of this “game” it would mean leaving his career. And for now he had to assume she was both able and willing to track him anywhere.


  So the only acceptable choice was to play and win.


  Williams stood, picked up the pieces of his gun and threw them into the trash. He had succeeded in “no-win” situations before. If there was some way to beat her—any way at all—he’d see it. He always did.


  He started to put the chess pieces back in place.


  Beast


  She was beautiful. That often meant enhancements, but she came by it naturally—you could tell, and so she was exotic. Perhaps that was the reason she was here now. But that made no sense.


  “Here” was a puddle of watery, ebony-tinted machine oil. Already, neither John nor her father were in sight; the sound of their footsteps was cancelled out by faint white noise.


  It was the sound of current, in arm-wide cables running beneath the floor panels, in switching circuits beside her, in wire bundles hanging above. It peeped out as status lights along the walls, chirped as hidden piezo buzzers. The corridor was a synapse in the city’s brain, a tight, hostile space inside the banks of supercomputers that served and controlled the world above. The brain was bleeding: the oil collecting at her feet dripped from a leaking pipe in the lubrication system. The drops landed unnoticed on the side of her head, making a slick, dark streak through her red hair.


  “Shit,” she breathed, wincing at the echoes. She might laugh at the suggestion she was too delicate for cursing, but now she felt more delicate than ever before. She wondered if she could find her way back to the access hatch. A soft hiss came from behind her, a hydraulic door closing somewhere; she cursed again. It was as if the computer were alive and reading her thoughts.


  She turned her head and an oil drop hit her nose. She started abruptly, almost losing her balance, and then nervously inched down the corridor.


  She had seen all of this before—in a sense. If she hadn’t explored this on the net, she wouldn’t be compelled to explore it now. She was the one who had shown the program to her father, although she had by no means forced him to use it. Still…


  The corridor took another turn and then opened up without warning. The honeycomb-shaped space appeared to have been a debuggers’ room; data ports lined the walls, bordered by darkened hexadecimal displays. The soft amber light came from two circular panels that faced one another on opposite walls. Two other narrow corridors met here. However, what caught her eye was ludicrously out-of-place: a four-poster bed, complete with canopy, pushed up against one wall. By the bed was a small table with a tray of food on it, and a small bookcase by the headboard. Upon the bed lay an oblong steel box.


  She approached the bed cautiously, as if expecting the floor to collapse under her feet. Hesitantly, she touched one of the bedposts. Real wood; they hadn’t been made with that for decades. Silk sheets. Slowly, she sat down, facing the food, a vegetarian plate that smelled all natural and all delicious. As she leaned towards the table, her elbow bumped against the box, and she looked down at it. Engraved on the top was: JASMINE. Her name. Shaking slightly, she opened the box. Inside was a rod of translucent blue crystal.


  Jasmine closed her eyes and shivered. The data pack was worth more than her family had ever owned, the heart of the supercomputers surrounding this surrealistic bedchamber, sought after by every net-cracker in the country—herself included. It was such a crystal that her father had tried to steal for her, not knowing its worth, using the program she had found—not aware that whatever he was communicating with was aware of him, and very protective of such crystals.


  She pushed the box away and lay down on the bed. The program described itself as a creature. Did it only exist inside the computers around her, or outside as well? She shivered again and rolled over, falling into a dreamless sleep.


  When she awoke, the uneaten food had been replaced by a steaming bowl of wheat and a cup of hot tea. She stared at it pointedly, then turned away, saying aloud, “Whoever’s keeping me here, I want to see you.”


  You do see me, a voice said. I am all around you.


  When she realized the voice was in her head, she screamed without thinking about it, and then shut her eyes tightly.


  I didn’t mean to startle you, the voice came again, sounding apologetic.


  “You’ve kidnapped me,” she said. “It’s a little late for sorry.”


  You came of free will, it replied.


  “You would have killed my father.”


  By taking the wrong crystal, he might have killed me.


  “If you don’t mean to kill me, why am I here?”


  Perhaps I want to eat you. The voice sounded amused.


  “Computers don’t eat people.”


  I am not a computer.


  “Then what are you?” The voice was silent. “I don’t want to stay here!”


  If you can find your way out, you are free to leave.


  “Damn you!” She kicked over the tray, sending china, creamed wheat and hot tea through the air to crash and splash futilely against the far wall. “What the hell do you think you are?”


  I am a monster, Jasmine, it said. We must all be what we are.


  “There are no monsters—”


  Really?


  “—There aren’t even many animals left.”


  More’s the pity. I used to love animals.


  “Do you have a body somewhere?”


  Somewhere.


  “Let me see you.”


  Nothing.


  She cursed, picking up the tray and flinging it against the wall after her breakfast, and ran blindly down the closest corridor. Her flight down dark steel tunnel continued until a loose cable caught her, sending her sprawling into the wall. As she hit, the lamp above her flickered and died, leaving her in dim shadows cast by the light filtering from the corridor behind her. Ahead was blackness.


  She collected herself, still gasping, and tried to stand. Daggers lanced through her ankle, and she collapsed again, sobbing. She closed her eyes and leaned back against the cold corridor wall.


  When she opened them again, something watched.


  She turned slowly to her right. Huge gray eyes, at a height a little above her own head, glittered back from the darkness. Jasmine whimpered and started to push herself away.


  Don’t be frightened, came the voice in her head, gentle this time. I won’t come closer if it disturbs you.


  “What are you?” She finally said, still pushing herself away.


  Are you sure you want to know?


  “God. No, I’m not.” She buried her face in her hands and tried to steel herself. “But show me.”


  The eyes rose almost to the ceiling and moved forward. They sat in a face like a wolf’s, with a shorter, broader muzzle and a human-like chin. The ears were set high on the head, and had tufted points.


  The entire creature stood over two meters high and was nearly half as broad, huge arms ending in powerful claws, wide digitigrade feet. It was covered in sparse, mottled grey and white fur, clumped in places, shedding and scabbing in others. It wore what appeared to be the pants of an old tuxedo, dirty, oily, and threadbare.


  A new scream caught in her throat; she forced it down as the creature approached hesitantly and sat down cross-legged against the opposite wall. Even though the corridor was well over a meter wide, its knee almost touched her extended leg. At 172 centimeters herself, she could look most men in the eye; she barely came up to her captor’s neck.


  The creature worked its mouth a second. “Urrr,” it said aloud, then smiled, showing sharp, long yellow fangs. Jasmine shuddered, realizing it might have been quite serious about eating her.


  “You have never seen a recom before?”


  Her eyes widened slightly. “You’re…recoms aren’t—”


  “—like me,” he finished. “Not officially. I was one of the first ones… built.”


  “They never used recombination to make anything like you. Enhancements, strength, animal uplifts—”


  He laughed harshly. “Oh, sweet. DNA manipulation wasn’t meant to make people stronger or give them cute little tails, for making pets human enough to be slaves and sex toys but not smart enough to know they’re exploited. They wanted weapons, Jasmine. There are no more like me because they were too successful.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He leaned back. “I was too much, and not enough. Too strong. Too smart. Too ugly. Too independent.”


  “A soldier?”


  “I was meant for terrorism, not battlefields. A terrified soldier can still shoot; an untrained human is nothing against me.”


  Her mind raced backwards, and she tried to keep her voice level. “You weren’t one of the recoms who started the massacre in New York?”


  “That was one recom. Like me. He was successful.”


  “One of you killed two hundred—”


  “Three hundred thirteen,” he said, looking down. “It is far too easy for one like him. Like me.”


  She shuddered, feeling sick. “I remember hearing about it. They said it was a failure, a freak.” She closed her eyes. “They killed them. Why didn’t they kill you with the rest of them?”


  “We were not failures. They killed most of us because the program was an embarrassment. We were close enough to human to make them uncomfortable, but…” He scratched his chin; a scab flaked away. “Out of twenty they made, only five were considered successes. I was not one of them.


  “Three of us escaped the laboratory during our testing. They weren’t aware how difficult it was to keep us locked up, I suppose.” He laughed barkingly. “One of those three started killing; it was what he was meant to do. I escaped down here, and here I have stayed.”


  “The other one?”


  “I don’t know. Perhaps he is still alive; if he has been found, they have killed him. It is as simple as that.”


  “I don’t know; engineered beings are a lot more common now, even though a lot of people are still afraid—” Especially if one looked like you, she finished silently. “Hell, there are even human/recom marriages.” She tried to twist into a more comfortable position. “You’ve been down here eighteen years?—Owwww!”


  He moved toward her, reaching out a paw, and she yelped. He retreated contritely. “I’m sorry. I was trying to help.”


  “Why weren’t you… successful?”


  “I don’t like to kill,” he said simply. “You’re not going to be able to move without my help, unless you want to crawl back.”


  She ignored him. “What do you want me for?”


  “If your father thinks you are in danger, he will be less likely to harrass me.”


  She laughed bitterly. “If that’s the only reason you’ve brought me here, you’re as stupid as you are ugly.”


  He closed his eyes and flexed his claws.


  Jasmine swallowed nervously; he had said he didn’t like to kill, but perhaps she shouldn’t press her luck with something that could rip through inch-thick sheet metal. “How could his stealing from a computer harm you?”


  He sighed, and looked around. “Since I’ve been down here, Jasmine, the computer has become more than home. It is a part of me.” He focused his gaze on her. “When something moves through here—a rat, a person, or just a data stream—it is almost through my own body. You might say I’ve already eaten you: I feel you inside me.


  “When you broke into the network, you went deep enough to find me. You broke into me as well. Does that make any sense to you?”


  She nodded negatively, and he laughed again. “I have spent the last week trying to learn to be human for you. I am sorry if it is not good, but this is the best I can do.” He looked away from her, seeming sheepish. “When you broke in, you made yourself a part of me—or me a part of you. How could I not be interested in you? You forced yourself on me, Jasmine.”


  She shivered again. “You make it sound like I raped you.”


  “I apologize if my words are offensive,” he said. “But that is the way it felt.” He sighed. “Will you let me carry you back to your bed?”


  She pulled away.


  “I was only teasing when I said I might eat you,” he said plaintively, extending a paw toward her.


  After a moment, she placed her hand in the paw. It swallowed up her hand to the wrist, and the creature stood up, compelling her to follow. He brought his other arm around her and effortlessly scooped her up against his chest.


  “You smell like shit,” she said.


  He grunted and brought her back to the bed in huge, silent strides.


  The swelling in her ankle went down in two days. The creature was always by her side when she needed something, always missing when she needed to be alone. She never asked how he got the bed, or her food; she suspected he could get her anything she wished by his control of the network. The recom’s relationship with the computer undoubtedly could make him the ruler of New York. She wondered if he realized he was quite possibly the most powerful man in the country.


  The first time she stood up on her own, he was suddenly beside her. “Jesus, do you teleport?” she said, after she recovered from the shock of turning around and seeing him there.


  “In the net, I can do anything. With my body, I only walk very softly.”


  “I’m not free to go yet, am I?”


  He looked away, crossing his massive arms.


  “You blackmailed my family into bringing me here—”


  “Your father could have come in your place, but you would not let him.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “Because I know you,” he said softly, looking embarrassed. “I do not want you to leave.”


  She cursed under her breath and sat down, listening to the hum of the electronics around her. She was inside the largest computer network ever constructed, with no terminal to access it with; her captor seemed to be—or claimed to be—able to communicate with the computer one-on-one in a way no terminal had ever been capable of. Magic? The night before, he had said he was a wizard, the computer his castle; she believed it.


  She looked back over at him. He stood towering over the bed, head cast down, looking away from her, scabs flaking off his uncared-for fur—


  “Mange!” she said.


  What? he said, without looking up.


  “I hate it when you do that,” she said. “You have mange. That’s what’s wrong with your fur. When’s the last time you bathed?”


  He looked at her uncomprehendingly, shaking his head.


  “You have a toilet down here. Is there somewhere to bathe?”


  “There is more plumbing, but no fixtures,” he said, looking at her curiously.


  “Have your pet computer get a bathtub for you.”


  He looked at her mournfully and left the room.


  That evening, he came back and extended his paw to her, then led her down a maze of twisty little passages that dead-ended in a large chamber whose original function she could not even guess. Pipes covered the right-hand wall of the room, and flush against it was a huge marble hot tub, filled with water. Soaps—real soaps, not the portioned, synthetic kinds—lined one side of it. “How in the hell…?”


  “Rich, spoiled people have such things delivered to them frequently,” he said. “Deliveries can easily be rerouted.”


  “But how did you move it?”


  “Magic,” he said, pointing to the other side of the room. A small motorized platform rested in the corner. “It came in pieces; I put it together for you this afternoon. Now, what is mange?”


  “You are mange,” she said, trying to push him toward the tub.


  He looked down into the swirling jetties. “I don’t like water,” he rumbled. “I wouldn’t do this for anyone else.”


  “I wish you wouldn’t say things like that.”


  “It’s true.” He took off his pants and looked comically sheepish; she turned away as he climbed into the tub.


  “You shouldn’t be that embarrassed,” she said. “I didn’t see anything.”


  He looked relieved.


  “Although I’d have expected it to be a little bigger, proportionally speaking.”


  His eyes got a little bigger and his ears flattened.


  “Just kidding. Christ.”


  “Now what?” He looked over at her quizzically; she sighed, and pushed the brush and a random bar of soap at him. He dabbed half-heartedly at his fur with the soap.


  “Oh, crap,” she said, reaching over and grabbing it back from him. “Like this.” She splashed water on his back and soaped down the fur, then started scrubbing at it hard with the brush.


  “That hurts.”


  “You could break my neck with two fingers, and you’re trying to tell me I’m hurting you?” The scabs fell away under her fingers, revealing dead patches of skin and stunted, curled fur. “Pretty nasty.”


  She ended up giving him as complete a bath as she could without getting in the tub herself. The pleasure on his face glowed so brightly she couldn’t help laughing. “Did you remember to get towels?”


  He pointed to a pile of them by the motor platform. As she tossed him one, she said, “After all this time, you still haven’t given me your name.”


  “We were beasts,” he said. “We didn’t have names.”


  “Beast it is, then,” she said. “Do you ever go outside?”


  “How could I?”


  “I already told you, recoms aren’t all that uncommon now.”


  He dried himself off haphzardly. His fur looked comical, but in worlds better shape. “Recoms are humans with tails, or cat ears, or claws. I am not human.”


  “You are.”


  “Until I met you, I did not feel that way. Would the rest of humanity?”


  “Maybe if they got to know you. You’re not as bad as you make yourself out to be.”


  “Jasmine,” he said. She looked up at him; his not-quite-alien eyes shined with something she couldn’t recognize, something powerful and full of sadness. “Do you love me?”


  “What?” she gasped.


  “Nothing,” he sighed, looking away.


  The next three days were spent voraciously reading the contents of the bedside bookshelf. To her, hard copy was usually limited to legal documents; it was curiously thrilling to read a novel printed with ink in bound volumes. All of the books dated long before she had been born, and she recognized none of the authors’ names, but no matter.


  Every day, she talked to the recom about what she was reading, for they had little else to say to one another; if she spoke of the world above, he would become taciturn and sad. He could not bear talk of her family, and was appalled when she suggested he could leave his cybernetic labyrinth safely. Every night, she helped him to bathe and brushed him; the scabs were disappearing.


  The third night, he again asked if she loved him. “How can I?” she replied. He left, silent.


  One evening she asked him to show her the computer. “I use it through a terminal,” she said. “What’s it like for you?”


  He looked puzzled a moment, then extended both his hands to her. She placed her own in them, unhesitatingly, and the world was filled with amber phosphor and crackling white noise.


  As her senses cleared, a field formed around her, a flat, featureless plain of grass under a faintly glowing yellow sky. A tall, dark-skinned man with flowing black hair and a scraggly beard held both her hands, his eyes watching her face intently.


  “This is all in the computer?”


  He nodded.


  “Is that the way you want to look, or are you just playing what-if?”


  “I do not know. Perhaps if I were human, I would be like this.”


  “Then you would be quite handsome,” she said.


  “It would be easier to love someone who looked like this,” he said, looking away. “This has been my reality for years.”


  The plain flickered around them and was replaced by a grid of amber lines. A group of squares some ten meters away glowed blue for a moment, then exploded upwards in columns of flourescent blue vectors, crisscrossing and growing, connecting into a solid castle of light complete with pennants flapping in a breeze of faint multicolored pixels.


  “But it is all fantasy, a child’s dream.” Everything faded away, and Jasmine was sitting on her bed, hands enveloped by the creature’s shaggy paws. “I can no more stop looking this way than I can live in that castle.”


  “You already look much better than you did when we met,” she said.


  “When I kidnapped you,” he sighed, releasing her hands. “I am foolish to ask if you love me. I am sorry.”


  “I like you,” she said, looking down.


  When she looked back up, he was gone.


  However, the next night he asked her again. “Do you love me?” she challenged in return.


  “Yes,” he said.


  “Then let me go,” she said.


  He gripped his arms, hugging himself, and turned from her. “If you go, will you come back?”


  “Should I?”


  “No,” he said. “Follow me.”


  He led her down the corridor she had first entered her bed chamber from, through a series of turns and Y-branches to a small, plain metal door.


  “You’re letting me out?” she said, wide-eyed.


  He nodded, looking miserable.


  “Thank you.” She grasped his arm awkwardly.


  “Jasmine.” Looking up at him, she saw a tear running down his muzzle. “If you don’t come back, I think I’ll die.”


  “Don’t say that,” she said, wiping away the tear with one finger. “And keep bathing yourself, dammit.” She hugged him, then drew back, unsure of herself. He looked as if he had been hit in the stomach; she quickly stepped through the door.


  Being out on the street during the daytime was safer than being out at night, but only slightly; she hurried back to her complex, past security and into the elevator, punching her family’s level as the doors closed. Her door opened on the second ring.


  “Jasmine?”


  “It’s me, Hope.” She grinned.


  Her sister stood in the doorway of the little apartment, staring blankly, then shook herself, laughed, and threw herself into Jasmine’s arms.


  When they let go, Hope led her into the small, utilitarian room behind the door. “Father and John are out buying weapons,” she said, with an odd smile on her face.


  “What? But they never—”


  “To rescue you. They’ll be heartbroken to learn you’ve gotten free yourself.”


  “He let me go.”


  “He? The computer?”


  “Beast,” Jasmine said, looking around; it had only been three weeks, but she felt she hadn’t been here for years. She sat down on one of the small, uncomfortable low-backed chairs and told her story to Hope.


  Her father came home carrying two Colt Gauss rifles, John trailing behind with a box of ammunition under each arm. He dropped both of them when he saw Jasmine rising to greet him.


  “Idiot,” she said, hugging him. “You two are living arguments for gun control.”


  “How did you—” her father began.


  John simultaneously said, “We got them to rescue you!”


  “It’s a long story,” she said to her father, then turned to John. “There was nothing to rescue me from. Also, hero, those guns don’t use cased shells.”


  She repeated most of her tale. For reasons she could not have explained, she left out bathing the creature, or his plaintive admissions of love.


  After she finished, John said, “We need go in and kill it.”


  “Or get a posse,” her father added. “And maybe the police will listen this time.”


  “No! Why would you want to kill Beast?” she said, horrified.


  John looked puzzled. “If it has as much power as you say it does, then it’s too dangerous.”


  “He said he would die if I didn’t come back,” she said softly, looking away.


  John looked at her curiously, and walked out of the room.


  He proposed to her the next day. The last time he had proposed to her, she had told him to wait a year; it had been less than six months. He wanted to move out west, to one of the places where green still grew, away from underground complexes, light-rail transit and electronic environments, where people, he said, were less suspicious of one another.


  “I can’t leave,” she told him simply. She did not say she was worried about Beast, but he heard it in her voice; he walked away without speaking.


  That night she dreamed of the castle of light, of walking into it, down stone corridors drawn by computer, through room after room searching for something. As she opened an oaken door, she felt a skeletal hand on her shoulder, and she suddenly awoke, sweating.


  There were noises in the living room. She hesistated, then went to her door, slid it open silently, and looked out. Nothing.


  One Gauss gun was gone from the table.


  “Oh, God,” she breathed. Then, feeling as if she was still dreaming, she dressed, left the apartment, and soon found herself in the service catacombs beneath the lowest underground city level.


  The access panel was standing open. She stepped inside, closed the door, and called, “Beast?” No answer. “Dammit, you’re all around me,” she grated, striding down the corridor.


  It took her over two hours to find the hexagon bed chamber. The amber lights had changed color to red, and she could barely see a meter in front of her. She headed down the corridor towards the bath; this was a path she was more familiar with.


  The recom huddled naked in the corner formed by one side of the tub and the wall. He didn’t move when she entered. “Beast?” Still no answer. She ran over to him.


  His fur was finally clean and almost shiny, his smell faintly sweet, but his eyes were blank. One paw held the brush; it looked pitifully tiny against his huge claws. The other arm hugged a pillow to his breast. If you don’t come back, I think I’ll die. “You can’t die, damn you,” she said, pulling the pillow away and pushing herself against him. “I love you.” He was warm and soft, and she closed her eyes, feeling dizzy.


  Beautiful Jasmine, his mind-voice came, and his eyes opened. “You came back,” he whispered aloud.


  “I had to,” she said, crying. “I have to warn—”


  “I’ve been brushing,” he said, smiling weakly. “But I don’t think I’ve moved from this spot for a day.”


  “I’m not worth dying for, Beast.”


  “You are,” he said, looking down at her.


  She looked back into his eyes, holding her breath, then gently kissed him. It lasted eons in the space of seconds; his features were an exquisite study of longing as their lips parted and she buried her face in the fur of his neck. He trembled slightly, putting his arms around her and stroking her hair.


  Then he tensed, looking above her.


  She turned her head. John stood on the other side of the room, the Gauss gun held loosely in his arms.


  “Why didn’t you see…” she whispered.


  Before you came back, I was aware of nothing.


  “Jesus Christ,” John said, moving closer.


  “Who…?” said the recom, holding Jasmine a little tighter.


  “Someone I loved. A long time ago,” she said.


  John lowered the gun, took a step toward them. “I don’t understand,” he said, his eyes on the creature.


  “I know,” Jasmine said. She rose to her feet, extended her hand to the recom, who stood slowly. John’s eyes widened, focusing on her in confusion, and the gun came up again.


  She walked toward him, keeping herself between the gun and Beast.


  “Shit,” he said. The creature walked towards him, stopping just behind Jasmine; he tightened his grip on the rifle.


  “Give him the gun,” Jasmine said.


  John lowered the weapon and looked at her. “I don’t know what’s wrong with you,” he said, shaking, “but we’re gonna find out.” He laughed a high-pitched, nervous squeak. “Give it the gun. You know how dangerous this—thing—might be with a weapon?”


  Beast pushed Jasmine aside and grabbed the muzzle of the gun, twisting it aside. John fired. The accelerated dart slammed into the bath, and the tub exploded, shattered ceramic spraying in a cloud, lukewarm water rushing around their feet. Jasmine screamed.


  The recom winced, but kept his grip on the front of the gun. He yanked it up, lifting John off his feet before he lost his grip.


  Then Beast wrapped one huge paw around the stock, the other around the barrel, and brought his arms together. The gun snapped in a shower of blue sparks and smoke, the remaining ammo splashing into the water at their feet. He handed the pieces back to John. “No more dangerous than I am without a weapon.” He smiled toothily.


  John looked at what was left of the rifle, then turned and ran, sploshing maniacally out of the room.


  Jasmine broke into hysterical laughter.


  “What will we do when he comes back?” Beast said softly.


  “We won’t be here,” she said.


  He looked down at her, puzzled.


  “Can your computer get a flyer here?”


  “There are already fliers here,” he said. “You know I can’t leave.”


  “You know you can’t stay!”


  “Jasmine—”


  “No, listen to me. In California, recoms are legally human.”


  “I don’t know anything about your world.”


  “I’ll teach you.”


  “I’m ugly.”


  She drew his face down to hers and kissed him again, longer, more intimately. “You’re beautiful.”


  He stood there for long moments holding her, eyes closed, breathing hard. Then he took her hand and led her down a new hallway, ascending to a forgotten loading dock.


  Several flyers had been parked around the room, industrial cargo carriers and personal sport ships. She headed toward one of those, eyes wide.


  “Perfect,” she said, climbing up the short, stubby wing. The only sign of wear was a fine layer of dust. The top half of its small, delta-shaped body was all smoothly curved Plexiglas, identifying it as a Porsche Falcon. “Come on,” she said, motioning to Beast. “Get in.”


  Like most sport flyers, it was only a two-seater. The recom slid awkwardly into the passenger seat, looking uncomfortable. Jasmine dropped into the driver’s seat. “I don’t suppose you can start this. I can always—”


  The dashboard flickered into life, and the lifters thundered on.


  “—try to hotwire it.” She laughed, shaking her head, and closed the canopy.


  Lights flared around them and raced up the walls, the loading dock’s roof rolling back.


  The recom sat very still, watching the walls warily as they ascended. Then they reached the shaft’s top and suddenly the world opened up, the metal replaced by the glowing cityscape dropping away from them.


  Beast made a whimpering noise and shut his eyes. “I am leaving part of me,” he whispered.


  Jasmine turned on the main engines, and the flyer glided around in a graceful arc, picking up speed, and shot towards the west. The moon was rising behind them, and as the city lights receded, the stars seemed to come out.


  “I had forgotten how stars looked,” he said softly.


  “They’re beautiful from up here,” Jasmine said, reclining her seat and turning to face him.


  He stared at her, panic in his eyes. “You have to—fly—”


  “The ship can fly itself until we get to California, and that won’t be for about four hours.”


  He relaxed a little, and she settled against him.


  “This is a very small space for us to share,” he said a few moments later.


  She looked up into his face and smiled. “I know,” she said, very softly, and leaned up to kiss him once more.


  When he returned her embrace this time there was no hesitation.


  Carrier


  Joan sat on the front steps of her condo, sipping coffee brewed from carefully-hoarded beans, and watched the sun start to crest the eastern hills. Bird song rang raucously from the surrounding forest. One of the few ironic graces these days: you heard more birds now.


  Halfway through the mug a troop carrier rolled into view. The rabbit woman watched it pull up to block the driveway; Hellman stepped out of the back, two younger rabbit boys in fatigues following close behind. The mouse wore jeans and a gray turtleneck just like the last time she’d seen him, a year before, questioning her about Rob’s whereabouts as if she’d heard from the wolf in the last decade. Now he walked up with his faint smile as if nothing had changed. Yet after yesterday’s phone call, a lot had changed. Yet again.


  Joan had had enough of change this lifetime.


  He stopped a few paces away, hands in pockets, as nonchalant as if they were going out for Sunday brunch. “Morning, Ms. Sanchez.”


  “An ironically pleasant one.” Grunting, she took two last gulps of the precious coffee, then set the mug down by the front door and walked to the vehicle.


  Two more soldiers waited in the back of the truck; they slid in and sat on narrow green benches, facing one another as the vehicle rumbled forward. Joan felt like an extra in a war movie. She watched houses go by, noting which ones looked newly abandoned.


  “We traced the call Corelli made to you and it all checks out,” Hellman said.


  She crossed her arms. “It’s so nice the Quarantine Authority’s looking out for me that way.”


  He laughed. “Just a hell of a coincidence if the first guy with antibodies turns out to be your ex, huh?”


  “He’s got to be somebody’s ex. Or is it odd because you’re my ex too, Tom?”


  A couple of the soldiers looked sharply in Hellman’s direction, and he smiled more wanly.


  The truck hit the highway and picked up speed. Joan hadn’t been on this freeway since…February? Eight months. The view past the roadbed looked incongruously serene, the reality of the city—population depleted, services curtailed, goods strictly rationed—hidden from view.


  “You really think this wolf’s immune, ma’am?” one of the soldiers said. He said wolf with a hint of a sneer, as if it had become an epithet.


  “I don’t know. Yes. I think so.” She sighed. “He said he had the wilding plague and recovered.”


  The young rabbit’s eyes widened. “Really? And you believe him?”


  “As crazy as it might sound, I do.”


  “And I trust Ms. Sanchez’s judgment,” Hellman said, sliding his sunglasses on, off, on again: a nervous fidget she recognized. She patted the back of his hand, and he clasped fingers with her a moment. As the epidemic had spread, they hadn’t as much broken up as admitted that trying to save the world left no time for relationships.


  It took another five minutes to reach the city limits. High fences straddled the road, marking the first checkpoint. From here on, the interstate shrank to a two-way street, strictly surveilled. The city had spent the last two years slipping from the first world, but nowhere did it become more stark than the “temporary staging area” around its perimeter, a nightmare combination of martial encampment and third-world slum. Roads spread out like dirt serpents, winding between drab gray tents and industrial trailers. Civilian huts marched to the horizon in tight lines, accommodating refugees whose homes, both inside and outside the metro area, had become unlivable.


  And, of course, past those lay the holding pens.


  She’d seen video of the pens before, huge bare fields fenced in with high chain link and barbed wire, canvas roofs. News shows used to talk about them, after the hospitals and prisons were overrun but before people lost the energy to be outraged. As far as Joan knew, there’d never been an official media blackout. Instead the city, the country (the world), had slipped into collective denial. No one wanted documentary evidence of friends and spouses sickening, going manic—and, if they were lucky, dying.


  What the videos couldn’t depict is how much the pens reeked, even the empty ones, of vomit and fear. The other rabbits, even the mouse, looked stoic, but Joan began to gag, holding a hand over her mouth and nose. The pens that weren’t empty didn’t have the wild, manic occupants she’d been expecting, though; whole families of foxes and cats, wolves and jackals, silently watched the truck roll by, eyes dull and submissive. “None of them look sick,” she managed to get out.


  “They aren’t,” the talkative soldier said. “We only keep the at-risk ones here now.”


  “Where are the sick ones, then?”


  He just looked steadily at her, and she looked down after a moment.


  The pens passed by, and the truck slowed, then stopped, waiting at another checkpoint. Joan’s ears folded back. A concrete and steel barrier stretched across the horizon, topped with barbed wire and sentry platforms. She remembered the wall being described in news report as another temporary measure, but this structure looked ominously permanent: the perimeter of a fortress, or the walls of a prison. The transport idled in front of a high chain link gate, red lights indicating its electrification. The driver was filling out a form, which he turned around and passed to Hellman for more signatures and check marks.


  Finally, the soldiers milling around the vehicle stepped back and lined up behind it, rifles ready. “Clear!” someone shouted, and the red lights went out, replaced by revolving amber warning lights and a shrill buzz. The gate swung up. “Hang on,” the driver called.


  Joan hadn’t imagined a truck could accelerate that fast. It lurched forward, jerking hard. The gate slammed down behind it.


  Despite the ugly show, the road outside quickly reverted to quiet pastoral countryside. After several minutes the only noise other than the engine was wind whistling through trees; if the stretch of freeway leaving her neighborhood had seemed quiet, out here in the hot zone it had been, simply, abandoned. The roadbed had been resurfaced just four years ago, but the untended edges showed the bites and tears of invasive weeds.


  The silence settled in and remained unbroken for about five minutes. Then the driver called, “Ferals at three o’clock.” All of the soldiers suddenly held rifles.


  Joan looked out to the right of the vehicle. Three tigers—two women and a man—ran along the side of the road, none dressed. They snarled at the truck as it went by.


  “They don’t look sick,” she said doubtfully.


  “Once the disease runs its course, if you’ve survived you’re perfectly healthy, other than being a carrier,” Hellman murmured.


  “And, you know, stupid and homicidally insane,” the sergeant added dryly.


  She looked back at the receding figures. “Do you ever wonder who they were?”


  The soldiers glanced at her, shifting the grips on their weapons uncomfortably. “That’s a bad road to go down, ma’am,” the sergeant replied.


  “Sometimes you recognize them,” the talkative one said, very quietly.


  Nobody spoke again for a full twenty miles, not until the driver turned off at the Hazelton exit. Buildings came into view: first a gas station, then an old hardware store, then the expected series of strip malls, fast food joints and small businesses that spread in organic rings from a city’s center. Now all stood empty and silent, trash piled against shattered windows. Most were dark, although on some blocks, lights flickered unsteadily. “Is all of the hot zone like this?” she murmured.


  “Most of it,” Hellman said, voice flat. The terminology had changed in the last two years. At first hot zone was just the district in the city where it started. Then all of that city. Then, as the strategy shifted from trying to contain the disease to just trying to protect the uncontaminated, from quarantining to barricading, hot zone became everything outside the safe metros.


  “We hear most of the heartland’s pretty much gone,” the talkative soldier said. “All wild. Eat or be eaten.”


  The soldier in the passenger seat cleared his throat, twisting around to face Joan. “Where’s the hotel your friend’s at, ma’am?”


  “Corner of Main and Washington.”


  “That’s where you first met Rob, isn’t it?” asked Hellman.


  “No, it’s where we first screwed,” Joan replied, without turning around. A couple soldiers snickered. The mouse readjusted his sunglasses.


  The next block was residential, tightly-packed row houses. They were as vandalized as the storefronts, but smelled faintly of blood. Shadows moved behind broken upper floor windows, following the truck’s passage. Joan hugged herself tightly, fingers digging into her jacket, curling around a metal-heavy pocket for reassurance.


  Another block and they turned left, heading deeper into downtown, approaching a once neatly-manicured urban park. Joan marveled at how far it had already gone to seed; if she hadn’t known better, she’d have guessed the park had been abandoned a decade ago. The Washington Square Hotel faced the park’s main entrance.


  “Our stop, gents,” the driver called, swinging the carrier around and parking in the loading zone. Most of the windows remained intact but the sliding-glass front door had been ripped off its rails; trash filled the darkened foyer inside.


  “Looks welcoming,” the sergeant said as they piled out. “Ain’t your friend supposed to be in the lobby?”


  “We didn’t get to make a rendezvous point before he said he had to go and the line went dead.”


  “No problem.” He stepped inside and waved his rifle barrel at the empty front desk and its dusty, cobwebbed computer terminal. “We’ll just ask what room he’s registered in.”


  “Enough, sergeant,” Hellman snapped.


  The taller rabbit grunted. “First floor hallway. Keep Ms. Sanchez in the middle and protected, because she’s the only one who can identify which goddamn pred we’re not supposed to shoot before the rest eat our faces.”


  While the lobby had merely been dark, the hallway quickly became near black, the heat uncomfortable despite the fall weather outside. It stank of musk—mostly wolf—and urine. “Kinda gone downhill since the last time you were here, ma’am, huh?” the talkative soldier murmured.


  “It was always pretty crummy,” Joan responded.


  Stopping about halfway down the hall, the sergeant turned to look at Joan. “We’ve gotta do a little strategic thinking here, ma’am. We need to let your friend know we’re here, without letting the ferals know. Where’d he call you from, anyway?”


  “He didn’t say.”


  “A cell phone,” Hellman said.


  The sergeant rubbed his chin. “I’ll be damned. Well, see if you got cell service.”


  She pulled out her phone, and furrowed her brow. One bar of signal. She exchanged glances with the sergeant, who nodded once, and redialed the last number.


  No one answered by the third ring. Instead, on the second floor, a wolf howled, in a way no sapient wolf had howled for the last two thousand years. A dozen other howls, all around the building, joined in.


  “Shit,” both the sergeant and Joan said simultaneously. All the soldiers raised their rifles.


  A door down the hall opened, and a wolf stepped out. Rifles swung around. “Hold your fire!” the sergeant barked.


  The wolf took another step forward, staring at them. He bared his teeth, but didn’t move forward. And didn’t say anything. Foam flecked around his lips, and he breathed raggedly.


  “That’s the final stage,” Hellman murmured. “Before they’re completely wild.”


  The wolf took a step backward, then fell to his knees with a feral, guttural growl. For a moment, his eyes met Joan’s. She had grown up around carnivores, worked with them, ate with them, slept with them. This was the first time one had ever looked at her and clearly seen prey.


  The hallway exploded.


  Doors flew open, left and right, shapes hurling themselves toward the group. Rifles fired. Someone threw Joan to the ground. She rolled over, panic-struck, to see one of the soldiers had pulled her down out of the line of fire. She relaxed, for a split second, before a grey hand wrapped around the soldier’s throat, yanking upward. Blood sprayed, and a burst of weapons fire came from close by. She couldn’t tell which came first. The rabbit—and the wolf that had grabbed him—fell on top of her again.


  Joan scrambled backward, fumbling at her jacket, then flattened herself against the musty carpet as bullets cracked into the wall behind her. She could see two more soldiers down, one being dragged through a door headfirst, screaming, until the screaming stopped abruptly, wetly. More wolves were down, though, at least half a dozen. She couldn’t see where Hellman had gone.


  “Move!” someone shouted. She didn’t realize he was shouting at her until claws sank into her shoulder, spinning her around and up. She saw jaws coming for her, closing on her, and she reacted before she could even think about it. The shot momentarily deafened her, the recoil slamming her back into the wall.


  The sergeant—the one who’d shouted—had his rifle pointed at the wolf, but as the body toppled over he reached out to steady her, glancing down in clear shock at the smoking revolver she held. “Marry me,” he said.


  “We’ll talk,” she gasped. Other wolves circled, but now stayed back, snarling at the armed rabbits. They outnumbered the soldiers two to one—but they weren’t armed, and now they weren’t close enough to leap, either. The two other fallen rabbits had disappeared, fresh blood smears leading to closed doors.


  A groan made Joan glance down and see Hellman, sliding up the wall to steady himself. Blood ran freely from a wound on his shoulder. She reflexively checked her own wounds; blood had been drawn by both tooth and claw, but the gashes were shallow.


  “Joan!” a voice yelled from the darkness at the hallway’s end. A figure hurried from the shadows, and the wolves encircling the rabbits started growling in a lighter, confused fashion.


  “Hold your fire,” the sergeant repeated hoarsely.


  As Rob approached, he growled back at the other wolves. They crouched, submissively.


  “What, you’re the goddamn alpha?” Hellman wheezed.


  “I’m not the strongest, but I’m the smartest,” Rob replied, edging toward the rabbits.


  “How big’s the pack?”


  “Fourteen.” He swallowed, gaze sweeping the floor. “I guess eight now.”


  The rabbits started backing down the hallway, with Rob appearing to herd them along. “So what do we do?” Joan said.


  “We get out before the pack turns on me.”


  “What do you guys eat now that you’ve eaten all the herbivores here?” the talkative one muttered.


  “Forest animals.”


  “And you? You munched any bunny kids?”


  He just glared in response.


  One of the wolves suddenly leaped forward to snap at Rob. One of the soldiers shoved her with his rifle barrel, and all of the pack bared their teeth, snarling. Rob snarled back, but none of them looked submissive this time.


  “This isn’t good, isn’t it?” Joan murmured.


  “Not good,” Rob agreed in a hiss, keeping his eyes locked with the closest feral’s.


  “New plan,” the sergeant announced. “Hit the lobby and run like hell.” As soon as he finished speaking, he fired off a burst of rounds over the wolves’ heads, and the pack fell back, yelping.


  Then they ran like hell.


  When the wolves ran after them, they leapt for Rob, not the rabbits. He went down under two of them, one of them sinking his teeth into Rob’s shoulder before the sergeant blew half his head off. Joan and the talkative one hauled Rob forward as another round of gunfire held off the remaining wolves.


  The sergeant slid into the driver’s seat as Joan and the soldier lifted Rob up into the truck, the vehicle starting to roll forward even as the last rabbit leapt on. It wasn’t until they left the hotel behind that Joan began to shake. Hellman put an arm around her, resting her head on his shoulder as she held to him with blood-streaked hands.


  No one spoke on the way back. Rob looked between Joan and Hellman and mostly at the floor; the soldiers looked at Rob with unreadable expressions: wolves, just by being wolves, were part of the other now. She wondered how the last two years had undone the thousand before it so easily.


  As soon as they rolled to a stop, two doctors and four soldiers whisked Rob away, ignoring his protests, the wolf ignoring Joan’s half-hearted reassurance. Hellman gave Joan a hug and hurried after them.


  And that quickly it was over, she realized. A nurse gave her a cursory once-over, bandaged her wound and told her to keep it clean, and assigned an intern to drive the rabbit back home with sincere thanks and a polite refusal to commit to keeping her informed about what they found. The mouse would let her know what they found, though. She hoped.


  A week passed, long enough for her to settle back into an uneasy routine, the wound healing but continuing to hurt. Then, one evening at sunset, after an afternoon of a severe headache, two men came to her door. She couldn’t tell what species they were; they wore orange jumpsuits.


  “Joan Sanchez?” one said, voice buzzing slightly through the suit.


  She nodded warily. “What’s this—”


  “Standard protocol, ma’am.” He raised a pistol and shot her in the neck. She raised a hand to feel the small dart there, and got out an obscenity before she collapsed.


  When Joan woke up the headache was still there. She blinked, disoriented, remembering fragments of dreams: dreams of hospitals and needles, of sickness, blood and pain. Fevers, vomiting, delirium—memories of her small-town childhood and middle-class cosmopolitan life. Of Rob, now distant; of Tom, urgent.


  The urgency stayed with her. She rubbed the spot the dart had been, and tried to focus, pushing herself into a sitting position and nearly toppling forward again.


  “Easy,” a voice said. A hand reached out to steady her. “How do you feel, Ms. Sanchez?”


  The hospital room was empty but for monitoring equipment, her bed, and a squirrel woman in a white lab coat, gently lowering her hand as Joan steadied herself. She looked startled to see the rabbit awake.


  “Terrible,” she said weakly. Her mouth was dry.


  “Given your last month, that’s miraculously good.”


  “Month?” She blinked her eyes shut and opened them again, taking a deep breath and staring at the woman incredulously. “I remember being…kidnapped, yesterday.”


  “I’m sorry for that, but we had reason then to believe—” She stopped, and clasped her hands together. “We’ve learned how Mr. Corelli survived the wilding plague, Ms. Sanchez. He had a different strain of it.”


  “A new one? And it’s…weaker, then. Because he survived it?”


  “As did you.”


  Joan began to feel dizzy. She closed her eyes, starting to hyperventilate.


  “The known version only affects carnivores. Corelli’s strain affects everyone.”


  “But it’s not fatal, then!”


  The squirrel hesitated, looking away, then held out her hand. “Come with me.”


  She led Joan out through what she realized was an airlock, across the hall to an observation window, looking into a room identical to the one the rabbit had been in.


  Hellman sat curled up in a corner of that room, nude, eyes dull. Dried foam crusted around his muzzle.


  The doctor pressed an intercom button. “Mr. Hellman?”


  He twitched wildly, staring at the speaker in fright.


  “Ms. Sanchez is here. She’s all right. She made it okay.”


  Hellman turned to the window, then past it. Joan stared numbly, touching her hand to the glass. “Tom?” she whispered.


  The mouse met Joan’s eyes and stretched out a hand toward hers, pawing at the air, his eyes seeming to light up for a split-second. Then he dropped to all fours, chittering miserably. Joan’s vision blurred with tears.


  “One of the soldiers who came back with you is like this, and one of our researchers who came into contact with Mr. Hellman.” She looked down, speaking more softly. “Most of us didn’t agree that Mr. Corelli should be brought in, you know. We figured he’d be another dead end, and to be blunt, we stopped trying to save the carnivores a year ago. But Hellman insisted.” She swallowed. “If—when—this strain becomes widespread…” She trailed off.


  Joan’s ears flattened. “No. Look. R-Rob and I both have antibodies! We’ve survived! It’s a weaker strain, and we’ve survived!” Her voice became desperate.


  “I know. I know.” The squirrel rubbed her temple, sounding very tired. “And we might find a vaccine before we’re all too stupid to use it. If not, at least we won’t understand everything we’ve lost.”


  She walked out of the room, leaving Joan staring through the window at the future.


  The Moon in Water


  “Oh, quiet,” Beth snapped out loud at the knock on the door. As if in response, a lamp fell to the carpet and shattered.


  “Damn you, Talesin.” She punctuated the snarl with a melodramatic sigh, rising to her feet. The so-recently damned cat leapt over the lamp’s remains, which rested in the midst of a line of disorganized paper piles beside an equally disorganized bookshelf.


  Another knock sounded at the door. “Coming!” she almost shrieked, flinging the door open.


  The woman outside clutched her purse to her chest, staring wide-eyed at Beth as if she was a wild animal. “Did I come at a bad time?” she said, her voice timid.


  “What? No…no. Come in,” Beth said, smoothing her ruffled blue skirt back down. Her friend Joselyn always said that the outfit made Beth look like Alice in Wonderland, but she liked it anyway. And now that her blonde hair was trimmed back to her shoulders the effect wasn’t as strong.


  “Really, if it’s a problem—”


  Beth shook her head. “No, it’s not. Sorry. Just having a problem with the cat. You know how it is.”


  Natalie stepped gingerly through the threshold and looked around. Off hours, the woman didn’t look like a yuppie anymore. Shoulder-length red hair framed her delicate, jade-eyed features with a curious, unkempt grace, and her knee-length earth brown skirt and short-sleeved, plain green blouse would look perfectly in place anywhere.


  Except here, except Beth’s apartment. Natalie was too…something.


  “I know the patterns are around here somewhere,” Beth said abruptly, shaking off her irritation and heading back to the couch. “If the cat wasn’t always messing up the place—”


  Natalie nodded, bright eyes looking around the small apartment warily.


  Beth didn’t try to finish her sentence. She dug through the piles of paper on the couch in a frenzy approaching violence.


  A quick glance up at Natalie revealed her gaze still wandering around the walls and shelves, noting the furnishings, the papers, the knick-knacks. Her expression was inquisitive, but otherwise unreadable.


  “Which patterns did you want again?”


  “The unicorn ones you mentioned,” Natalie replied. “Based on the tapestries.”


  “Right. Where did I see them…” She stood up, feeling even more flustered, and hurried over to one bookshelf, nearly tripping over a pile of tattered paperbacks.


  “Careful,” Natalie said softly.


  Beth managed to transform her unpleasant response into a very slight sigh, and started ripping through the papers on the middle shelf.


  “Mercedes Lackey.”


  “What?” Beth said, the non-sequitur dissolving her annoyance through sheer unexpectedness.


  Natalie gestured toward several of the books on the floor. “You seem to have a lot of her books.”


  “Yes. Have you read her?”


  “No…no. I don’t read much fantasy.”


  “Oh. Well, she’s quite good.” Beth returned to her excavation, now a little bemused. If she didn’t like fantasy, then why did she want needlework patterns for unicorns? The Unicorn Tapestries were famous, of course; perhaps she was a medieval history buff.


  “I’ve heard that.” Natalie gingerly stepped over to the couch, and sat down, huddled close to one side.


  Suddenly spying a suspicious plastic bag, Beth leapt to one side like a cat pouncing on a mouse. “Ha. Got you. At least one of you.” She tossed the bag over to the couch.


  “Was it hiding?” Natalie said.


  “They always are,” replied Beth, stalking to another shelf to look for the other pattern. She couldn’t tell whether Natalie was being serious, humorous, or even insulting. Her pleasant, secretarial tone might sound the same whether she was talking about a dry spell or a sex murder.


  If the remaining pattern wasn’t consciously hiding itself, though, it was doing a very effective imitation of it. Inanimate objects in the apartment tended to do that, and Beth suspected her own disorganization couldn’t explain it. Maybe the poltergeists had a strange sense of humor.


  “Are you a pagan?”


  Beth looked over at Natalie again. “Hmm? What makes you ask?”


  Natalie waved at a wooden end table. “I don’t know. Just looking at those.” A few stones and semi-precious gems lay on a blue cloth, next to a candle.


  Beth shook her head. True, she’d used the candle in a circle recently, but for goodness’ sake, it was a dinner candle, not something from a Santeria shop. Natalie was either unusually sharp, or a paranoid lucky guesser.


  “I don’t mean to be prying,” Natalie continued, looking over at Beth.


  “You’re not…I just don’t talk about it much, not to people at the office, you know.” She trailed off, wondering if her tone sounded harsh, and kept looking for the pattern.


  “Oh,” Natalie said, sounding confused but still cheerful. “I was just curious. This one’s a healing stone, isn’t it?” She touched a slab of hematite with a finger.


  “It’s kind of a damper.”


  “Damper?”


  “For…” Beth waved her hand around, searching for words. “Things that I pick up.”


  “Bad vibes?”


  The amused tone was still friendly, but Beth glowered, the expression a cat had when putting its ears back. “There are people who broadcast, and I’m very sensitive to them. And other things, too.” She pushed another pile of papers to one side. “Oh. Here it is.”


  Natalie laughed softly, leaning back on the couch. Beth straightened up, knowing her anger was plain but trying to avoid further comment. Twenty-two was adult, but she felt as young now as she did talking to her mother—and the other woman couldn’t have even been thirty.


  “I’m not intending to sound critical,” said Natalie. “You just remind me of some other people I used to know. They were…” She shrugged, her smile not malicious, but still too light to be very reassuring.


  “Well, that’s why I don’t talk about this very much,” Beth said, exasperation in her tone comically exaggerated. She tossed the second pattern on the couch next to the first.


  “Earnest,” said Natalie.


  Beth blinked, then cocked her head, giving the older woman a blank expression.


  “They were earnest. They said they talked to spirits, had some as house guardians, they tied it all into a few different religions, I think. It was…very much like something out of a fantasy story.”


  “I take it you didn’t believe them.”


  Natalie shrugged again. “I believe that they believed it. I also think they very much wanted to believe it.”


  “So—”


  She raised her hand, speaking quietly over Beth’s rising tone. “That doesn’t mean I think there was nothing to it. But…”


  “Yes,” Beth said. “But.” She walked back to the door, sighing heavily. “Despite what it looks like, I do have work to do.” She forced her tone to be brighter. “I’ll see you Monday.”


  Natalie picked up the patterns and smiled back wistfully, looking as if she would like to rewind the conversation to the point before it had soured. “Yes. I think it’ll be a good weekend.”


  Beth nodded, her hand on the door, and started to open it as the other woman approached.


  Natalie placed her hand on Beth’s. She nearly jumped, and looked up into Natalie’s face.


  “Beth…what I was going to say—about my college friends—what they were seeing. It’s the reflection of the moon and stars on a quiet sea. It may be very beautiful, but it’s not the same as looking up.”


  Beth remained still as Natalie walked past her into the twilight air. Several seconds passed before she shook herself free. “Whatever,” she sighed, frowning and shutting the door again.


  She sat down on the couch and looked around the apartment, feeling crowded by its empty clutter. Shadowy figures flickered in the room’s corners, as they always had—never if you looked at them directly, but there nonetheless. Sometimes she felt they kept her friendly company, but not right now. Beth stood up quickly, darting into her darkened bedroom and dropping onto the mattress.


  If she was too sensitive to the charge of seeing just what she wanted to see, it was only because she had accused herself of it far more than anyone else had. When you start to learn that, despite all you were taught growing up, that magic is real, you do your damndest to make sure you’re not being delusional.


  Unlike Natalie, she had found her new friends a little frightening, not amusing. But she knew, even on that first day, that they’d seen the reality of things she’d always hoped were true. By now her trust in them was implicit. And her trust had proven well-placed.


  She rolled onto her side. “But if I look up, I see cobwebs,” she muttered, closing her eyes.


  Beth dreamt of sitting on the edge of her bed. Moonlight streamed through an open bay window, one her real room did not possess, painting all the scene—furniture, carpet, even her own skin—a pale blue.


  Rising to her feet, she walked to the window and sat in the bay, sinking slightly into colorless cushions. The light grew stronger, the moon larger, as if threatening to physically enter the room.


  “I don’t know your name,” she said, but she could not hear the sound of her own voice, as if speaking into a hurricane that roared silence.


  Leaping to her feet, she threw the window shut, pulled the curtains to, blocking out the moonlight except where it slipped under and over the thick drapery.


  Beth stepped back from the window, breathing heavily.


  The cloth trembled once, twice, then began to dissolve. A small hole appeared, a moonbeam punching through like a ghostly javelin, then another hole, then dozens more. The sky outside shone solid, blinding white.


  Everything in the room began to shred as the light pierced it, just like the curtain, and she knew the light was ice cold instead of hot because she was in its path, too.


  And she woke then, of course, sitting bolt upright in bed, clutching her pillow in a panting sweat.


  “I don’t know your name,” she gasped aloud.


  Whose name? Whatever had tried to get in?


  Rising shakily to her feet, she checked the wards and protections she and Joselyn had set. Doubt clutched her chest, squeezing her as she went through the motions. How long ago had they set these charms? Had the apartment really felt safer then? Had it felt different at all?


  The window she stepped toward bore no resemblance to the grand portal in her dream; it was small and had no curtain, only slightly bent plastic blinds. And as bright as the moon was this night, its pale radiance hardly looked unnatural.


  Still—


  Beth turned away from the window, glanced at the clock by her bed. Not quite even midnight.


  Snapping the light on, she hurried out into the living room, extracting the phone from its half-buried position by the couch.


  Joselyn didn’t answer by the sixth ring; Beth gave up with a thin, long sigh and a suppressed curse. She needed somebody to talk to. But—


  She stopped, then completed the thought unwillingly. But she didn’t have anyone else, not as close. The other magicians, the gamers—her extended family: friends, yes. They would listen. They might offer advice. But they’d offer little comfort.


  The phone rang.


  She jumped at the shrill alarm, whirling around in another quick panic, then snatched up the receiver. Joselyn had been there and just hadn’t gotten to the phone in time. “Hello,” she blurted into the phone breathlessly.


  “Hello,” a woman said, her voice hesitant. “Beth?”


  “Um-hmm,” she replied, sighing impatiently.


  “I didn’t wake you up, did I?”


  “No,” Beth muttered, trying to place the voice.


  “Good. Well, I just…I got the impression I left on a bad note earlier.”


  Natalie. “No, it’s okay,” she said, rubbing her temples. Did this conversation really have to continue?


  “No, it isn’t. There are things—would you mind coming over?”


  Beth blinked in confusion, staring at the phone. She had nothing on this woman for out-of-the-blue conversation shifts. “What?”


  There was a long pause before Natalie spoke again. “There’s a…feeling I have that it would be good for you to leave your apartment. Right now.”


  “A feeling,” she echoed. Premonition? Threat? Hallucination?


  “Please.”


  “All right,” Beth said after a moment, wondering why she was agreeing so readily to visit someone she didn’t think she liked very much.


  “I’m just a few blocks away from you,” Natalie said, launching into a description of how to get to her house on foot. “It should take you under ten minutes,” she finished.


  “Yes…all right,” Beth repeated, no longer forcing her tone to be cheerful.


  The street showed no signs of movement, no life outside the apartment building. Yet as she hurried down the sidewalk, past closed storefronts and dark side streets, she felt watched, as if something followed from a distance. The neighborhood was not crime-ridden, but it was grimy, and her current mood made every shadow sinister.


  Several blocks, a left turn, and another block took her to the gates of a small city park. By daylight the park appeared cheerful, a bright splash in a dull urban canvas; by moonlight—at least tonight—its locked gates might as well have been hiding a graveyard. And, despite the lock, she could hear faint voices from somewhere inside.


  “This isn’t making me feel less nervous,” she whispered.


  A peal of laughter broke out behind her. She whirled around, her breath catching. Nothing.


  But she had heard it.


  She backed up slowly, then slumped back onto a bench by the park fence. Nerves, she thought. Maybe it was just her nerves. Or maybe she was going insane.


  It wasn’t too late to turn around. Why had she agreed to visit? Being frightened by a nightmare? Some dreams were just dreams. If Natalie hadn’t rattled her earlier, she probably wouldn’t have had this one at all.


  And she shouldn’t have let Natalie rattle her that much. She had been so successful in cutting all the cynics out of her life that she was no longer prepared to deal with simple, everyday skepticism.


  But was she being the skeptical one now? If the dream did mean something, if Natalie had felt something real—it’s possible. And if she had just heard laughter—


  Beth didn’t realize how deeply she had sunk into her own thoughts until a hand fell on her shoulder.


  “I’m sorry,” a voice said as she jumped. “It was over twenty minutes, and I was getting worried.”


  “Oh. I…didn’t think I’d been sitting here that long.”


  Natalie sat down next to her. She had switched her outfit to a jeans and T-shirt combination, unconventional only in that the faded black shirt was plain but for the words “Jethro Tull 1991 Stage Crew” printed where a vest pocket would be.


  “Are you willing to talk about it?”


  Beth straightened up and looked at the other woman. “About what?”


  Smiling, Natalie just shrugged in response.


  “I’m not going to play this game anymore,” Beth snapped, standing up abruptly. “When you’re not making small talk, you’re giving me riddles. If I need help with anything, this isn’t the kind of help I need!”


  “There are things it’s easier to talk of when you’re not speaking directly,” Natalie said, leaning forward a little and looking up at Beth. “What are you feeling here?”


  “What?”


  Natalie’s gaze remained steady, her expression serious. “You said you sensed things. What’s around us now?”


  “I’m not—”


  “Beth, I didn’t ask you to come out here to make fun of you. Trust me, please.”


  Beth gritted her teeth. She could tell the other woman was telling the truth, though; if anything, she reminded her of a thesis student collecting information.


  “I don’t know what to tell you,” she said with a sigh. “I can tell what people are thinking, sometimes, or feeling. A lot of the time I can sense other…presences.”


  “Spirits? Faeries?”


  “Yes. For want of a better name.”


  “So are there any here?”


  “They’re all over, and it doesn’t work like that! What do you want me to do, point to one?”


  Natalie looked off into the distance, speaking more slowly. “Beth, I know I’ve come across as very skeptical. What my friends might have called ‘mundane.’ You believe I don’t see what you see, and you look down on me for it.


  “But I’m going to try to share something with you. It’s something you need, but something that you may not want.”


  “Which is?”


  “What I see.”


  “I don’t—”


  “Look around, Beth. Tell me what’s there.”


  Beth rubbed her temples, shaking with frustration, then looked around quickly. “It’s a park, Natalie, a closed, dark park with a lot of trees and graffiti. Dirt surrounded by concrete and pavement.”


  Natalie nodded, and closed her eyes, seeming to focus all her attention on Beth’s words. “Go on.”


  Beth took a deep breath, quelling her frustration, taking her cue from Natalie’s zen-like intensity. “There’s a gate, iron, I think, and it matches the fence around the park…it looks gothic, out of place. I can’t make out much of what’s inside. Grass, of course. Trees, oak trees. Most of them are young, that one over there is…very old, I think. It looks almost like it’s sparkling because of the way the moonlight hits it.


  “And over there’s an apartment building, kind of an old townhouse, two story. Next to it there’s a deli…how long has that been there? It’s brick, it has a display case in the front window.” Her voice became quieter as she went on. “There’s an alley next to it, and I can make out a figure or two there. Someone sleeping there, I think, someone with nowhere else to go.


  “The street’s grey, asphalt, it’s reflecting the moon. It almost looks like it’s rippling, like…like a lake. Kind of shimmering.” She shivered, remembering her dream, and looked up at the moon. “It’s full, and very bright…and…I’m…”


  “Keep going,” Natalie murmured, voice soft but tense.


  “The moon’s getting brighter, almost…and—” She looked over at Natalie, suddenly terrified. “I don’t want to keep doing this.”


  “Don’t stop,” Natalie said, eyes still closed. She looked nervous, too.


  “What are you seeing?”


  “You tell me.”


  Trembling, Beth looked back up. “The moon…it’s very…white, and it feels like it’s reaching for me,” she whispered. “Is it taking up that much of the sky for everyone, or just for us? There’s something…with us here, and my skin is…sparkling…”


  “What is it?”


  “It’s…I don’t know. I can’t see it! I can…feel…oh, Goddess.” She closed her eyes. “If I concentrate—”


  “Open your eyes!”


  She did, whirling around to look at Natalie. Something crouched behind her, something short and squat and shambly-looking, with slitted yellow eyes and a fanged mouth. It cast a shadow of moonbeams.


  Beth screamed.


  Natalie’s eyes remained closed. “Face it,” she hissed. “Don’t stop looking at it.”


  Trembling, Beth kept her eyes on the impossible creature. It stared back, its expression mocking. And, Beth realized, knowing. It recognized her.


  And, as the white shadows danced around it, she recognized it—


  The creature snarled, and vanished in a spray of dry mist.


  “What…what…”


  Natalie opened her eyes, taking a shuddering breath. “I just call them goblins.”


  “You’ve seen them?” Beth whispered, still shaking. “You didn’t look at that one!”


  “I’ve seen it before. Haven’t you?”


  Beth shook her head, hesitantly. “I’ve had…dreams. Shadows in the corner.”


  “Keep your eyes open,” Natalie said softly. “You’ve had them closed far too long.”


  “It was…in my apartment. That’s why you wanted me to leave.”


  Natalie nodded.


  “And you could see it—and I couldn’t?” Beth swallowed. “Why couldn’t I see it before?”


  “Beth, you’ve been learning how not to see. You’ve walled yourself away from the real world. But you can’t separate the real world from real magic. You’ve put yourself in a cage to stay safe from predators, but you won’t let yourself see the lion behind you.”


  “What does that one…want from me?”


  Natalie touched Beth’s chest. “Your heart. Your friendship. Your love. Real joy. Everything you’re shedding as you draw in on yourself.”


  “I’m not doing that!” Beth flared, almost near tears.


  “Beth, every tree is different just as it is. If you pull one out of the soil, it can’t become more unique. It can only wither.”


  Beth was quiet for a long time. “I don’t know if I like this view of magic,” she said at length.


  “I don’t like subways,” Natalie said. “They’re still there. Magic doesn’t exist because you believe in it. You believe in it because it exists.”


  “What do I do about the goblin? When it comes back?”


  “Be open,” Natalie said simply. “You can’t drive it out unless you let everything else back in.”


  “I don’t want to,” she whispered.


  Natalie smiled. “There are as many wonderful things you haven’t let yourself see as there are terrible things.”


  “Good faeries,” she said with a half-smile.


  “Of course. But there’s simple magic in watching the sun rise over the ocean from an old beach town.”


  “I don’t know,” she said doubtfully, staring at where the goblin had been standing. “What happened to your friends?”


  “One of them became a bitter old man at the age of twenty-eight. One’s now a fundamentalist Christian who won’t speak to me anymore. One, the one who you reminded me most of, disappeared about three years ago.”


  “Goblins?”


  “Maybe.”


  Beth swallowed. “And the last one?”


  “I married him.”


  “Is he still a pagan?”


  “It depends on who you ask,” Natalie said, smiling. She rose to her feet, and extended a hand. “I’ll walk you home, if you’d like.”


  “I don’t want to go back to my apartment now,” Beth said.


  “I’ll walk you to my home, then.”


  Beth nodded, and took Natalie’s hand. The moon shone brightly on the avenue behind them as they walked away from the bench.


  The Fox Maiden


  Smith had never woken to a fox licking his nose before.


  He jumped, and immediately regretted it. A host of pains exploded across his body followed by another sharp one on his nose as the startled fox nipped it and scampered out of sight before he could react. Cursing under his breath, he struggled to sit up. He saw nothing around him but bright light, but he felt leaves and grass beneath his hands.


  “Easy,” Johnson’s voice came from somewhere to his right.


  “Where—” He turned and tried to focus on his friend; the other man’s face wobbled before him in a hazy vision of untrimmed mustache and dirty green standard-issue shirt. “The rest?” he gasped.


  Johnson filled in the unspoken words, and shook his head. “Gone. Remember? We’re the survivors.”


  Smith blinked, and looked down. He remembered some of the fight, remembered the moment when he knew the battle was hopeless.


  And he remembered running. Running with Johnson, back into the depths of the forest their squad had been on the outskirts of, feeling crushing guilt for abandoning his squad even though he remembered—now very clearly—watching the last man other than Johnson fall. There had been no one left to abandon.


  He looked down at Johnson’s leg, where he recalled the other man had been shot. He had been on the verge of collapsing. But now the wound was bandaged, with an odd green cloth that looked like silk.


  Rubbing his nose, he shook his head. “I had…an odd dream,” he muttered.


  “Do tell,” Johnson grunted, his tone dripping sarcasm.


  “No, really. We ran into the forest and were…taken prisoner, kind of. By a girl, about our age, except…she was a unicorn.”


  Johnson smiled condescendingly. “And she walked on two legs instead of four, and was wearing a pretty ruffled pink blouse, and had just bee-yoo-tee-ful blue eyes.” He batted his eyelashes on the word beautiful.


  “Uh. Well…” Smith blinked again. Johnson had been exactly right. “How…”


  The other man grunted, and pointed over Smith’s shoulder.


  Her back was to them; she was kneeling down, tending a fire. Standing, she’d be just under six feet tall, with long, white-gold hair—or perhaps the word should be “mane.” For she was, indeed, a unicorn. As human as her form was, her ears were high on her head and pointed, her chalk white color distinguishable as fur rather than skin when sunlight hit it the right way—and Smith could see the tip of a small, pearly horn jutting from her forehead.


  “Mother of God,” Smith whispered, staring.


  She was surrounded by a half-dozen foxes, who scampered around her feet and behind her as she turned her attention to a kettle suspended over the fire on an old-fashioned metal tripod. One of them—possibly the nose-biter—bounced up to Smith and stared back at him curiously.


  “This can’t be real.” He closed his eyes and rubbed at them frantically, then opened them again. Now they hurt a little and had become clear enough to reveal more details of the oak forest clearing the camp had been set in, but they still returned exactly the same image of the unicorn woman.


  Johnson grunted and lay back on an odd, Victorian-style pillow Smith hadn’t noticed before. “You don’t remember the training session on proper conduct when captured by a mythical creature?” He closed his eyes. “You only have to tell her your name, rank and the last Ridley Scott movie you saw.”


  Smith stared at the other man. “How can you be so calm?”


  “I’ve already gone through my hysteria. You were out longer than I was.” He shrugged. “And look. She fixed my leg, which probably saved my life, and she removed enough shrapnel from your backside to make a Jeep.”


  “Shrapnel?” Smith’s brow furrowed. “I wasn’t hit.”


  “Not while you were conscious,” Johnson said, grimacing. “You don’t remember me dragging you along after you nearly got taken out by a frag grenade.”


  “A—” Smith looked down at himself, felt his back. There were bandages there, but he only felt a profound soreness. “Come on.”


  “Yes. I don’t know what she did, but I think a field medic would have given up on you after one look. You were f…messed up bad.”


  At that, Smith chuckled. “Cleaning up your act for the girl?”


  “She doesn’t like cursing, and quite frankly, I don’t think I wanna cross the lady, Smith.”


  Smith arched his eyebrows.


  “Let me put it this way.” Johnson sat up again and leaned forward. “We’re about ten miles from where I gave out. I collapsed right at her feet. Know how we got here?”


  “No clue.”


  “She picked both of us up—me with one hand, you with the other—and ran. That’s where your dream came from, I bet.”


  “She carried us,” he said blankly, turning and staring at the slim figure again.


  “As near as I can figure it, when it comes to strength and speed for her, think of a horse that’s as high at the shoulder as she is.”


  As he spoke, the unicorn woman rose to her feet and turned. Her face was the most inhuman thing about her, but it was delicate, with high cheekbones and a muzzle that somehow managed to be beautiful even as it suggested the lines of a horse. The six-inch long horn that should seem out of place instead appeared natural, making him feel slightly self-conscious about not having one of his own.


  She walked toward them; when her large blue eyes focused on Smith, a chill ran up his spine. What he felt was not fear, even though that was a part of it. It was almost an impulse to fall to his knees before her, as if to a queen, or even an angel.


  Instead she knelt before him, her eyes locking with his. “You are awake,” she said softly. Her voice carried a rich lilt, with an accent that might as well be Martian for all Smith could to do to place it. “Are you feeling well?”


  It took Smith a moment to find his voice; he had never felt literally lost in someone’s eyes before. “Yes. Yes, I am. Thank you.”


  She nodded, smiling. “You are…Smith?”


  He nodded.


  “Your friend Johnson told me your name.” She extended a hand. “My name is Leyavel.”


  He took her hand and shook it gently; it might pass for a human’s, save that the tips of her fingers ended not in nails but in small, hard pads that felt like tiny hooves brushing his skin.


  “It is nice to meet you,” she said when he dropped his hand.


  “It’s absolutely unbelievable to meet you,” he whispered, unable to keep from staring.


  The unicorn laughed softly. “If it will make you feel any more comfortable, it was not until very recently that I saw my first human. Although I knew your kind was real, and never had this odd notion that you ran around on all fours.”


  Johnson laughed. Smith smiled uncertainly.


  “I have made some soup for you. Other humans have seemed to like it.” She crossed over to the kettle once more, and leaned down, producing two bowls from a small pile of utensils, then a ladle. She filled the bowls quickly, retrieved two spoons and brought them over to the soldiers. The soup was a vegetable base, rich on potato and barley. It was delicious.


  “Thank you,” Johnson said, immediately beginning to wolf the soup down.


  “You’re quite welcome.” She sat down and watched them eat. “Your clothes are not the same as those of the other humans I have met. This means you are on the other side in your war from them, does it not?”


  Smith’s eyes widened a little. “You’re not with—”


  Leyavel waved dismissively. “I am not ‘with’ anyone, sir. Please do not take offense, but we could hardly be any less interested in your endless fights.”


  “Unicorns don’t have wars, huh?” Johnson said, continuing to spoon up the soup.


  She sighed, brushing back a lock of hair from her cheek. “Not in the way humans fight them, no. You people kill more of your fellows in one battle than we have lost in territorial fights in our entire history.”


  “A war isn’t a territorial fight, exactly,” Smith said hesitantly.


  “It is exactly that, Smith,” she said. She held out a hand low to the ground, and one of the foxes bounded up to her; she scratched it behind its ears as she spoke. “It is exactly what my little foxes would be doing in the wild with one another if I was not looking out for them.”


  “Maybe you should be looking out for us,” Johnson grunted.


  Smith glared at him, but Leyavel only laughed. “The idea has been suggested more than once, but a fox is much happier with a unicorn mistress than a human would be, I think.”


  “Foxes don’t have wives,” Johnson replied, chuckling.


  Leyavel cocked her head.


  “Never mind. Bad joke.”


  “Oh.” She looked puzzled for a moment, then shook her head. “Well, now we have to decide what to do next.”


  “Are we…” Smith hesitated, then cleared his throat. “Are we your prisoners?”


  “I believe that is the correct word, yes.”


  He looked slightly incredulous. “You’ll try to stop us if we leave?”


  She smiled. “If I understand the concept correctly, that’s what being a prisoner entails, Smith.”


  Smith started to speak again, then lapsed into silence, a puzzled expression on his face.


  “Well, ma’am,” Johnson said, “what happens next depends on why you’re keepin’ us, I’d say.” He waved his spoon for emphasis as he spoke.


  The unicorn nodded, and folded her hands in her lap. “True. As I said, you are not the first humans I have encountered. I have helped several over the last year. Unfortunately, many have been…less than friendly toward me after I healed them. It has been rather disheartening.”


  Johnson raised his eyebrows. “They didn’t hurt you, did they?”


  She shook her head. “No, but they certainly tried. My dilemma now is whether to trust you not to behave in a similar fashion.”


  “What if you decide that you don’t?” Smith said, looking nervous.


  Leyavel smiled ruefully. “Then I will have another dilemma.”


  “So how is keeping us around for a while going to let you know whether or not we’re trustworthy?” Johnson said, returning his attention to his soup.


  “It will not. But it shall tell me if you trust me to let you go. For all you know, I really am working for your enemy, or plan to sacrifice you under the light of the full moon.”


  Smith looked a little more nervous.


  “So what do we do in the meantime?”


  “You may help me with my chores.”


  “Great,” Smith grunted.


  Leyavel smiled, and gestured for them to follow her.


  No obvious paths led out of the clearing; she moved between the trees in a seemingly random pattern, although not so quickly that they were unable to keep up. All of the foxes moved with them, disappearing out into the forest and reappearing for brief seconds as red-furred flashes among the oaks.


  Her “chores” consisted of gathering various flowers and herbs growing wild throughout what seemed to be half the forest. It was not exciting work, but after several months of active combat duty, simple labor under the shade of centuries-old trees was nearly a tropical vacation. The unicorn did not seem to be keeping a close watch on them, often working by herself some ten yards way, but she was never out of sight.


  At some point in the late afternoon, Smith breathed to Johnson, “She left our rifles next to our packs. They’re in easy reach.”


  “Yeah,” Johnson said. “So?”


  “We can leave,” he gritted, his tone exasperated.


  “I’m not in a hurry to,” Johnson muttered.


  Smith stared at him.


  “If you’re gonna go off on one of your gung-ho rants, save it,” Johnson said, gathering up a handful of dandelions. “No, I’m not planning on going AWOL. But even if I thought we could get away, which I don’t, I’d still be willing to do it her way.”


  “Will you still be willing to do it her way if she decides we’re a threat?”


  Johnson rolled his eyes. “I’ll deal with that if it comes up,” he sighed. “Right now I’m going to assume she won’t think that as long as we’re not a threat. Clever, huh?”


  Smith glowered, but returned to his own picking.


  As they worked toward sunset, Leyavel stopped them both and led them back to the camp, giving them more of the soup and then sitting down to watch them quietly.


  “How many unicorns are there?” Johnson said, halfway through the meal.


  Leyavel shrugged. “I do not know, really. We are few in number, but we are everywhere.”


  “But hidden.”


  “Most of the time, yes. I am only with you now because you were injured.”


  Smith cleared his throat. “Why did you help us in the first place?”


  She turned her gaze on him. “Because you were injured,” she repeated.


  “Do all the unicorns heal people, or are you kind of a medic?” Johnson said.


  “We all can.”


  He nodded, looking thoughtful, although not as thoughtful as Smith.


  “We will sleep here tonight,” she said, watching the last rays of the sun sink behind the forest canopy. ” Both of you need the rest.”


  “And you’ll let us go tomorrow?” Smith said.


  The unicorn smiled. “We’ll see.”


  Johnson grunted and lay down.


  Smith sat on his blanket, looking uneasy. “I appreciate you not tying us up or some such.”


  Leyavel glanced over at the humans. “I do not need to. I really do suggest you get some rest instead of testing that, however.” She knelt down and spread a blanket for herself across the grass, then lay down. The foxes reappeared from the forest as if by magic, taking positions around her form and cuddling up for the night.


  Smith waited until it seemed she was asleep, then stood up, gathering his possessions and rifle as quietly as possible, motioning for Johnson to join him. The other man just sighed, and stood without gathering any equipment.


  Glaring at his companion, Smith headed out into the forest. Johnson followed lazily.


  “That wasn’t that difficult,” Smith muttered after they were twenty feet away from the clearing, the woods illuminated with only pale moonlight. “You should have picked up your equipment.”


  “I don’t think so,” he said.


  “Oh? And why’s that?”


  “Because I’m expecting we’re going to just walk right back into that clearing any second.”


  “And why do you …” Smith trailed off, as the trees parted to reveal a very familiar camp.


  “Call it a lucky guess,” Johnson whispered.


  “You sound like you’re enjoying this.”


  Johnson shrugged, sitting back down. “When it comes right down to it, the only problem I’m having with this is that my best war story is going to be one that nobody else’ll believe.”


  “They would if we had proof, wouldn’t they?” Smith said after a moment.


  Johnson groaned, and lay down. “Look, do yourself a favor, and shut up and go to sleep.”


  Smith nodded silently, his expression remaining wary.


  Even though it had been one of the most peaceful nights Johnson had spent since his tour had started, he was reacting to the sound of gunfire even before he was fully awake. He rolled over in a face-down crouch, and looked up.


  Smith had his rifle levelled at the unicorn. His eyes were wild; Leyavel only looked baffled.


  “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Johnson muttered, forcing himself into a sitting position.


  “Get the other rifle, Johnson!” Smith hissed.


  Johnson rose heavily to his feet, rubbing his eyes, and looked between Leyavel and Smith, then shook his head. “Are we planning an escape?” he said, his tone exaggeratedly cheerful.


  “We’re taking her with us.”


  “I do not think—” Leyavel began to say.


  “Be quiet,” Smith ordered, his voice shaky. He waved the rifle a little. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but all that talk about not being on a side is just wrong.”


  She fell silent, only cocking her head at him quizzically.


  “Sooner or later they will find you, and they’ll force you to fight for them. We can’t let that happen.”


  “I see,” she said, folding her arms across her chest. “So you wish to force me to fight for you instead?”


  “Not necessarily. You could be a medic. Just a medic who could take out a dozen men if you had to.”


  Leyavel nodded. “I see,” she repeated. “A dozen armed men, do you think?”


  “I—I don’t know.”


  “Only one?” she said, putting her hands on her hips.


  “Get the other rifle, Johnson,” Smith hissed again, his voice more urgent.


  Johnson walked lazily toward Leyavel, and stood next to her. “No.”


  The younger man stared, then looked as if he was about to go into apoplexy. “What! You!” He pointed the gun at Johnson, then thought better of it and kept it trained on Leyavel. “Can’t you see what I’m saying?” he said, through clenched teeth.


  “Yeah, but I don’t think you can.”


  “I’m doing what I have to do.”


  “No, you’re not. You’re threatening a non-combatant.”


  “If we bring her back, they’re sure not gonna court-martial us for it, you fool.” He motioned with the rifle. “It shouldn’t take more than two days to get back across the lines—”


  “I don’t care if some dumbass gives you a fu—”


  Levayel cleared her throat.


  “—a gold medal,” Johnson continued, without missing a beat. “It’s still wrong.” He stepped in front of the unicorn. “Drop the rifle.”


  “Move!” Smith hissed.


  “Sorry,” Johnson said, crossing his arms over his chest. “No can do.”


  Smith’s finger tightened on the trigger.


  “Oh, yeah,” Johnson spat. “Shoot me and you’ll get a medal, all right.”


  “Enough,” Levayel said, lifting Johnson into the air with both hands and setting him down to her side. She began to walk toward Smith.


  “Hey—” Johnson said, starting to go after her.


  “Stop!” Smith commanded, keeping the gun trained on her head. “If you know what a rifle is, you know what’ll happen when I pull the trigger.”


  “Oh, I certainly do,” she said, continuing to walk toward him.


  Smith pulled the trigger.


  The world went dark, and the ground was pulled out from under both the men’s feet. The only light was Leyavel’s horn, suddenly glowing as bright as the sun. Then that went out, too.


  When Johnson woke up, the sun was rising. He looked around; the clearing was just as it had been, save that now he was alone.


  Frowning, he stood up. Smith’s backpack and rifle were gone, as if he had never been there.


  “Good morning,” Leyavel’s voice came from behind him.


  He turned around. She was entering the clearing from a path that he didn’t recall having seen the day before, surrounded by her entourage of foxes.


  “You’re all right?”


  She nodded. “I am.”


  “Somehow I thought you would be. I’m glad I was right.” He sighed.


  “You are free to go.” She looked down and waved with one hand; the foxes scattered around the clearing, romping with one another.


  “I would have thought we’d have failed your test.”


  “You were being tested separately,” she said.


  “Well.” He grunted, looking around, then back at her. “You didn’t seem very surprised by how things turned out.”


  “It was a variation on what has happened before.” She smiled, a little tiredly. “You were the only surprise, I am afraid.”


  “Ah. Well. I’m glad of that, too, then.” He looked at her for another moment, considering how to press for any more information, but finally decided to just shoulder his backpack. “I’d better get on the trail. Thank you again.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t suppose I’ll ever meet you again, in better circumstances.”


  Leyavel stepped forward and gave him a gentle hug. “All things are possible.” She dipped her head, touching her horn to his shoulder before she pulled away.


  Johnson returned the hug awkwardly. The touch of her horn was cool, but his shoulder tingled through to the bone from the startling contact.


  “Take the pathway I just came from,” she suggested. “It will have you close to where you need to be before noon.”


  “We’re a lot more than a few hours from the border.”


  She just smiled. “Not on that path.”


  “Right.” He started for the trail.


  One of the foxes nipped at his ankle.


  “Yeah, you too,” he said, reaching down and giving it a quick pet. The fox let out a little growl and retreated to the other side of the clearing, looking sullen.


  Johnson watched it, then looked across at the unicorn. “I don’t remember him from yesterday.”


  “He is new.”


  “Seems to have a bad attitude.”


  She laughed. “It will change, with time. It did with the others.”


  He looked at the fox again, then nodded slowly. “Well, I’m sure you’ll take good care of him.” He gave the unicorn a salute.


  “I will.” Leyavel bowed deeply.


  He headed off down the pathway, quickly losing sight of the clearing.


  Vertical Blanking


  The vixen stands in the doorway to a bar, and glances around, a slow tail swish betraying her agitation. The bar stands somewhere between “Cheers” and the Cantina from Star Wars.


  With reddened silver fur, amaretto eyes and a height of six-three, she’d have thought she’d have stood out in any crowd. But see, over there, some kind of eight-foot tall feline something? It’s wearing full mechanical battle armor like you see in those Japanese cartoons. Next to it is a reptile, obviously female. Take a human and make it a dragon, and did she think obviously female? Make that preposterously. It’s a wonder the girl can stand with that much weight in front of her. And if the battle suit is jarring, what to make of the dragonlady’s medieval magician garb?


  • • •


  Kiri looked up from her computer monitor. “This is nuts.”


  Paul shrugged, hands in his pockets, and leaned over her shoulder to look at the monitor. “The bar there’s always kind of crazy. Well, a little more than the rest of the world, at least.”


  “There’s no theme. It’s like throwing space opera and high fantasy and gumshoe fiction all together. Douglas Adams on crack.”


  “I told you the theme was just anthropomorphic animals.”


  “The bartender’s human.”


  Paul went back to his seat and leaned back so far it nearly tipped over, his scraggly black hair not quite touching the ground. “It’s not strictly enforced.” He grinned and shrugged languidly. “Look, you asked about a social roleplaying world instead of a combat one.”


  Kiri looked back at the monitor and made a face. “There’s a mouse girl hitting on my vixen.”


  “See, it’s social.”


  “Christ,” Kiri muttered, rolling her chair forward and typing a noncommittal response on her keyboard. “I’ll try again later. I have some backup scripts to run.”


  • • •


  This is her third visit to the place, but she is still ill at ease. She makes her way slowly to a corner table, glancing at a mountain lion. He stands about six and a half feet tall. Unusual sizes are common around here—she’s unusually tall herself, or at least her player had intended her to be—but unlike so many of the other large males, he’s not a buff bodybuilder type. He’s quiet, looks around himself frequently, like he feels out of place in even modest crowds. Maybe here he is. His dress style of denim shorts and a suede vest is subdued, although not as much so as her own simple black skirt and white blouse. And he’s looked her way twice.


  She looks back at the bartender, the most out of place figure she’s seen here by virtue of his normalcy. He’s a five-foot-nine human, kind of overweight, thinning black hair, still relatively handsome—an older Tom Cruise going to seed. “Do you know him?”


  “He’s been in here off and on over the last couple months. Hasn’t really said anything to me and I haven’t heard anything about him, though.”


  “I’m wondering if I should go over and talk to him.”


  The server shrugs. “Your call. You want the usual?”


  “I’ve been here often enough to have a usual?”


  He grins. “You’ve ordered the same thing both times.” As he speaks he produces a a pina colada, seemlingly out of thin air, and sets it down by her.


  She picks up the glass, nodding her thanks, and gets up, knowing she won’t have to pay.


  When she gets close to the lion—he’s still sitting down at his table—she smiles awkwardly. He looks up.


  “Hi,” he says. He looks like he wants to readjust glasses he’s not wearing.


  “Hello. May I sit down?”


  He looks surprised, then nods.


  She seats herself and leans forward. How to approach this? Well, given what she’d seen already, subtlety was far from the norm here. “I noticed you looking my way when I was at the bar.”


  The lion blushes slightly under his fur. “I’m sorry. You’re a very striking-looking woman.”


  She smiles, approving of his use of woman rather than just naming her species, or using some word like morph or fur as a local substitute for human. If he’d said “What a pretty fur you are” she’d have gotten up again. “Around here I’d think I’d almost blend into the background.”


  He shakes his head. “No, you certainly don’t do that. How long have you been here?”


  “In the bar?”


  “In this…land.”


  “Oh, only a week. I’m still getting my bearings.”


  The lion nods, then looks away, his expression thoughtful. “Would you like someone to show you around?”


  It’s something she’s heard before, several times. This time she accepts.


  • • •


  Paul took a long drag on his cigarette, hunched over a metal picnic table that had become the office building’s unofficial smoking area. “For someone who hates that game as much as you do, you’re on it an awful lot.”


  “I’m not on it that often,” Kiri said, looking over at him.


  They were physical opposites—he was tall and reed-thin, she was only a fraction over five feet high and could stand to lose a good thirty pounds. Her blond hair was as short as his hair was long. And she hated cigarettes. She just came out to get away from her desk.


  “I’m not on it now,” she added.


  “Of course not. You’re outside.” He snuffed out the butt on the table, and tossed it into a nearby trash can. “I’m being more amused than critical, honest.”


  “Right.”


  “I’ll be more amused if you’re here until ten again tonight like you were last night.”


  “You were here playing Quake. Don’t take pot shots at me for not working at work.”


  “If you’re being paid to babysit a network, most of your work isn’t working. No. I’m taking pot shots at you for becoming a sim addict.”


  “I’m not—”


  “You know, that might work. SimAddict.”


  She laughed. “Shut up.”


  • • •


  They sit, cougar and vixen, watching the sun set over a lake in the mountains. Logically, this place should be far away from the bar they met in—a bar in a bustling mid-sized city, its horizon lined only with rolling hills. But it isn’t. If they’d gone in another direction the same distance they might have been on the tundra, or a tropical island. She’s learned to take most of the world at face value, without analysis.


  “Mountain lions don’t have prides, do they?”


  He laughs. “No. Why?”


  “Small talk. I was going to ask about your family, but I didn’t know what you’d call them.”


  “I’d just call them my family.” His expression darkens a little. “There’s not much to say. I kind of moved here to get away from them.”


  “Oh.” She fidgets with her bushy tail.


  He shakes his head, smiling again, and looks at her with his clear blue eyes. “Don’t worry about it. I’m more interested in you.”


  “There’s not much special about me.” It’s true; her player hasn’t come up with a story to explain her like some of the few really good roleplayers she’s met here have. She’s been glad nobody’s asked her as much about her “past life” as she’s asked about theirs. Of course, whatever she says in response will be true, won’t it? As long as she remembers the answers.


  “You’re very special.”


  She looks back into his eyes, her mouth—muzzle?—dry, feeling like a heroine in an absurd romance novel, waiting for him to gather her into his arms and kiss her, wondering what it would be like for a fox-woman and lion-man to kiss. It doesn’t disappoint her.


  • • •


  “So you’re getting into an online romance. This is what they write all those ‘evils of the Internet’ articles about,” Paul said, draining the last of a can of Mountain Dew.


  “It’s just roleplaying,” Kiri replied. “It’s not like I’m planning to meet whoever plays this cougar. I don’t even know the guy’s name. Hell, I don’t even know if he’s a guy.”


  “We’re supposed to worry about guys playing girls, not girls playing guys.” He grinned. “How do you know the cougar’s not me?”


  “He’s not sarcastic enough.”


  Paul snorted.


  “And I think you’d be a…different kind of roleplayer, anyway. One who comes up with a complicated back story.”


  “A good one, you mean.”


  Kiri shrugged an assent. “I suppose he’s an avatar.”


  “In whatever sense an idealized version of your player with fur can be called an avatar?”


  “In that sense, my character’s an avatar. I’m not interested in having a tail, but I wouldn’t mind being six feet tall and gorgeous.”


  “I wouldn’t mind you being six feet tall and gorgeous, either.”


  Kiri gave Paul a look, then headed to the vending area to get a Mountain Dew for herself. Truthfully, she wanted to get back on the game, but she had four or five hours of real work to do first.


  • • •


  They’re sitting at a table of a patio café now. Unlike the bar, it’s quiet—they’re the only couple. Only one other table, across the patio, is occupied, by a solitary raccoon woman.


  This night the cougar’s restless, kind of depressed. He can’t explain what’s wrong.


  “If you can’t tell me what’s bothering you, I can’t help.”


  He shrugs. “Like I said, sometimes I just get like this.” A soft smile. “A problem with my player, I guess.”


  She purses her lips, unsure how to respond; avatar or not, she isn’t her player, and doesn’t like having the world of the game broken like that. With anyone else, she’d excuse herself and go find someone else to talk to. “You’ve been awake a long time. Maybe you should just go sleep on things?”


  He glances up at her, expression wary, as if he’s wondering if she really means I don’t want your company right now. Then his face clears. “Maybe…have I shown you any magic?”


  “Uh…what? I don’t know.” Magic’s inescapable here. She doesn’t have any, but an alarming number of people seem to do whatever’s convenient, up to and including coming back from death repeatedly.


  Rising to his feet, the mountain lion extends a hand to her. She takes it, and the world vanishes in a blinding, jagged storm of color as the bits that make up reality shift.


  Now they’re on a ledge on the side of a mountain, somewhere in a cool, verdant range like the Rockies. She’s been here before: it’s the front yard of his house—not a house, truly, but a lodge, like an old national park hostel. Simple, angular lines, dark wood planks and logs. Two totem poles stand guard in front of the entrance door, about twenty feet out. The top figure on each one is a cougar.


  She turns toward him, and he’s levitating, eyes closed and arms out, rising toward the top of the totem poles. When he notices her watching, he smiles slightly, but keeps a stern expression, like he’s concentrating. Or like shamans aren’t supposed to smile.


  “I didn’t know—how long have you been able to do things like that?”


  “All my life, I guess.”


  “You guess?”


  He bites his lip, looking uncomfortable. “This isn’t what I wanted to show you…come on.” The tail of a whirlwind curls around her, and she lifts off the ground. “Look at the view.”


  She does. It’s as breathtaking as the mountain lion’s enthusiasm says it should be, a grand view of the mountains and green valleys around them receding off into the mists.


  After a few more moments pass she smiles tiredly. “It’s very beautiful. We were getting ready to go off to sleep, weren’t we?”


  He sets them both down, looking moody, and walks into the lodge. Hearing him talking, softly, she follows.


  “I didn’t catch that,” she says as she hurries up behind him.


  “Nothing, really.” He glances around the great hall as he walks toward the master bedroom.


  • • •


  “I know how to run the network, thank you,” Kiri snapped, not quite pushing Paul’s hands away from the keyboard.


  “Temper, temper. Maybe you should get on that game more often if it’ll keep you more relaxed.”


  She shook her head. “I think it’s what’s been setting me on edge. I’m taking a week or so off.”


  “What’s stressful about it?”


  “Online emotions can get a little too real.”


  “You and your virtual boyfriend need a little time apart.”


  “Well, I do.” She rolled her chair back from the computer and folded her hands in her lap. “He’s not the only stress point, but it’s like he’s too disturbed to stay in character but refuses to come out of character enough to talk about why.”


  “It’s not like you know him well enough to play psychoanalyst for him anyway.”


  “Exactly.”


  “You know what I do in situations like that?”


  “What?”


  “I avoid people who need psychoanalysis.”


  She laughed. “That’s a little cold. He’s kind of a friend, after all.”


  “It’s a lot cold, but I don’t get stressed. It’s a trade-off.”


  • • •


  “Where have you been?” The cougar’s tone falls dead center between accusatory and pathetic.


  Shrugging uncomfortably, the vixen shakes her head. “I just haven’t really been able to be awake.”


  “I’ve been here a lot, hoping to see you. I’m glad you’re back.”


  The vixen nods. She’s seen that he’s been awake almost twenty hours, and wonders if he’s been sleeping like that all week. Waiting for her. “Well, I’m here,” she says, feeling flustered.


  He nods, grinning, and gives her a gentle hug before sitting down, his morose air vanishing like morning mist. “Will you be around more?”


  “If I can. I had to go back home to straighten out a few family problems.”


  “Mmmm. I’ve had to talk with mine a few times this week…I’m not answering the phone anymore.”


  She smiles uncertainly, then plays with her tail. “I meant that in character,” she says finally.


  “Oh.” He gives her a slow nod. “I guess I don’t make that sharp a distinction.”


  “I’ve noticed that.” She sighs very softly and looks around the bar. It’s fading around its edges, like an out-of-focus photograph.


  The cougar shrugs. “Well, I am my player. Or what he’d be like in an ideal world.”


  Smiling wryly, she stands up and crosses over to the bar. “Funny, I’m just a vixen,” she mutters.


  “Another colada?” the bartender asks.


  “Just a coffee,” she says after a moment. “How do you deal with the difference between in character and out of character?”


  He pours a mug. “This is a fresh pot, so it should be pretty good. Cream and sugar?”


  “Both, please.”


  “I think of it as acting. Right now, we’re on camera, and I’m a bartender and you’re a vixen. We could be off camera, and talk about jobs and the bad chili I had for dinner last night.”


  “What do you do when people talk about the chili on camera?”


  “Well, I’d ask the director to fire ‘em, but we’re all directing ourselves.” He hands her the coffee.


  The cougar is frowning when she comes back to the table. “You’re acting very moody.”


  “I am?”


  “Well…hostile, almost. I don’t know. Did I do something to offend you?”


  She sighs, sitting back down and sipping at the coffee. “Not really. I just feel like I’m losing direction around you sometimes. My player is here to roleplay and enjoy the game. I don’t enjoy stepping out from behind the mask this much.”


  “It’s not just a game.”


  She arches an eyebrow, setting down her mug.


  Shifting uncomfortably, he clears his throat. “I mean that it’s a real community. Feelings, emotions, they’re just as real here as they are anywhere else. Maybe more so. I’d rather live in a place like this, at least at times, you know?”


  “Sometimes, I do, yes.” Sighing, she continues sipping at coffee, then starts.


  “What is it?”


  She squints. When she doesn’t look at things straight on, they flatten, becoming cardboard cutouts on a movie set. Pixels dance around her peripheral vision. Out of the corner of her eye, the cougar is…what? A nervous, shy human, maybe twenty years old to her thirty.


  “Nothing,” she says, rubbing her eyes. “I can see what you mean. Anything that happens in character, if you’re really doing a good job roleplaying, it’s going to affect you.”


  He nods, his expression doubtful. “Do you want to spend any time with me tonight?”


  She smiles, and drains her coffee mug. “Sure.”


  • • •


  Paul slammed the empty can down next to Kiri hard enough to wake her up. She jumped.


  “I bet you didn’t come in early today,” he said.


  “Wha—?” She looked over at the wall clock. “Oh, shit.”


  He sat down, and spun his chair around to face her, leaning forward. “Want to talk about it?”


  “There’s nothing to say.” She rubbed at her eyes. “I think I was still on at about four this morning, and that’s when I drifted off…damn.”


  “Having fun, I hope.”


  Kiri staggered to her feet, supporting herself with the chair. “No. I spent most of that time becoming convinced that the player my character’s involved with is pretty screwed up.”


  “You’ll run into those. You just have to learn to avoid them.”


  “Yeah, right.” She left to get a soda, then sat back down, popping it open, and tapped a few keys on the keyboard.


  “Back for more? You are a masochist.”


  “I’m just checking—dammit.” She leaned back, waving at the screen. “He’s still connected. He’s been on almost two days.”


  “Tell him to go the hell to sleep.”


  “I don’t…” She trailed off and sighed, and pulled the keyboard toward her, typing more quickly.


  “He wasn’t up just waiting for you to move again, was he?”


  “Yes.” She shook her head.


  “Have you tried telling him to get a life?”


  “Very sensitive of you.”


  “I never claimed to be sensitive. But I’m forthright. It really is a virtue.”


  Kiri logged back onto the game briefly just before lunchtime, but only briefly. The cougar wasn’t connected. Relieved, she had the vixen leave him a short, reassuring note, and disconnected. Then she left work early, heading home to sleep.


  • • •


  The next time she wakes up the cougar is gone. She sets out looking for him; almost a half-hour later she finds him in a deserted amusement park, sitting on a bench looking at the skeleton framework of a roller coaster.


  “I didn’t know this place was even here until now,” she says.


  “It reminds me of a place I used to go to when I was growing up.”


  “You, or your player?”


  “Yes.” He smiles weakly.


  She lets out a long breath. “Have you considered just going to sleep for a week or two yourself?”


  “No,” he says, almost before she’s finished speaking.


  The vixen rubs her eyes, and growls softly. “Look, I’ve been thinking about our talk. You need to get out some.”


  “That’s what this place is for.”


  “That’s not what I mean. Your player needs to try to at least look for some outside friends—”


  “Don’t tell me what I need.”


  Her temper flares. “Do you love me?”


  “Yes,” he says, his tone resigned.


  “Then, goddammit, if you won’t let me tell you what you need, who will you let do it?”


  He closes his eyes. “I have more friends here—”


  “You don’t go anywhere else!”


  “This is where I want to be.”


  Her voice gets louder. “Look, you are not your player! Do you hear me? Your player isn’t a goddamn mountain lion! He’s not sitting in a park talking to a vixen and he DOESN’T LIVE HERE!”


  When she finishes, he’s looking up at her, thunderstruck. His image cracks around the edges, assaulted by a static storm—then suddenly he’s not there.


  The roller coaster comes apart and its pieces fall in silent slow motion. Each of them vanishes in a burst of compressed color before they touch the pavement.


  • • •


  Kiri’s hands shook as she snapped the terminal window shut. Closing her eyes, she drained the last of the soda can, then stood up abruptly and walked out of the computer room. Paul flashed her a concerned look, but didn’t move to stop her.


  • • •


  She wakes up again and realizes she’s been sleeping in the amusement park for the last three days.


  When she’s roleplayed correctly she can’t teleport. But just like anyone else, she can as long as her player gives the right directions to the computer. She vanishes, and reappears where the cougar’s lodge—used to be.


  Even the plateau’s vanished. She’s standing on a plain, surrounded by the mountains, the same view that she used to get looking out the bedroom window but from nearly a thousand feet lower.


  The vixen is at the bar in a split-second, pushing her way forward up to the bartender. “Have you seen—”


  “The character’s not here anymore,” he says, looking across at her.


  “What?”


  He pours her an unasked for cup of coffee, and pushes it across the bar, smiling humorlessly. “His actor wrote him out.”


  • • •


  Kiri knew he was right before she tried the system commands, each one coming back with its own error message. Could not find a character by that name. No object by that name could be located.


  When Paul came in she was on the phone. “Kansas City.”


  “Hmm?” he said. She waved him to be quiet.


  “Steve Wilcox…yes.” She waited a moment. “Unlisted. I see. Thank you.”


  She leaned back and closed her eyes.


  “Who’s Steve Wilcox?”


  “A few people thought that was the player’s name.”


  “Letting things get serious enough for a real life call?”


  Without opening her eyes, she replied, “I wanted to make sure he was still alive.”


  “Are you sure you’re not being a touch melodramatic here?”


  “No, I’m not.” She opened her eyes again, and sat for a few moments, then picked up the phone again. “Kansas City,” she repeated after a moment. “Steve Wilcox…the number’s unlisted, but I’m worried that something’s happened to him.”


  Paul sat down, listening.


  “Yes, it could be very serious…Kiri Johnson. Area code 813, 108-7854…yes, I’ll stay on the line.”


  • • •


  After she’s been in the same dark corner for almost two hours, the bartender comes over to her. “Did you ever find out anything about your friend?”


  “He’s in the hospital,” she says quietly, looking off into the distance. “He overdosed on something. He’s in a coma.”


  “Will he come out?”


  “I hope so.”


  “Was he trying to…?”


  “Maybe. Nobody knows.”


  The next few moments hang in the air like anvils. “Would you like a drink?” he says finally.


  “No,” she replies after a moment. “My player would.”


  Only With Thine Eyes


  Charles Reider’s Journal


  20 Jan / 3:51 pm


  I’ve heard women called “tigresses” before, but a Blue Point Balinese…?


  First report to be sent off by Stopwatch capsule in two hours. Won’t have even formally met with their ambassador until tomorrow—how should I spell that name? “Lahn Ree Rithx?” The race name sounds like Purnell—sort of. The language seems to be short on vowels, with a few hard choking phonemes, but I should be thankful—the scientists tell me it’s stunning how close to humans they are, and that includes speaking vocally. Since I suspect my spellings are going to become canonical for the race, precision is important. Prn’ll and Lhn’Ree Rthx is closer to the way I hear it: apostrophes for clipped, not quite glottal stop-sounds. Rthx may well be a title of some sort.


  Let me see. “Do they really look like giant cats?” No. They look like giant cartoon cats—bipedal bodies like short humans, elongated “paws” with opposable thumbs, and tails almost a meter long. Prehensile tails. Feline faces with a slightly simian cast, tufted pointy ears. Fur all over, not especially fluffy, and—well—not hair, perhaps, but something like manes around their heads the same color as their body fur. All four of the ones we’ve met have different fur patterns; the ambassadress herself is steel blue, with a straight, shoulder-length mane. To me their clothes were more an oddity because of their familiarity: loose, Bedouin-type shirts and bottoms, a slightly translucent but tough-looking dyed material. Lhn’Ree Rthx wears a cloak over her outfit; except for that single touch, their outfits were utilitarian and not—at least to my eyes—very attractive. Oh: their eyes aren’t catlike; they’re solid colors, no white, just a pinprick of black in the center.


  “Are they more advanced than we are?” Greene doesn’t think so. Their spaceship looks like an old-fashioned aeroplane, obviously meant to land in atmosphere. They’ve already volunteered that they don’t have anything like a Stopwatch, so they’re still travelling well under God’s speed limit. But for Lord’s sake, they were speaking English when they contacted us, so I’m reserving judgment on the who’s-advanced-who-isn’t question.


  And of course, “Are they hostile?” The big question, and a big mystery. If they’d been responsible for what happened to the Corona, I don’t think this would be a diplomatic mission. But I’ve had a good view of the Prn’ll ship. Primitive or not, it’s extraordinarily beautiful, all curves and smooth sheen, broad sweeping delta wings shimmering when starlight hits them just so like a grand dragon with iridescent scales—and teeth. Those barrels on the underside may not be quite like our guns but they’re definitely not decorative. Walker assures me our weapons are state-of-the-art, accurate, dependable, trustworthy, friendly, loyal, obedient, etc., but they were developed in treaty, not in combat. I don’t recall these critters signing either of the Space Weapon Limitation Pacts.


  The UN has declared “the incident” a taboo topic, apparently on the ancient belief that what the other side doesn’t know won’t hurt you. Telling the first aliens that humans have ever met that our first reaction was to fire on their unmanned satellite because we mistook it for another human ship is a risk—but we’re not keeping it hushed to make my job easier, we’re doing it because those state-of-the-art IR lasers didn’t so much as scratch the thing. Given that they haven’t mentioned it, they didn’t even notice. And Walker berates me for being nervous—


  The crew’s reason enough for nervousness alone—pulled together on 72 hours’ notice from the Space Operations Special Forces Unit. A few diplomats, civilian staff, two dozen soldiers, and a chaplain. And a commanding officer who’s clearly not only xenophobic but doing his damnedest to have all his men keyed up for combat on a moment’s notice. I’ve nearly had a gun drawn on me once during this relaxing little cruise—this is almost, if not entirely, the completely wrong group for this mission now. The appropriate asses are going to get kicked when we return.


  —And naturally when the aliens get here, they expect free run of the ship. I’m reticent to deny them—it may be difficult to read them but I’m pretty sure I’m getting strong skepticism vibes from them all—but this just screams trouble.


  The Prn’ll do seem impressed by our ship, almost taken aback by it—perhaps because we have light gravity, and they don’t. Of course, the way our star-going doughnuts are made might be unnerving to them, with all the rooms along one central, curved hall. Hell, it unnerves me.


  Tonight is our first “official” meeting between the aliens and the crew at dinner. They said they’ve already determined they can eat our food. The Hawking at least has better food than they’d get on a true military ship.


  Airman Jeff Grindham’s Diary


  January 21st


  Ever since I talked to her last night—I still hardly believe it! At dinner the Purnell didn’t sit together, they sat randomly around the table, and one sat next to me. And we talked through dinner!


  Well, that’s not quite true. But we talked a lot. I could barely understand her even when she spoke clearly, but we talked.


  I don’t know whether Reverend Bill has changed his mind about them now that he’s met one; he’d been talking about them earlier as if they had to be demons or angels, no in-between. But Rev sure stayed quiet through dinner. I suppose claws and fangs (and that strength! She asked me to show her how to use a fork, and bent it like rubber between her thumb and forefinger when she gripped it too hard) make them scary enough. But I’m one of the first humans to make friends with an alien!


  She’s as curious about us as we are about her, of course. Religion, politics, all the little stuff of everyday life—if we could speak with each other better we’d have talked for days. At least I could have. There’s still six days left on the mission, so I hope I’ll see her again. This is the just the start if the mission’s successful, God willing, but if she becomes a formal ambassador to earth, a low-ranking soldier sure won’t be having talks with her anymore.


  That’s a funny thing in itself. She doesn’t seem to get what a soldier is, doesn’t understand the AFSO.


  —Why have you military? she said. She gets the words out kind of broken like that, but I think it might be because the words in her language don’t go in the same places in sentences.


  —For defense, I said.


  —Expect you to be attacked? she said. —By who? Purnell?


  That was close to dangerous territory, let me tell you. Commander Walker might have convinced her that we don’t think she’s hostile, but I’m pretty sure that he personally does think they are. He’s as much blamed them for the explosion on the Corona when he’s talked on the ground just to the airmen without civs around. I don’t see how they could be, though; I mean, they’d have to have learned English from the Corona crew. Some of the guys think the crew’s being held prisoner and that the aliens tricked us here to take us prisoner, too. I didn’t believe that and now it makes even less sense—if they don’t really know what an army is, they’re not going to know what a POW is.


  And we did fire on them—the gag order bothers me. Sure, the commander thought he was firing on a human ship somehow there ahead of him, and since that’d be in violation of all the exploration compacts the ship would be hostile by definition. But honest mistakes can still be stupid. It’s not like there are any Stopwatch ships unaccounted for.


  The Purnell told Walker that they do fight, but they don’t have a military. Very strange, she said, not fighting, but making a life of fighting.


  She might be right. The Lord seems to have a penchant for paradox—after that I asked her about what her religion might say about fighting, and I couldn’t make the idea clear at all. I don’t think they have the idea of worship. A world with no God seems truly alien to me—yet, if they don’t have war, then religion or not they’re ahead of us.


  I know the Bible teaches only humans have souls, but it only talks of humans and animals. Forgive me, Lord, but You really should have thought to mention the aliens…


  Charles Reider’s Journal


  21 Jan / 7:32 pm


  First chance to rest I’ve had since the dinner last night. If the crew was jumpy about aliens before, watching Lhn’Ree snap a metal fork in half with two fingers must have them terrified by now—the story’s had a full day to grow taller with each telling.


  I spent all this morning preparing for the first diplomatic meeting—in vain. Oh, we learned some things about each other, and we humans got a glimpse of just how much we don’t know about the Prn’ll. We learned their version of what happened to the Corona, along with how they happen to speak English. Frankly, it’s not a convincing story, but it’s better than any explanation we’ve come up with ourselves.


  The Prn’ll found the Corona with a big hole blown its side. This fits in with the NASA/AFSO theory about the Stopwatch “distiming” when the ship re-entered (“distiming” is, evidently, a scientific way of saying “violently exploding”). The decompression protections must have worked, since the ship stayed intact, but without a Stopwatch the ship had no way back and no way of communicating save radio—in effect they traded instant death for slow starvation. By the time the Prn’ll found them, only one human was left alive, and he survived less than a month—they say they’re not sure why. (One of their months is almost twice as long as ours, apparently.) This was enough time for him to teach them a little English, for them to become curious about humans—and to expect other humans to come looking for them.


  And he gave them enough information to access the Corona computers. They claim they learned a lot more English from the computer system itself. This means they learned enough about the computers that they could reprogram it to use its speech processing to teach them the language—definitions, pronunciation, basic syntax—and if they could do that, they could get at everything else. Information about every device aboard, including the Stopwatch and the weapons.


  I have no sense of accomplishment here. There’s something important I’m missing. But what? Do they expect something from us?


  Maybe I shouldn’t be worried. Hell, we’re unlikely to get anything accomplished for years. Green tells me the Prn’ll are so close to us that they seem like a cosmic practical joke—having the fourth “earthlike” planet we found not only support intelligent life but intelligent life that’s bipedal, human-sized and apparently even mammalian, down to breasts in the right place, delivers a sucker-punch to a few cherished evolutionary assumptions.


  To a social scientist, though, I’m increasingly suspecting they couldn’t be more different. I couldn’t define “government” in a way which made sense to Lhn’Ree and I don’t think it was a language barrier—it was a concept barrier. Unless we’re severely misunderstanding each other, they don’t have democracy, communism fascism, theocracy, monarchy, or anything else I could think of—not even out-and-out anarchy. She maintains, with evident irritation at my failure to understand, that they have no economic system, no religion, no government, not even cities. Then how the hell do they have space flight?


  Is Lhn’Ree speaking just for herself? Do they have something at least analagous to nations and tribes? A global system? Truly no “system” at all? Perhaps those questions should be asked after we establish diplomatic relations, but it’s difficult to get through that first step when you can’t figure out what you’re supposed to be establish relations with.


  What they do have is natural resources. Lots of forest. Lots of minerals. Almost no detectable pollution. From my point of view, this is just more trouble; it means they have things humans will want, but I don’t know if the reverse is true. And I shudder to contemplate the bureaucratic mind at work given this data. Instead of learning from the Prn’ll, why not just migrate to their planet? They won’t mind, particularly if they’re a little intimidated, right? It’s just like the imaginary off-planet paradise used for years as a carrot to get more funding for extrasolar exploration—manifest destiny bullshit.


  Rampant paranoia about the motives of my fellows, maybe. But Lhn’Ree’s cloak is held together at the neck by what looks startlingly like a diamond six centimeters across. She didn’t understand my interest in it. If to them diamonds are just pretty rocks, companies will be fighting with one another for the chance to bring back the old twentieth century diamond monopolies.


  It doesn’t help that they insist on wandering around all the time. All over. Especially Lhn’Ree. Most of the soldiers are tacitly avoiding the aliens, afraid they might still prove to be hostile. Whatever faults the Prn’ll may prove to have, though, I doubt being unperceptive will be one—I can’t imagine they aren’t already aware of the crew’s unease. If that makes them uneasy, too, there could be fireworks ahead. (Unfortunate diplomatic truth number fifty-three: in practice, people who carry big sticks find it hard to speak softly.)


  A few soldiers are at least trying to be friendly. I’ve noticed the one I think of as the seminary student, the UBC fellow, is warming up to her—I’m surprised. For years the United Baptists fiercely opposed any money spent dallying on searches for extrasolar life—aliens couldn’t exist because they weren’t in the Bible. Of course, “United Baptist” is an oxymoron if ever I’ve heard one—they can barely get two churches on the same street to agree with one another. By UBC standards, maybe he’s a liberal. If he talks with her about religion, though, I do hope Prn’ll have a sense of humor.


  Daybook of Lhn’Ree Rthx


  Almost over is the fourth day I have spent about the human ship, yet still I am so unsure. Scents are unusual, alien, yet oddly familiar; I am already seeing how to smell them, though they seem not to use the sense themselves.


  What I have learned from their speakers, the “ambassadors,” is a pittance; they carry the smell of discomfort close about them like a heavy sheet of must. I learned more by eating with the other humans the first night than by talking with the speakers today. Their idea of diplomacy is both tiring and angering. I could not ask them about honor—they have the word yet I am not sure they have the concept.


  Reedr, the one from their speaking Jnrrl—no, he is not, is he? They have no Jnrrl. Yet, obviously they know as much as we about many things. None of the…not-Jnrrl he described make sense. How could anything get done with so many trying to work together? How do they avoid fights? Ah, but then they have a not-Jnrrl whose purpose is organizing fights.


  I find myself seeking out one of them, one who smells less uncomfortable than most others. Perhaps (if I do not flatter myself by believing I can truthfully smell an alien) even friendly. We talk about human society—what of it I can understand. He is the only human I can relax in the presence of yet; I sense in Jeff an opennness that others of his kind lack.


  It is easily sensed humans are not hunters, and they move in ways that make me see they have never been such. But they are so large! I stand barely to the shoulders of the shortest. They look to be more dextrous, but less agile, perhaps less strong. They have an extra joint in their fingers, at the loss of their claws. I do not understand their thin, useless fur; they are not ugly in the way I had envisioned them—they are almost cute, in the way a large, blundering animal that does not seem like it could possibly survive one cold night might be cute. So much on them is so impractical. They wear clothes not for coolness, but for warmth.


  And this is not the only reason they wear them; somehow they have taken it to be unnatural to be without them. Vta’s intuition that we would have offended them by being unclothed may well have been correct. Jeff tries to explain this to me, but I am blind to the sense of his “relijn,” as he calls it. This may be a true difference between us: when we see an unknowable, we do not extrapolate an explanation—from knowns, or from mere fancy—and then claim we have a new known. It would seem humans depend their honor on knowing everything in the same way they know a dead branch falls to the ground.


  Jeff seemed quite distressed when I said this as best I could in his words. He is the only human who seems to be learning our expressions, and it took much control to keep my amusement from showing; I would not want him to see insult. Reedr may be the speaker the humans have chosen, but it is far easier to listen to—and be heard by—Jeff.


  I hope I shall not show insult to others, but it is increasingly trying. The difficulty in using their language frustrates me, but their reactions to my difficulty frustrate me even more. I feel sure I see insult in a few who may believe that if they speak quickly I cannot follow, that I do not understand enough of what they say to find the meaning. Am I expected to ignore such? Is it a conscious test? I must learn about their honor—should I be challenging them? If they do not understand honor, how can I challenge?


  Charles Reider’s Journal


  25 Jan / 11:39 pm


  In a word: “Shit.”


  I suppose there were fifteen people in the cafeteria tonight. For all the bravado most of the men are obviously intimidated by the little aliens. I shouldn’t be surprised—no, I’m not—I predicted this, didn’t I. But I should have been able to keep it from starting—or Walker should be able to keep his men under control without civilian help!—


  They entered the place together, Lhn’Ree and this airman, Grindham, the one who’s been talking with her. She’s been treating him like he’s the diplomat—a rant for another time, though.


  They ordered at the grill, or he ordered for both of them, got two glasses of the godawful non-alcoholic white wine and sat down two tables away. She was holding, of all things, a rose. A rose. I have no idea where Grindham got a goddamn rose but she was fascinated by it, smelling it, turning it back and forth in her hands. She started to taste it but he stopped her.


  They were just sitting quietly, until an idiot at the counter started making cat jokes.


  I didn’t think Lhn’Ree knew enough English to understand him, or to relate the word “cat” to her, but everyone else could. One or two people chuckled—most just glanced around nervously. When it was obvious she wasn’t paying attention, one of the laughers egged him on.


  While I was diddling around trying to think of a polite way to intervene, their order came up.


  Grindham started to stand, but Lhn’Ree was on her feet, quick as a cut between movie scenes, barely without the low-gee rubber bounce I’m used to seeing. (People don’t move quickly on the Hawking without hitting walls.) She walked to the counter to pick up the order herself.


  The room went silent as she picked up the tray. If it hadn’t, I wouldn’t have heard Jones mutter under his breath, “Out of cat chow, I guess.” She probably would have, though.


  She set the tray back down and turned toward him, and she changed somehow. Her fur…tightened around her. It looked like she’d suddenly transformed her fur into oiled leather armor.


  I don’t know what she was planning to do when she reached toward him. It wasn’t a threatening gesture, but his expression snapped into panic and he actually pushed her against the counter with both hands on her shoulders as he said, “Back off!”


  Both Grindham and I got to our feet. Lhn’Ree just stared up at Jones with no expression. Then her eyes swirled like someone had shot India ink into them, becoming solid black.


  In the time it took me to close half the distance—and it wasn’t a long room—she’d pulled Jones out of his seat, slammed him under the bar and pulled him back up to her, claws through his collar. I’d never seen her claws before. They were four fucking centimeters. Jones looked like he was going to wet himself.


  The scene just froze there for a moment, him sprawled with no balance, her lips pulled back to bare her teeth. With a sudden, unnerving clarity I understood that Prn’ll still hunted for their food without weapons. Any non-Prn’ll that had seen Lhn’Ree from the vantage point Jones enjoyed was a second away from having its throat bit out.


  Finally she broke the silence. “Not understand all you say, but understand enough.” She yanked him up so his eyes were within a centimeter of her nose. “Understand enough to see you are scared and stupid. Now you understand that is why you still have life.”


  Then she tossed him onto the floor, turned around and walked out of the cafeteria.


  Jones mumbled something that sounded like sorry into thin air and fainted.


  That saved him from me picking him up and screaming. Sorry isn’t going to cut it. Christ. If we already had diplomatic relations with the Prn’ll people would be screaming for her expulsion. He assaulted her first, but—!


  So how do I smooth this over? Both sides are going to walk away thinking the other side’s just proven that the other one is the savage. They’re both right. My gut reaction is to blow Jones out the airlock, but even if I had that authority it would hardly help matters.


  Shit.


  Jeff Grindham’s Diary


  January 25th


  I just left Ree’s room. I hope I helped her but I don’t know what—Or maybe, Oh, Lord, I don’t want—


  When she left the galley she was shaking. She didn’t know I was following her, didn’t hear me call her name until we were almost at her room. Then she whirled around and glared at me so blackly I flinched, I lost what I was going to say, couldn’t say anything but “I’m so sorry.”


  She said something—in her own language—and opened the door, and started making a noise that sounded like a cross between a whimper and a hiccup. And I realized that was how Prn’ll cry.


  So I went in with her and sat beside her on the bunk. She said, —Not should I do this, I danger things.


  I guessed she meant endanger. —No, you haven’t, I said, —Jones has. I know a Prn’ll wouldn’t have acted like he did.


  —No, would not, she said, —but not are you Prn’ll. I think not I was wrong, but I feel wrong.


  And I don’t know if I lied then. I said: You haven’t done anything wrong.


  She did attack Jones. She had said she’d have killed him if she’d thought he’d meant what he’d said. That’s wrong, no two ways about it.


  But that’s not what I said. She looked so miserable. I told her she hadn’t done anything wrong, and without thinking about it I put my arms around her.


  She looked up at me quickly, startled, maybe repelled—I felt a shock, looking straight into her eyes for the first time. Black slits across sapphire. I wondered if she found mine as strange or as beautiful.


  Then she growled softly, showing her fangs, and I thought maybe I might have just done something very very stupid. I started to pull away slowly, but she stopped me, still staring up, and she put her arms around me and cried harder.


  And—and I did what I’d have done if she was human. I told her everything would be all right. I hugged her close.


  I held her, her face against my chest, and I could smell her, a dry sharp scent, a wheat field in a thunderstorm. I felt the fur on her back through the robe, I wondered what it would feel like if I could touch it, no cloth, if I could—


  And then I felt something ice cold. She is beautiful, but not like this, not to a human.


  I don’t think I can see her again—but that’s silly, ridiculous, she’s a friend nothing more but she’s also an alien with claws and fur and no whites in her eyes my mother was worried about girls who weren’t Christian but I found one who beats that by light-years—


  I left her when she had stopped crying and said I’d come back later or the next morning, but I don’t know if I can, I ran from the room, I don’t know what she thought then but I know she wouldn’t understand at all


  I don’t understand at all


  Charles Reider’s Journal


  26 Jan / 9:32 am


  Dear Lord, I hope the next time I ask, “What else can go wrong?” I am struck dead before I learn the answer.


  I woke up this morning to Walker pounding on my door. He was predictably furious that I’m insisting Jones remain in confinement until further notice, and I’m sure it’s less because he thinks I’m wrong than because I’m a civilian able to pull rank on him during this specific mission. His claim is that it hurts crew morale to be painting the human as the villain in this. My claim is that giving Jones the opportunity to antagonize Lhn’Ree further and having her bite out his spleen with her teeth would hurt crew morale a little more.


  As soon as I managed to get him out, though, Bill Stilson came in, looking troubled. The chaplain has looked troubled every time I’ve seen him, but he looked more so than usual this time, asking how much time Grindham had been spending with the ambassador.


  I had no idea, and I said that to him, probably more snappishly than required. Grindham spends far more time hanging around Stilson than he does around me.


  “Grindham says he’s in love,” Stilson said.


  “That’s a bit of a non-sequitur, isn’t it?” I replied.


  No, no, apparently it wasn’t.


  He explained that when Grindham ran after the Prn’ll and tried to comfort her, he felt—attracted to her. Nothing happened beyond a hug, but that was enough to push halfway to nervous breakdown.


  After the fight I’d been thankful that there weren’t true bars aboard spaceships, but suddenly I reconsidered that position. I took Bill to the cafeteria.


  We talked for about two hours, going ‘round in circles but never getting anywhere. Bill’s concern is ultimately for Grindham’s soul; he can deal with the aliens on a practical level, but he’s flummoxed on a theological level. If they have souls, are equal to humans in a spiritual sense, then mankind isn’t the center of creation. It’s a far more serious blow to that line of reasoning than learning the earth revolved around the sun, and we know how well that went over. Yet if they don’t have souls, they can only be animals, no matter how intelligent they may be.


  I can understand this dilemma but I can’t sympathize with it in the slightest. I wonder how many other people feel the way he does, though, without being able to articulate it as well. Maybe the Prn’ll feel the same way about us.


  But I’m concerned with the mission. In addition to a psychopathic xenophobe (and no doubt several latent ones who haven’t bloomed yet), we have a neurotic deviant. The Prn’ll aren’t monstrous, certainly, but they’re not exactly supermodels in cat suits; I could see calling Lhn’Ree beautiful in the way a mountain lion is beautiful. But I don’t have any interest in bedding mountain lions.


  I’d like to shield Lhn’Ree from this if I could, but I suspect it’s already a lost cause. Soldiers coming into the cafeteria for breakfast were talking about it, after seeing Grindham all but chase after her last night, their theories far more ribald than what apparently happened. Bestiality is a touchy subject. Walker stormed over to me at the end of my talk with Bill, challenging me with this “proof” that aliens shouldn’t have been allowed free movement on the ship. I managed not to call him a fucking idiot, although I think I may have used the word without the expletive. Greene had joined us, at least tacitly defending my position, although he managed not to be insulting. Maybe he should be the diplomat for a while.


  Then Grindham himself slunk into the cafeteria, looking like he hadn’t slept at all last night. When he was noticed, that led to unpleasant cat calls from his comrades. When someone used the phrase animal lover, with suggestive inflection—he stood up and growled, “She’s an alien. Not a human. I don’t love beasts.” And he stormed out, launching himself—almost literally—down the hallway.


  Greene nodded toward a Prn’ll who’d been standing in the other doorway, just starting to disappear down the hallway. “That didn’t go over well with our guests,” he observed dryly.


  “Well, they’ve got to—” Walker started.


  “Shut up, you fucking idiot,” I told him, storming out myself.


  The first time we’ve met an intelligent race, for all we know the only others in the universe—I don’t want to be known as the one who killed the talks before they even started. If she wasn’t lying—if I’ve gotten just half of what Lhn’Ree said correct—we can’t afford to fumble this. They have all the high cards and we keep burning the ones we have left—


  I’m going to talk to Grindham myself. This is an awful position to put him in for both the mission for his own sanity, but regardless of his personal psychoses, he’s the only one here who’s on truly friendly terms with her.


  Or was, if his outburst didn’t blow that.


  Lhn’Ree’s Daybook


  I have been confused since last night, since I kept myself from taking the human’s blood, since Jeff held me.


  Now I am angry.


  I had reason for anger when Vta came to me. “They think they are less than they,” he said. “They think we are ‘beasts.’” And Jeff had said that! I would expect such from some, from many, but not—


  My fury kept me from seeing, and I told Vta, “Then tell Reeder we have nothing to talk about.” I felt foolish for expecting honor from any of them.


  When Jeff came to see me I was still raging. My anger must have been plain even to him. I could smell the fear and uncertainty. And he said only, “We need to talk,” and kept silence. I was no mood to puzzle-game with his expression. I wanted to yell, to scream that he had no understanding of anything, of honor, of me, but I choked over words in his language. “Why you come here? Not think you we as good as humans. Say you that. Say we beasts.” I knew I was losing the human syntax, and my frustration only made me angrier.


  He startled as if clawed, and a strangeness happened. His yes filled with water. “I don’t think you’re a beast, Ree,” he said. “I’m sorry.”


  I stared for long moments, and I sensed he was crying. I was without words.


  When he spoke again he did not look at me. “Do Prn’ll fall in love?”


  I had to search for the meaning. I knew the human word love but knew they named several feelings with it. They were not strange feelings, although I do not know what it is to fall into one. Perhaps it was poetry. “Yes,” I said.


  And he was silent again. Then I thought about last night, and I saw how he spoke, and I felt understanding and confusion together. He was asking if I loved him. “Do you feel love for me?” I asked, trying to keep any growl out of my tone.


  “I can’t.” He shook his head hard, but I could smell him. He had disbelief in his own words. “And I know you don’t feel anything for me. Do you?”


  I thought. He had given me comfort, he had set me at ease in a way other humans had not even cared to. Before this morning I had wanted to spend time with him. “I like you.”


  “I’m not talking about ‘like!’” He sounded angry, and smelled even more frightened. “I’m talking about something immoral!”


  I clasped my hands together tightly. “I do not understand.”


  He tried to explain; I could not follow all the words. Like with the soldier insulting me, though, I followed enough. I think immoral is as close to dishonor as they think—yet how does one lose what one does not possess?


  It took minutes for me to realize that the love he meant was not the way of friends, or of art, but of physical attraction.


  An alien—attracted to me?


  I recoiled when I had the thought, and he flinched, looking down.


  “Is not wrong to be friends,” I said.


  “I don’t know anymore,” he said. “I’m afraid of being more than that. I should never have touched.”


  “You help,” I said touching his hand with mine. He trembled. “You help by touching.”


  He remained silent. He did not pull away, though.


  “What you say this morning about Prn’ll, about me, is immoral?”


  “It was wrong. Yes. But you can’t judge all humans by me. You can’t hold what I did against Mr. Reedr.”


  Then—I do not understand why—I said, “Touch me again.”


  I smelled a sudden flow of fear. “You don’t understand,” he said.


  And he left.


  He left, telling me not to be angry.


  How could I not be angry? How can he see this as wrong, immoral, when it has never happened before?


  But he is right in that it would do me no honor to leave without listening, to judge Reedr by my anger with Jeff. Yet I know not what to say to Reedr now. Does he also know about Jeff? I have heard the humans talk amongst themselves—I sense they laugh at Jeff, insult him. I do not understand why his feelings—my feelings—are so wrong. Should I think of them as wrong, too? Are they dishonorable? I do not see it. But I shall not let my temper go.


  But I cannot trust them—none of them have had honor enough to say anything of what we came expecting to hear, not even Jeff. Surely they know of it. Is this, too, a difference between humans and Prn’ll? I will not let my temper go—humans are different than we.


  Cruel, incomprehensible,


  —No. I will not.


  Even if I feel it as true.


  Jeff Grindham’s Diary


  January 25th


  I can’t believe I’m letting this happen to me. I’m not. What did I do to deserve this, is it punishment or reward, blasphemy or blessing? No guidance—


  I’m losing my friends. They talk about me behind my back. They talk about me in front of it, damn them, I’ve been accused of bestiality and I haven’t—and she isn’t an animal! But she isn’t human and she looks so much like an animal I can’t stop thinking of her as one unless I think of her as—and that’s so dangerous, —I don’t know. This is so—I’m drowning in a gray sea. I’ve hurt Ree so much and I didn’t mean to, it’s not her fault. Is it? Is it mine? I enjoy being with Ree, she’s—but how friendly do I want to be with an alien, how friendly can I—but forgive me, I do feel attraction for her, not human and yet I want—at least to be with her, to—


  Lord, if ever I needed your help, I need it now. All I ask is that I do what’s right. Honorable.


  I have her rose—my rose—I gave it to her. She left it with me. I look at it—her.


  I have to be right—


  Charles Reider’s Journal


  26 Jan / 7:39 pm


  Their spaceship glitters because they use diamonds for heat tiles.


  And it’s made of wood. Wood. I feel like I’ve stepped into a Jules Verne novel.


  It’s called the Ktrrna, and it’s a two-deck shuttlecraft. I found the lighting too dim, another sign of the subtle differences between our races, I suppose. The damnedest thing—besides the wood—is that there aren’t any windows in it. The main deck is a closed-off, curved room with polished wood panels, almost like a state room on an old luxury liner, with thin pedestals scattered around the perimeter as crew stations. Each one has a big trackball surrounded by recessed buttons that could only be pressed by Prn’ll claws.


  There’s just one display—and the display is the entire room. You stand in space itself, holographic stars floating around you, ethereal data readouts hovering wherever the crew wants them. The star map can show what surrounds the ship, what’s in front of it, zoom in on objects, rotate arbitrarily around any point, while information windows pop up as requested or as necessary to float next to you—and even to follow you or move out of your way from hand gestures. It’s absolutely amazing. I’m still recovering from the motion sickness, but I’m very impressed.


  But what’s strangest about their ship is that we weren’t floating in it.


  The Hawking gets its “gravity” from centripetal force—it spins. I’d thought the Prn’ll might be impressed by that, but if so it’s the way anthropologists are impressed by ingenious tribesmen. When I stepped onto the Ktrrna I nearly fell over. It was like stepping back onto earth, easily three times the gravity of our ship. Almost earth gravity.


  Greene turned toward Vta when we entered and said, with a scientist’s lack of diplomacy, “You can’t possibly have artificial gravity!” The alien responded, “Can’t go faster than light.” It’s nice to know the Prn’ll have sarcasm.


  Now, the Stopwatch, I’m told, doesn’t exactly go faster than light, it sidesteps the issue. Greene wonders if the artificial gravity the Prn’ll have does something similar. I’m skeptical, though; I don’t think it’s a force you can sneak around.


  I’m getting off track, though. The formal meeting happened—myself and the four Prn’ll, my assistant, Walker and Greene, all in a cramped room around a utilitarian table. It didn’t happen at all as planned—for which I can only be grateful, since Lhn’Ree started out openly hostile.


  She listened to our—my—presentation with ill-concealed impatience, all the expected speech about how much we could learn from one another, the extraordinary value in sharing knowledge, the benefit of becoming trading partners. The longer I went on, the less interested she seemed, and the more panicked I felt. Human ambassadors at least had the grace to pretend to be engaged before presenting their own counter-agenda. I was beginning to wonder—not for the first time—just what “diplomat” meant to Prn’ll. (To be honest, I still don’t know.)


  When I finished, she spoke immediately. “Don’t think we should talk more,” she said, standing up.


  “What?” I said, trying not to splutter. “You mean—at all?”


  “Not now.”


  I had to work to keep my voice level. “May I ask why not?”


  “You are not saying right things. There are…concepts, ideas…values? Values. Values we must share. Must have…” She waved a hand.


  “Common ground,” I supplied.


  “Common ground,” she repeated. “Yes.”


  “We have so much common ground!” I said, not trying to hide my frustration.


  Someone pounded on the door. All the Prn’ll looked up.


  “You do not have honor,” Lhn’Ree said, although the pounding was distracting her.


  Walker got up to open the door, starting to bark—almost literally—at the pounder and the guard outside.


  “Honor?” I said blankly. “We have a long tradition of honor, Lhn’Ree. Some of our cultures are founded on—”


  The scuffling outside was louder, with a plaintive, “I’ve got to say something to her!”


  Grindham.


  Walker started to reply, but Lhn’Ree said, “Let speak.”


  Grindham thrust his way in, flanked by the guard and his commanding officer. All the Prn’ll looked at him expectantly. All of us—the humans—looked at him more angrily, I think.


  “When we first encountered a Prn’ll ship,” he said. “The unmanned satellite. What were you told about it?”


  I paled. Visibly, I’m sure.


  “Have not been told of satellite,” Lhn’Ree said.


  “We fired on it,” he said promptly. “The commander mistook it for another human ship and fired on it. And we’ve been told—”


  “Stand down, Airman,” Walker said, his voice flat, hand on his pistol grip.


  Grindham continued in a louder voice. “We’ve been told not to say anything to you.”


  The Prn’ll looked at one another. I realized, belatedly, that they were surprised only by the last statement—not by the revelation that we’d fired on them.


  Walker started to move, but the next thing I heard was the most chilling hiss I’ve heard from anything in my entire life. Everyone—even the other Prn’ll—stared at Lhn’Ree and backed away.


  “He says what you should say,” she said to Walker. “What you should say,” she added, pointing directly at me.


  I clasped my hands together, gripping tightly. “You knew.”


  “We know, first from satellite itself, second from Corona computers.” She hissed softly. “You know we see computers, Reedr. Why hide this?”


  “It’s…” Why, indeed. “We didn’t want to make further trouble.”


  “Think maybe we not see,” Vta said. I imagined he sounded contemptuous.


  “If you had reason to think—to think we were hostile—”


  “Had reason to think you made mistake.”


  “And you were waiting to see if we told you,” I muttered, rubbing my forehead.


  Lhn’Ree looked at me, without responding.


  “Who tells you not to speak? Not to show honor?” Vta said.


  “Our government,” Walker said gruffly. “All our orders, our actions, come from the top.”


  “The top?”


  “Government,” he said.


  “Leaders,” I quickly added. “Like I’m the leader here.” I ignored Walker’s glower. “Like Lhn’Ree is your leader.”


  I think the noise she made was a laugh.


  “‘Rthx’ is a title,” I said cautiously. “It means…?”


  “‘To hunt,’” she said. “Is…is personal title. Not leader title. Speak the most to you because speak language better than others, even if not well. Am speaker. Not leader. No government, yes?”


  “I remember,” I said.


  “Leaders not good,” she said firmly. I couldn’t tell if she meant that as a general indictment, or an indictment of our leaders specifically. “Others not think for you. You think for you. If government has no honor, you follow government, all have no honor.”


  “We’re willing to learn,” I said, sounding a little desperate.


  She fixed her eyes on me.


  “Lhn’Ree. Maybe…our honor isn’t quite what you mean when you say it. But honesty is what we didn’t use. And we should have. Let us—let us try to learn.”


  The Prn’ll turned her eyes toward Grindham, stepped toward him. “You can learn.”


  Walker narrowed his eyes.


  “What now?” she said. I wasn’t sure who she was talking to.


  “If you let us—send a diplomat to visit your world, you send one to visit ours. Let us start talking. We can set it up immediately. It’ll just take a few days for the message capsule to make a round trip.” Closer to a week, to be honest.


  “Will need days, too,” she said. “Our days, on our ship. Must talk.” She kept looking at Jeff, though. She said something else, something in her own language, and Vta’s ears went back.


  Jeff stood silently, eye to eye with the alien. I’m not sure I could have done that without flinching.


  “Thank you,” she said softly.


  “It was just the right thing to do,” he said. His voice was uneven.


  She reached up, putting her hands on his shoulders.


  “Don’t,” he whispered—he looked like he was either about to faint or bolt from the room. He glanced around, at everyone watching, and started to push her away. But somehow between the time he started moving his hands and the time they reached her, it changed from a push-away to a pull-close. “Kiss” isn’t quite what happened, but it wasn’t “nuzzle,” either, and it lasted long enough to make some of us clearly embarrassed. It made my nose itch.


  Then Jeff did bolt from the room. I heard him bounce down the hallway frantically. Ree watched him go silently.


  Walker said in a low voice, “No right.”


  The ambassadress turned to me and said, “I can return freely here?”


  “Yes,” I said quickly. “Yes.”


  “Good? Yes,” she said. Then she turned to Walker, looked at him for about three seconds, and growled loudly.


  He jumped back, nearly losing his balance.


  “You,” she said mildly, “I not like.” Then she—and the other Prn’ll—left without saying another word.


  So.


  If all goes well—one hell of an “if” at this point—I’ll be spending time on the planet below us, and Lhn’Ree will be spending some time on Earth.


  While I have many bigger things to think about, I have to wonder what happens with her and Grindham, with her that close by. It is, after all, a very small planet.


  Daughter of Shadows


  Seven nights had passed since Daughter of Shadows started on the path of dreams, following the stars the shaman had said were hers.


  On the night before her journey, the first night of her sixteenth year, the shaman had taken her to the moon-grove, speaking of stars and of clouds, and had given her a cup of bitter wine. She woke up alone, the grove subtly changed. She had walked far enough since then to have left her own lands three days ago, but she knew she had not been in them at all since the journey began.


  She had tried to lose her expectations, to not bring them to her dreaming, but she felt frustrated—as bitter as the wine. Surely something should have happened by now in such a walking! But this could be any forest, could it not? The trees had unfamiliar leaves, but they were still trees. Squirrels and raccoons were still squirrels and raccoons. The night sky shone with unfamiliar stars, save for the few she followed. But they were, again, still stars.


  But on this, the seventh night, she met a man-wolf.


  He stood almost seven feet high, built like a strong warrior, but covered with fine, black wolf fur. His head was a wolf’s, not a man’s, and as she watched, he turned and regarded her with unblinking yellow eyes.


  She rose from where she had been crouching and walked forward, hesitant—but wondering, not afraid.


  “You cast no shadow,” he said, his voice a clear rasp.


  She looked down. The bright blue moonlight showed only one shadow—that of the man-wolf.


  “They say I am of shadow,” she replied guardedly.


  “Shadows cast no shadows.” He nodded. “You are called Maharintas.”


  “You expected me?”


  He nodded, and turned away from her.


  “Are you my spirit guide? I have—”


  “You have been waiting for yours.”


  “I…have been searching for days.”


  “You had far to go, daughter. I am not your guide. I am a counsel, perhaps.”


  “Then what is your counsel?”


  He folded his hands behind his back, still not looking at her. “I observe that you make a tall vixen.”


  Maharintas furrowed her brow. “Vixen?”


  The man-wolf returned his unblinking gaze to her, saying nothing.


  Once more, she looked down, now at herself. Instead of seeing skin where breeches and vest did not cover her, she saw fur—plush, grey fur that shimmered in the moonlight. “Oh,” she whispered, raising one of her own hands and studying it in wonder. The grey fur turned black and thinned out as it approached her wrist; her nails were short claws, and the palm and bottoms of her fingers had become light grey pads. She made a movement she could have not have before, and her tail curled around her hips. It was most definitely a fox’s, at least as long as one of her legs, tipped with the same black as her…paws? No, still hands, she decided.


  And she realized she was indeed tall, only a half-foot shorter than the man-wolf. He had seemed much taller only a moment ago. “How long have I been…?”


  “You have always been this way,” he replied.


  “Is this my spirit animal?”


  He smiled, in the awkward manner a muzzle permitted. “No.” He began to walk away from her.


  “Wait!” She began to walk after him. “Is my journey over?”


  “It is ready to begin.” He motioned for her to follow, and picked up his pace.


  After a few moments of walking, her sandals began to itch; she slipped them off, feeling the leaves and grass under her feet. The man-wolf was far ahead now and moving quickly. She sprinted after him, and grinned in delight at her quiet speed.


  When she caught up to the spirit, he stopped abruptly, and pointed ahead. Through the trees she could see the banks of a river; its waters shone with a rainbow’s colors, dancing and shifting across its surface.


  Maharintas approached slowly, kneeling by the water’s edge and looking in. Her fox face peered back at her, muzzle and clear ice blue eyes partially obscured by the changing quilt-pattern of river light. The long hair she took pride in was now broken by two pointed ears.


  “Drink, and you will have your waking shape,” the man-wolf said from behind her. “You and the river are of one.”


  “A daughter of shadows and a river of light?” She trailed a finger in the water, sending sparkles across her image.


  “Shadows are not created by darkness.”


  She sat back, considering, then rose to her feet. “Where should I go?”


  “Why do you cast no shadow here?”


  She shook her head. How could she answer? In waking lands, she had a shadow, but no tail. Here she had a tail—but no shadow.


  “Then learn the answer. Find your own shadow and learn what you are.”


  Maharintas nodded.


  He gestured at the river. “Now, it is time.”


  She bit her lip, then nodded again, kneeling by the water once more. Cupping her hand, she lifted a mouthful of the liquid light to her muzzle and lapped at it. It burned as she swallowed, and her vision filled with the water’s colors. Then they merged into white.


  Blinking, she turned away. Shortly she became aware of grass under her, and knew she was lying down, the bright light that of the sun. She sat up, looking around at the grove the shaman—her tribe’s shaman—had left her in. Her night of dream-walking was finished.


  Standing up, she felt confused, strangely hollow. Some of her friends had walked their dream path already; she had expected the same clear sense of purpose they had returned with. Despite what the spirit had said, she had returned too soon.


  A few minutes’ dejected walk took her back to the village. As she approached, her friend Lacohsee saw her and let out a startled, happy cry, then leapt up and hugged her.


  “What—” Maharintas said, returning the older girl’s hug with confusion.


  “We thought you might never wake up!”


  “It is not even noon. When you dreamwalked, you woke up—”


  “You were asleep seven days and nights! Hawk says he has never seen the like. You must be starved!”


  “I am hungry,” she acknowledged, rubbing her temples. “I think…I should see the shaman first.”


  “Hawk has already seen you,” Lacohsee said, pointing ahead. The shaman, a tall, broad man whose visage suggested his chosen namesake, watched Maharintas with a keen, unreadable expression as her friend led her through the village’s huts.


  “You have changed,” he said flatly as they approached, looking down at her.


  Maharintas cocked her head. “I do not understand.”


  He circled her slowly. “No…I do not.” When he faced her again, he said, “You have learned much, have you not?”


  She looked down. “I was given only riddles and visions, Hawk. I did not finish—”


  “Hush,” he said sharply. “I cannot see where you have been. But I can see, child, you have travelled farther than anyone I have met before. Farther than myself, or my teacher, or my teacher’s teacher.”


  Lacohsee stepped back, looking at Maharintas with wide eyes. “Are you a shaman, too, now?”


  “No. I am just a huntress.”


  “Tell me,” Hawk said, seeming to loom over her, even though he was still several feet away. “Tell me what you have learned.”


  She closed her eyes, trying to collect words. The dream was already fading: just trees, endless trees, and the river. After a moment, she opened her eyes again, sighing. “I do not…” But she trailed off when she saw Hawk’s wide-eyed face looking up at her.


  Looking up.


  Maharintas blinked, twice, and looked at Lacohsee. The other girl, a moment ago her own size and now barely up to her chest, gasped, then started to collapse in a faint. Without thinking, Maharintas stepped forward and caught the girl in her strong, furred arms, steadying her.


  “She is not a shaman. She is legend,” Hawk said softly.


  Lacohsee straightened and touched her own arm, then the fox-woman’s.


  “I…but this was a dream,” Maharintas said, surprised at the sound of her new voice.


  “Now a waking dream,” Hawk said, touching her arm with a hand that trembled more than Lacohsee’s.


  She looked down at him, uncertain. “In the dream-time I cast no shadow. I was told to learn why.”


  “Then go and do so.”


  “Must I leave?”


  “You will return, Daughter of Shadows. But you are more than a huntress.”


  “You know of what I am.”


  Hawk nodded again, gravely. “I know the stories. Your shape is only part of your gift; you are spirit made flesh.”


  “Will you teach me?”


  He took one of her furred hands in both of his, and gazed up at her. “When you return,” he said softly, “you will teach me.”


  Maharintas nodded, sensing a truth in his words that she did not yet understand.


  She turned toward Lacohsee again. “Will you help me to prepare?”


  The girl nodded wordlessly, and so the two of them walked back to Maharintas’ hut. The rest of the tribe watched, expressions fearful and wondering, as they passed by.


  Without Evidence


  DAY 1, MORNING


  I’ve always hated palaces. Cold, stuffy, pretentious collections of marble and gold inlay dumped in the shape of a house twenty times larger than any mortal could possibly need, huge rooms serving no purpose except to host receptions and formal parties. And, occasionally, a few small, quiet rooms where the business of running an empire could be conducted.


  The office I made my way to was one of the smallest ones in the palace. The sign on the door this week proclaimed it to be the central receiving room for the waste management commission; the last time I had been here, many years ago, it had claimed to be an office relating to aquarium regulation. I pursed my lips and opened the door without knocking.


  “I wasn’t sure you’d come,” the rat behind the desk said. He stood just over four feet tall, dressed in blue corduroy pants and a loose white short-sleeved shirt. Nothing about him except his demeanor suggested he was a commander in the Ranean Guard.


  I grunted and sat down in the only available seat. “What have you got?”


  “Nothing,” the rat said, pointed teeth showing in a humorless grin. “We know that Aran’s been slumming in some of the seedier sections of the town. We know that for the week before he disappeared, he was never seen at the palace at nights. And that’s it.”


  “You don’t know where he was heading?”


  “We’re checking on a few leads. But they won’t tell us anything more than where he’d been seen a few weeks ago, or what he was poking into last year. He didn’t hide his identity; anyone who’s been there for more than two months knew the prince was a regular.”


  The lanky, dark youth, always with trademark black scarf thrown loosely around his neck, had never struck me as exceptionally quick the few times I met him, but I would have expected a little more common sense when he was out being stupid. “In with any gangs?”


  “Not that we know of. Apparently he wasn’t out looking for trouble; he was just trying to find something more interesting to do with life than be a king-in-training.”


  I shifted in my seat and sighed. “So why me?”


  “Because you’re good.”


  “I’m not an investigator. I’ve never been one.”


  “Bullshit,” the rat said, smiling again. “We both know how you made your money.”


  “Come on. You know that’s not my background.”


  “No, you just do it. How you do it is your business. You’re not working for us.”


  “Who am I working for?”


  “You’re a concerned private citizen, unless something comes up. Then you’ll get backup. And, of course, there’s a reward for any information on the prince.”


  “Of course.” I grunted again and rose to my feet; the rat spread his hands and looked at me expectantly.


  “If I should happen to hear anything, I’ll let you know.” I produced a fat cigar, about proportionate to my own girth, from a coat pocket and started to light it.


  “What happened to the pipe?” the rat said.


  “Pipe? Oh, lost it during an investigation.” I shut the door behind me as I left.


  DAY 1, EVENING


  A decade had passed since the last time I had walked the downtown area of Zybick. Zybick wasn’t the name of the country’s capital city, it was the name of the country itself. What rational people would call towns and cities, Zybick divided into boroughs. The area I was walking through was unimaginatively named “Port.”


  It wasn’t a pretty downtown, even by my own less than demanding standards. The sun was beginning to set; I figured this was about the time our naive Prince Aran would reach the area each night he went out looking for fun. If this was the area he went to.


  If he followed the typical pattern for rebellious youth—and I doubted his royal background would change it—he’d try to find something as far away from that background as he could get without really violating its mores. He wouldn’t go to a sleaze pit; he’d look for something that attracts unusual types. If he had been in Raneadhros, it would have been the Wyvern’s Den Pub. Since this was Zybick, I looked around for the closest place I could find to the Den.


  The Thorn and Lantern was dimly lit, reasonably well laid-out, and almost deserted. I walked up to the bar, sitting a few seats down from a disconsolate black bear staring moodily into a huge pewter mug. He didn’t look like he’d appreciate my company, so I folded my arms and waited for the bartender.


  “So what’ll it be?” A tall, reed-thin man materialized from the shadows with a glass in one hand and a towel in the other. From the spots on the glass, I don’t think he’d ever formally introduced them.


  “Golden Dagger?” I tried hopefully. He gave me a quizzical look; I waved it aside. “A good bourbon on the rocks.” He grunted and moved off. The punch I’d wanted, made from mead, light rum and peach liqueur, seemed to be peculiarly local to Raneadhros.


  The barkeep came back, sliding a glass mug toward me. I nodded, and he turned away again.


  I cleared my throat after taking a sip. Not my idea of good bourbon, but I’d had worse. “I understand the prince used to come in here.”


  He paused, then shrugged. “A few times.”


  “Was he here before last Tuesday?”


  “Before he disappeared? He ain’t been in here after, if that’s what you want to know. You a Guard?”


  I shook my head. “Have they been around?”


  He snorted. “Five times a day since Thursday. Only once today, though.” He regarded me speculatively, one eye slit. “I already been through this with them. He hasn’t been in here about a week.”


  “And that’s all you told them?”


  “That’s all.”


  “Then why do they keep coming back?”


  Another shrug. “I guess this was the last place they’d heard of him being at. Maybe they expect him to show up.”


  “Any of his friends still come here?”


  “I wouldn’t know.”


  “I’ll teach you how to make an Golden Dagger.”


  He snorted. “We can’t afford no imported liquors.”


  “I could help with that, too.” I idly produced enough money to cover bottles of all three liquors, even at Zybick’s inflated prices.


  He stared at the money, then shook his head. “I can’t give you info I don’t have, guy.” He considered. “There’s this wolf he used to talk with sometimes—he usually comes in here when he’s in town.”


  “He in town now?”


  “As far as I know. The Guard probably already spoke to him.”


  “Thanks.” I got up, leaving the money on the bar. “I’ll wait.”


  “Hey,” he called as I made my way to a back table. “You an investigator?”


  “No, I’m a businessman,” I replied. I sat down with the drink in front of me, back to a wall (a habit I’ve had for so long I can’t break now even if I wanted to), and watched the door.


  I had finished the bourbon and was well on my way to the end of a dark Garanelt ale when a wolf walked in. He stood well over six feet tall, with a scar running the length of his muzzle and fur that managed to match the black leather outfit he wore. The bartender glanced at me and nodded slightly. I made my way back to the bar, sitting down at the wolf’s right.


  “Hello,” I said, giving him a cheerful wave.


  He looked down at me, lips pulled back slightly.


  “I understand you might know Prince Aran from when he spent time around here?”


  He growled. “Why you askin’?”


  “There’s a lot of people looking for him. You might have noticed all the Guards recently.”


  The bartender shoved a huge mug in front of the wolf; he downed about a third of it in one gulp. “I don’t pay attention to cops.”


  “Did you pay attention to Aran?”


  “Not by choice.” He looked at me askance. “I don’t like people who talk tough and aren’t. Princie talked like a sword and acted like a butter knife.”


  “He was trying to impress people.”


  “You think he’s dead?”


  I shrugged. “What makes you ask?”


  “You keep usin’ past tense.” He took another drink. “Maybe he tried to—impress—somebody who has less tolerance than me.” He smiled broadly, showing an impressive array of well-kept teeth. “I have a great deal of patience.”


  “No doubt. I don’t suppose you remember the last time you saw him?”


  “Two weeks ago, I guess. He was out with a few of his more, say, easily impressed friends. Royal groupies.”


  “You know where I could find them?”


  “Honestly, fat man, I never gave a damn where they came from, so no.”


  “The last time you saw him was with them.”


  He shook his head again. “With his girlfriend. Or one of theirs he was trying to pick up.”


  “He had a girl?”


  “When you’re royalty, people find you a lot more attractive.” He grinned again.


  “She was after his money?”


  “You’re jumpin’ too fast there.” He took another drink and stared at the bar a while, then leaned forward, resting his massive arms in front of him. “Maybe. But I don’t think so. He was busy tryin’ to be a stud at her—maybe she was the type who goes for that shit.”


  “You know anything about her?”


  “Nope, only time I ever saw her.”


  I considered a moment. “So we have the prince, trying to pick up a new girl, who’s being easily impressed.”


  “If you say so.”


  “No, if you say so.”


  He sighed. “You ever seen the prince?”


  I nodded.


  “He’s not even your height, right? This girl, I’d have to look up to stare her in the eye. She was actin’ impressed, buildin’ him up. But if she went for the stud shit, it was because she wanted a laugh. Tigers aren’t impressed by people they can throw across the room. That’s anyone they meet much under my size.”


  “She was a tiger?”


  “White tiger, long black hair, kind of exotic-looking.”


  “Aran went for dangerous types, then.”


  “That’s why he came here.” He finished his drink. “What’s your excuse?”


  “Call it curiosity. You don’t know where she went?”


  He shrugged, beginning to look irritated.


  “His drink’s on me,” I said to the bartender, throwing down some money. I waved to the wolf, who nodded almost imperceptibly—lip curling again—and walked back out onto the street.


  DAY 2, MORNING


  The rat looked less jovial this time. “The Thorn and Lantern bartender said he’d seen Aran talking to this tigress, yeah. All we have is the description you do.”


  I grunted, taking out a cigar and lighting it. “Thanks for sharing. A few other bartenders say they saw her, and I got the hotel she stayed at. But she checked out early Wednesday.”


  “Right after the disappearance.”


  “Yep. No record of where she came from, or where she was going.”


  “Name?”


  “Jan Walthna.”


  “We’ll try and do a check on her, but—”


  “Do a few other checks while you’re digging.”


  “Such as?”


  “Any trouble the Prince has been in. Anything about any known acquaintances.”


  “We’ve done that.”


  “Just inside Zybick, I bet.”


  “We’re still collecting empire-wide records. It’s not a trivial operation.”


  “I know.” I puffed a black cloud in his direction. “While you’re checking on that, do more checks. See if white tigresses come up in any crimes.”


  “Done that already.” He raised his hands. “Just inside Zybick. I know, you want it empire-wide.”


  “Go back about ten years, too. Any white tigress involved with murders, assaults, missing person cases.”


  He shook his head. “This is an awful lot of work to find some snot-nose royal’s lower class fling. If she’s not a criminal, nothing will turn up. And there are a hell of a lot of white tigresses out there.”


  “Tigers, yes. White ones, no. Less than four hundred outside of Cadon. If nothing turns up on her, you’re no worse off than you are now, and maybe I’ll find something myself.”


  DAY 8, EVENING


  What I could find out on my own was minimal. None of the shipping lines remembered selling tickets to anyone matching either the tigress’s description or Aran’s, so that left land routes. I had enough connections from the mundane side of life to spread the word around Zybick. Look out for a human matching Aran’s description and a tall, white tigress with black hair, either separately or travelling together.


  Word came back from both the Guard and my more informal network within an hour of each other the next Friday. It’s always nice to find a few magic-competent hotel owners; one of them contacted me via a courier spell to say that a tigress matching my description was in the borough of Ypsint…or had been there the night before. She might have already checked out.


  My rat friend had more interesting information, dumped in front of me as a stack of neatly printed forms. There were some sixty cases over the last ten years involving white tigresses; I set all the ones in Cadon aside and was left with twelve. Out of those, six of them matched the vague description of Walthna I had to go on.


  None of the tigresses shared the same name. All of them were girlfriends of missing men between the ages of seventeen and thirty. In four of the cases, they had known the tigress for less than two months before their disappearance.


  In those five cases, the men were all loners. Three of them had reputations for fights, frequented places like the Thorn—or less savory hangouts. All of them were described by relatives and friends as macho tough guys or tough guy wannabes. Two had records for sexually abusing former girlfriends. And all five cases, in five different countries in the Ranean Empire over a span from eight years ago to last year, were still unsolved. All but the most recent were officially closed, subject presumed dead.


  “Learn anything?” he said after I looked up from the last page.


  “Maybe.” We were meeting in the Thorn and Lantern and the chairs weren’t made to lean back in, so I settled for slumping. “I think there’s a pattern connecting these.”


  He sighed. “If I gave you case histories for every burglary committed by male albino mice of above-average height, you’d find enough similarities to fit half of them to a pattern. Correlation ain’t causation.”


  “Thanks for the statistics refresher, but this is what I have. Look, people who love flirting with danger are more likely to meet bad ends than people who stay at home. Most of those people don’t ever get their cases resolved—if the Guard even finds out about it. You might say Aran’s lifestyle put him in a high-risk category.


  “Do you want me to keep following this, or do you want to write it off like these?” I shoved the sheets for the four closed cases at him.


  “Where can you go with what you have?”


  “Ypsint.”


  He sighed, then shook his head.


  DAY 9, MORNING


  I arrived in Ypsint the next morning. She had checked out the day before.


  The next eight hours were spent playing wizard. Courier spells are one of the easiest applications of magic you can learn, but running them about fifty times back-to-back would take a lot out of someone with far greater stamina than I had.


  That’s partly how I got the reputation of being so rich. Most people would have to hire a wizard to do that, and we don’t come cheap. But impressing the people you have to do business with, one way or another, is good. Just as long as you don’t do it too much. Wizards are targets; merchants aren’t.


  I located her, as of last night, in a borough named Kalam, about as far away from Ypsint as Ypsint was from Port and in almost the same direction. She was moving in a straight line, and moving damn fast; either she had a hellacious horse, or could afford a magical carriage.


  Luckily, I could afford a faster magical carriage. (All right, so I am rich.) If she was moving out of the country, her line would take her straight to Hummel. I could either gamble on getting there before she did and risk losing her trail if that wasn’t her destination, or continue being a step behind her. I arranged the carriage within the next hour.


  DAY 11, EVENING


  Garanelt. The country was small but populous, having what seemed to be the majority of Ranea’s furbearing sapients passing through when they weren’t just settled down. Hummel wasn’t the largest city there, but being on a major river fork that formed the intersection of three country’s borders, it got the most tourists. Laws were lax, and it was the sort of place where you could find anything you wanted—or lose something you didn’t want. Humans weren’t unwelcome there, but the welcome they got wasn’t a type a lot of us uptight “smoothies” felt comfortable with.


  I had been propositioned twice in the eight hours I had been there—below average. I’m not really sure why most Garanelts find us so amusing. It’s not that we’re so attractive to them, despite what a lot of humans would like to think. Evidently the looks most humans get on their faces when a sable they’ve never seen before comes up behind them, hugs them and, without a word, starts nibbling on their earlobe is considered high comic art.


  “Well, I’m sure if I’d seen a white tiger, I’d remember,” the bartender said, a variation of what the last three had told me.


  “This is a well-known meeting place,” I said, less of a question than an observation.


  “We have a bit of a reputation. Especially with the more… adventurous humans.” The fox grinned, and—just possibly—eyed me speculatively. I like foxes, but he was a little too male for my tastes. (Call me boring.)


  “Well, I’ll be around. If you let me know if you see her, I’ll be appreciative.”


  “I’ll do that, Mister…?”


  I thought for a moment. What was the name—I was visiting a cross-dimension friend a few years back (another side effect of being a travelling wizard), and he noted an uncanny resemblance I had to a popular actor there. “Hoskins. Bob Hoskins.”


  I got up, turned around and collided with a furry black chest. I started to pull away, but the chest’s owner pushed forward and up, nestling my face momentarily between the largest set of breasts I had ever seen off a giantess.


  “Oh!” a calculatedly breathy voice said, two hands coming around me to steady her balance. She moved back far enough for me to see she was a skunk, dressed in clothes just barely concealing enough to be legal. She was far too cute for her own good, or anyone else’s. “Do excuse me.”


  “Of course, madam.”


  She batted her eyelashes and moved her hands away. I smiled politely and moved toward a table in a less crowded section of the bar.


  The hours passed by slowly, with little but the bar’s drinks to recommend them. The next person the skunk ran into (literally, of course) was a young human who made the mistake of being too obviously fascinated by her bountiful, fluffy tail; she proceeded to ruffle it up his shirt, tickling his chin with its tip as she led him to a far corner booth.


  Just before midnight, a Guard appeared in the doorway, searching through the smoky air for someone—me. I got the Melifen’s attention and waved him over.


  “This doesn’t seem like a terribly quiet place to work,” the cat said, sitting across from me.


  “No, although it’s been entertaining,” I said, putting out my cigar. “I’ve been watching a skunk hunt.”


  “Someone hunting skunks?” he said, looking confused.


  “Never mind.” I waved a hand. “So you have some information on our tigress?”


  “Yes, sir. A white tigress with shoulder-length black hair checked into the Hotel Whitestar a little under an hour ago. She went straight to her room—second floor, number 17.”


  “A fairly expensive hotel, isn’t it?”


  He nodded.


  “Well, thank you. I shall pay a visit to Miss Walthna in the morning, I expect.”


  “Sir?” The same blankly confused expression crossed his face. “Oh. That’s not her name. It’s Lana Miori.”


  Interesting. “No matter. If she’s not the correct tigress, I have nothing to lose but self-respect.” I nodded good evening to the man and made my way out of the bar.


  Ten minutes later, I stood outside the door to room 2-17 at the Whitestar. I touched my finger to the latch and fired off a quick charm, not to unlock the door but to give myself a clue as to what lay behind it. Faint sparks of magic pricked at my mind, the feel of artifacts—amulets, perhaps wands. How many or what type was unfathomable.


  No light came from under the door; I debated knocking anyway, and decided against it. I turned away, then turned back, struck by an impulse. A second touch to the latch, a different cantrip—


  I yanked my arm back as if a hot knife had been driven through my palm, staggering slightly. Then I just stared at the door, rubbing my hand.


  Charms for detecting danger are, under the best of conditions, somewhat unreliable. Magic that professes to detect evil is even worse; what it picks up is governed by the caster’s vision of morality. The charm I had thrown was a bit of both. Logically, it should be next to useless. I kept repeating that under my breath as I walked down the hall to the stairs, out of the hotel onto the street: next to useless, next to useless.


  I tried not to wonder if my ability to deal with what lay behind the door would be, too.


  DAY 12, MORNING


  The first time I laid eyes on her was three-chime the next day. I had been up for almost three hours, sitting with a cup of coffee and a day-old Raneadhros paper (the most recent available in Garanelt) on a bench with line of site to the hotel stairs.


  Her fur, jagged pitch black stripes against bone white, stood out sharp against the vivid blue sleeveless dress. Hair cascaded down her neck, falling below her shoulders; as she walked past, I caught a glimpse of big eyes that shared the dress’s blue. She was beautiful, immense yet lithely graceful, every movement accenting an exotic, intimidating power of more than just physical strength. I watched her go past, following the bounce of her tail—as thick as my arm and almost twice as long—as it disappeared into the hotel’s adjoining restaurant. I finished my coffee in a few gulps, carefully folded the paper and set it on the bench, and entered the restaurant a minute behind her.


  The restaurant was a fancy coffee shop, one of those places with a long fire-crystal heated metal grill in sight of the customers. The tigress sat down at the counter; I took a deep breath. “This is what you came here for,” I reminded myself, and sat down beside her.


  She glanced in my direction and smiled, then went back to her cup of coffee, sipping it delicately.


  Understand that to her, my direction was just about down. I’m five-foot-nine, close enough to six for most government work. Sitting next to her, I had to stretch to be eye level with the nape of her neck. If we were both standing, she’d have more than a foot over me.


  A waiter, a short, flop-eared dog who kept glancing at the tigress out of the corner of his eye as if he’d give anything to be tall enough to stare down her dress, came over and delivered a plate of steak and eggs to her. Then he turned to me. “What can I do for you?”


  I glanced over at her plate again. “I’ll have what she’s having.”


  “How do you want the steak?”


  “Medium.”


  He nodded, and—with a last wistful peek at her cleavage—headed back to the grill.


  “Does it look that interesting?” the tigress asked after he left. Her voice was deep, slightly sultry, and completely disarming; the sound could easily wash away any unease a companion might feel at her size. I relaxed a bit, but not too much.


  “It saves having to look at the menu,” I said.


  She smiled and cut off a healthy portion of the steak. “Are you just visiting Garanelt?”


  “I’m here on business. You live here?”


  “No.” The meat disappeared with hardly a chew. “I’m just passing through.”


  I looked surprised, then allowed a flash of recognition to cross my face. “I think I saw you in Zybick last week.”


  She paused and looked down at me. “I don’t think so.”


  “Oh, oh.” I took a sip of coffee. “I could have sworn I did, at some restaurant I was at there. With a friend of mine. Really, just an acquaintance.”


  She lifted her brows.


  “Aran? The prince?” I prompted. “Nice kid for royalty, although—”


  “I’m afraid you have me confused with someone else,” she said. “I’m sorry, Mister…?”


  “Hoskins. She sure looked a lot like you,” I said, my voice cheerful. She gazed down, lips pursed slightly, then turned back to her plate.


  “He’s missing now, you know,” I said conversationally. My plate arrived.


  “Who?”


  “The prince. The one you were—or rather, weren’t—with.”


  “That’s too bad,” she said curtly.


  “Yeah,” I agreed. “He seemed to be the type who went out looking for trouble. Maybe he found something he couldn’t handle.”


  She finished off one egg and some more steak before answering. “That type can handle anything.” The smile returned, a cryptic slant to it. “Just ask them.”


  “What type?”


  She paused, a bite halfway to her mouth.


  “You said you didn’t know him,” I reminded her.


  Her stare this time was a hard search; I had enough experience not to flinch, but it was difficult to keep looking casual. “Royalty.” Her voice grew softer, a little flatter. “Hummel is far away from Zybick for a week’s travel.”


  “I made pretty good time,” I said, turning back to my plate. “A stopover in Ypsint for a night.” I took a sip of coffee. “Pretty good stuff,” I said, raising the cup.


  Her hand closed gently over mine, setting the cup back on the table. It was a polite move, but the point was clear: her palm completely covered mine, and she would have politely put my cup back on the table even if I had resisted with all my strength. “Just what is your business?”


  I looked up, hoping my smile was easy. “I’m in the food service industry,” I said. “From Raneadhros.”


  “And what brings you to Garanelt?”


  “Food service.”


  “I see.” She moved her hand off mine.


  “A lot of people would probably like to talk to that tigress,” I continued after a moment. “They think she may have been the last person to see the Prince before he disappeared.”


  “I’m sure the Guard is looking for her.”


  “They’re looking for someone who matches her description, yeah.”


  I focused on my steak, trying to ignore the muscles visibly tensing under the tigress’s fur. After a moment they relaxed. “If there was something I could do to help,” she said lightly, “I would.”


  “I guess you could drop by a Guard station the next time you’re in Zybick, and see if any witnesses identify you as her.”


  “Other than you?”


  “Oh, I’m not a witness. But there must be a few who saw them together who could come in and look at a lineup.”


  “I’m not planning to be back in Zybick any time soon, I’m afraid.” Her voice was controlled. “I believe under Garanelt law, you can’t extradite someone to another part of the empire for a crime other than murder just to stick them in a lineup.”


  “From what I’ve heard, murder’s what they suspect.”


  “For someone in food service, you hear an awful lot,” she said tonelessly.


  “Just comes with the business, I guess.”


  “I guess.” She looked down at her plate, then cut the remaining half of her steak away from the bone. “But, as I said, you must have me confused with someone else. If you think you followed me all the way here from Port, I fear you’ve been wasting your time.”


  “Well,” I said, taking a bite of egg. “If I had followed you from Port, which of course I didn’t, it would mean you were at least one of the last people to see the Prince. You left immediately after he disappeared. You headed to a country with lax extradition laws that you show more than a passing familiarity with. If I were following you, I’d say you’re behaving pretty suspiciously. Wouldn’t you?”


  “I’d say your suspicions are your problem, not mine.”


  “What would you do if it was yours?”


  She smiled, then speared the four-ounce hunk of meat with her fork, tilted back her head and took it completely into her wide-open mouth, inch-long canines sinking in as she closed her jaws. In two seconds and as many chews, it was gone. She wiped a trickle away from her lips, gently set down enough money for the bill and tip and stood up.


  “I get rid of problems,” she said, touching me briefly on the shoulder—giving me a perfect view of dagger-like claws extended to a dismaying length—and walking away. “Good luck with your work, Mr. Hoskins.”


  “I’ll see you later,” I muttered.


  “I doubt that,” she said, pausing at the cafe’s entrance. “Because then I’d have to suspect you were following me. I would consider that a problem.”


  In a swirl of blue, she was gone, leaving me with a half-eaten breakfast I had little appetite for now.


  DAY 12, AFTERNOON


  Raneadhros summers had hot, breezy afternoons and mild evenings; in Garanelt, summer air stuck to you, hot and thick, unpleasant two hours after sunrise. When I stayed in hotels I liked to leave windows open, but this time I’d allowed myself the luxury of staying at a hotel with cooling crystals in each room. Now I sat in front of a desk in that room, the stack of paper the Guard chief had handed me back in Zybick sitting in front of me, and felt glad I was sealed in.


  I had gone back to the thirty-one cases I had been given that had occurred in Cadon. I started with the most recent, heading backwards, putting aside any that matched the pattern I wanted: missing person, unsolved crime, white tigress involved with the victim. I had stacked up four of them by the time I got back to cases a decade old. I flipped past one, then stopped and went back, reading it over again.


  A murder case—multiple homicides. Four Vraini men—’morph foxes—found dead. Two found side by side on the floor, their heads crushed almost beyond recognition. The third one nearby, most of his neck taken off by a bite, lying in a pool of his blood. Nearly all of his blood. The last one could only be identified by the head; it was about all that was left intact among grisly remains found wrapped up in a sheet in the bedroom. About half of the body mass was gone, the rest a crumpled mass shoved into a pile of bones and half-eaten limbs.


  Half-eaten?


  The one who had been eaten in his own bed was the owner of the house; two of the others were cousins, the third one his brother. He lived there with his wife. A white tigress, who had two female children by a previous marriage, ages seven and sixteen. The mother had gone out for the evening, leaving the girls alone with their stepfather and his relatives, who came over almost every night.


  He was an abuser; the wife said—like they always do, it seems—that she loved him, and he was really only threatening to hurt her, not serious about it. The sixteen-year-old told her once, though, that he was abusing her. She didn’t believe her. “Hell,” she’d told the human policeman, “I told her nobody in their right mind would try and hurt a tiger, and she’s hardly a runt.” Stepdad talked tough, she said, but he really wouldn’t follow through on anything. He was just one of those macho types—you know how that goes, don’t you?


  The mother came home around midnight to find the four corpses. The seven-year-old was asleep in her bedroom, unaware of what had happened an hour before her mother woke her up in a screaming panic. The older girl was nowhere to be found, and there were no signs of forced entry. A warrant was put out for the young tigress’s arrest on suspicion of murder. The case remained open but inactive, the only suspect, sixteen-year-old Sheila Warinthinnan, missing and presumed dead.


  I put down the paper and stared out the window. How long had the girl been abused? Six years? Seven? Ten? How many times was she gang-raped by her stepfamily? Until one day something happened, and she hit back. Hard. And, maybe, discovered that she could do the same thing to her stepfather he did to her. She was strong enough to force herself on him, to turn the tables, to try and violate him the way he had done to her for so long.


  But it couldn’t be enough, could it? How much is violence on that scale worth—the price of a young girl’s trust, or sanity? When do the scales balance?


  …She fucking ate him?


  Patterns. The stepfather was a macho stud muffin. The five cases outside of Cadon—macho types, too. Prince Aran? “Princie talked like a sword and acted like a butter knife.”


  Suppose Sheila had survived on the streets since then, putting together as much of a life as she could. What would she be like? Would all men be sadistic rapists to her? Maybe. Or she might pick up on a certain type, one she knew very well. A type that might be drawn to a strong, exotic-looking woman like a magnet if she seemed tamable—a “wild one” you could brag about conquering the day after to your equally hopeless friends. Would she treat that type any differently than her stepfather had treated her…or she had treated him?


  Would she really limit herself to men she thought “deserved” to die? Did she understand what she was going to do when she—


  I pushed the papers aside and cursed out loud, lighting a cigar and stomping out of the room. I was edging toward an unwarranted conclusion. Lana, or Jan, or whoever she was knew a lot more than she was telling—but she could be a paid assassin, someone with a grudge against Zybick’s royal family. Maybe just someone who saw something relating to Aran’s disappearance that got her scared.


  And she was right. I was without evidence for anything—all I had were papers and a terrible suspicion. But if a young tigress with nothing but pain and rage left in her soul, now twenty-six instead of sixteen, had become what I feared, I was at a loss to stop her.


  DAY 12, EVENING


  Scrying is a more difficult art than practicing simple charms, and truth be known, I find it a distasteful one. Not solely due to the exertion—contrary to legends, “magic spells” have little to do with unpronounceable words and gods sitting around in the heavens waiting to produce fireballs on mortal whims—but rather due to the principle. My motives for spying on my tigress may have been well-intentioned, but surreptitious observation is often done for less savory reasons. I’ve always felt that those who wish to spy on others should have to work it in a way that runs the risk, however small, of being discovered.


  Nonetheless, I have also always felt a strong sense of self-preservation. If my suspicions about Ms. Miori were well-founded—particularly my new ones—I might have already overplayed my hand. I had dealt with dangerous people before; the experiences had left me with a desire to avoid pressing my luck. Reluctantly, safety took precedence over this particular point of honor.


  Power-words and deities are in the realm of ritual magic, not wizardry, even though the seedy individuals who practice those “arts” have a time-honored tradition of giving wizards a bad name. True spell casting is a matter of meditation, if you will. I sat at the desk and closed my eyes, clearing my mind.


  Different wizards have different techniques for focusing on longer spells, favorite images and mnemonics. For scrying spells, I pictured walking up a steep mountain. At the top you had a view of your subject.


  This time, my idyllic mountain became a treacherous, rocky slope. By the time I reached its metaphorical summit, I was breathing hard and fighting off images of how I must really look: a short, balding man grunting at a desk, beads of sweat forming on his forehead.


  At the summit, I saw—nothing. A wall of roiling fog, unsettling shapes moving within. A magical shield.


  It took an effort not to lose my concentration. I tested it, walking around it in my mind, looking for some clue as to where it had come from and what its nature could be.


  Abruptly light pierced the fog, a focused beam like a spotlight, right on me. I broke the spell immediately, but it was probably too late.


  “Damn,” I said aloud, sinking back into my chair. I could have cleared the fog if I’d worked at it—but it was a deviously well-designed protection. In effect, the wall was being watched. Most good protection charms would have told Miori someone was attempting to magically violate her privacy, but this one would tell her who had tried.


  Well, well. I had sensed magic items in the room earlier, but I hadn’t known they were of this caliber. If Lana and Sheila were not the same woman, she was still going to great lengths to assure her privacy.


  If they were the same person, then perhaps one of Sheila’s victims had been a magician as well, and she had taken his possessions.


  I stood up and lit a cigar, then paced around the room. The magician who made the protection device may not have been master-level, but it was a sophisticated charm. And he would have known more immediate defensive spells. The possibility she had overcome such a wizard wasn’t going to help my sleep tonight.


  I began placing a similar scry lock on my own room, matching it with a magical door lock before leaving for dinner. One couldn’t be too careful.


  I saw her again that evening unexpectedly, walking down the street away from an upscale nightclub. If she saw me on the street’s opposite side, she gave no sign; her attention was focused on the young, raffish Vraini walking beside her, his hand resting on her dress just above her tail.


  Stepping into the shadows of an awning, I cursed under my breath, watching their figures recede. Would Sheila be foolish enough to kill another “punk” this soon after a previous murder? Logically, I would say no—but even though my encounter with Miori and her magical protections indicated an alert, perhaps disturbingly rational mind, I couldn’t assume the same level of reason on all subjects. And if my own chain of logic was sound, her reason on this subject had been destroyed long ago.


  But I couldn’t stop her based on a suspicion. Technically I couldn’t stop her at all; I could only call the Guard and tell them to stop her. They’d just tell me they couldn’t stop her based on a suspicion, either.


  An unusually paranoid thought ran through my mind—perhaps she knew I would be watching her now, and was escorting her young companion just in the hopes of making me nervous.


  After a moment, I crossed the street and began to follow them, keeping a leisurely distance, not quite far enough away to lose them. Neither one turned around once.


  Five minutes passed before they entered a hotel. I reached the picture windows by its front door in time to see them leaving the front desk; the fox held a newly-acquired key.


  I stood at the window for a moment, trying to decide what approach would work on the desk clerk to wheedle the fox’s room number out of him. Then I shrugged, deciding to play it by ear.


  My hand was on the door latch when I saw the tigress pause at the foot of the stairs, speaking to a burly human security guard. The man was bigger than I was by a full head, although he was still looking up at Miori, and he looked none too pleased by that. She gestured languidly at the door; the guard looked directly at me, then nodded to her. Smiling, the tigress took the fox’s arm and proceeded up the stairway.


  I walked into the hotel and ambled toward the bar. The guard’s eyes were on me the entire time.


  “Strike two,” I said aloud.


  DAY 13, EARLY MORNING


  There had been nothing I could do to protect the fox, if indeed he had needed protection; attempts to learn his identity had been fruitless. If she had killed him, he would not appear in missing person reports for several days—and when Lana left town this time, she would undoubtedly be careful to leave no trail.


  Legally I was in the best position I could be to pursue her—not being a true Guard, I was not bound by all of their code; but I was also an appointed representative for them, and my word would be admissible as evidence in court. Shaky evidence, perhaps, but enough for the Guard to hold her temporarily.


  But illegally obtained evidence was still illegally obtained. Barging into her room—even if the guard would have been willing to let me past, and I had been able to locate it—would have still been breaking and entering. During the hours it would take to straighten out any derring-do with the local authorities, she could be long gone.


  It was sunrise, and I had made my way back to the hotel the tigress had checked into last night, approaching the front counter with as much cheer as I could muster. The rose I was carrying was from a flower vendor who had been outside the same building the evening before.


  “May I help you?” The clerk, a stereotypically energetic-looking otter, regarded me pleasantly but uncertainly with his black button eyes.


  I held up the rose. “I have a flower to deliver to Miss—” I produced a scrap of paper from one pocket, and made a show of squinting at it. I think it was a receipt for my last box of cigars, but it was hard to tell. “Lana Miori.” I returned the paper to its home.


  The otter nodded, and bent down to look at his registration book. “There’s no Miori staying with us,” he said after a moment.


  “Are you sure? I’m positive the delivery was for the Seppes hotel—”


  “No, I’m sure.”


  “I can’t understand that,” I said, looking genuinely concerned and sliding his registration book over to me, scanning the open page. Nothing I recognized. Of course, they’d have checked in under the Vraini’s name.


  “I’m sorry, sir.” The otter slid his book back to its place rather forcefully, not quite glaring at me.


  “Oh. Sorry.” I tipped my hat to him; he smiled a bit warily. I felt his eyes on me as I walked back across the lobby and sat down on a pretty but uncomfortable couch.


  She walked down the staircase a half-hour later, alone. By this time, the rose had wilted a bit from my body heat, and my presence made the clerk visibly nervous.


  Her eyes locked on me as she reached the fifth step. She made no other acknowledgement of my presence, not even faltering in her long stride as she walked toward the front counter.


  I ambled over toward the entrance as she checked out, passing close enough to the counter to see which peg her key was hung on. Room 212.


  She saw me again as she turned to leave, and strode toward the door purposefully.


  Studying the rose for a moment, I hesitated between speaking to her first, or simply following her, taking the chance that my badgering was making her nervous enough to slip. As she neared me, I decided on the first choice—but I had barely opened my mouth when she put a hand on my shoulder and propelled me out the door in front of her.


  “I have a rose for you,” I said helpfully, trying to keep my balance.


  “Lovely,” she hissed. She took it with one hand and tossed it aside, then used her other hand to pin me roughly against the wall. “Enough games, Mr. Hoskins.” She placed lethal-looking claws under my chin. “Tell me why you’re following me.”


  “Because you have something to hide,” I said, looking up into her eyes.


  “If that’s the case, I intend to keep it hidden.”


  “Maybe it’s too late for that,” I replied, raising my voice enough to bring a hint of surprise to her face. I pressed the advantage, illusory though it may have been. “For the record, yes, I do think you’re Jan Walthna.”


  Then I pushed her hand away with both of mine, looking straight into her eyes again. “And if you believe in any gods, you’d better pray that I find the Vraini you took up to that hotel room, find him alive, and find him today, Sheila.”


  It was there: only for an instant, but a flash of shocked recognition was there in her eyes, something frail and haunted.


  Then the frightened girl was gone, and the coolly threatening woman was back. “I don’t know what kind of delusions you suffer from,” she whispered, “but he’s quite alive. Which you’d have known if you’d asked the desk clerk the right questions.”


  “The truth isn’t so difficult, is it? Now what’s the truth about Aran?”


  She looked down at me for a full second. Then she backhanded me.


  I didn’t feel myself hit the ground. I sat up, head ringing, vision black. After a few seconds my sight began to return and my cheek and jaw began screaming, joined after a moment by the shoulder that had smacked into the pavement.


  Sheila crouched down, roughly pulling my head up to hers by the back of my neck. I met her eyes, but I was in too much pain to be flippant. “I’m tired of being lectured about the truth by someone who’s been lying to me from the moment he met me.”


  I remained silent. I didn’t have the breath to speak.


  She lifted me up over her head at arm’s length, still by the back of the neck. “Let me make this very clear. Stop asking me for the truth.” She dropped me, and I fell in a sprawl.


  I wheezed. “I—”


  The tigress rolled me onto my back with a foot, then stepped down hard on my chest, knocking the wind out of me. My vision went black again. “The truth hurts,” she said.


  By the time I got to a crouch, wheezing, looking around through tearing eyes, she’d gone.


  I stood up with as much dignity as I could manage and limped back to my hotel.


  She was Sheila—I was certain of that. That surety was enough to risk a capture on. But I would have to do it myself, and hope that she said something else during the capture that incriminated her.


  Of course, I also had to hope I had enough time to prepare myself. Given adequate planned defenses, handling her would be simple. But I would be at risk while setting the spells in her room; if she surprised me, leaving me to face her on physical strength alone, the best outcome would be enraging her enough to kill me quickly rather than taking her time about it.


  DAY 13, MORNING


  My jaw and shoulder had stopped hurting by the time I reached her room back at the Whitestar. The magical lock she’d placed on the door was one I recognized, usually sold in security shops in the form of a bracelet to be hung over the doorknob. The “pick” for such locks was also easily attainable, although the shops that sold them were less open about it.


  The door was also locked physically, of course—but stores that sold counterspells to magical locks always sold more common picks, too. When the door clicked softly, I pocked the pick set again and stepped quietly inside.


  Facing the bed, I shut the door and re-locked it, then restored her magical lock. Concentrating a moment, I placed another, more powerful one over it, and scanned the room.


  A jewelry box lay open on the dresser; I poked through its contents carefully. Everything inside was magical. The amulet appeared to be a simple fire charm, perhaps powerful enough to use as an offensive weapon; I recognized the dweomer of the scrying-block radiating from an otherwise ordinary Orinthe coin.


  Then I heard the doorknob rattle.


  She had arrived faster than I had expected, only three minutes behind me; I had been hoping she would take some time to cool off in the lobby of the other hotel. But of course, she was too smart for that. My knowledge had scared her, and she knew she had to leave this country, leave no trail, and leave as fast as she could.


  Binding spells aren’t difficult; the complexity of a spell has more to do with the fineness of its control, the delicacies involved, than it does with the strength.


  The doorknob turned, but the door remained shut. I heard a soft curse, and the door trembled as she tried to force it open.


  Just a couple seconds longer, lady, I thought. I’ll let you in as soon as the spell is finished and in place in front of the door—


  I had begun placing the spell just as the door flew open, banging against the wall with a crack.


  She was already moving past the spot I’d been setting up the binding, and it wasn’t the sort of spell you could cast on a moving target. I snapped it on hurriedly, hoping it was ready—and that it wasn’t too late.


  Her right leg shimmered momentarily and she almost stumbled. “Shit!” she snarled, looking down at it. Then she looked over at me, eyes filled with hate. “You don’t have any right to hold me.”


  “I have reasonable suspicion that you’re a murderess. Starting with four people in Zybick, ten years ago.”


  She regarded me quietly for a moment, breathing heavily. “You can’t connect me with those.”


  “Only circumstantially. But you’ve done enough to incriminate yourself since the Prince’s disappearance. Three different names in a week, the scry lock—and the recognition of the name Sheila.” I sat down on the bed, well out of her reach. “That’s sure enough to hold you for questioning.”


  “You still don’t have a body.”


  I looked her in the eyes. “I don’t think you leave bodies.”


  She bared her teeth. “Even if they find me guilty, I don’t think they’ll kill me. Do you?”


  I studied her. “I don’t know.” The countries in the empire required incontrovertible proof for death sentences—with no physical evidence, there’d need to be reliable witnesses who saw her in the act, not just near the scene.


  “I asked what you thought,” she snarled, locking her eyes with mine. “Give me an answer.”


  I looked away, uncomfortable under her scrutiny. “I’m sure I know who you are, and that you killed your stepfather and his friends. I don’t know if that can be proven.”


  Then I turned back to face her. “What I think is that you’re a hurt child who went through things no one ever should, until something in you was—broken. Hitting back was natural. But you just kept hitting, like you’d been hit all those years, but even harder, even meaner. And you’re still hitting.”


  She had sunk slowly to her knees as I spoke. When I finished, she sat back, kneeling, and wrapped her arms around herself. When she spoke, her voice was softer, suddenly sad. “So no, you don’t think they will.”


  “No.”


  “Will they try to fix me?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Her eyes narrowed. “Don’t lie to me!” She began to tremble, this time with contained rage, and closed her eyes. “Everyone lies…” Her voice trailed off.


  I climbed off the bed, and knelt down across from her, just out of her range. “I’m sorry,” I said levelly.


  She opened her eyes, glaring down at me.


  “Sheila. Magic can’t fix you. You need…” I trailed off. I had no idea what she needed.


  Sheila leaned forward, expression suddenly and disturbingly predatory. “Is there any chance they’ll try at all?”


  “Maybe,” I said, edging back.


  She began to hiss.


  “I can’t tell you for sure.” My voice rose. I wondered if she was deliberately keeping me too occupied to finish a new binding spell.


  “Don’t play with me. That’s part of what magicians do. Everyone wants a healer if they’re hurt.”


  “Did Prince Aran?”


  “Shut up about him!” she roared.


  I swallowed, realizing she would be able to smell my fear now—but her expression had become almost completely feral. In all my life I had never before met a zoomorph who truly made me feel like a prey animal.


  Her voice dropped to a threatening growl. “They’re all the same. They want me as a prize, as a toy, hurt them as much as they want, fight but let them win—” Her eyes grew wide, and she leaned forward further, almost crouching, an edge of hysteria creeping into her tone. “I stopped letting them win.”


  “I know.”


  “But now…I can’t stop the dreams.” She was still looking at me, but she was no longer seeing. “They get worse every night, little by little. They fill me up until they don’t stop when I wake up. And then I want the dreams…and I meet someone who wants to hurt me.” Her voice became quieter. “And they go away. But they always come back.”


  “Aran didn’t want to hurt you,” I said softly.


  “I wanted to hurt him.” She narrowed her eyes at me, then took a deep breath and opened them widely. “I need a healer powerful enough to help me. I need someone as powerful as you are.” Her tone became plaintive.


  I stared at her.


  “You’re a master magician.”


  “That’s not true.”


  She looked at me impassively for a few seconds, then began to shake with rage, lunging forward. I couldn’t help but flinch. “If I eviscerate someone in court, I’ll get that death sentence,” she growled. “Do you want that? Do you?”


  “No. But I’m still not—”


  “Damn you!” Sheila shrieked. “We each know what the other one is!”


  “Dammit, woman, I can’t make you better in an instant!”


  She stared at me, teeth still bared.


  I swallowed, hard, and continued. “It’s difficult enough to treat illnesses of the body with magic. You’re asking me to treat an illness of the mind. Do you have any idea how I could do that?”


  “No,” she said, tone suddenly soft again, miserable.


  “I healed someone who had been shot with a crossbow bolt in the heart once. It nearly killed me, and I had someone working with me. I’m not willing to risk my life on something that has no chance of working.”


  “It has a small chance,” she whimpered, shutting her eyes.


  I knelt down near her. “If you have a chance to be…healed, Sheila, it isn’t with magic. They have therapists—”


  She looked at me blankly for a moment, then began to laugh. Softly at first, then loudly. Then hysterically.


  “Sheila?” I leaned forward, without thinking about how close I’d gotten. “Sheila?”


  The tigress kept laughing as her hand came down on my shoulder. Oh, shit.


  “I met a therapist once,” she said, still chuckling, wiping a tear away with her free hand. Then that hand came down on my other shoulder. “I told him everything. I told him more than you think you know about me. He tried to heal me that way. But the dreams kept getting worse. We kept talking. They just kept getting worse. And you know what happened?”


  “No.”


  She pulled me forward roughly and tilted my head back. The tigress grinned widely, huge fangs about three inches from my nose. “I ate him.”


  I smiled weakly, trying to come up with any spell which would stun her just long enough for me scramble away.


  “I knew when I met you,” she said in a whisper, “you were a magician. And I’ve never met one as powerful as you. You almost stopped me. And… you’re nice, aren’t you? Even knowing what I do, you really feel sorry for me.”


  “I do,” I said voicelessly.


  She nodded sympathetically. I tried unsuccessfully not to stare at the teeth moving in front of me. “Maybe you should have tried to help me, ’cause even if it’d killed you it might have helped. Now you’re just going to die without being any help at all.”


  “I—” I could cast a light cantrip on her eyes. But not before she bit out my throat. “I’d find that very sad.”


  “Your saving grace,” she whispered, “is your honesty. I like that.” She kissed me, wrapping her arms around my back and holding me crushingly tight, her warm lips against mine for long seconds.


  Then there was a bright, blinding flash. I blinked, trying to clear my vision, and heard her voice, a regretful growl: “Don’t come looking for me again unless you’re ready to help, or I’ll spend two full nights on you.”


  And suddenly I was no longer supported by her arms. I crashed to the carpet and shook my head.


  She was gone. The room was empty—the jewelry box, her luggage, her clothes. All gone.


  I asked at the front desk if they had seen her come by, but they hadn’t, of course. She hadn’t left by the door.


  DAY 15, AFTERNOON


  The rat wasn’t happy with my report.


  My third mistake had been the most critical one. I’d been assuming the amulets, trinkets, magical charms were things she had bought or stolen. They may have been. But she hadn’t been wearing any jewelry that morning—and there’s a certain trace enchanted items leave from their use that wasn’t in the room after she left.


  I hadn’t considered the possibility she was a magician, too.


  Teleport spells can be fired off instantly, but they require planning. She had set up the spell when she stepped back into the Seppes hotel, after learning I really knew who she was. I’m not sure I could have thrown something like that together in five minutes, walking down a hallway.


  She had expected me to be in her room, and had only stayed bound to see if I would be willing to heal her.


  The thought of her on the loose at all is sobering enough. Knowing she is, herself, a master class magician frightens me. But I’ve spent the last two days wondering what would drive her to learn magic, to spend the time to perfect it, to reach that level in just ten years—given her nature, most of it would be self-taught.


  She’s been trying to learn how to heal herself.


  I don’t think she can. I don’t think any person could heal her.


  But if she had offered to work with me, instead of holding her magic as a trump card? I don’t know. I’m not sure I could bear the thought of being linked magically to her, of giving the demons in her dreams free run through my head.


  But maybe…


  I left Sheila hundreds of miles away, but I don’t know where she went. I’m sure she arrived drained, even unconscious, as teleport spells always do—that’s why magicians usually travel by other means.


  As of an hour ago, I’m out of the investigation business again, this time permanently. Of course, I said that last time. And the time before that.


  Was she back in Zybick? Orinthe? Or here in Raneadhros?


  Wherever she slept, I hoped her dreams tonight, at least, would be more peaceful than mine.


  Going to the Dogs


  Gregory S. Newfield awoke from an uneasy sleep to find a large gray dog in his bathroom.


  Understand, it wasn’t that he had anything against dogs; in fact, he rather liked them. He had owned a border collie once and had found her perfectly pleasant as a companion. Since meeting Gretchen’s cat, Seymour, he had acquired a preference for felines, but it would be safe to say that—given other circumstances—the large gray dog wouldn’t have alarmed him. As it was, he shook his head unbelievingly, slung on his bathrobe (noting how strangely hot and itchy it was) and went to the kitchen to make a pot of extra strong coffee. Perhaps—perhaps—he wasn’t quite awake yet.


  Shortly, he came back into the bedroom, carrying the coffee mug that Gretchen had given him on his last birthday. On the side of the mug was a “Far Side” cartoon, showing a dog scratching a human’s stomach; the man was kicking his leg back and forth. Newfield stood silently, watched Gretchen sleeping on the waterbed, and sipped his Jamaican Blue Mountain, waiting for the caffeine to hit. When he felt fully awake, he returned to the bathroom and looked again. The large gray dog was still there, staring back at him quizzically from the mirror.


  Newfield reached up with his right hand to touch the side of his nose. The dog reached up with its left paw to touch the side of its muzzle. Newfield felt the slightly tangly gray fur under his fingers, the not-quite dry black nose just to their left, and the dog jumped back with a wild expression and dropped its coffee. The mug shattered against the countertop, spraying Maxwell House and bits of ceramic cartoon onto his fur.


  “Are you all right?” came Gretchen’s voice from the bedroom.


  “Yes. Urrr.” His voice was changed, an octave lower and much huskier; the words felt hard to say, as if his throat and tongue were no longer familiar with the language. “I dropped my mug,” he concluded nervously.


  “You don’t sound all right,” she said, opening the door.


  “Wait!” Newfield growled in dismay, reaching a fraction of a second too late; instead of grabbing the doorknob he found himself pawing his wife’s shoulder. Her green eyes widened to twice normal size. Newfield had a full second to think of something to say while she remained completely motionless.


  “Uh,” he said, then elaborated, “Uh.” She reached up to his paw where it lay across her shoulder and pulled at it, confirming the fur was really attached, then screamed and stepped back, stumbling. Then she slammed the door full in his face.


  He jumped, rubbed his nose, and stared at the door. Then, unwillingly, he turned and stared at the mirror. Yes, he definitely looked to be some sort of wolfhound, although he wasn’t enough up on the canine scene to recognize the exact breed. Of course, he wasn’t really a dog; he looked rather like someone wearing an absolutely magnificent masquerade costume. He brushed the ceramic out of his fur and sobbed. It came out as a whine.


  When Gretchen gathered enough courage to cautiously peep into the bedroom some ten minutes later, Newfield was sitting on the foot of the bed watching television. “Come in,” he said, without looking up. He realized he could smell her standing just outside the door.


  “I have silver bullets,” she announced in a hoarse squeak.


  “We don’t have a gun,” he pointed out.


  “Greg?” she said after a moment. “Are you really…?”


  “Am I really what?” he snapped. “Really Greg? Really furry?”


  “Are…are you a werewolf?”


  He snorted. “Do you think I broke in here last night, ate Greg and waited for you in the bathroom?”


  “Of course not,” she said, although her expression said she hadn’t ruled it out quite yet. “But you expect me to believe you…just woke up like this?”


  “I don’t believe it,” he said. “Why should you?”


  “How can you just be sitting in here watching television?” Her voice was creeping over the edge of hysteria.


  “Geraldo’s almost on.”


  “Greg!”


  He growled, looked surprised, and his voice became small and helpless. “Because I don’t know what else to do.”


  “Today we talk to three Catholic priests convicted of bestiality. Did the Church try to cover up their crimes? Stay with us,” said Geraldo Rivera. Newfield changed the channel. “—more family fun on SuperStation WTBS!” someone who was not Geraldo Rivera screamed. A title screen for a cartoon flashed on and off. “I’m so happy,” Droopy the dog said mournfully as he walked onscreen.


  Newfield started to cry.


  • • •


  “Well, you’re obviously not really canine,” Doctor Avery said. Avery was a researcher at the University of South Florida’s medical school; he was also Gretchen’s brother. She had thought it best to keep Newfield’s “condition” within the family, although by this time he was the talk from the board room to the Outback. They had gone into hiding somewhere in Tampa, dodging reporters, cameramen, and the occasional comic book fan. Most people thought he was a hoax, naturally enough, although faithful readers of the Enquirer knew better: they’d known all along it was only a matter of time before they were vindicated in their relentless pursuit of Bigfeet. Avery never read the Enquirer, and seemed annoyed that his sister had brought such a headline, fleas and all, into his genetics laboratory.


  “I’m aware of that,” Newfield said. “I’m a human; the question is, why am I a furry one?”


  “Well,” Avery coughed. “We’ve been at this long enough—”


  “Two months,” Gretchen interjected.


  “—to know it’s not that simple. And with your last batch of tests, the complexity has gone up exponentially.” He handed Newfield a sheaf of papers, waited the obligatory ten seconds as his patient tried to decipher them, and snatched them back. “You see, your DNA isn’t actually human at all. Not quite, at least.”


  “Then what is it?”


  “That,” the doctor said, adjusting his glasses, “is an interesting question, isn’t it?


  “It doesn’t match any known DNA. An obvious guess is a cross between canine and human, except that’s not possible even in the laboratory, much less naturally. And even if we confirmed that it was a cross, knowing that wouldn’t be particularly helpful.”


  You’re saying he just woke up one morning with something else’s DNA?” Gretchen said in a remarkably controlled tone. In fact, she had been quite calm for the last month, and had even stopped flinching visibly whenever Newfield touched her.


  “That’s what the evidence points to, yes,” Avery said.


  “That’s impossible,” growled Newfield.


  “Oh, yes. Quite,” Avery agreed, walking towards a supply counter. “Have a cup of coffee?” Gretchen turned away, and tripped over an unidentifiable but delicate-looking something which shattered dramatically. Avery winced and shook his head, adding younger sister still klutz to his list of reasons not to associate with family members.


  “Then how do you explain it?” Newfield cut in.


  “I can’t,” the doctor said, almost cheerfully. “Haven’t a clue. It’s too—too—too ridiculous to be anything like a recessive gene, a mutagen, or any natural process I know of, and it’s far too advanced to be something artificially created.” He produced two mugs from an overhead cabinet.


  “If it’s not natural and it’s not artificial, what’s left?”


  “Absolutely nothing. Alien space rays. Magic wands. As I said, I haven’t a clue. I really am sorry.” He poured coffee into the mugs. “Do you take sugar or cream?”


  “And until you find out what it is, there’s no cure,” Newfield said, his ears drooping.


  “Cure? For something in your genetic pattern? Gregory, it’s not like a trip to Busch Gardens. You can’t go back if you don’t like it. One might as well try to stop being an albino.


  “If you pursue treatment, I’m sure several institutions will pick up expenses just for the chance to study you. But all you’d get for your effort is the chance to experience first-hand the life of a laboratory animal, and I suspect you’d find it rather unpleasant. I’d advise laying low, waiting for the publicity to die down—even for something like this, it’ll go away surprisingly quickly—and see what happens ten or twenty years down the road. Who knows?”


  “Then I’m a dog for the rest of my life.”


  “More of a wolfman, I’d say.”


  “Black, please,” said Newfield.


  • • •


  Newfield didn’t admit Avery had been correct until some three months of passing from research center to research center, being poked, prodded, scanned, and sampled by everyone with a medical degree in any field whatsoever. None of the doctors or scientists or technicians were as forthrightly pessimistic as Avery had been, of course, and they just kept reassuring him that everything would get better as they ran all sorts of expensive, inconclusive tests that they wrote journal articles about. Although Newfield had no way of knowing it, he was going to be one of the most popular topics for graduate theses in the natural sciences that year.


  It was about this time that Gretchen stormed out of the house. Her support had waned with each new test Newfield was put through; at first, she had rarely left his side, except at night. When he started slipping further into depression, though, she started finding more reasons to be away. Newfield understood this, or tried to, but he was becoming desperately lonely. Finally, he threw a fit over her frequent absences, and even more so over her refusal to sleep in the same bed with him since the change. “You’re still my wife,” he shouted. “I’m still your husband!”


  “I didn’t marry a dog, Greg!” she screamed back. “I can’t sleep with a dog!”


  “You won’t even hug me anymore.” His tone became a pathetic whine. “I haven’t been held by anyone for almost a year.” He tried, timidly, to hug her, but she stepped nimbly out of his grasp.


  “I’m sorry. You’re literally not the same person anymore.”


  “But I am. Even if I have fur, I still am!”


  She looked away.


  “As far as dogs go, I think I’m pretty handsome,” he ventured.


  She didn’t smile. “So is Benji, Greg. I won’t sleep with him, either.”


  “That’s beside the point! And Benji’s a female,” he said, walking towards her. She almost flew towards the door, spinning back to face him warily. “Wait!” he said, running for her.


  Gretchen went out and slammed the door behind her.


  “I can’t sleep with a dog, can I?” he yelled, but there was no answer.


  He looked over at Seymour, Gretchen’s cat, who was not quite asleep on top on the television, and sighed. “You wouldn’t mind sleeping with me, would you, Seymour?” he asked, heading into the kitchen for coffee. He found the largest mug he owned, filled it, and headed back to the living room.


  Seymour blinked and rolled over as Newfield returned. Actually, Seymour belonged to Gretchen’s mother; he had come to stay with them “for a week or two” over a year ago and had simply never gone home. He was a somewhat nondescript orange tabby with an odd kink in his tail. If he had been spooked by Newfield’s sudden change in species, he had given no sign; in fact, he seemed to have become a little less aloof.


  “What do you think I am, an animal?” Seymour asked as Newfield sat down in front of the TV.


  “Of course not. I was just kidding,” Newfield said crossly. “I…” his voice trailed off. “You—uh—what did you just say?”


  “Meow,” repeated Seymour. Newfield shook his head and looked away, then suddenly realized that he understood the meow as, “I said, ‘What do you think I am, an animal?’ It was a joke.”


  “You spoke!”


  “This is true,” Seymour meowed, licking his left front paw.


  “You understand English!”


  “Can’t get one past you humans, eh? Actually, if you were still human, I’d get it past you easily. I don’t understand much English; my own language has only a few hundred words. There’s not much you have to say when you’re a cat.”


  “But—”


  “See, I’m not speaking English now; you understand what I’m saying, but not consciously, so your mind’s rationalizing it into full sentences. By the way, you drink too much of that stuff.”


  “You’ve been able to talk all this time?”


  “All animals talk.”


  “That’s fantastic,” he said, shaking his head. “How come you never talked before, then?”


  “I can’t talk to humans—only to you, and to other animals.”


  “You all understand each other’s language?”


  “No,” the cat said, seeming to sigh. “I’ve been trying to talk to you for a while, you know, but I couldn’t start this if I thought we’d be interrupted.”


  “Can I understand all animals?”


  “Most of them can understand you, too. Although most of them won’t understand as much English as I do.”


  “But you’re not…special?”


  “Of course I am. I’m a cat. But you’re the special one. You’re the first.”


  “The first wolfman?”


  “The first anthropomorph. And let me tell you it’s about time.”


  Newfield sipped his coffee, smiling; if he was finally cracking up, it was at least in an interesting manner.


  “Think of it as the next stage in evolution,” Seymour said patiently.


  “There’s no way evolution can explain this.”


  “Humans have learned that evolution comes in spurts, not a smooth cycle, right?”


  “I read that somewhere. If you’re just a normal cat, how do you know all this?”


  “Instinct.”


  “Uh-huh. This is a hell of a spurt.”


  “It has to be. Otherwise, it might be too late. What’s the goal of evolution?”


  “Survival of the fittest.”


  “Wrong. Equilibrium.”


  “That’s the same thing,” Newfield replied, uncertainly.


  “No. Evolution isn’t about individuals or species, it’s about the whole. That’s how it makes progress.”


  “It?”


  “Nature. God. Whatever. Animals were missing something. Then came humans.”


  “Higher up,” Newfield said.


  “Yes and no. Mostly, different. Animals can do some things you can’t.”


  “But you don’t even have opposable thumbs!”


  “But I have instincts humans don’t even have concepts for. Language is mostly instinct to me. Things you have to study, we can feel. A human couldn’t understand the way I talk and think any more than I could make the lights appear in this box I’m lying on. And despite what humans seem to think, no amount of study will make them understand.”


  “For the same reason you couldn’t learn to turn on a television by studying it; the equipment isn’t there.” The cat nodded. “But you couldn’t…” Newfield stopped. “What you’re trying to say is humans and animals are—two halves of one thing?”


  “Sort of.” Seymour groomed himself for a moment. “Maybe we were supposed to be, but you can see it didn’t happen. Don’t humans know they’re killing the world? What do they think’s going to happen when it’s dead?”


  “Some think we can stop it. A lot of us want to go off into space. There are other worlds out there, you know, and—”


  “You guys are getting ready to run before you can walk. And, you know, nature has ways of making sure that doesn’t happen.”


  “By turning me into a dog,” Newfield said skeptically. “You have a secret stash of catnip, don’t you?”


  “Look. From a single-species viewpoint, humans are the cat’s meow, but from a holistic viewpoint you guys are complete disasters. Having animals and humans separate is an evolutionary dead end. You’re a human merged with an animal. Hopefully we’ll get the best points of both and leave out as many faults as possible.”


  “But there aren’t any more of me.”


  “No, there probably are. For most humans the change will be a lot more gradual. You’re sort of an omen, a ‘get ready’ signal to the animal world. It’s all in motion now.”


  Newfield was silent for a moment, then looked at his coffee cup. “Maybe I am drinking too much of this.” He got up and walked slowly away from the cat, smiling an odd smile.


  • • •


  His sleep was sound, but he woke up full of questions. Were animals changing, too, or did they merge with humans? Did a dog disappear somewhere on the world the day he changed? Would all humans change? There were so many of them; would some die off, or would they be left by themselves? After it was all over, would there be any normal animals left? Perhaps humans would become the animals; he was shocked to realize the notion wasn’t shocking to him. He looked over at Seymour, sleeping on top of the dresser. Maybe it was all a dream. Of course, he had been telling himself that ever since the change. He went over to the cat and started to wake him up, but was stopped by Gretchen’s smell. He sat down on the bed and waited.


  He was surprised he saw her before he heard her; she moved almost silently into the room, jumping a little when she found him waiting. She had a suitcase in one hand. I know what’s coming, he thought wryly. This is the way these scenes always start out in the movies.


  “I’m leaving, Greg. I just can’t stand the…the stress anymore.”


  “You can’t stand the stress,” he echoed. “Refresh my memory. Which one of us suddenly found himself with the long ears and tail?”


  “You know damn well what I mean.”


  “You have a feather in your hair,” he said. She flicked it onto the floor impatiently. “Where are you going?”


  “I’ll go stay with my parents for a while—under the circumstances, I’m sure they’ll be happy to put me up. And I can finally return the damn cat to mother.”


  Seymour looked up from where he was curled and meowed. Greg didn’t hear it as English, but he could understand it nonetheless. It made him chuckle once.


  “It’s not funny, dammit!” Gretchen screamed, scooping up Seymour with her free hand. She moved with a curious grace Greg had never seen in three years of marriage.


  “No. I understand.” He flicked his ears. “But I’d like it if you could leave Seymour.”


  “He’s not our—your—cat. And mother has been pretty, well, pretty freaked by this all, you know. She doesn’t want him staying with you. I’m sorry. Not for the cat, I mean. For it all.”


  She almost looked it, he thought sourly. “I don’t blame you. Really. Go on.”


  “Goodbye, Greg.” She turned, shook her head—causing another feather to flutter to the carpet—and left.


  Greg watched her car drive away, then looked down at the two feathers. As he headed towards the kitchen, he started laughing.


  Travelling Music


  Okay, so doing seventy-five down a narrow two-lane road blasting “Born to Be Wild” from your stereo is a classic cliché. But seriously, can anyone really break the speed limit to Pachabel’s “Canon in D?”


  Besides, it just happened to be on the radio—and it’s not like a 1990 Nissan audio system can really blast anything too loudly (what, ten watts? Fifteen?). I don’t really like the damn song to begin with, but it fit my mood that night.


  In the days before I-4 crossed Florida from Tampa to Daytona, State Road 72 was a major corridor between the east and west coast. Now it’s a ghost highway. Heading east from Sarasota, you get past Myakka State Park and the world jumps back fifty years. Sawgrass plains and marsh surround you, pressing right up against the road and throwing vast openness against it in every tree, every cabbage palm, every hyacinth you race past. You only pass a few cars, a few pickup trucks, and more semis than either—the truckers know it’s still the fastest way to get things from south Tampa Bay to Palm Beach. The speed limit’s fifty-five, but even at sixty-five other vehicles will pass you, including the state troopers. They all have places to be going. I usually don’t. I just like driving.


  A learned elder once told me my weird habits (like driving long distances for no reason) came from having a weird name. “Spencer” gave me all sorts of trouble in elementary school—I don’t care what anyone tells you about children, they’re just plain obnoxious—but when I hit twenty, it dawned on me that most of humanity is too damn dull for its own good. The learned elder who told me the root of my weirdness, incidentally, is one of the most hopelessly dull people I’ve ever met.


  It was just past midnight and the moon was a day before full, bright enough to light the fields around me as I drove out of Myakka toward real cow country. I turned off the headlights experimentally. The road reflected back moonlight as pale grey. The first intersection in a half-hour, a county road leading off to one of Florida’s private Twilight Zones, passed to my left, and Steppenwolf faded off the radio. “We’re in the middle of an hour-long classic rock cruise,” the DJ intoned, “and ridin’ along with the Welch.” A hard-edged guitar and keyboard started, resolving into “Ebony Eyes,” a tune near the top of my list of Good Songs Radio Doesn’t Play Often Enough. I cranked the volume even more, straining the pancake-sized speakers to their limit, and sped up.


  I passed her during the second verse. My headlights were still off; when I realized someone was standing on the side of the road, I snapped them on again just as I raced by. I got a flash of dark skirt and top against golden skin, beautiful long brown hair and big eyes that might have been the ones “the Welch” wrote his song about. And an arm stuck out, thumb pointed upward.


  Now, as you might have guessed, hitchers aren’t too common on a road like S.R. 72, especially at fifteen past midnight somewhere equidistant from Sarasota, Arcadia and hell. No matter what direction she was going, she had thirty miles to go. Of course, she was walking in the direction I was coming from—on my side. Either she wasn’t very smart about hitchhiking, she was too desperate to be thinking, or she was a psychotic mass murderer waiting for an idiot like me to come along so she could stab me through the heart with a pair of scissors, ditch the car and body in a cow field on the other side of the state and hitchhike to Kansas.


  I slammed on the brakes and pulled over, then put the car in reverse and backed up slowly.


  I started to get out of the car just as she got within about ten feet of it, her body cast in the red glow of the tail lights. I turned around to greet her—and stopped, the words turning to prickly cotton in my mouth.


  She didn’t have golden skin at all. She had golden fur.


  And a golden muzzle, with a little black nose on the end of it, big almond- shaped dark eyes framed by her brown hair—mane? Even a long, fluffy tail perfectly matching her hair color. She might have stepped off the stage of “Cats,” but Andrew Lloyd-Webber would have killed for make-up that perfect.


  And something told me it wasn’t make-up.


  The tail flicked wildly as the expression on her feline face changed from relief to terror. She screamed—I wasn’t sure which was more unnerving, the almost-human quality of it or the faint growling undertone—and spun on one heel, fleeing into the darkness.


  “Wait!” I yelled, still half in the car. “Dammit.”


  I scrambled out and sprinted to the spot where she had been, the impressions of her high-heel shoes still in the grass. She could run that fast in heels? “Wait,” I said again, loudly but without conviction, then turned around and got back in the Stanza. The song finished, merging into Gary Wright’s “Dreamweaver.” I snapped it off and leaned back in my seat, turning off the engine and staring out the windshield.


  Cats didn’t stand on their legs and wear clothes…did they?


  “You spoke English,” a voice said faintly from behind me. I almost fell out of the car, spinning around again.


  She stood just at the edge of the light. Her eyes were not ebony, but a breathtaking dark emerald. She still looked terrified, her expression now registering not a simple fear for one’s safety but the more devastating fear for one’s sanity. Then it clicked: she had just expressed surprise that I spoke English…in English. I began to feel some of her fear myself.


  “Y-Yes,” I managed to produce on my third try. I got out of the car and stood up, not moving any closer to her.


  She looked me up and down, her expression fighting to stay neutral, her lower lip—if that was the right word—trembling violently. “How can you be speaking my language?”


  “I’ve…spoken it all my life.” I’m sure that helped her, right? Well, hell. How do you be tactful with an impossibility? “What are you?”


  She stared at me. “A cat.”


  Dammit, I can see that. “Yes. But you’re—you’re—you don’t look like a cat. Not the ones I know of.”


  She looked at me in uncomprehending terror, then gasped. “You look like Mihi!”


  “What?”


  “You’re a human.” She shook her head, the trembling of her lips racing down her body for an instant. “Where’d you come from?”


  I gaped at her.


  “Did you escape a lab somewhere, maybe?” She was looking down, talking rapidly. “I—I don’t know of anybody using humans for experiments, at least not like that, I mean you’re like something from a movie, although I guess you don’t—”


  “What the hell are you talking about?” I blurted.


  She jumped back, making a small squeaking noise.


  Then something else clicked; spiders ran down the inside of my spine. “Wait. I’m sorry. What do humans look like?”


  She looked puzzled. “Uh…Mihi is about this high at his shoulders.” She bent down, putting her hand a foot off the ground. “He’s, uh, furless, tailless…round head, pug nose, silly ears, uh…”


  “Does he walk on two legs or four?”


  “Four.”


  “And he doesn’t have opposable thumbs.”


  She shook her head negatively, eyes becoming impossibly wide.


  This made Mihi about the size and, I suspected, the shape of a chimpanzee. Except he wasn’t a chimp.


  The most probable explanation for what was happening was I had hit a tree about a half-hour ago and was experiencing uncannily realistic delusions brought about by massive blood loss. Or, maybe the entire road trip this time was a delusion. Or a dream. There, that must be it. I was dreaming I was in the middle of nowhere talking to a hitchhiker who happened to be a six-foot tall cat built like a model, who had just told me about Mihi…her pet human.


  If this was a dream, I should be able to control it. I willed a cup of coffee to appear in my hand.


  “What’s going on?” the cat asked, voice husky with the hysteria she was trying desperately to hold back.


  I thought about offering her the cup of coffee, except that it hadn’t appeared. This, I suspected, was a very bad sign.


  “I don’t know.”


  “You’re not some sort of—modified human?”


  Modified? “Are you some sort of modified cat?”


  She sucked in her breath, eyes narrowing.


  “I have a pet cat. About half the size your Mihi must be.”


  Her expression became angry. “You—”


  “He is your pet human, isn’t he?”


  She breathed deeply, fists clenched, then suddenly fell to the ground in a furry heap, tears flowing down her muzzle.


  “Do you know where you are?”


  “Sitting on the ground by Route 72, talking to something that only exists in cartoons,” she got out between sobs.


  “State Road 72?”


  She looked up and nodded.


  “It’s the same road for you?”


  “B-between Sarasota and Arcadia. Yes.”


  “You need to take 70 to get to Arcadia. That’s not important.” I closed the door of my car, leaning against it.


  “How did you know that?” she asked, standing up.


  “I could ask you the same question.”


  “I come down here three or four times a year. I’ve been doing it for the past five years. My parents live in Sarasota.”


  “I live there, too. Uh, you know, there aren’t any cats—like you—in Sarasota.”


  She looked blank, then suspicious. “Are you going to tell me it’s filled with anthropomorphic humans?”


  “‘Anthropomorphic humans?’” I repeated incredulously. “‘Anthro’ means human.”


  “It means cat. ‘Anthropomorphic’ is in the shape of a cat.” She buried her face in her hands. “You’re going to tell me Sarasota is filled with anthropomorphic humans.”


  “Just like the rest of the world.”


  “Oh, God,” she said, dragging the last word out into a wail. “This has got to be a—a dream.”


  “That’s what I think. Or thought. Or hope.” I cleared my throat. “But I think I’m dreaming you.”


  “Then am I in a world of humans like you, or are you in a world of cats like me?” she said.


  As someone who spends too much time reading science fiction, I had already been making up an explanation: my mysterious cat-person had entered our world, without realizing it, from a parallel earth where everything was just like it is here, except that cats and humans are somehow reversed. It hadn’t occurred to me that if everything that would have to be real for that to happen really was real, it could work both ways. I shoved the idea to the back of my mind; if I let it stay up front I’d lose the rationality I had now, and I suspected I’d need all of it.


  “Your car broke down somewhere on this road?”


  “It was running out of gas.”


  “I’m the first person you flagged down?”


  She nodded affirmatively.


  “If your car’s ahead of me, then why were you walking on this side of the road, flagging down people travelling toward it?”


  “The only gas station I know of is this way. A Union 71. Uh, and you were driving down the wrong side of the road.”


  She was right about the gas station, if five numbers off. “It’s at least ten miles to it. I have a full gas can in the car. I can take you back to your car and give you enough to get to the gas station. You have money?”


  “Yes—uh, well, I don’t know.” She held out a bill, her hand shaking slightly. She didn’t flinch when I walked over and took it, which made me feel absurdly relieved. The back of her hand—paw?— was furry, but the palm was a pad. Just like a cat’s. I shook my head and examined the fiver she had given me, then pulled out my own wallet, took one out, and silently handed both of them to her.


  The layout was identical down to the faint multicolor ink “weaving” under the green, the signatures and serial numbers in the right place. Both bills were series 1986. Hers had a different treasurer’s signature on it. The figures in the two portraits had different names but might almost have been illustrations of the same president, one as a bearded human, the other as a bewhiskered lion. Their eyes were the same.


  “What slaves did he free?” I asked wryly.


  She stared at the two bills. “Cheetah.”


  I took back my bill and put it back in my wallet, looking down at the ground, at my car’s tires, at her feet—great set of gams ya got there, considerin’ you’re a goddamn cat. I wished very strongly for that cup of coffee.


  “Well.” I opened the driver’s side door, got in, and unlocked the passenger side.


  She leaned against the side of the car, big eyes closed. “One of us shouldn’t be here.”


  “Either way, you can’t leave your car where it is now.”


  She wasn’t listening; her ears were pricked up (really pricked up, for God’s sake), her body taut, staring into the distance. Then I heard it—an approaching car. The lights came around a curve in the distance; I stuck my head out of my window and watched it approach as closely as she did.


  The lights came closer, agonizingly slowly, and resolved into the headlamps of an old pickup truck. It was on the left side of the road.


  My heart skipped a beat, then another, as the truck drifted serenely into the other lane, back again, and back to the right once more. Then I heard the cat’s soft whimper. The truck rambled by at about forty per. The driver was a textbook Florida redneck down to the plaid shirt and Budweiser baseball cap, and he was quite human.


  She watched the truck recede into the distance, and was silent for a long time. Then the door opened and she got in without speaking. Her hands were shaking so much she could barely fasten the seatbelt.


  I started the engine and pulled back onto the road. “Tell me when we get close.” I turned the radio on, softly this time; whispers of Phil Collins’ “In the Air Tonight” drifted through the cabin.


  About ten minutes up the road, she said, her voice just barely audible over the music, “Slow down.”


  I did so. We came to a dirt path heading intodots nothing. “Down here.”


  “This isn’t a road,” I said, pulling over to the side and stopping the engine. I reached in the back and pulled out the gas can.


  “I got my car down with no problem.”


  The path was barely wide enough for two people walking side by side; it stopped about twenty feet away from the road, next to a lonely power meter inexplicably attached to a telephone pole. There was an outlet at the base of the pole. Was the meter for the outlet? I shook my head; the mysteries of Florida Power & Light were not meant for mortal comprehension.


  “This way,” she said. She had walked past the end of the road, through a maze-like passage between stands of cabbage palms, past a clump of the ugliest excuse for oak trees I’ve ever seen and into a pristine field of weeds. The weeds looked like they hadn’t seen human (or whatever) visitors for millennia. Their peace had come to an abrupt end, however, when the cat had parked her Porsche on top of them.


  “That’s your car?” I said. It was a 928S4, metallic blue, sparkling in the moonlight, windows tinted to near blackness. “You drove an eighty-thousand dollar car into the middle of a cabbage palm thicket?”


  “It was better than leaving it alone in the worst part of Florida!”


  “This is far from the worst part.” I walked over to it. “Can you unlock the gas filler?”


  She did so. I removed the cap and emptied my gas can into her tank, then closed everything back up.


  “Okay. That’s not enough to get where you’re going—just to the gas station. I’ll have to pay for you.”


  “I don’t know where I’m going after the gas station!”


  I froze, almost hitting myself in the head with the gas can. Stupid, stupid, stupid. She didn’t have any parents to go to in this world’s Sarasota.


  I rubbed my head. “Maybe you should follow me home, and we can try to figure out what to do in the morning.”


  “Aren’t you on your way somewhere?”


  “Nowhere important,” I said with a shrug. “It’s only a half-hour or so back to my apartment.”


  She shook her head and fell silent.


  “Do you have any better ideas?”


  “No,” she said. She opened her door and sighed, her tail stirring the air languidly, then got in.


  “Oh,” I said. She paused. “What’s your name?”


  “Reli.” She rhymed it with Kelly.


  “I’m Spencer,” I said.


  “Spencer,” she repeated. She smiled slightly, not long enough to hide the terror still under the surface, then closed the door and started her engine. Something glinted in the brush near the car for a moment as the lights hit it, perhaps the eyes of some startled animal.


  I walked back to my car, got it going and turned around; by the time I hit the pavement, her 928S4 was right behind me. Thankfully, she didn’t seem to have any problem staying on the right side of the road.


  It was about ten minutes later when we pulled into the gas station. I went inside and paid for ten gallons, then went back out and pumped the gas for Reli, who stayed in her car.


  As I returned the nozzle to the pump, she rolled down her window. “Thank you,” she said.


  “This isn’t that much,” I said.


  “Really? What would have happened if someone else had found me?” she asked. “Would they have helped, or would they have taken me to a lab somewhere?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “What would have happened if I had been the one in the wrong world?”


  “I’d be the one taking you home.” She smiled.


  I smiled back awkwardly. Then I got in my car and pulled back onto 72, heading back toward Sarasota, the radio still on and a Porsche with a driver from another world following at four car-lengths.


  About forty minutes later, we sat down on the floor in front of the couch—a place everyone seems to find more comfortable than the couch itself—and regarded each other over cups of hot chocolate: a twenty-three year old liberal arts major and the Catwoman from Mars.


  Reli had a small overnight bag with her, since she had packed for her trip to her parents’ house. “They’ve got to be wondering where I am now,” she said softly, ears down.


  “Only if time moves the same speed in your world as it does here. Maybe you’ll go back and no time will have passed.”


  “But I’m not from a different world, not really, am I?” She looked across at me, hands on her knees, big eyes even bigger. “It’s the same world. But your species and mine are in two different…places.”


  “I suppose so.” I stared down into my mug. “Evolutionarily, that doesn’t make much sense. Cats don’t have the same niche we do. I mean, primates are omnivores, cats are—”


  “Omnivores,” she said. “Cats are omnivores. And humans don’t have opposable thumbs like we do.”


  “Primates don’t make tools?”


  She shook her head wonderingly.


  “So our two worlds—dimensions, whatever—shared the same planet, and the same evolution except for a few changes millions of years ago. Very, very minor changes.”


  Reli sipped her hot chocolate, getting a bit of foam on her nose. She flicked it off with a finger, then set the mug down on the coffee table and hugged her legs to her chest. “Does this happen with every animal? A different earth with a different dominant species? All in the same time and place but separated by…something else?”


  “Well, the question we need to worry about is how you managed to cross that something else, so we can figure out how to get you back.” I stood up and stretched. “The only thing you did different on this trip was to pull off in that weed patch, wasn’t it?”


  She nodded. “It seems pretty incredible to think that did it, though.”


  “Chaos theory in action? I don’t know. It’s the only clue we have to go on. Right now, we both need some sleep. At least I do.”


  Reli sighed and nodded again. “I do, yes.” She stretched, yawning wide, and rose to her feet, picking up her bag.


  “You can take the bed. I’ll sleep on the couch.”


  She walked to the open bedroom door, movement silent and fluidly graceful. “You don’t have to do that.”


  “Oh, it’s not a problem.”


  “Well, your bed looks like it’s big enough for two.”


  I stared at her, momentarily wordless.


  Reli looked baffled in return for a second, then put a hand on her hip. “I just mean sleeping,” she said, sounding either amused at me or exasperated. Or both. “We are two different species.”


  “Yes, uh, well.” I cleared my throat. “We’re also two different sexes, and we just met, and…and.”


  “And it’d violate your sense of propriety.” Definitely amused now.


  I sighed. “I suppose so, yes. Yes.”


  She stepped in the bedroom and closed the door halfway, looking back over her shoulder with a tired smile. “I’m not sure whether to be shocked or flattered, Spencer.” She shut the door completely.


  Neither am I, I thought to myself. I didn’t want Reli to think I thought she was attractive—the last thing she needed was the worry that not only was she out of her normal reality, she was trapped there with a cartoon human pervert.


  I finished my own cup of chocolate, dropped both mugs into the kitchen sink and threw myself onto the couch.


  About five minutes later, I heard a scratching at the door. I opened it and Belladonna raced in, heading toward the food cabinet and looking at it impatiently. I sighed, locked the front door, fed the damn cat a midnight snack and threw myself onto the couch again. Belladonna followed suit by throwing herself onto my chest, purring loudly.


  I didn’t want the Siamese’s attention right then, but I’ve never been able to resist a purring cat, so I kissed her on the nose and stroked her back. Then I started to wonder if Reli’s fur would feel the same way. I couldn’t imagine what her reaction would be if I asked to pet her, but I didn’t think it would be very pleasant.


  I pushed Donna aside and rolled over, my face against the back of the couch. My sleep was fitful, filled with disturbing dreams I couldn’t remember clearly.


  I woke up at about eight the next morning. It was a Saturday; usually I wasn’t up on weekends until noon, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep. The Siamese watched me from the coffee table, still looking reproachful over being pushed off the couch.


  I put on some coffee and rummaged through the refrigerator, producing four eggs and some bacon. Reli came out just after I had brought in the paper, poured myself a cup and sat down on the couch. She didn’t say anything, but just sat beside me, one leg drawn up on the couch and the other stretched out alongside it, and rubbed her eyes sleepily.


  Her hair was a mess and her fur was ruffled, the blue nightgown she was wearing tied loosely around her waist, falling off one shoulder and almost—not quite—exposing one breast, the bottom riding high up on one thigh. She didn’t appear to be conscious of the pose, but I abruptly found myself shivering, reacting in a way that should clearly have been reserved for human women—and ones doing far steamier things than just sitting with one leg nearly touching mine. Reli didn’t notice my physical reaction, but when I did, I cleverly responded by dropping my coffee cup into my lap. “Shit,” I said suavely, jumping away from the couch.


  “God, are you all right?” Reli jumped up, holding me steady.


  “I’m fine,” I said, running to the bathroom and pulling off the pants. Fine, fine. Except for a sudden, serious lust for a cat-woman, I’m perfectly normal. Fine.


  “Are you sure you’re okay?” Reli’s voice came from outside the door.


  “Yes, I’m perfectly n…fine,” I gritted, slipping into another pair of underwear and pants. When I stepped out again, Reli was trying to keep a concerned expression on her face but was clearly about to burst out laughing. I hurried past her to the kitchen, hoping my face wasn’t the bright red it felt.


  “Do you mind if I get some coffee?” she asked, leisurely following me.


  “No.” I watched her pour the cup and head back to the couch.


  I started to feel angry with myself, angry for finding the conversation last night so easy, angry for the thoughts of attraction I’d had at first sight of. Angry that I was angry over them. I refuse to believe in love at first sight. I was all too aware that what I had just felt had a heaping measure of lust, even if my mind was stubbornly insisting there was more to it.


  If Reli could have known what was going through my mind then, would she have been repulsed?


  Would she be right to?


  I fixed breakfast quickly, bringing out both plates of bacon and eggs and setting them on the coffee table. By this time, Reli had dressed, in a loose, sleeveless light blue blouse and tight grey pants that were almost, but not quite, jeans. They looked like denim but they were lighter, woven loosely to let air circulate through her fur. Light filtered through the few parts not hugging her curves.


  “You cook?” she said, sounding genuinely taken aback.


  “Not much, but some guys can use more than the microwave,” I said with a grin.


  She laughed, looking self-conscious. “Some girls can’t. Thank you.” She took the plate and started to eat.


  Then she froze. Belladonna, had emerged from the utility room and was heading toward the couch.


  “That’s—a cat, isn’t it?” she whispered.


  I nodded. Donna wandered up to Reli, who remained stock still, and looked up and yowled inquiringly. The big cat reached down to the little one with a trembling hand and stroked it timidly. The Siamese started purring.


  “She doesn’t see you as an animal, I guess,” I said. “You’re just a different kind of person.”


  Reli looked up. “And what about you?”


  I looked down, biting back hordes of responses from flippant one-liners to sudden confessions of…strong like. “I think she’s very perceptive.”


  Reli considered the response, then smiled. I breathed a silent sigh of relief. “You like cats?”


  “I’ve always liked cats,” I said. “Belladonna takes advantage of that way too often.”


  Reli raised her eyebrows.


  I laughed. “She can be a hell of a nuisance sometimes. But when she rubs up against me and starts purring, she has her way with me every time.”


  She laughed, too. “Mihi is like that. Always into everything. But his skin is so soft…” She trailed off, then shook her head and pushed the plate away. “When should we be leaving?”


  “As soon as you’re ready,” I said.


  If any of my neighbors in the apartment noticed the unusual sight Reli presented, walking in the bright Florida summer sun to a car that easily cost three times any other vehicle on the lot, they made no comment. Most of them probably wouldn’t be up before noon on Saturday, either.


  “I suppose you wouldn’t like to race there,” she said as she got in her car.


  “Yeah, right,” I snorted, dropping into my Stanza. It may make twice the MPG hers does, but it’d have trouble taking on a Ford Escort.


  The drive out was uneventful. I’m not sure what I was expecting in the way of events, of course. The road between Myakka and the mysterious patch was unusually busy; we must have seen over a dozen cars in the near-hour long trip.


  Both of us parked in the glade itself. Reli navigated the cabbage palms at twice the speed I did and didn’t disturb a single frond.


  “So now what?” she said when I got out of my car.


  “We look for something weird.” I scanned around briefly. Yep, looked like an ugly weed patch to me.


  “This is where your car stopped yesterday?” I pointed to a flattened area of grass by a stand of trees. “Looks like you hit something.”


  “It was dark. I hit two things, a cabbage palm and something else. What was it?”


  I nudged a splintered tree stump with my shoe. The stump was about a foot wide and fragmented, a rotting chunk lying on its side with two or three roots still anchored, the others sticking straight up. “Old oak tree, probably hit by lightning decades ago. All it had was this stump.”


  “Oak trees live a long time, don’t they?” She bent down by the stump. “This one would have had to been very old to be that wide.”


  “Hundreds of years.”


  “And it’s been dead for a long time since. She brushed at the dirt where the stump had been. “Look at this.”


  I knelt and looked down at the dirt. She had brushed the remaining sand and wood chips off of a highly polished, silvery-black disc about a half-foot across; a straight line was engraved from one side to the other, through the center. “It looks like a solar cell,” I said after a moment.


  “Those are fragile, aren’t they?”


  “Uh…yes,” I said, trying to figure out where she was going.


  “This isn’t. And I think it goes down quite a way.” She pulled back from it and looked up at me. “This thing hadn’t seen light for five or six hundred years until last night’s moon.”


  I thought for a moment. “Did you hit the cabbage palm before or after you hit this?”


  “Before.”


  “How soon?”


  “Just a second.”


  “Okay. You were coming this way”—I traced back along the path toward the road—”so it would have to be along this line. Left or right side?”


  “Uh…left, just like the stump.”


  I looked along the line of cabbage palms she should have run into. All were perfectly healthy. “You see the one you hit?”


  She stood up. “I remember seeing it in my rearview mirror.” She went over to one of the palms and looked at it. “This one, I think.” She looked back at me, confused.


  “You hit the cabbage palm in your dimension. You hit the oak stump in this one. Or in both.”


  “Then the solar cell—or whatever—brought me here?”


  “We can’t convict it yet, but there’s a whole lot of circumstantial evidence pointing to it. Drive back over it.”


  “What?”


  “Drive back over it.”


  She looked at me, then got in her car and carefully rolled over the disc. Nothing happened.


  “Hmm,” I repeated. “I’m willing to bet this thing’s the trigger. Some condition isn’t being met.”


  “Maybe it really is a solar cell,” she said. “It gathers power during the day and you can only use it at night.”


  “It hadn’t seen any sun for hundreds of years when you hit it last night,” I pointed out.


  “True.” She ran a hand through her hair. “Do you have a better theory?”


  “No.” I sighed. “Just more questions. Who built this? When? Why? Does it go anywhere else?”


  “You think we can find any of those answers?” She crossed her arms.


  “I don’t know.” I slumped against my car.


  Reli crossed over to me and put her arm around my shoulder. I tried not to stiffen. “Well, if we’re going to wait until the evening to try this again, I don’t want to stay here,” she said. She unfairly used the three inches or so she had on me to push me toward her car, then opened the left side door for me.


  “What do you have in mind?” I said, looking around the cabin. I expected to be facing the steering wheel and control panel, but there they all were on the right side. I noticed a Passport radar detector—no, something that looked just like one but in a milk-white case—clipped to the driver’s visor. Reli climbed in and shut her door, somehow starting the ignition and fastening her seatbelt in one motion.


  “As long as I’m on a parallel dimension, I’d like to see more of it than a cow pasture,” she said. The windows rolled up electrically, and the Porsche made its bumpy way back to the road. “I want to see your West Palm Beach.”


  I fastened my seatbelt, then looked at her in surprise. “Don’t you think that’s a little…dangerous?”


  “Probably,” she said.


  “I’m being serious, Reli. What do you plan to do if a cop or some National Enquirer-reading redneck cruises by and sees you?”


  “They can’t see through the tint.” She stopped the car on the road, pointed east.


  “What if they do?”


  She brushed back her hair and smiled a beautiful, innocent smile at me as she shifted into first. Then she floored the engine and popped the clutch. I was slammed back into the seat, my sight dimming momentarily; the only sensation was the sound of squealing rubber. When my vision returned a few seconds later, the speedometer was at 50 and still climbing faster than mine did off the starting line. “We outrun them,” Reli said, reaching up and clicking on the radar detector.


  “Help,” I said, checking my belt again. Reli leveled off her speed at 120. “Is that thing in miles per hour?”


  “Yes.”


  I looked out the window. The cypress swamp was almost a blur; I looked back to see the rear end of a pickup truck approaching in our lane. The turn signal came on a split second before Reli switched lanes; there was just enough time to see the face of a befuddled hick behind the wheel before we were back in the correct lane and the front of the truck was rapidly receding in the rearview mirror.


  “You know, we just passed him with a greater relative speed than his actual one.”


  Reli flashed me an amused isn’t it great? expression.


  “Okay, fine,” I sighed. “Do you drive like this all the time?”


  “It makes the road go by faster.”


  Yes, by a factor of two. I stared back out at the window. Well, I had always fantasized about a car that could go that fast; after getting over the shock of actually doing it, I decided my imagination hadn’t done the ride justice.


  The blur outside became brighter and wind started rushing through the cabin as the window silently slid down. Reli had opened both of them fully.


  “Are you nuts?” I shouted over the wind.


  Reli’s hair whipped behind her in the wind, framing her golden face in chocolate brown silk. “When we get to a town, I’ll close the windows,” she shouted back. She smiled that wonderful mischievous smile again, and I mentally kicked myself for finding her fanglike canines cute.


  We remained silent for another five minutes, until I asked, “What are you going to do once you get there?”


  She laughed, and rolled the windows back up so we could talk rather than yell. “I don’t know. I thought we could drive by where I live. At least, where I should be living.” Her expression grew distant. “I suppose this is pretty silly, isn’t it? But I don’t want to think about tonight.”


  “About going back?” I said with surprise.


  “About not going back. We don’t really know if that thing opened a gateway, or if it’ll be that simple to go through it again. We don’t know how or why I got here.”


  “Crossing dimensions should violate a few physical laws,” I said. I had been following her, honestly, but somewhere at the word “gateway” I took a tangential road. So I don’t think linearly.


  “Why?”


  “If you’re from a different universe, you shouldn’t be able to get here without an equivalent amount of matter or energy being transferred the other way.”


  “Well, I’m here. Maybe it doesn’t work that way.”


  “I think it has to work that way.”


  “Maybe I’m not from a different universe in that sense. Or maybe conservation of energy is about the total in all the universes, not just one. Or maybe it just doesn’t work the way you and I think.” She laughed. “Physical laws are only immutable until the day somebody pops out, proves them wrong and makes the next generation develop the next set of immutable laws. Well, here I am.”


  “Then you know about conservation of energy?”


  She snorted. “Yes. And quantum mechanics, relativity, tachyon engines.”


  “Tachyon engines?”


  “Just kidding.” She grinned evilly. “I saw your books and figured you were a science fiction fan.”


  I rolled up my window and leaned my side against the door, my right knee nearly touching the gearshift as I looked at her. “Are you?”


  “I don’t know.” She rolled up her window, too, and the cabin quieted. “A lot of what I’ve tried to read is like only big ideas—there’s no character development, no romance. That’s fine for an adventure game but not so great for a story.”


  “You play computer games, too.”


  She shrugged. “Some, yeah.”


  I sighed faintly and looked out the window again. This was so unfair, it had to prove there was a God, and that He had one damn sick sense of humor.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing.” I shook my head and smiled a little. “Earlier you said, ‘how or why I got here,’ didn’t you?”


  “Yes. I guess ‘why’ sounds odd, but I think everything happens for a reason.”


  “Then why do you think you’re here?”


  “I don’t know.” She flicked the wheel to one side and back again, passing a couple in a Tercel who watched the Porsche rocket past as if it had flown off the last reel of Close Encounters of the Third Kind. “Maybe I won’t know until I get back. Maybe I’ll find out before I leave.” Her voice was cheerful, but she was biting her lower lip, a shadow visible behind her bright eyes again: what if she couldn’t leave?


  We drove on in silence, now heading down SR 70. When we reached Arcadia’s city limits she dropped down to 65 for the 45 mph zone. It felt as if we were standing still.


  “Do you mind if I put on some music?”


  “What?” I looked over at Reli. She was holding a compact disc in one hand. I noticed, for the first time, her fingernails were pointed and thick, developing into near-claws at the end. “Weird question. Are your claws retractable?”


  She lowered the disc and gave me a look, ears flattening slightly. “I don’t have claws.”


  “Sorry, and I’ll take that as a no. Go right ahead. Please.”


  Reli looked at me a moment longer and shook her head, then put the disc into the stereo. The system’s brand name was “Telan-QWI”; it was snow white, with translucent blue buttons. It only appeared to have one band, labeled “KMt,” and had more controls than some mixing decks I’ve seen. I suspected their human-world counterpart only advertised in obscure audiophile magazines and charged more for a set of speakers than I’d make in two or three months at the convenience store.


  The stereo’s display came to life with an unsettlingly normal LCD display reading “12 Tr 63:47,” followed shortly by “1 Tr 0:00.” The track timer started running and the cabin suddenly boomed with a chord from a pipe organ. A violin started very softly under the organ, playing low notes against the unchanging hollowness of the pipes, then rose in an incredibly intricate, haunting melody. The notes of the organ started to fade away as the violin’s last bars were repeated again an octave lower and at twice the tempo over a seat-shaking drum opening. Two measures later the guitar and synthesizer started, picking up the riff. The percussion slid into a drum line that would have made Neal Peart break into a cold sweat.


  “I don’t know if you like this kind of music,” Reli said, reaching to turn down the volume. The lead vocal began, female, a low, strong voice with Bowie’s phrasing, starting to sing of castles and storms and the frailty of humans—or cats—with perfect clarity.


  I reached out to intercept her hand. “You don’t have to turn it down. Whoever they are, they’re incredible. The drummer is amazing.” My palm pushed across the back of her hand for an instant; the fur was Persian soft.


  She stared at our two hands without moving hers, her mouth slightly open, and I saw a flash of her tongue. Then she dropped her hand to the gearshift and seemed to almost pull herself back to the car, staring fixedly out the windshield. “Yes, she is. They’re called Obsidian Rose.”


  I watched Reli’s face, hardly daring to breathe. Was that a reaction to our touch? Had it even happened? If it had, and it was…


  But how could she be attracted to a human? How could you be attracted to a cat, blockhead? Maybe both of you are perverts. My mind chased its own tail, or perhaps chased Reli’s, for long minutes as the road flew by.


  We were in West Palm Beach before the Obsidian Rose album finished. I’d never have dreamed of making it across the state in ninety-odd minutes, but then again, I’d never have averaged 110 miles per.


  “So where are we going?” It was the first thing either of us had said since that electric touch; she seemed to have been thrown into thought over it as much as I was.


  “I live in Briarwood. It’s off of U.S. 1. Or at least, it is in my West Palm.” She looked over at me worriedly.


  “It is here, too.” It wasn’t the most expensive subdivision in West Palm Beach, not by a long shot, but that still meant they charged almost as much for a bare lot as the places I was used to would charge for a house. “You don’t live alone here, do you?”


  She sighed. “My parents retired to Sarasota when I went to college, so the place is only occupied three months every year. Although now I’m out of school, so I guess it has a permanent resident.”


  “And they gave you the old house.”


  “As long as I take care of it.”


  “Must be nice.” We turned onto U.S. 1, now firmly surrounded by traffic. Few spared the car more than a second glance; Reli’s confidence in her window tinting appeared well-placed.


  “They bought me the car two summers ago.” She sighed. “They’ll give me anything money can buy.”


  I laughed. “Most people wouldn’t say that was so bad, Reli.”


  “I don’t want to be a rich bitch,” she snarled. The unexpected tone made me want to back the window. “That’s what they call me at school. Not to my face, but I hear about it.


  “I don’t know anything useful.” She was suddenly talking faster, angrily. “I couldn’t have made breakfast this morning like you did, you know that? If this thing gets a flat tire, I can’t change it. My parents couldn’t do it, either. They’d just pay somebody to. Who needs skills when you can buy people who’ll have them for you?” She threw herself down in the driver’s seat, brow furrowed. I could almost see two little trails of steam rising from her flattened ears.


  “Your life can’t be all that bad. I can only dream of doing the things you probably take for granted.”


  “That’s my point, Spencer. I don’t want to be taking them for granted.” Her voice was almost a hiss. “People I want to be friends with don’t trust me, because they think I’m looking down on them for not being in my social class. The people who are in my social class are shallow idiots. And the only difference between them and me is that they like being shallow idiots.”


  “Take it easy,” I said, reaching out and stroking one of her shoulders. The moment I touched her fur I felt the electricity again, but I willed it away; this wasn’t the time. “Being rich doesn’t mean you have to be a shallow idiot.”


  “How many rich people do you know?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “A few? How many of them are interesting?”


  “Uh—”


  “I mean, really interesting. How many of them are fun to be with? How many would you go looking for when you wanted to do something? How many of them do you have fun with just being around? None.”


  I knew what I wanted to say, but a little voice inside my head warned me to keep my mouth shut. I took a deep breath and, for once, overrode my social risk avoidance system. “That’s not true, Reli. I’m with one right now.”


  Reli looked startled. Then, for a few seconds, the most adorable shade of red shone through the fur on her muzzle, and she smiled, taking my hand in hers and squeezing lightly for a moment. “Thank you.”


  It was only ten more minutes to Briarwood, and another five minutes of driving down gently curving streets lined with expensive, well-manicured homes that were all one of three basic shapes. There are a lot of things I like about Florida, but architectural originality isn’t one of our strong points.


  We stopped in front of an obnoxious mint-green home with a two-car garage, a BMW parked in the driveway, and a little kid playing on the lawn. “My God.” Reli rolled down her window and stuck her head out, looking at the house. “This is the right address. 2530 Azalea Court. But the house is…”


  “Different?”


  “Ugly. It’s supposed to be shorter than that, with a little garage. Brick, not painted concrete. No stupid arch on the porch.” She leaned out further, scrutinizing the humans’ aesthetic values and shaking her head sadly.


  The little boy, no more than five, was gaping at Reli’s visage with an expression of pure, unabashed puzzlement. “You probably shouldn’t have the window rolled down like that,” I said nervously.


  “And they’re yuppies, too. Yuppies suck,” Reli continued.


  The child suddenly ran toward the car, having made a positive ID of the driver. “Kitty!” he called gleefully.


  “Kitty?” Reli repeated, glancing down at the child and then at me. The child’s mouth dropped open when she spoke.


  “It’s another word for cat.”


  “Heathcliff?” the child inquired doubtfully. Reli glanced at me again.


  “Not worth the explanation,” I sighed. “We should move on before the kid’s parents come out.”


  The boy walked closer to the car and reached up to Reli with both hands. “Kitty,” he said again, apparently deciding Reli didn’t fit Heathcliff’s parameters closely enough. “Kiss kitty cat.” He tried to jump into the car.


  Reli reached down and lifted the child up with both hands. He promptly kissed her on the nose and tried to pull her hair. She disentangled his hands and licked his cheek, and he made an amazing hiccup/giggle noise and stared at her as if she was the Lady of the Lake handing him Excalibur. Then she set him down and rolled up the window; the car pulled away from the curb silently. He was still visible in the rear window, staring at the car wide-eyed.


  “I suppose you think that was kind of silly,” she said, smiling.


  “The word I was thinking of was ‘foolhardy.’” I figured the kid was going to go to his parents, tell them about the pretty cat lady who kissed him and start an awful fight about whether putting him in that accelerated-learning nursery school had done more harm than good. Then I tried, unsuccessfully, not to be jealous of the snotty little brat.


  “No harm done,” she said.


  I grunted.


  As we waited at a stoplight to turn back onto U.S. 1, she looked at me. “So now what?”


  “I don’t know. We could get some lunch.” I paused. “No, we couldn’t, could we?” I grinned ruefully. “You make an awfully inconvenient date.”


  She laughed. “Maybe we’ll learn how to control the gate and find some world where both my type of cat and your type of human mix without raising eyebrows.”


  “I don’t think there’s going to be a world like that.”


  “Hey, I don’t think there’s going to be a world like this, but I’m here. At this point anything’s possible.”


  I laughed. “I suppose.”


  “This place has a drive-up window. What’s their food like?” she said, slowing down as we approached a McDonald’s.


  “You don’t have McD’s?”


  “We have lots of fast food,” she said defensively. “I’ve just never eaten any.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  Reli poked me in the side. “How’s the damn food?”


  I squirmed away from her as the poke turned into a tickle. “Quick, cheap, and boring.”


  “Well, since you’re going to have to pay for me, and pay for gas, cheap is good.” She swung into the drive through lane about twice as fast as she should have, bringing the car to a stop in front of the speaker so gracefully I didn’t even feel a bump. I’ve always been jealous of people who could do that.


  “Welcome to McDonald’s. Can I take your order, please?” the speaker said from my side as I rolled down the window. “Just a minute,” I responded.


  Reli looked at the menu board. “What’s a hamburger?”


  “Cooked beef patties on a bun. You don’t have them, either?”


  “Oh. We just call them fry patties. Get me one with cheese?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” I said, turning back towards the speaker. “I’d like two Quarter Pounders with cheese, one with extra pickles, two regular French fries and two large Cokes.” Reli pulled forward on the speaker’s command.


  The man taking the money was busy with another order and barely looked at my hands when he was taking the money. We pulled forward to the second window.


  “That’s two Quarters, two regular fries, two large Cokes,” the girl there said unnecessarily, handing me both Cokes. I tried to block her view of Reli, an attempt that failed miserably when Reli leaned across me to take the sandwich bag.


  “Oh, wow!” the clerk said, bending down at the counter to get a closer look. “Are you in some kind of show?”


  “Reli!” I started to hiss. She dug her nails into my leg to shut me up. It worked.


  “It’s a good costume, isn’t it?” Reli said smoothly, leaning across me again and smiling, thankfully without showing any teeth.


  “That’s wild.” She handed me the bag containing the fries and burgers. “How’d they make your nose move like that when you speak?”


  “Duct tape,” she replied cheerfully, pulling away from the booth.


  Both the girl and another worker had their heads out the window staring at the car. Reli rolled down her window just enough to stick her arm out and waved at them, then closed both windows.


  “Don’t do that! And dammit, those are claws!” I snapped, rubbing my leg.


  She looked at me and burst out laughing. I did my best to look stern but only made her laugh harder.


  “This isn’t that bad,” she said a few minutes later, nibbling on the Quarter Pounder. She took a sip of her Coke and regarded the cup for a few seconds as if it wasn’t quite what she had expected, then downed the rest of the burger in under a minute.


  We drove around West Palm a little more, Reli commenting on every sight that wasn’t the same as the ones she was used to, then stopped and refilled her tank. I was beginning to be glad I had gotten paid yesterday.


  The trip back to Sarasota was quiet; she drove at a more leisurely 75, and I reclined my seat back and dozed off.


  When I awoke, the car was stopped; Reli’s seat was reclined back, too, and she was turned on her side, facing me. Watching me sleep? She was studying me awfully intently.


  I opened my eyes slowly, meeting hers. I became aware of birdsong outside, and the light had the deep amber of dusk. We were back in the glade, by the gateway. Neither of us spoke for what seemed like a full minute.


  “Sleep well?” she said softly.


  “I did.” I sat up; she remained reclined, watching me. “How long have we been here?”


  “Ten, fifteen minutes,” she said. “I didn’t want to wake you up. You’ve been through almost as much as I have, I guess.” She brought her seat up, too, and sighed, looking out the window at the scrub forest. “It’s almost time.”


  “Don’t be nervous,” I said, patting her shoulder again.


  “That’s easy to say.” She took my hand in both of hers, moving it to her lap. “I’m getting ready to leave, and I still don’t know very much about you, Spencer.”


  “There’s not that much to know. I’m a fundamentally boring person.” I laughed, although the way she held my hand was making it awfully difficult to concentrate. “I’m a liberal arts major, and I work as a clerk at a convenience store. Hopefully that’s not what my degree’s preparing me for once I graduate. What else? I don’t have that many friends and the ones that I have are weird, in a good way. I read too much science fiction and not enough literature. I’d like to make movies someday, although I don’t know if I’d want to write or direct or both. I like driving but can’t afford to do it that much on my salary. And that’s about it.”


  “No girlfriend?”


  I swallowed, and tried to answer casually. “No…no. A couple dates now and then. I don’t feel like I quite fit in the social scene at my college.”


  “You’re too romantic.”


  I blinked. “What makes you say that?” That was something I’d thought, but only privately; I’d suspected it was more cynicism borne of frustration than an accurate statement.


  She cocked her head, smiling. “I don’t know. Just an impression. You’re very much the old-fashioned gentleman aspiring debutantes profess to be looking for, even though they’re more concerned with old-fashioned money than gallantry.”


  I smiled back. “Are you a debutante?”


  “No.” She laughed. “I guess I’m not, even when I try.” The sun had disappeared behind the line of trees; the moon now shone just above the east horizon.


  “Reli,” I asked suddenly, “Do you believe in love at first sight?”


  “No,” she replied softly, looking off into the trees. “But I think I believe in love in a day.”


  We fell silent again. After another minute passed she squeezed my hand and moved it back to my lap, then got out of the car.


  I did, too, and walked to the disc, then cautiously touched a finger to it. The disc sparked purple, and I jerked my finger back.


  Reli turned abruptly and crossed over to me. “Are you all right?”


  “I’m fine, yeah.” I looked around. A few seconds of hunting produced an almost-round rock. I rolled it gently towards the disc. When the rock touched it, the disc glowed purple; as it rolled off, the disc became black again, and the rock became transparent.


  Reli stood up and crossed over to stand by me, then walked over to the rock. “Where’d it go?” she suddenly said.


  “It’s right there,” I said. “You’re standing by it.”


  “No, I’m not.”


  I walked slowly towards her. When I passed the disc, the rock disappeared from my vision. “A-ha,” I said. “There’s a—a kind of window around the disc.” I crossed back over to it. “If I look across the line on the disc as if it was the window’s bottom edge, I can see the rock. But from where you are, I can’t see it at all.”


  “That’s—” Her gaze sharpened, and she moved towards me, staring at the “window.” Then she gasped. “I can see the cabbage palm.”


  I crossed over to her side and looked in the direction she was pointing. The view was the same as it had been on the disc’s other side looking towards the road, except that now the ghostly image of a squashed cabbage palm was superimposed over one of the whole ones.


  “Then that is it,” I said excitedly. “All you have to do to get back is to drive over the disc in that direction!”


  She smiled, then bit her lip. “Do humans have the ability to make something like this? A gateway between worlds?”


  “Not that I know of.”


  She shook her head slowly. “Neither do cats.”


  “Then someone—else built it, I guess,” I said. “Like I said yesterday, there’s a lot of questions. Like you said, we’re not going to find most of the answers. But we found the important one.”


  Reli looked at me, then stepped toward the cabbage palm, one foot coming down firmly on the disk. It flashed purple. As she walked toward the palm, she became as insubstantial as the rock; she walked over to the ghostly squashed palm and pulled off a transparent frond, then walked back to me and placed her foot on the disc again. It glowed green as she stepped through, now solid. She handed me the frond silently, then walked back to the car and sat down in the grass. I realized she was crying.


  “What’s wrong?” I said, hurrying over beside her.


  She looked straight into my eyes, and I didn’t stop myself from falling into her liquid green pools this time. “Will we ever see each other again?”


  I had to turn away from her gaze to muster enough strength to answer. “If the gate stays open, you could come back through.”


  “I wouldn’t know how to get to your apartment,” she said with a despairing laugh.


  I looked back up and wiped a tear away with a finger, then hugged her awkwardly. “I’ll visit you, then.”


  “We can’t know, though,” she breathed. “We can’t know.”


  When we drew apart, she looked up at the moon for a long breath, then closed her eyes, muzzle still pointed upward, and clenched her fists. “Spencer,” she said, motionless.


  “Yes?”


  “Something…you said, about your cat. About Belladonna.” She abruptly came to life, kicking off her shoes and kneeling in front of me, leaning forward with her hands to either side of my legs. The moon was a backdrop to her, the light fringing her in a halo and shining through her hair as it cascaded over her shoulders, and she was achingly beautiful. I gave up trying to talk myself out of being attracted to her, and even stopped trying to rationalize it. I just nodded, barely perceptibly.


  Reli slid closer, leg pressing against my own, and traced her hands along my arms, then down my back, almost bringing her body against me. She shifted up slightly and cupped one hand against my head, tilting it back to bring my lips a hair’s breadth away from hers. “Will rubbing up against you and purring,” she whispered, “let me have my way with you?”


  I felt my mind short-circuit.


  Part of me knew I wasn’t romantic as much as afraid. That part of me knew philosophical and intellectual aloofness had been my salvation through a childhood as an outsider. That part of me knew if I gave up that separation, that emotional distance, I wouldn’t get it back. That part of me was the part screaming most loudly now. Push her away. Tell her she’s a cat and you’re a human—you couldn’t ask for a better excuse, for Christ’s sake! That part of me had never been so panicked.


  The rest of me stared at Reli open-mouthed for an eternity of seconds, then reached up to her shoulders, pushing my fingers into her thick neck fur, and gently pulled her down on top of me.


  It is impossible to describe how sensual that kiss was. It was long, extremely physical, licking and biting, rough feline tongue against smooth human…well, never mind.


  The exact details of what came afterward I’ll leave to your imagination. She does purr, quite loudly.


  After we were exhausted, we lay in each other’s arms, my head nestled against her breasts, one of her legs and her tail around my waist. We stayed that way, just the moonlight and her soft purr, for hours.


  I was the first to move. The moon was getting low in the horizon. “If you’re going to leave, you’re going to have to do it soon,” I said hoarsely.


  She smiled up at me, sadly, and nodded. She rose gracefully to her feet and stretched, tail lashing.


  We dressed in silence, until Reli turned and faced me. “I’ll come back if I can. You know that.”


  “I do,” I said, hugging her. “And I mean what I said about visiting you.” The embrace turned into one last passionate kiss.


  Both of us said “I love you” at the same time.


  Reli climbed into the Porsche and started the engine, rolling down the window. “I’ll be visiting my parents again in a month.”


  “You didn’t visit them this time.”


  Her face clouded, then she laughed almost hysterically. “I don’t think they’d believe me if I told them why.” She put the car into gear.


  “Goodbye, love.”


  “For now.” She blew me a kiss.


  I blew it back.


  The car rolled forward. The front left tire touched the disc, followed by the rear left; it flashed purple twice, and the car became insubstantial. I kept watching as the ghostly Porsche bumped its way toward a different S.R. 72. A few minutes after that, the first rays of sunlight appeared, and the superimposed view of the squashed cabbage palm winked out. I studied the disc a moment, then carefully covered it with the remains of the stump that had hidden it for centuries.


  Reli proved to have had a better sense of place than I did; it took me nearly all of a night the following weekend to find the glade again. I uncovered the disc, wanting to see if I could learn anything more about it—yet nervous that experimenting with it might screw something up.


  But I didn’t get the chance. The squashed cabbage palm didn’t appear.


  I touched the disc with my fingers. Nothing. No sparks, no flash of purple. I smacked it with my fist. The only effect was a shooting pain up my knuckles.


  “Oh, no,” I muttered. Just covering it up again couldn’t have broken it, could it?


  I walked purposefully over the disc, stomping on its surface as I went; it remained dark. I tried again a dozen times before giving up and sitting down next to it.


  Before I knew it I was crying, harder than I had since elementary school. I wondered if, in the same glade in a different reality, a beautiful furred woman was sitting alone crying, too.


  The gate was temporary, once-only magic. Poetically that made the most sense, didn’t it? Fantasies aren’t meant to be permanent. And that’s surely what it had been—a woman of my dreams, even dreams I’d never before dreamt, could only exist in dreams.


  Maybe it hadn’t happened at all. I’d thought it was a dream from the start. The disc did look an awful lot like a survey marker, didn’t it? No impossible science, no wild magic. Just inert metal stuck in an unusual place, that I’d found tonight by a happenstance that matched the dream.


  That very vivid dream, one I could remember every word from, every sight. Every touch.


  I drove back home, numb, and didn’t go out driving again. Driving for its own sake had lost its charm.


  Weeks passed by. Two, three, a month. I kept the dream out of my head by keeping everything out. My studies and work suffered, but I’d squeak by. I always did.


  Then, cleaning out my car, I found a five-dollar bill with a picture of a lion on it.


  It took me a week to convince myself to go back to the glade, almost two months after the night Reli had flagged me down. The moon was again one day away from full.


  I approached the disc and touched it in the fading sunlight. Again, nothing. I sat down heavily and watched the moon rise.


  When the first moonbeam hit the disc, the squashed cabbage palm flickered into sight.


  I stared at the ghostly image, trembling, then got to my feet and stepped solidly onto the disc. I held there a moment, then stepped off it, heading toward the cabbage palm.


  And then it was solid.


  I passed by it and made my way toward the road, stopping about ten feet away where I could crouch hidden in bushes. It took nearly ten minutes for a pickup to pass by. It was driven by an old man in a Budweiser cap, a plaid shirt…and grey fur.


  The gate is on a lunar cycle. I’m guessing it remains open from the day before the full moon to the day after. Why? I don’t know, and I don’t know how to find out. I’m open to suggestions, but for now all the questions I had at first are still there. Maybe the gate goes to other worlds if you know how to set it. Maybe there’s a network of them. Maybe all the Earths are somebody’s experiment, and this is how they keep tabs on their subjects.


  I admit it. Right now I’m not as interested in the why as I ought to be. Just as long as it keeps working.


  After crossing back into this world, I headed home and got a good night’s sleep, then woke up today—the day of the full moon.


  My car can make it to West Palm Beach and back on a full tank of gas—one nice thing about underpowered Japanese imports. I blew a lot of money on window tint this morning and filled the tank this afternoon. When the sun sets, I’m heading back down to the other coast, to 2530 Azalea Court in Briarwood. Except not our Briarwood.


  It should give me a day there. Next time she or I could spend two full days in the other’s world. Of course, if I miss the window this time—or I’m wrong about its length—then I’d have to spend a month stuck inside at 2530 Azalea Court. It’d screw up my classes this semester, and I’d surely lose my wage slave job.


  I can imagine worse things.


  While I’m there, I need to make a copy of the Obsidian Rose album, too. For long road trips you should always have the right travelling music.


  Afterword


  When any writer looks back at something he’s written more than a few months old, he’s going to find faults—word choices that bother him, slightly underdeveloped scenes. If it’s been years instead of months, the faults may seem more egregious: scenes that muddle a story’s theme rather than clarifying it; plot holes that need, if not to be filled, at least papered over. “How could I possibly have not seen this before?”


  So when there’s an opportunity to do a collection like this, it creates a dilemma: do you archive the old works as originally published—warts and all—or do you go back and fix them?


  Naturally, I went back and fixed them. I didn’t, however, introduce any radical shifts in characterization or action. Han, as it were, still shoots first.


  This collection was originally released in print in 2005 by Sofawolf Press. For the ebook edition, I’ve added two newer stories, “Carrier” (which appeared in the EuroFurence 14 program book and then in Will Sanborn’s anthology Alone in the Dark) and “The Narrow Road in Morning Light” (which appeared in the Further Confusion 2008 program book).


  While I’d thought about introducing each story separately, in the end I decided I’d just let them stand on their own. Two of them have slightly unusual circumstances worth mentioning, though. “The Fence” was written for MU Press‘s shared world anthology The Furkindred, and is set in that world’s alternate history version of Africa. “Without Evidence” is a previously unpublished story set in Ranea, a fantasy world I’ve set over a dozen stories in. At the time of the print edition’s release, most of the other Ranea stories were still in print in various places; this is no longer the case, other than copies left in musty corners of the Internet that are in need of even more revision than the oldest stories in this book. That will happen, eventually.


  As before, I should gratefully acknowledge various publishers and editors, mostly in the fandom, that I’ve worked with: Bill Biersdorf, Jeff Ferris, Karl Maurer, Chuck Melville, Mark Merlino, Conrad Wong, and Franklin Veaux, as well as friends who are good editors and writers themselves—Dave Bryant, Maggie Hogarth, Kim Liu, and Joel Woodman. This time around I’ll also add the writing group locally who’ve reviewed and helped me with newer stories: Tim Susman, Kevin Frane, Ryan Campbell, David Cowan and Trendane Sparks.
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