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Specks of fluffy white danced in front of the street light on their graceful flight to the ground, illuminated for only a moment of their short lives, spiraling and swirling in beautiful synchronicity with their companions. Lighting like icy feathers, they filled the tracks that lead into the darkness like crystalline puzzle pieces, slowly and silently erasing the memory of what happened so that no one would know. Except for her.

Roses. That’s what it looked like, she thought. Beautiful roses, pooling and snaking a trail over the powdery snow in front of her muzzle. It melted into the prints of her attacker, creating pedals and buds, as though he had been an angel that lasted for only a short moment in the world and then was gone. How she missed her mother’s garden back home. The damp, sweet smell of the flowers in the springtime. Tulips, irises, chrysanthemums and lilacs. And the roses. If she tried, she could smell her roses in the salty, metallic taste in her mouth. 

She closed her eyes. It was best for her to think of another place right now. It was best not to struggle. Maybe someone would find her. The cold was going away now and it was easier. 

She’d been so excited about coming to this new place. It was going to be her chance at success. An attractive, young female leading the export division for the Wyndoah Corporation. She did miss the spring. A husky’s fur wasn’t as thick as most of the other arctic creatures she worked with, but she wouldn’t have been here forever. A couple more years and she would have moved into the executive offices. Then she could have gone anywhere she wanted. No one really cared about a few shady deals here and there, especially if it helped you get on top. Mistakes were bound to happen in life and though she’d only made a few, she’d made the wrong ones. 

She opened her eyes for the last time. The tracks from the wolf were almost gone. She calmly watched the trail turn fuzzy, filling up with sparkling cold and her roses blooming into the next print and the next. Soon the snow wouldn’t remember at all – and neither would she.

* * * * *

The wolf slid the metal door open a crack and sauntered inside, out of the snow. The warehouse was dark, mostly, except for a glow on the far side between the tall stacks of wooden crates. Padding quietly, he headed for the light.

Within the privacy between the rows of boxes, Yrris was congratulating his team. Several neatly bound stacks of money stood on the table in front of him.

“This should put us on the level. You’ve all done good work.” He began placing the money into a briefcase, quickly counting every bundle before putting it away. As he rolled the money through his paws, puzzlement gathered into his features. He narrowed his eyes toward a wolf.

“Krinn,” the tiger said in something of a surprised tone, “You’re short.”

Krinn was a younger wolf, but his features were aged far beyond his years. He was healthy, but scraggly and unkempt. The scars from his confrontations with assignments who were not as willing to be intimidated trailed through the brownish fur on his face. One of his ears was mangled and he didn’t smell very pleasant. On the street, he was as tough as leather, but he couldn’t seem to keep his tail from tucking between his legs under the blaze of Yrris’s eyes. He’d seen the results of the tiger’s temper too many times not to be afraid. He began to speak but his breath was taken away as Yrris rose from his seat.

“You, Krinn?” Yrris moved around the table and strolled slowly toward the frightened wolf. “I’m surprised.”

A short whimper escaped from Krinn’s muzzle as the larger tiger loomed before him, glaring relentlessly. Krinn couldn’t look into his eyes.

“It was the fox.” Krinn’s voice was barely a whimper. “The one in 42 west.” 

Recognition came to the tiger. The quiet ferocity faded from his eyes.

“I got the first two payments from him last week, but then he – ran away.”

Yrris’s large paw hovered in front of the wolf for a moment of breathless uncertainty, then settled on his shoulder. “We can’t blame him for that, can we? Not with such talent working against him.”

“I’ll find him. I just need a few more days.”

“That won’t be needed. We know where he is.”

Krinn blinked in surprise, but said nothing. Yrris smiled, that horrible jagged smile.

“We’ve been keeping an eye on him. Tyrrrix thinks he might go to the enforcers. He’s not your problem anymore.”

Krinn nodded obediently, confused but relieved. He wasn’t about to ask questions. 

From the edge of the shadows, a snowy wolf stepped into the light. 

“Jaund!” The formality of the tiger’s tone contrasted his menacing demeanor almost painfully. He bowed to wolf briefly and smiled. This was the closest the tiger ever came to showing fear. “We were just finishing up business here.”

Jaund looked toward the small group of three wolves and another tiger. Their gazes jerked away from him as though he were a Medusa.

Yrris waved a paw to the bunch. “You can all go home.”

The group gathered their things and began to shuffle off as the tiger grinned. He growled softly to Jaund, cautiously, so that the others wouldn’t hear.

“Has our friend at Wyndoah been taken care of?”

Jaund nodded. “Yes.”

“Do you have the – souvenir?”

The wolf offered a cloth sack, clutched in his paw, to Yrris. Once white, it had now been soaked through with red stains. 

Yrris took the sack distastefully and looked over his shoulder at the remainder of the activity as the last of his troupe disappeared into the snowy night. A bundle of money was put into Jaund’s paw.

“I have another one for you. This one is from Mardus.”

Jaund looked at the money in his paw. “Another one?”

“Just a fox. Here’s where he’s staying.” Another bit of paper was given to the wolf.

There was a pause. Long enough to make Yrris feel uncomfortable. “I might go with you but to be honest, watching you work disturbs even me a bit.” He grinned an appeasement. Jaund had no use for the compliment.

“Do you want anything special?”

“No. Do whatever you want with the body, just as long as it’s gone.” The tiger chuckled breathily. “Sometimes I think you might be eating them.”

The wolf assaulted Yrris with a gaze as cold as the icy blue they contained. He was not laughing. The stillness, as still as death itself, raked razors over the cat’s nerves in the silence. His eyes, ponds of blue that would not even show a ripple did nothing to tell the tiger that Jaund did not, in fact, eat them.

Yrris’s grin faded instantly. The mask of merriment on his maw trembled and faltered. Perhaps if the wolf had not smiled in the certain, malicious way he did, his last words would not have caused such a chill over the tiger’s spine.

“It’s taken care of.”
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Jaund was more of a beast than a wolf. Since his youth, he had been bigger, stronger and faster than most of the wolves he knew. With time, he learned to be quiet and patient. This gave him every quality of a good hunter.

The only difference between a good hunter and a good killer is a cold heart. Jaund had that too. It was what made him the most dangerous. That was what made those who knew him nervous. They knew – they all knew – that after their years were over and they lay dying, grabbing desperately for their final breaths, there was a pair of eyes that could watch, as impartial as a blast of frigid, winter wind, devouring all hope of something beyond and leaving only cold, empty nothing.

Despite his size, Jaund had easily slipped through the window into the darkened apartment. No one was home, so he waited. Silent and patient. Waited. Sharp ears listening for the sound of a footstep. A key. A voice. He shifted on his haunches and ran his paw over a small box he’d brought with him, caressing the smooth surface and the idea inside.

He waited, a black, swift shadow hidden in the night. There were those who entertained the thought, late at night in their beds, that Jaund might have been death, a piece of the dark itself, waiting to deliver the final message.

The dark creature stiffened as he heard a paw grasping for the doorknob. He held his breath. Silence, except for the drum of his heart.

A fox entered the room, stepping carefully in the dark. A rather delicate looking creature at first glance. Its tail swayed lively and the silence was broken with a tune it hummed under its breath.

The killer watched from the corner, waiting for the moment his instincts would tell him to strike. He would be quick and precise.

Something captured the fox’s attention. It stopped, eyes darting through the dark, nose twitching. 

Jaund pounced from powerful legs, through the darkness and to his target. The fox barked its surprise and the few items it had been carrying bounced over the floor, somewhere into the darkness, as it was pinned to the ground.

The smaller creature wriggled helplessly underneath the weight of the wolf, laughing and kicking as tickling claws poked relentlessly at her ribs. She tried to push the wolf from her, but was met only with a dramatic snarl and a playful bite to the shoulder.

The fox gasped for breath. “You horrible thing! You scared me half to death!”

The wolf smiled. His nibbling turned into soft licks of affection. “You deserved it. Someone might really want to eat you one of these days.”

The fox swatted at Jaund. “Get off of me. You weigh a ton.”

Jaund complied, but not before giving his prey one more bite. He padded to the corner and turned on the light. The little, white fox sat up and smiled.

Certainly a delicate creature. Jaund took a moment to fawn over her. There had been times when it seemed that his last wish in the world would be to hold that lithe body. He dreamed of it sometimes. Cradling the warmth of his love within himself. Even into his spirit. He would wake with arms aching to hug his little fox into them and against himself, to soak up the warm life she never failed to project and there she would be, sleeping next to him. His dream come true.

The fox’s eyes sparkled with life. The sight took Jaund’s breath away. Jaund cocked his head and smiled.

“Narr, what were you doing out so late?”

Narr crossed her arms and tried to look exasperated. “I was getting groceries but you made me drop them.”

Jaund took Narr’s paws and helped her up. “We’ll pick them up in a minute. First, I have a surprise for you.”

Jaund felt his tail wagging uncontrollably as he went for the box he’d brought in with him. There was even a bit of a bounce in his step. Narr rarely failed to cause that reaction.

Narr stood quietly as Jaund opened the box and pulled out a large, red rose. He smiled and held it out to her.

The room was silent for a moment. Narr folded her paws as though trying to cage her excitement. “What is it? Is it a present?”

Jaund nodded and approached Narr slowly, the rose at arm’s length.

“It is. A present for my lovely fox.”

Narr stared blankly, past the rose, past Jaund. “Tell me or I’m going to go crazy!”

Jaund grinned a certain jagged maliciousness. “Nope!”

Jaund halted, holding the rose just outside of Narr’s reach. He watched as the fox reached forward, her paws searching desperately in front of her. 

“Oh please! At least give me a hint.”

“Ok, maybe a hint.”

Jaund waved his paw over the flower, urging its scent in the fox’s direction. 

Narr’s nose twitched. Her expression furrowed into thought as she tried to recognize the scent. “It smells – pretty!”

“It’s a rose.”

“A rose? A real rose?” Narr’s face went slack from disbelief and utter joy.

Jaund took Narr’s paw and carefully placed the stem of the rose into it. “Be careful. There are thorns.”

Narr cupped the ripe blossom in her paw and held it to her nose, taking deep, blissful breaths. Her eyes didn’t know how to thank Jaund. Her face could only radiate love and joy for what she was smelling – for her present. She caressed the rose to her cheek, looking as though she might start dancing with it. 

To Jaund, the investment had been worth it the instant Narr’s face lit up.

Suddenly, the fox was in Jaund’s arms, hugging him with her face buried in his fur.

“It’s so wonderful I don’t know what to do with it.” Narr pulled a tear-streaked face from the wolf’s chest. “How did you… How could you ever afford…?”

“Don’t worry about that now. You should put it in some water.”

“How long will it live?”

“I’m not sure. It’s the first one I’ve ever seen.”

Narr held the rose in front of her face for a moment as though she imagined looking over its glorious details. “Is it beautiful?”

Jaund saw the rose reflected in the fox’s sightless eyes. “Almost as beautiful as you.”

The pair embraced once more, holding each other for a time that seemed like forever and only a heartbeat at once. 

Narr kissed Jaund. “I love you so much.”

Jaund nodded, guilt fleeting across his face for only a moment. “I love you too.”

Narr moved toward the kitchen area, reaching carefully for the counter until her paw made contact, then she made her way to the sink.

“Do you want to go to sleep early?” Narr wriggled her eyebrows enticingly, adding a playful grin.

Jaund chuckled, but other business settled all to quickly on his mind. He looked at the address Yrris had given him. “I can’t. I have some extra work to do tonight.”

Narr was placing the rose into a glass she’d filled with water when her paw found something unusual attached to the stem. She rolled the tag between her fingers for a moment. “What’s this?”

“It’s a card.” Jaund felt the ache return. Something that even Narr couldn’t always take away. “It says, ‘With love. Your fox forever. Laarin.’”
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“It’s still alive.”

“I know. Shut up and watch.”

The two wolves squatted silently over the small, broken hare, lying in a muddy pool of its own blood. For the last thirty minutes, they’d watched as its body struggled to breathe, heaving in every gurgling gulp of air with all the effort it could find. It had stopped squeaking long ago, had stopped struggling to escape as it sank deeper into the cold grips of death and its legs were no longer able to obey the instinct to run. All of its fear was left only to the outlet of its eyes, staring back at the wolves, wide enough to see into its spirit, to see it feeling its own life dwindling away more with every beat of its heart and into black nothingness. It knew it was dying. 

The older of the two wolf cubs carefully peeked around the side of the pile of rusted construction equipment. In the distance, beyond towers of disintegrating metal and mountains of paper and sludge was the rim of the garbage pit – and beyond that, the edge of town. No one had seen the wolves slide down into the pit, or if they did, they had not followed.

“We’re not s’posed to be in here. You’re gonna get us in trouble.”

The other wolf sighed with aggravation. “You’re gonna miss it.”

A stick was prodded into the dying creature’s abdomen. It opened its mouth to cry out in pain, but there was only silence.

To the older wolf, something seemed wrong about this. Some of the adults went on hunts sometimes, but they didn’t let their prey suffer this way. Not like his brother did. He could have killed the hare easily but he’d wanted it to live for awhile. He said it wouldn’t work if it died quickly. “If Mrs. Dahhnis saw you doing this, she’d be mad at you.”

“She’s a normal hare, not a little one like this.”

“She’d still be mad at you.”

The wolf rejoined his brother, squatting next to him on his haunches. He was nervous here. It was as warm as a summer day got on New Tibet. The snow was beginning to melt a little in the daytime and would freeze again at night, leaving a thin sheet of ice over the top that would cut your paws if you didn’t step carefully. It was humid, and the moisture in the air seemed to dig into the bowels of the soil and churn up every sort of decay that had ever been buried. All the scents of the nearby streets were filtered through the heaps of garbage and all that was left to smell was alkaline, rot and filth. Someone could easily sneak up on them in this wasteland. 

A few more blows were given to the hare. The stick landed solidly over the creature’s side, making a sick, hollow thumping sound. “C’mon! Hurry up!”

The older wolf looked away from the sight. “We shouldn’t be doing this. This is wrong.”

“The adults hunt things too.”

“But they don’t kill them like this.”

The wolf with the stick pouted a little. “Mardus says there’s a killer inside everyone. They just don’t know it.”

“Mardus is a bad wolf. He’s a Shiver and you’re not s’posed to go around him.”

The stick flicked pebbles and pieces of metal out of the mud. “He is not. He’s really smart. Lots smarter than you.”

“I don’t care. I’m going home.”

The smaller wolf grabbed his brother’s arm. “You can’t go! You’ll miss it.”

“Mother told us that we’re supposed to love other creatures and treat them good.”

“Mother didn’t even love us!”

Shock flashed into the eyes of the older wolf, then anger. He growled threateningly at his brother. “She did too! Don’t you ever say that!”

“If mother loved us, then why did she leave us?”

“She didn’t leave us.”

The younger wolf gritted his teeth, staring defiantly into the larger wolf’s eyes. “She did! She left us here all by ourselves! If she loved us then she’d still be here, and she’s not!”

The two stared silently at each other for a moment, anger in their faces turning slowly to confusion. The older wolf did not go home. He wasn’t going to in the first place. His brother had changed over the last several seasons, sometimes in ways that scared him. He couldn’t leave him, he just wanted things to be like they used to again. He was beginning to be afraid that they never would be.

He watched as his brother turned back to his prey, studying it intently as if to gain some bit of insight from its suffering. The hare’s breath was becoming shallow and weak. The life was quickly fading from its eyes.

“Look, look!”

The hare’s labored breath relaxed, its body’s fight was over. Fear and pain dimmed like a sunset from its eyes and was gone to somewhere that no one would ever know. Both the wolves stood in numbed silence.

“It’s dead. Now can we go home?”

His brother’s gaze never left the animal. “Wait. Not yet.”

It began as a tiny twitch in the hare’s paw. It pricked and jumped as though being touched with electricity. Then the paw, twisting in an unnatural gesture of tics and spasms. The wolf stiffened with excitement, watching carefully as the event he’d planned – he’d engineered, began to happen.

From the paw, an ocean of movement swept through the hare’s matted and bloody body, jerking and twisting, thin muscles rippling at random, convulsing and shivering into a nightmarish dance as it tried to reject the death that had set in. 

The wolf’s eyes captured the motion. Every single twitch and throe, as if memorizing it. His gaze caressed the creature as lovingly as a mate, returned from a long journey.

“Where is it? What is it thinking?”

The older wolf could only watch, backing away from his brother slowly in fear of what he was seeing. The hare. His brother, endearing the violent death of the animal like a beloved dream come true.

His eyes, filled with wonder and strange curiosity, fixed his brother who was staring back with the fear the hare once had. There was a desperation in his voice. A need for answers. “Do you think it can see everything?”

The scene made the older wolf’s blood freeze. The hare was not dead, but not alive either. What was in the place his brother was trying to see, he did not know, but he knew it wasn’t right. It wasn’t supposed to be seen. “It’s hurting.”

“No, it’s just learning.” The enchanted wolf trailed a careful claw over the hare’s convulsing body. “It’s learning how to be dead.”

The young wolf’s eyes widened. He laid his paw over the hare carefully, feeling its lesson, entranced by its seizures. “It’s beautiful.”

Suddenly, the convulsions began to die, growing weaker. The wolf whined insistently.

“No. Don’t die yet. You can’t!”

Another violent jerk and the hare lay still, finally in peace. 

“No! Come back!”

The limp body was suddenly being pummeled with the stick, the wolf at the end of it fuming with anger. The hare could not feel anymore, could not see anymore. It had nothing more to learn. Sticks then paws, the body was flung against the rusted pile. It rolled limply back into the mud where it was stomped and kicked desperately.

“You can’t go yet! You can’t leave me yet!”

Through the daze and shock of the horrific events in front of him, a dangerous scent crept above the stink of garbage and to the senses of the older wolf. He looked around the rusted heap once more to see a large vehicle, filled with another contribution to the pit, winding its way around the mounds toward them. “Quiet!”

But his brother did not hear. He would bring the hare back, somehow, to spend a little more time dying. Its body, undergoing violent abuse, was quickly becoming unrecognizable at the paws of the enraged wolf who had collapsed on top of the bloody heap and was left only to pummel his rage into the carcass. Tears streaked through the fur under his eyes.

“You can’t leave me here! Come back, damn you! Why did you leave me? WHY?”

A paw griped his shoulder and the older wolf, panic in his eyes, looked down at him. 

“Jaund! Someone’s coming!”

Careful not to lose their footing, the wolves retreated over the mound behind them. From there, it was a clear shot to the edge of the pit as long as no one saw them. 

Out of breath and exhausted, the two climbed the steep rim and collapsed. The garbage transport had long passed by the place they’d been hiding and was heading into the haze with its load. They looked off, into the pit, to the place where the hare lay, mangled and disfigured.

Jaund looked to his brother. “Laarin, why did mother leave us?”

The other wolf stared off into the setting sun sadly. There were no answers anymore. “I don’t know, Jaund.”

“Promise that you won’t tell anyone what I did today.”

Laarin turned to his brother. There was no more anger or hate in Jaund’s eyes. Now, only a pleading sorrow. 

“I promise.”

And Laarin kept it.
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The snow always seemed heavier when the weather became warmer. Just after sunset, large flakes had started drifting lazily from the sky. Sennic didn’t mind. The snow would probably help cover his tracks.

This had been Sennic’s last night in Bezel’s extra room. Bezel had owed Sennic a favor for months and when the time came, there was no hesitation to call on him for it. 

He’d done it. He’d managed to evade the Shivers, that brutish mob that everyone was so afraid of. Tomorrow, the package from Filete would arrive with his money and it would all be over. However, there was a small problem.

In his panic to leave, he’d forgotten his identification card. It was still at his apartment. The people at the receiving center knew him well, but they’d never approve an interplanetary package without an ID card, no matter what he tried to bribe them with. He was going to have to go back and get it. After a good amount of procrastination, he went.

The lights had still been on in his apartment and in some way, that was reassuring, though the task at hand was more than daunting. If there were any place he was going to be caught, his own apartment would be it. He’d carefully looked in the windows and, seeing that no one was inside, he raced in, grabbed his card off the night stand and flew back out the door. Smooth. No one had seen a thing.

Now, returning to Bezel’s place and only a few blocks away, he stood just inside the alley, chuckling at himself. It hadn’t been so hard. By this time next week he’d be looking back on all of this and laughing. He must have looked like a kit, running through a darkened bedroom for the solace of his covers, afraid of the closet monster. He’d even gone through the trouble of walking over high traffic paths so his paw prints would be confused. Then again, foxes were known to be stealthy and clever. Probably far too clever for that dull Krinn to catch. Wolves were so stupid. They were probably kicking themselves right now, stumbling over one another trying to figure out where he’d gone. He almost wished he could see it. 

He strolled through the alley, holding his card up proudly. He greeted his own picture with a smile. “We’re just too fast for them, aren’t we?”

Sennic paused at the alley’s exit and poked his head out to get a look at the street ahead. The fox didn’t even see what hit him.

Outside the alley, a black blur struck with lightning speed and the fox felt himself being flung back into the passage. He tried to yelp but a grip around his throat had cut off his air. There was a dull crack as his head was thrust against the cold concrete of the alley walls and then pain – splitting pain through his head, enough to make his ears ring and his vision go black.

A certain sense of time passed, like in a dream. Time counted only with the throbs in his skull. Though he never remembered opening his eyes, he found himself looking up into the falling snow, swirling in and down through the crack of sky between the walls of the compounds. How long he’d been out was uncertain but the smell of blood was thick in his nose and though he tried, he was unable to move.

The beast, like a shadow that had come to life, was grinning down at him jaggedly. His crushing weight was pinning him to the ground. Sennic tried to clear his head. The beast waited and grinned. He waited for the fox to understand.

Sennic looked up at the black wolf woozily. “Take whatever you want, just don’t hurt me.”

The response came as a raspy snarl. “I am not robbing you.”

Sennic closed his eyes to shut out the pain. The hope that he was only being mugged was a shallow one, but it was the only thing he had to hold onto. Now it was gone. He couldn’t fool himself anymore. He’d been caught.

Sennic whined timidly, gasping as he tried to choke back tears. “Please. I only need one more day. Tomorrow. I’ll have all of it tomorrow.”

The wolf shifted his weight. The silvery glint of a blade flashed in the corner of Sennic’s vision.

“You’re out of time.”

The fox’s heart withered. He began to cry, his features bunching up into a pitiful display of sadness and lost hope. “Please don’t kill me. I don’t want to die.”

Sennic heard the steely ring of the blade as it passed delicately over his fur. It stopped and hovered over his throat, the wolf’s paw gripping the hilt tightly.

Sennic moaned sorrowfully. He could almost feel the cold of the steel in his body. The poor fox’s sobs were met with merciless eyes, as blue and indiscriminate as the ocean.

The fox glanced between the wolf’s muscular legs. He trailed a finger gently over the arm that pinned his. He choked, forcing himself to spit the words. “I’ll do – anything you want.” He tried to smile.

The wolf growled and jerked the fox’s arm, hurling him over, face first into the snow. Sennic yelped as his muzzle sunk into the icy power, stained with blood that had run from his head.

“How do you want to die, fox?” The blade’s edge pushed through his fur and glided sharply over his skin.

Sennic sputtered and sobbed. “I tried! I really tried to get the money. Please, I – I’m bleeding!”

The wolf’s breath spilled over Sennic neck. “It will be slow. So that we can both enjoy it. Every last breath of it.”

Sennic wiggled under the wolf, trying to get away with death-inspired desperation, but the wolf was too powerful to pay the struggles heed.

“What should I cut out first? Maybe the liver.” 

Sennic felt a sharpness poke into his side. “No!”

“But slow. Can you feel it? Slipping into your skin? Sliding deeper and deeper into you? Your breath getting shallow? Your sight going black? Your life draining through the holes I cut?”

The fox shivered, immersed in complete terror. He stammered as he tried to touch even the slightest mercy in the wolf with his final pleas. “Please don’t! I’m sorry! I don’t want to die like this!”

The wolf sighed, blissfully. “Be beautiful for me.” He bared down on the blade. Its sharp tip pierced the fox’s tender skin.

Sennic wailed in pain. “No! Pleeeeeease!”

Suddenly there was breath in Sennic’s ear. The wolf spoke quickly.

“If you don’t want to die, run now! Run to the tunnels and never come back.”

Sennic gasped for air through his tears. “The tunnels?”

“The abandoned mining tunnels in the mountain. You can live there. Run! Don’t look back. If I ever see you again, you’ll die so quickly you won’t even know I was there.”

Then, the wolf was gone. Before Sennic could put his thoughts together, his legs were carrying him through the alley, and the next and the next. Over the snowy paths and streets until his muscles were on fire and his lungs churned, never daring to look behind him for fear that the wolf had changed his mind and had given chase. He ran, buildings becoming a blur, streets a memory. He ran, hunted by the ghost of the monster who had attacked him, past the suburbs, past the construction zones on the threshold of the city, past the edge of town and into the black, snowy night.

In the months to come, there would be rumors that Sennic was caught and killed by the Shivers one night while trying to sneak away, but only he and the beast would ever know what really happened.

* * * *

Jaund hopped off of the small, frightened fox and backed away. He watched as he scurried away, as fast as his legs could take him. A clattering of garbage and he was gone.

There, laying on top of the snow, was the fox’s ID card. With all hope, the fox wouldn’t need it anymore. Jaund picked it up, looking at the picture of the creature he’d just assaulted smiling brightly back at him. 

The fox had been so afraid of him. So fragile. Begging for his life. The wolf closed his eyes, trying to shut out his helpless cries. 

So many foxes just like this one had not made it. Either parts of their anatomy were wanted as trophies or they had the misfortune of meeting Jaund in his younger days, before his brother was killed. Their pleas sounded so much the same, but it had not helped them. So frightened. So much wanting to live. And he killed them. Their cries turned to shrieks as he tortured them, still begging forgiveness and mercy until it was whispering from their last breaths.

He could hear them all. He could see their faces. Twisted and dying and so very frightened. They were hurting. They had wanted to live. They had all wanted so much to live.

Jaund dropped the dagger and covered his ears. No matter how hard he squeezed, he could still hear them. No matter how tightly he shut his eyes, their faces would not go away. They would never go away.

The wolf collapsed into the snow. “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!”
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Laarin peeked across the street and then ducked behind the dumpster again. “You’re taking their drugs, aren’t you?”

Jaund rolled his eyes. “No.”

They had both been watching the door across the street for some time now, waiting for a sign that it was the right place. No one had gone in or out.

It was all Laarin’s idea to wait and watch. Jaund had no reservations about walking inside. When they’d arrived, Laarin insisted that they wait for a few minutes to make sure it was safe.

“You don’t have to baby-sit for me, Laarin.”

Laarin peeked again, nervously. “Why don’t we just go home? We could catch some fish together like we used to.”

Jaund patted his brother’s shoulder, trying to reassure him. “Nothing is going to happen to me. Mardus invited me here.”

Laarin grumbled at the name. “I don’t see why you hang around these Shivers.”

“I am a Shiver now, remember?”

“You’re an attack dog for a bunch of criminals. They send you out to beat people up.”

“If people buy something and don’t pay for it, they deserve to get beat up.”

Laarin shook his head. “It’s still wrong.”

Jaund crossed his arms. “What about our apartment? Don’t you like living in a nice place? And we’ll never have to go back to that stale food again.”

Laarin was silent for a moment. “I just wish you didn’t have to make all that money this way.”

Jaund did enjoy the lifestyle that working for the Shivers had afforded him. He was getting paid four times what he’d been making in the mines. He knew Laarin didn’t like the fact that he was a Shiver, but whenever the subject came up, Jaund would always mention the comfort they now had because of it. Laarin never could seem to argue much with that. At times, they’d had to eat out of garbage cans and Jaund never wanted them to go back to that. He knew that Laarin didn’t either.

Jaund had told Laarin that he was only doing this job for the money, but that was untrue. Sometimes he even tried to convince himself of that, but the fact was he enjoyed it. Not only being a Shiver, but the fear that he inspired. The pain he caused. He sometimes dreamed of his next job – hunting down his target and attacking, threatening, terrorizing. He was sent to frighten or beat delinquent customers, but he quickly found that he didn’t care if his bosses got their payments or not. Every blow he dealt relieved some of his pain. Every bone he broke healed his spirit. Sometimes he would look into the eyes of his victims and see their fear. It was a glimpse of death that he could peer into and see the other side. A window that he forced wider and wider as he beat and slashed and made more fear and more fear. He bathed in their terror, feasted on their pain and let it wash his own away – but for only a short while. It would always return.

The Shivers didn’t generally make a habit of violence. Most of their buyers knew better than to try and cheat them. In fact, most people who had dealings with them found them to be reasonable and even forgiving to a point. But there was that point. Every now and again, it became necessary to set an example. The Shivers were not uncivilized but disrespect toward them would not be tolerated, and there was a particular group that they kept just for the purpose of making that point clear.

Jaund and Laarin were now in their adolescence and though Jaund was younger, he dwarfed his older brother. His strength and speed had not gone unnoticed by the Shivers. He had been hesitant when Mardus had first offered him the job. He knew Laarin would be upset, but it would be their way out of poverty. It wasn’t until after he’d done his first job that he discovered his love for the work.

This was the part that Jaund never told Laarin. He had never forgotten the horror on his brother’s face the day he’d killed the hare in the garbage pit. It had made him feel guilty and he didn’t like to see his brother upset. There had been many more hares since then, killed in different ways, deaths as unique and beautiful as snowflakes. Jaund made sure that Laarin never knew about them.

“You don’t have to wait out here, lads.”

The two wolves spun around to face another, older wolf, regarding them as though they were a couple of naughty cubs.

“Mardus!” Jaund stood and went to greet his friend.

Laarin tried to contain his disdain as he rose and brushed the snow from his fur, though it was easy to see that he didn’t like Mardus one bit.

Mardus was quite well groomed. Almost executive material, except for his stout build and mangled eye. There were rumors that his eye had been taken by bear during a fight, leaving only an empty socket. No one had ever been brave enough to ask for the story. 

Jaund embraced Mardus briefly. “We weren’t sure this was the right place.”

“It is, indeed. I apologize for being so late.”

Laarin leaned against the dumpster, trying to appear casual – even bored as he studied Mardus. “So, how long were you standing there?”

“Not very long.”

“Long enough to spy on us, I’d bet.”

Jaund hissed through his teeth. “Laarin!”

Laarin relented, though with obvious unwillingness. 

Jaund turned toward his boss. “My brother’s just grumpy. He just got over a cold recently.”

Mardus managed a broken-toothed smile. “I understand just how he feels, I’m sure.”

Laarin looked away from the two, giving a humph as his only response.

“Well, you’re welcome to come inside if you’d like.” Mardus peered at Laarin. “Both of you.”

Laarin smiled, over-exaggerating a friendliness he didn’t have for the character. “No, thank you.”

Mardus nodded, appearing not to notice the sarcasm. “Well, then. Jaund?”

Jaund began to follow Mardus quietly out of the alley, but Laarin caught his arm as he went by.

“Please don’t go in there.”

Jaund sighed. “You worry too much.”

Jaund saw something familiar in Laarin’s eyes. Something he remembered from a long time ago. The day in the garbage pit.

“I have a bad feeling.”

Jaund smiled at Laarin, a genuine smile. “Don’t worry. Everything will be fine.” He left his brother and followed Mardus into the warehouse.
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Narr had a way of looking absolutely peaceful when she slept. Not a single disturbed motion or a bit of fur in disarray. Sometimes it was almost as if she were dead.

Jaund had been careful to enter the apartment quietly when he returned so he wouldn’t wake Narr. Now he stood over the bed, watching his love sleep and losing all sense of time. What happy, wonderful dreams could be playing out inside the little fox’s dreamworld? He so often wished he could share their pleasant scents and sounds and comfortable voices.

Jaund had felt sorry for Narr at first. She seemed so helpless. A poor blind fox wandering in a world of darkness. Over time, he’d grown to envy Narr. She might not have been able to see a sunset or a rose, but she couldn’t see the horrors of the world either. Her world didn’t have to have anything ugly in it.

Jaund had fallen in love with Narr from the first moment he’d seen her. Narr was everything that Jaund was not, pure and innocent. Her heart was as unsoiled as a morning of fresh snow. She was kind and gentle, smiling into the sun as she sat on the street corner, trying to sell some of her knittings. Jaund would watch her for hours.

Jaund walked among ghosts. Every face he saw was already dead. He could close his eyes and watch their deaths. Some slow and quiet, others quick and violent and noisy. Sometimes it seemed like they might have never been alive. Jaund’s paws around their throats, his dagger in their side, the sickening crunch of their skulls. It was there when he walked the streets. It was there when he slept. It was all he could remember. Every living thing he saw was a collection of shrieks and gasps and flowing blood. He knew that no one else’s mind ran with murder the way his did and he didn’t know why. It had just always been that way.

Before Laarin had died, he’d used it like a gift. Indeed, there were those among the Shivers who thought it was just that. A gift for death. He would feel his victims’ death along with them, watching carefully, hoping one day to see where they went. To know what they saw in their last moments. To know where his mother and friends had gone.

Laarin’s death had changed Jaund. He still couldn’t bring himself to think of that horrible night. That was when he’d finally seen what he’d been searching for as he looked into his brother’s eyes. The pain of losing all that was his. The sadness of feeling himself and all that he was released into nothing forever. His gift turned into a curse. It followed him, even in his sleep, picking everyone he saw to their bare bones before his eyes. Sometimes he thought he couldn’t bear it any longer. So much death. 

But suddenly, there was Narr. A face of life in the middle of an ocean of living, dead creatures. She radiated life, so much so that the curse could not touch her. Jaund’s knife could not cut her, his paws could not strangle her. He looked upon a beautiful face that would not die like the others. He’d even tried, once or twice, to imagine killing the little fox, but Narr’s brightness chased all the death away. Jaund could close his eyes and see life for the first time. Life that smiled and glowed.

Narr would be his salvation. In Narr’s world, no matter how small it was, he did not have to be a monster. He could be a creature of kindness and love. He would make this fox’s world as beautiful as his was ugly. He would give Narr as much pleasure and happiness as he’d given pain and horror to others. He would make up for the terror he’d caused. Jaund knew that if there was a hell for evil creatures to go when they died, his place was secured there. But maybe the creature of love he made himself in Narr’s heart would go somewhere peaceful and as brilliant as the light in her eyes.

Jaund smiled to himself as he remembered the stunned and perfectly gleeful expression Narr showed him when he’d finally approached her and bought every last one of her knittings. That wonderful smile. All his life he’d been looking in the wrong place. Bliss wasn’t in death, it was in life. And nothing could prove that more than watching his beautiful Narr for just five minutes. Narr was everything Jaund cherished. Inside Narr’s heart was the Jaund he knew he could never be – a Jaund that wasn’t a killer.

Narr stirred and Jaund realized that he had been humming to himself as he watched the fox sleep.

“Laarin?”

Jaund smiled. “It’s me, love.”

Jaund was used to being called by his brother’s name and wearing fox musk to confuse his true scent. The worst part was brushing his tail backwards to get the fur to stand up, but eventually that became routine as well. It was all necessary. He hated to think of the persecution Narr might have to go through if others found out her mate was a wolf – or what might happen to himself for that matter. Interspecies relationships were frowned upon on New Tibet and though Jaund didn’t like it, his name was well known in certain circles.

But accepted or not, Jaund loved Narr. He would protect her from all that hate.

Narr stretched and yawned. Her tongue curled cutely up to her nose. “What time is it?”

“It’s almost morning.”

“Did you just get home?”

Jaund knelt, slipped his arms around Narr and rested his head over her shoulder. “Yes. I had a hard night.”

Narr moaned a sympathy and caressed Jaund’s ear. The touch felt like sunshine. Jaund held Narr for a moment, cradling her as though she were made of crystal and feathers.

Narr kissed Jaund’s cheek with a musical giggle. “I missed you last night.” Jaund’s ear received a nibble.

Jaund poked the fox gently to get more music out of her. “I’m going to make it up to you right now.” He lifted Narr from the bed almost effortlessly and began to carry her.

Narr curled up obediently against the wolf’s chest. “Where are we going?”

“I’m going to make you breakfast.”

A short time later, the two were enjoying fresh fish and ripe vegetables, a change from the government rations provided to the compound for the disabled. 

Jaund watched Narr tease herself with the scent that was steaming from the plate in front of her. Aside from Narr’s curious paws poking into the pan before it was finished, the preparations had gone perfectly. Jaund had even impressed himself. After a celebratory nuzzle and hug, the two began eating.

Narr poked a pinch of fish into her muzzle. “I had a dream about your home world. I think I’d feel a little funny being around a bunch of big foxes like you. Weren’t there any smaller foxes like me there?”

Jaund smiled crookedly. He couldn’t help but feel a bit dirty. Some days he saw it as protecting his love. On others, it just felt like lying.

“Not one.”

Narr grinned, gnawing on a long, green vegetable. “I guess that just means more for me.”

“You like it that I’m larger than you?”

Narr closed her eyes, summoning her response from deep inside. “I like the way you hold me.”

Jaund held his breath.

“It makes me feel safe.”

The words meant more to Jaund than Narr could ever know. That his arms, the cause of so much damage, could be used to protect was almost blissfully redeeming. And that Narr felt that protection so deeply inside her made Jaund forget for a moment who he was. He was Narr’s mate and that was all. 

If Narr knew the truth, she would never feel safe in Jaund’s arms again, but inside, he knew that she deserved to know who he really was – even if it meant never seeing her again.

Jaund bit his lip. “What if you woke up one morning and everything was different?”

Narr looked up from her plate. “What do you mean?”

“What if nothing was the way you thought it was? What if it never had been?”

Narr looked as though she was puzzling more over the reason Jaund would ask such a question than the question itself. “I guess it would be scary. But as long as I had you I know I would be OK.”

There was a pause, then Jaund spoke. “What if I was different too?”

Narr stopped eating for a moment. “Would you still love me?”

“I’ll always love you. You’re everything to me.”

Narr smiled with her distinct glow. “Then it wouldn’t matter.”

Jaund longed for that to be true, but he knew it never would be. The monster he really was had no business in such a perfect creature’s life, so that monster would have to disappear. With Narr’s help, maybe the beast could be destroyed forever. Maybe he could become the creature Narr held in her heart. He wanted to change and he’d planned to do just that. But first, he would have to leave the Shivers.

Jaund noticed the time. “I think the transport will be here soon.”

Narr stuffed down what was left of her breakfast, rose from the table and grabbed her cane. She walked over to Jaund, guiding herself with the table’s edge, and kissed him gently on the muzzle. “You should get some sleep. We’re going to finish the shaft connection today so I’ll be home early.”

Jaund slipped his paw slyly over the fox’s rump. “I’ll miss you anyway.”

Narr jumped at the unexpected touch and swatted at Jaund with a giggle, then she was out the door. 
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Narr felt the familiar vibration in the seat of the electric cart as it began its travel into the tunnels. The air began to smell warm and musty. She could tell she was moving to the east tunnel because the others were much deeper and it put pressure in her ears when she was taken to them. She felt a bit of relief. She found that the deeper she went, the more the frozen ground would shut out the sounds of the surface. During those times, she was often thankful for the sounds of the hammers and machinery, no matter how irritating they could be. Without them, she would be left in a spaceless void, lost. 

The east tunnel, on the other hand, was very near the surface. From what she’d heard, this tunnel would break through the mountainside soon and then be used as a supply route to the deeper tunnels in this section.

The clattering sounds of tools began to rise above the humming cart engine and Narr knew she was approaching the end of the tunnel. She wanted to ask the driver of the cart how long the tunnel was now, but she’d learned it was best not to talk to anyone unless it was completely necessary. 

From her first day, she’d had the feeling that most of the other workers felt resentment toward her. Those who did not simply ignore her would harass her at times, though it was never anything more than a spiteful comment. It was bothersome at most. She supposed they might have their right to feel some animosity. She knew it wasn’t only because her job was easier than theirs, but because she was blind. Disabled creatures weren’t usually allowed to work.

Still, she would never think of leaving. The workers who were mean to her didn’t really mean any harm. They were just cranky. Besides that, her beloved Laarin had pulled so many strings to get her this job. It didn’t pay very much, but it was enough to get hot water into her apartment more than just the usual two days a week and lunch at a café with Laarin now and then. 

The cart pulled to a stop amidst the racket of clinking picks and aching joints. She took her cane and stepped carefully out of the cart, then quickly found the cave wall where she could stand out of the way. 

Everyone called her ‘the canary’, though she didn’t know what that meant. In the past, there had been instances when diggers had run into pockets of natural gas underground. Sparks from their tools could ignite the gas and cause an explosion. Though it was rare, such a thing could and had killed entire teams of miners. Naturally, the mining companies wanted their workers to feel safe, so they hired what they called canaries. 

Narr’s job was simple. Because she had been born blind, her senses of smell and hearing were far more sensitive than other creatures’. If there was any gas, she would smell it long before anyone else did. She would tell the manager and the manager would stop the digging and evacuate the tunnel. At least, this was the way it worked in theory. So far, she’d never smelled anything but dirt and the complaining bodies of the diggers.

She leaned against her cane and relaxed, preparing for a long day of what usually turned out to be boredom. She would often find herself daydreaming while she was in the tunnels and more often than not, it was about Laarin. 

Laarin had been so nervous when she first started the job. He’d offered to take care of her by himself, but he already did so much for her that it would have made her feel guilty. She assured him that she could take care of herself even though she had probably been more nervous than he was those first weeks. Of course, telling him that would have just made him worry more, so she never did. 

She wasn’t sure if it was the atmosphere of the tunnels that had made her feel so vulnerable, or just the idea that Laarin was not near. She smiled as thoughts of Laarin’s strong hugs and gentle kisses caressed her imagination with phantom senses. It was hard to believe that they’d been together for almost two years now. 

At first, she hadn’t known what to make of him. He’d been so persistent with her, buying her dinner and taking her to music shows. Though she’d tried not to appear so, she had been very charmed by him. There was a strength behind his gentleness, like a predator attacking his prey – but with kindness, so strong that she couldn’t help but fall victim to it. 

Laarin’s love for her had enfolded her like a blanket, keeping her warm and protected. Lately, it was getting harder to remember what it had been like without him. There had only been time and more time, flowing seamlessly on and on. Now, time was measured in the periods between when she was away from her love and the next time she would be able to return to him and let him wrap her in his unyielding blanket of warmth once again. She knew that no matter what problems she had when they were apart, Laarin would make it all go away when she returned.

She felt herself sigh. How could she have been so lucky? The world was so very beautiful when Laarin was around.

Suddenly, something was dragging her away from the thoughts of her love. A feeling that itched and gnawed in her mind like when she knew she was forgetting something important. Laarin’s ghost faded and she let the world back in for a moment.

There it was, seeping thickly into her nose. An unmistakable smell. She snapped into crystal alertness instantly. The metallic thumping of picks in the dirt all around her had not slowed. They were still digging. They didn’t smell it.

Narr charged down the passage, her cane flying in front of her. She had to find someone quickly. Between the mumbling sounds of voices and ring of metal, her cane struck something.

“Hey!”

The voice in front of her didn’t sound pleased, but there wasn’t time to apologize.

“Stop them,” Narr whimpered.

“What?”

Narr leaned on all her resolve and shouted. “Tell them to stop digging!”
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The door was there, growing closer every second. Mardus, smiling, waiting for him. It felt like he was floating. He begged his legs to stop and not to carry him one more step toward the door but it was happening – had already happened. 

Jaund looked back at Laarin, still standing by the garbage bin. He wanted to tell him to run away and hide but his lungs wouldn’t draw the breath needed to shout. They droned on, breathing in and out for him, keeping his body alive.

He was with Mardus now, looking at him as though he was a friend. Mardus smiled, but hideously. Twice as wide as he could possibly smile. Hundreds of needle-like teeth. 

“I don’t think your brother likes me very much.”

What was it Jaund had said? Before he could remember, the words were coming out of his mouth.

“He’s just afraid.”

The door. Mardus was reaching for the knob. Jaund wouldn’t go in this time. He mustn’t. Not again. He would run back to Laarin and leave and never come back.

His legs felt sluggish and asleep as he strained to make them work, but then he was inside with Mardus.

The bear! Jaund knew he was somewhere inside. He wouldn’t look at him. If he saw him, then things would never be good again.

Jaund tried to close his eyes. He tried to think of something else so he wouldn’t see – but he had seen. The bear was there, beaten and bloody. His arms and legs spread out and tied to the floor. The blindfold. The gag. His beginning. Jaund jerked his head away so he wouldn’t see. Maybe it wasn’t too late. Everywhere Jaund looked, the bear was there in front of him.

Mardus was whispering something in his ear. Something about a gift. The hilt of a dagger was slipped into Jaund’s paw.

It felt so good, like it was a part of him. Chills ran through his body as he watched light shimmer from the sharp blade, gazing over its exact surface. He could feel the dagger inside of him. Breathing it in and out. The reflection from the shiny metal met his eyes and it was like gasping in fresh, clean air. 

Mardus’s voice rattled like his lungs were rotten. “It’s in your eyes, Jaund. I can see it.”

Why did the dagger have to feel so good in his paw? It held him in wonderment, no matter how much he told himself to hate it with all of his heart.

“It’s always been with you, Jaund, and it always will be. I can feel it in you. You’re a killer.”

Mardus was all around him, speaking inside his head. Everything was the color of Mardus’s hate. Jaund pulled it into him. Inhaling the rage into his core.

Mardus pointed to the incapacitated bear. “There are your answers. Everything you’ve ever wanted to know.”

Jaund’s legs were carrying him closer to the bear. The dagger was throbbing in his paw and he was terrified of the excitement he felt. 

The blindfold was removed from the bear and Jaund looked down into his eyes. Large, fixed, searing.

“Do you see that, Jaund? That’s hate.”

Every heartbeat pounded more rage through Jaund’s body. He tried not to like it. He tried to be disgusted with himself, but he couldn’t. It felt so good. It felt like where he belonged.

Mardus’s hissing grin hovered over the bear, together with Jaund’s. “Turn the hate to something else.” Mardus’s eyes burned. “Make it beautiful.”

The knife plunged. It sank, again and again, into the bear’s abdomen, ripping holes and gashes for every day of pain Jaund had lived through. Waves of pleasure swept along Jaund’s arm with each thrust, washing him into ecstasy. Washing his pain away. He gritted his teeth and spat death into the bear’s horrified eyes. Watching them. Watching. 

Every gush of blood brought him closer to his heaven. His mind screamed all the filth and torment that infested him and he injected it into the bear, stab after stab. He felt his heart racing. He felt his own arousal.

He wanted the bear to continue dying forever. He wanted it to go on and on until enough of his rage and hate and pain had spilled that it would never return. 

The bear’s eyes flowed with wide, horrible fear. It looked just the same as hare’s.

The hare, dying with Jaund’s paws around its throat, squeezing poisonous, bitter hurt into it. It kicked and squeaked as it soaked its death up. Its eyes were wide windows into its fading spirit. It’s fur turned whiter than the snow as the life drained from its soul. It was changing. Becoming different. The eyes. Narr’s eyes. Narr’s dying eyes.

Jaund huffed death into Narr’s pleading eyes and squeezed harder, choking away the sickening innocence and purity. Jaund didn’t want not to like it anymore. He had to finish it. He had to stop his pain.

“Jaund.”

Jaund looked up. There was fire and Laarin’s body laying in it. His funeral. Jaund watched the replay of his brother’s transformation to ashes. Fur blackening. Skin and muscles sizzling and snapping. 

Laarin’s body jerked and twitched as the fire ate it, turning it hard and brittle. In the flames, Laarin’s head rolled limply to face Jaund. The mouth opened. Tongue wriggled, gnarled and blistered, to form words.

“It hurts, Jaund.”

Laarin’s eyelids peeled open to show empty sockets, his brain smoldering sickly gray steam.

“It hurts!”
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Jaund woke, yelping and gasping for breath. The sheets looked like they’d been through a shredder. 

Like a quiet ghost, Narr stood beside the bed in the near darkness. “Laarin?”

Jaund reached desperately for Narr and hugged her into his arms. “Oh, God. I thought I had – I thought you were hurt.” 

Narr settled her head onto Jaund’s shoulder. “Another bad dream?”

Jaund nodded, letting his paws roam over the reality that Narr was here with him. “I don’t know what I’d do if anything ever happened to you.”

Narr chuckled so very sweetly. “Nothing will happen to me. I have you.”

Jaund tugged in a breath and held it for a moment. There seemed to be an odd smell on Narr’s fur, dirty and rotten. Why was it so dark? Had he slept all day? “What time is it?”

“I’m not sure. I had to stay late at work.”

Jaund reached for the lamp on the nightstand and switched it on. “Narr!”

For an instant, just a single horrible moment, Jaund thought it was blood. Perhaps he was still asleep or even worse, maybe he had injured her while under the influence of his dream. He looked closer. From head to toe, Narr’s white brilliance had been covered with a layer of reddish dirt. It clumped under her fur in places as though she’d been rolling in a mud hole.

Narr ran her paw delicately over her grimy coat. A few clods of dirt fell onto the floor. “Oh. I need a bath, don’t I?”

Jaund wasn’t sure why he’d felt such an urgency to get Narr cleaned up until he realized that every time he looked at the ruddy color in Narr’s fur, he went back to his dream. Still, he made sure to be gentle. He ran a hot bath and helped brush what he could of the loose dirt from Narr’s fur. 

After a few minutes, the dream faded and left Jaund feeling a bit silly. He’d had his share of nightmares since Laarin died, but he’d overcome them. If nothing else, they served as a marker to remind him of the direction in which he was fighting to go. Without ugliness, beauty could not exist. He could never let himself forget how evil his heart was. If he did, then he might forget how to be otherwise.

Jaund kissed Narr’s nose, the only clean place on her body. “Your bath is ready. I’ll make you something to eat.”

Narr pouted. Jaund could see that she was pretending. “Aren’t you going to help me?” She strained to hide her grin as she swished her tail at him.

Jaund smiled as the last of his monster dissolved under the warmth. He chased Narr to the bathroom, nipping at her ears while she giggled.

Her fur had literally been saturated with dirt. Jaund massaged soap into her coat and rinsed. After only a couple of minutes, the bath water had turned opaque with mud. He found a few burrs as well, though that wasn’t unusual.

“Here’s another one.”

Narr closed her eyes and winced as Jaund pulled another burr from her tail.

“I don’t know where you keep picking these up.”

Narr swiped her wet whip of a tail at Jaund. “Maybe you’re putting them in there so you’ll have an excuse to play in my fur.”

Jaund grinned. “Do I need an excuse?”

Narr ducked her head, hiding a little smile. It was almost angelic.

Jaund lifted her chin with a finger, taking a moment to gaze into her eyes. He kissed her deeply and let himself go. He let himself become a part of her.

When their muzzles parted, Narr was slumped against Jaund’s arm, looking rather dazed.

Jaund held Narr there in silence for several minutes, feeling the warmth of her body. He found that the only thing he wanted was to curl up in bed with her and cuddle her, protecting her from everything in the world that was like him. 

Jaund took the last bucket of warm water and began to rinse away the soap from Narr’s fur. He managed to sound slightly motherly.

“How did you manage to get so dirty?”

Narr turned in the tub to face him. “Oh, that’s what I wanted to tell you. I found a body!”

Jaund froze. “A body?”

Narr nodded excitedly. “Yes! A real dead body! I smelled it when they were digging and I made them stop so I could find it. I had to dig for a little while though. That’s why I got so dirty.”

Jaund was a statue. His heart was racing. “What did they do with it?”

“They called the enforcers to come and look at it and they took it away to study it. They told me I was a hero for finding it!”

Narr smiled at Jaund proudly.

Jaund rose to his feet slowly, trying not to believe what he was hearing. “The enforcers?”

“Uh-huh. They’re coming to get me tomorrow. They said they needed to ask me some questions.”

Jaund was dreaming again. Maybe he’d never woke up. This wasn’t supposed to happen. The enforcers had been trying to find the Shiver’s head assassin for years. If they interrogated Narr, it would surely lead them right to him. He’d have to leave her and go into hiding – maybe for years.

Even more frightening was what they might do to Narr. The enforcers did work to protect the laws, but they weren’t always civil about it. As long as the higher government was looking the other way, they would use whatever means necessary to catch a criminal, not excluding abuse in some cases. They would tell her who Jaund really was and they would hurt her until she told them what they wanted to know about him.

They’d say Jaund never loved her. They’d say she was lucky she hadn’t been his next victim. Her heart would break, there in the middle of whatever stuffy confines they’d decide to keep her in. They would make her hate him. It couldn’t end this way. Not like this – for Narr to discover who she’d really been living with in the custody of the enforcers, being forced to answer questions, being told lies. 

Jaund took Narr’s paws. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t keep his voice from quivering.

“Narr, you have to stay away from the mines. Promise me you’ll never go there again.”

Narr’s features withered. “But – my job…”

Jaund squeezed her paws, unintentionally gaining a whimper from her. “Promise me.”

“But the enforcers will be there to get me and…”

“No!” 

Narr withdrew with a look of shock. Jaund had never yelled at her before.

Jaund felt a weakness spread in his legs and began to fear that he might fall over. “You must never go back to the mines and certainly not to the enforcers.”

Narr stood, wet in the tub, her tail wrapped around herself and eyes confused and frightened by whatever was frightening Jaund. “You’re scaring me, Laarin.”

Jaund put his paw to his forehead, trying to clear his thoughts. He kneeled in front of Narr, his tone now pleading to her. “Please. Don’t go back there. I’d die if something bad happened to you.”

Narr paused, looking of puzzlement and worry. She reached for Jaund and he took her carefully in his arms.

“What’s wrong, love? Please tell me what’s wrong.”

Yes. It was time. Jaund had to tell her the truth. Narr might be afraid of him. She might run away and never want to see him again, but she would know that he loved her. He would make her know that, no matter what else she thought of him. 

If she did run away then he would let her go. He would have brought a dark hole into the life of a creature within whom it never belonged and should have never been. He had been so selfish. He’d sucked the spirits out of so many creatures and when he’d seen Narr, he’d taken her to bask in the glow of such breathtaking life. He had no right to be such a blemish to a beauty that he should have been forbidden to touch. He did not deserve the heaven contained in Narr’s heart. 

However, there was the hope that Narr might not run. Perhaps she would stay with him to heal him and make his ghosts vanish forever. Perhaps she truly was an angel. Within her was the power to start his life over again. Redemption. 

Jaund’s love for Narr swelled in his heart more every day. At first, his heart told him never to part with her. Now, it was telling him to set her free. It was an unsteady sensation. The only certainty in Jaund’s mind was that he would rather die than see her harmed and without her, he wasn’t sure he could live.

Jaund caressed Narr’s fragile form. “I will, my love. I’ll tell you everything. But first, there’s something I have to do.”

“You’re not leaving, are you?”

“I have to finish something.”

Narr whimpered and hugged tightly to Jaund. “I don’t want to be alone right now.”

Jaund kissed Narr’s cheek. “Don’t worry. I’ll be back very soon.”
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The nights were getting warmer all the time. The humidity carried smells like music that was played too loud. Warmth that collected on the streets continued to melt the snow after the sun went down and the drainage vents whispered with drips of water in the darkness. Jaund’s paws crunched the damp snow as he walked.

His march became determined and hypnotic. This could not go on. It would not go on. Perhaps, in the sleepy depths of his memory, there had once been some reason not to care. Everything had been foul. Everything had been pain. He was only more gray paint on a canvas that had already been slopped with every decadent shade of ugliness. There had never been a reason to be different.

He had a life now and that was Narr. That was his reason to resist the evil inside of him. Narr was the one clean place left on the murky, gray painting that was his life and as he grew nearer to Tyrrrix’s house, he felt his teeth grinding and a boulder growing in his chest. He would not black out the only beauty left in his world – not for anyone.

Jaund’s dream and the incident in the mines had instilled an urgency within him. He could have talked to Yrris (or any of Mardus’s other bullies for that matter) and it would have filtered up to Tyrrrix eventually. Jaund didn’t have time for that. The claws of Jaund’s ghosts were slowly tearing at the edges of his perfect life with Narr. They would break in and flood the last beautiful thing he knew. Every night he snuck out and every assignment he took was another chance for him to get caught and watch as everything crumbled to the ground. 

Before today, Jaund had been content to sit in the light with Narr and hope the infectious, rabid filth of his past would not seep in. Now it had done that and no amount of hope would make it go away. If the monster was going to leave, Jaund was going to have to make it leave and he would have to do it now.

Through the gate, past the gargoyles, up the steps and to the front door. 

A tiger with one blue eye peeked through a slot in the door.

“It’s Jaund. I need to speak with Tyrrrix.”

The peephole was slapped closed and there were mumbles behind the door. A moment later, the door opened. The blue-and-yellow-eyed tiger regarded Jaund as though he were comparing him with legend. “It’s late, so be brief.”

Jaund was lead down a hallway decorated with mirrors and wrought iron. The carpet was thick and every room was heated and fully furnished with extravagance. Tyrrrix obviously enjoyed his comfort. Jaund had been inside only a few times. The lavishness always amazed him. 

Tyrrrix was in the library. He could be seen through the arch doorway, reading one of the numerous books that seemed to make up the walls of the room. He waved Jaund into the room, setting the book down and picking up a flask of golden liquid.

“It’s good to see you, Jaund. Would you like a drink?”

The lateness of Jaund’s visit didn’t seem to upset Tyrrrix. Jaund accepted the drink. It was normally considered rude not to. 

Jaund was invited into a large chair and the tiger sat in its twin, opposite of him.

A glaze of business covered the tiger’s expression. “What can I do for you tonight?” He took a sip of his drink.

Jaund set his jaw. “I want out.”

Tyrrrix appeared to savor the flavor of his drink for a moment. “I see.”

The drink was set down and Tyrrrix examined Jaund with an inscrutable poker face. He spoke quietly and calmly, as though the conversation were about the weather. “Surely you, of all people, would know the policy regarding this.”

Jaund did. Nine times out of ten, he was the one sent to deal with deserters. The Shivers could not risk the chance of someone coming forward to report the details of their ‘business practices’. In Jaund’s experience, most of those who tried to run away were given one chance to reconsider their actions. One of their testicles was removed. If they were female, they were raped and beaten. If the deserter survived, he would have a ring shaved in his fur around his neck as an embarrassment and to remind him of the next thing that would be removed. Only a rare few made the second attempt.

Jaund nodded. “Yes. I was hoping an exception could be made.”

Tyrrrix crossed his legs and looked into his glass as he swirled the alcohol. “I admire you, Jaund. I sit in my office and do business while you sweat it out in the trenches. Many of us just don’t have the stomach for your job. You’re quite a valuable member of the team. It would be a shame to lose your talents.”

The tiger looked directly into Jaund’s eyes. “Won’t you reconsider?”

Jaund refused to let himself be swayed. There was simply too much at stake. “I can’t.”

“Perhaps a vacation? I hear you’ve been working very hard. I could arrange a shuttle to take you anywhere you’d like to go.” 

Tyrrrix’s offer sounded genuine, but it was not a vacation that Jaund needed.

“Thank you, but no. I – need to start my life again.”

Tyrrrix raised an eyebrow. “Is there nothing that will convince you to stay?”

Jaund thought of Narr and her incredible gentleness. This was for her. 

Jaund shook his head. “I’m sorry.” 

Tyrrrix rose from his seat. “Well, then – shall we continue this in my office?” He gracefully meandered out of the room, inviting Jaund to follow.

The room across the hall was smaller and certainly less relaxed. A desk sat on one side of the room, neat stacks of paper adorning it, and a sofa on the other. A smaller version of the library sat on a shelf against the wall. 

Tyrrrix moved behind the desk and folded his paws behind him as he stood, looking out the window at the falling snow. “You’ve been very loyal to the Shivers. A privileged and trusted member. I appreciate you coming directly to me to discuss this.”

Jaund felt a dangerous quiet in the room. If Tyrrrix wanted to kill him then there would be little he could do but run. And if he ran, others would come looking for him. They would track down where he was living. Narr.

Tyrrrix turned to Jaund. “The usual treatment is painful and humiliating. You’ve asked for an exception to that and I believe that can be granted.”

The tiger slid the top drawer of his desk open and withdrew a hypodermic needle. He handed it to Jaund.

There was silence for a moment as Jaund studied the clear fluid inside the syringe. He looked at Tyrrrix, confused.

“I assure you, it’s completely painless.”

Jaund took a deep breath. He wanted to ask if there was another way – any other way – but Tyrrrix’s gaze was set in stone. There was no need to ask.  

The tiger spoke quietly. “You realize we simply can’t take chances. Particularly considering what you’ve been involved in.” He folded Jaund’s paw snugly around the lethal gift. “You’ve served the Shivers well. You’ve earned your dignity.”

Tyrrrix turned back toward the window and the snowfall. The conversation was over and Jaund’s options with it. He began to step toward the door.

Tyrrrix had somehow found a bright parting tone for his voice. “I do hope you’ll reconsider your decision. If you decide to stay with us, pay a visit to Yrris. He has a new assignment for you.”

Jaund shook his head. There had to be an end. “I can’t do any more assignments.”

Tyrrrix waved his paw in Jaund’s direction. “I’m sure it would be no problem for you. Only a fox. A blind fox if memory serves.”

Jaund suddenly felt as though he’d been slapped in the face. “What?”

Tyrrrix turned toward Jaund, curious about the sudden interest he was showing. “It seems that one of our old political enemies had been dug up, so to speak. A fox in the mines sniffed him out.”

Nothing seemed real suddenly. Like when Jaund knew he was dreaming. His legs began to carry him across the room before he could realize he was moving. “She doesn’t know anything!”

Tyrrrix blinked. It was the first expression of surprise Jaund had seen from him. “You know something about this?”

Jaund tried to keep his wits. He seemed to be seeing and hearing everything from a great distance away.

“I believe I know the fox. She found a body, but she doesn’t know anything about it. There’s no need to – to…”

Tyrrrix glared at Jaund as he struggled in vain to put that dreaded action in the same phrase with Narr’s name. The tiger slipped quietly into his chair and reclined, never taking his eyes from Jaund.

“Kill her?”

Jaund winced.

Tyrrrix folded his paws on the desk in front of him. Jaund knew he was being studied. 

“Our agent within the enforcers has gotten rid of the body. Unfortunately, he says the fox can still remember the scent of the individual who dispatched the poor soul. Extraordinary actually.”

Jaund realized his claws were digging into his palms. He tried to relax. He tried to pretend that this was just another assignment. If Tyrrrix became suspicious, he would send someone else. Jaund felt sickened as he tried to make his anxiety appear to be excitement.

“They’re going to bring her in to do scent samples within the next couple of days. Naturally, we can’t have her pointing fingers at our operatives.”

Jaund’s mind threw images of Narr into his eyes in a mosaic, terrifyingly similar to the ghosts that haunted him. He suddenly felt that he had to leave. That he had to run as far away from this room as he could.

Tyrrrix smiled, perhaps with suspicion or maybe something else. “I don’t have to remind you that you and many of your comrades have fur samples in their records.”

Jaund flushed the image of Narr from his mind with a new one. The eyes now inspecting him cracked with red veins and began to darken as he imagined squeezing the life from Tyrrrix’s stunned eyes. Feeling breath struggle through the windpipe. Feeling the body oozing and growing limp. A grin began to grow across Jaund’s muzzle, jagged and cruel.

Tyrrrix nodded slowly. “Now you’re seeing things our way.”
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The lake had changed a little since Jaund and Laarin used to go fishing together. The boards of the abandoned cabin that they used to play in had turned oily and rotten. Now it sat on the bank in a black, crumbled heap, like bones. People had stopped using it once the lake had become too polluted for the fish to live in. The water was slowly disappearing over time, leaving a greasy coating over the ground were it had been. What was left lay stinking at the bottom, too saturated with chemicals to freeze. Bands of rainbow colors rippled and swirled on the surface with a life of their own. There was always beauty in death. 

Jaund watched the sky, letting the cold night air bring its frigid caress to his nose. The sky was like life, it seemed. A gray blanket of clouds hung low, billowy and soft and thick with the promise of warmth and protection, but it was an illusion. They only brought cold and ice. If they could laugh at all of the victims of their practical joke, standing frozen as they looked up into the falling snow, they would. 

The sting of the needle felt satisfying as it slid under Jaund’s skin. The plunger waited, ready to deliver its eternity. By the time his body was found, Narr will have already been taken by the enforcers.

When Jaund had left Tyrrrix’s house, he couldn’t understand how his legs were still underneath him. His whole body had turned numb and there was a metallic taste in his mouth from where he’d been biting his tongue. He knew he was going to pass out any moment. 

He’d managed to maintain his composure enough in Tyrrrix’s presence to convince him that he was going to take the assignment. That had at least bought him a little time. Once outside though, his strength had given out and he’d stumbled down the stairs and into the streets, looking for a place he could sit with his last sights and thoughts. 

Luckily, Tyrrrix had forgotten about the syringe. Jaund shook his head. No, Tyrrrix wasn’t a clumsy, feeble-minded goon like the others. It was more likely he’d intended him to keep it as a future reminder of his alternatives. 

The lake was hours away from the part of town Tyrrrix lived in. Though he didn’t remember most of the journey, he’d made it somehow. The only things he could recall were his thoughts of Narr.

Jaund placed his thumb over the plunger. It was better this way. Better for Narr and for him. She would miss him for a while, but she would get over it and move on. Maybe she would find someone better. She would never have to know what he really was. He would die her fox mate and she would never know differently. Her beauty would go on, undisturbed. For him, the pain would finally be over.

How he wished he could have run away with her, perhaps to another planet. The possibility was futile, of course, but Jaund had been so tempted to try on occasion. Maybe they would have beaten the odds and gotten away. Maybe they would have been together right now, enjoying the feel of leaves and soft, warm soil under their paws. Eating a fresh meal as they shared plans for the future. Lying under a cloudless night sky, holding each other. Maybe he could have become the person he so much wanted to be. It was the possibility that kept him from sleeping sometimes. What if they really could have made it?

Jaund knew the pulse of the Shivers well. You would pass them on the street every day. A Shiver owned the market you bought your meals from. He delivered your packages. He monitored the off-planet communications. The moose that prepared your lunch at the café owed the Shivers a favor and the pocket of the female who took your personal information for an interplanetary ticket had a Shiver’s tip in it. The Shivers were everywhere. It was simply bad business not to keep track of members and customers.

Jaund’s thumb tapped at and fidgeted with the plunger, impatiently. If only if could be this simple, but he knew better. He would end his own life before the Shiver’s made him kill Narr and about that, there was never a question. But it would only buy her time. The Shivers would not allow Narr to identify one of their members in the killing and when is was discovered that Jaund was dead, someone else would be sent to do the job – perhaps the Shiver spy within the enforcers. Narr would be left, helpless, to Jaund’s replacement and it would be his fault. He had to try and protect her, at least for as long as he could. 

There was only a single thing left for him to do. He would go and see the only Shiver who could cover up the incident and convince Tyrrrix that the job had been done – the Shiver who was in charge of every hit. Mardus.

A tiny ray of hope began to enter Jaund’s heart. He hadn’t thought of the tunnels either. If he could get Mardus to look the other way long enough for he and Narr to disappear into the old mining tunnels then they might be safe for awhile. Jaund had heard rumors that a small group, made mostly of outcasts and criminals, had been surviving there for years, though it wasn’t clear just how. It was a place the Shivers had never bothered to look for anyone.

It might be a tough life for awhile, but if it could allow Jaund the time to find a way off of New Tibet with Narr then it would be worth his life. There were so many beautiful things he had to show her. It would be as though his old life had never happened.

Jaund pulled the needle carefully from his arm. This was his last chance to make everything right, and one way or the other, he had to.

If Mardus did not cooperate then there was always his alternative. He would die protecting Narr and fulfill his last wish – to hold her one last time.
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“Narr?”

The fox stirred and woke up. She reached toward the sound of Jaund’s voice. Her words wept. “Laarin! I was so scared when you didn’t come home.”

Jaund embraced Narr. “I’m sorry. It took longer than I thought.”

“Is everything OK? I was so worried when you left.”

Jaund kissed her ear. “Everything will be just fine.”

Narr’s eyes searched for Jaund’s. “What’s happening, Laarin? Why were you so afraid?”

Jaund took Narr’s shoulders. “I can’t explain everything right now, but I need you to do something for me.”

Narr nodded, wiping tears from her eyes.

“I may ask you to do some strange things in the next couple of days. I need you to trust me. I need you to do what I say, even if you don’t understand.”

Narr looked confused, but she nodded again and Jaund could see her trust.

Jaund smiled and touched his nose to hers. “And always remember that I love you.”

Narr smiled now. It was as if those words had erased a whole night’s worth of worry. She sat up in bed and pushed her fingers through Jaund’s thick ruff. 

“Well, I don’t have to go to work anymore. What are we going to do today?”

Jaund took Narr’s paw and pressed it against his muzzle to give it a tiny kiss, then he threw the sheets from her body.

Narr coughed a surprised giggle.

“Today is a day just for us.”

* * * *

After making breakfast together, Jaund sat down to help brush Narr’s fur. It was something he always enjoyed doing for her, though he couldn’t claim it to be a completely selfless act. It was another chance for him to take in every curve of her body completely. Narr was perfectly capable of brushing her own fur, but Jaund always volunteered to help. 

Narr never liked being pitied, but once she learned he did it because he enjoyed touching her, she’d never refused. Bathing was similar. Jaund had often wanted to climb into the bath with her. She’d even suggested it once or twice but he was reluctant. It would wash off the fox musk he wore. 

Of course, Jaund had never wanted her to have to work either. He would have gladly taken care of her. She had wanted a job, Jaund suspected, to prove to him that she didn’t need charity. So, Jaund helped her get one. Sometime after Jaund had moved in with her, she seemed to realize that he was offering true kindness and not pity. He did it because he loved her, not because he felt sorry for her. 

The two talked while Jaund brushed. Narr said that she’d thought about it and she wasn’t upset about not going to the mines anymore. She confessed her nervousness about the tunnels and said that she’d missed knitting anyway. 

Jaund suggested that Narr should start an indoor garden as well. He knew she liked to grow vegetables. Narr said she would, but only if Jaund would let her cook them herself. This turned into a playful spat over who’s cooking was better and inevitably, a gentle wrestling match.

It was while Jaund was pinned by SuperNarr, pretending to struggle against her supernatural powers that he heard the fourth transport go by on the street outside. Was it already that late?

Jaund was always so eager to let himself forget his problems when he was with Narr. It was so easy to feel that nothing else mattered. Today, though, he couldn’t let himself do that. There was a second reason for wanting to spend the day with Narr and that was to make sure she was safe until he could reach Mardus. The best way to do that was to stay in public places and away from his usual territory. Thus, Jaund had planned out the day.

Jaund went into the kitchen and started removing items from the cold box. Narr was busy prancing about like a superhero when she heard the sounds.

“What are you doing?”

Jaund pulled two paper sacks from under the counter. “Packing a lunch. We’re going out.”

First, Jaund took Narr to get new knitting tools. Her old ones were almost worn to nubs. Taking Narr to the fabric shop was like watching cubs playing on the first day of thaw. She caressed and smelled every texture and object with a wistful smile that wanted to take every last bit of it home with her. She often spent much more time there than they needed, but Jaund didn’t mind. Time didn’t mean anything when Narr was happy.

Next, Jaund had planned to take Narr to the large activity center where they could drink sodas and play games but on their way there, a street play distracted them. They both sat and watched as walrus actors re-enacted an ancient battle from their homeworld. Though it honestly wasn’t a very good portrayal, Narr seemed to be very moved by it. She clapped and cheered when the performance was over. 

Since they’d strayed so far from Jaund’s plans, the rest of the day was improvised. As the sun was going down, they found themselves holding hands on the cliffs overlooking the sea. It had been such a perfect day.

Narr sat, pointing her nose to the sea breeze and catching its scent, but Jaund was watching Narr. She was far more beautiful than their surroundings. 

The sky was overcast with its usual gray blanket and they weren’t far enough from the city to escape the smog. The air hung with haze over a bored, greenish sea. Bits of ice and garbage had washed into the jagged rocks at the base of the cliff.

Narr stretched out her arms and closed her eyes against the strong, constant breeze. She smiled as it rushed over her face, ruffling her fur.

“I feel like I’m flying!”

It was as though she was protected from ugliness the way light was from dark. It couldn’t touch her. Jaund smiled. Yes, Narr was far more beautiful.

The breeze died for a moment and Narr opened her eyes, searching across the ocean. She held very still, soaking up all her senses would allow.

“What does it look like, Laarin?”

Jaund looked out to the sea, drab and colorless. How could he tell her the truth? How could he say that it was ugly and sick and polluted? It would be like throwing a rock through a stained glass window. 

What Narr knew was what existed for her and it never had to be ugly. Jaund wanted to make life beautiful for her. He’d just as soon cut off one of her fingers as tell her that she’d been flying over a wasteland. The damage would be the same. He took a deep breath.

“It’s beautiful.”

Narr turned to him. “What do you see?”

Jaund closed his eyes and looked on a world within – on a world he might have had. 

“I see the sun setting. It’s coloring the sky with a beautiful red and orange.”

Narr rested her paw on Jaund’s leg, eager to see with him. “I forgot what red was. Tell me again.”

Jaund cupped his paw around her ear. “This is red.” Then he bathed it with warm, slow breath, letting it ooze into the sensitive interior.

Narr closed her eyes and sighed.

“There are large pieces of ice, so clear you can see right through them, and they’re floating on deep, blue water.”

Narr’s ears perked. “Blue?”

Jaund touched a piece of snow to the end of Narr’s nose. “Blue.”

Narr blinked. “Oh!”

“The little waves in the water make it sparkle almost like the stars – like this…”

He tapped his claws gently up and down Narr’s arm. Narr concentrated, trying to put Jaund’s picture together.

Jaund smiled. “There are some sharp and dangerous looking rocks that run off of the shore and into the water, and they look like this…” He growled and began chewing up and down the arm he had been tickling.

Narr giggled. “Hey!”

Jaund looked into Narr’s eyes. She could see it. He knew she could.

“And the whole thing is covered with a light mist…” He laid his paws gently over Narr’s face, covering her eyes and forehead.

Narr was enraptured. She looked off toward the ocean – Jaund’s ocean. “All of that is right here in front of us?”

Jaund closed his eyes and pictured his place. Did it really matter? As long as Jaund and Narr were sharing it, wasn’t it real? Weren’t they really in that wonderful place as long as they both held it in their hearts?

“Yes.”

Narr scooted closer to Jaund and leaned against him, looking off into the beauty. “I would never want to leave this place. It’s so beautiful.”

Jaund opened his eyes. As much as he wanted to let Narr’s company lull him into blissful ignorance, the business at hand was far too important. He had to tell her now.

“What if we did leave, Narr? What if we went to someplace far away and even more beautiful?”

Narr tilted her head. “But why?”

Jaund put his arm around Narr. “Because I want to be with you.”

“But you are with me.”

Jaund shook his head. How could he begin? “Narr, you mean everything to me, but there are some things you don’t know and they could be bad. They could make you not love me anym…”

Narr pressed her delicate paw over Jaund’s muzzle. “Shhhh. Tell me, Laarin. What is it?”

Jaund whimpered. The sound put a look of concern onto Narr’s face. It was something she rarely heard from him. 

Twice, Jaund opened his muzzle, but nothing would come out. On the third try, he managed something.

“I’ve lied to you Narr. I’m not who I said I was.”

Narr’s expression changed to something uncertain. Jaund feared she was trying to contain some kind of shock.

Jaund began to feel like he’d run a mile. His heart raced. He knew the words that was about to say to Narr, but he couldn’t believe he was going to say them.

“I’m not a fox.” He paused, taking a few deep breaths. “I’m a wolf.”

Narr started blankly at Jaund for a painful amount of time as he tried to decipher what she was feeling. All at once, Narr covered her muzzle and broke into giggles.

Jaund was taken completely off guard. “I – what?”

Narr stifled her laughter long enough to become melodramatic. “Oh, help! The big wolf is going to hurt me!” 

Jaund grew urgent, he took Narr’s paws. “It’s true. It’s not a joke. I’m not from a planet with big foxes. I was born here.”

The laughter died, leaving a faint smile on Narr’s muzzle as she looked up at him with all the love she’d ever had for him. Jaund didn’t know why he couldn’t see what she was feeling. He’d gone over this time after time in his mind. He’d imagined any reaction Narr would have. She could only be feeling something that he hadn’t expected if…

Jaund felt shaken as he realized. “You knew? All this time, you knew?”

Narr smiled wider as she cupped her paws over one of Jaund’s. 

“But I made sure… My tail – and I wore…”

“Fox musk, I know.” 

Jaund’s disbelief jarred him into silence.

Narr appeared reluctant to tell Jaund how badly he’d failed in his masquerade. “It makes you smell like a wolf wearing fox musk.”

It took a moment, but suddenly it all soaked in. Jaund began to laugh. He wasn’t sure why, but it felt like it would never stop, and he didn’t want it to. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt it. It was like angel wings and butterflies. He laughed until he was lying in the snow, tears streaking his cheeks. 

Narr sat silently, listening almost appreciatively to the sound, just a moment away from laughing herself. “I wanted to tell you but – you seemed so happy pretending to be a fox.”

Jaund struggled to control his voice. “Then you don’t mind?”

Narr laid back into the snow next to Jaund. “I thought it was a little weird at first. Then I realized that everything you did made me feel so good.”

Jaund’s laughter had finally left him with tears and deep breaths. As he looked at her, he realized he loved her more than he’d ever hated anything.

“I don’t care what you are – I love you.”

It was true. Jaund could see it. He recognized eternity. But there was more – much more that he had to tell her and they were things that could frighten her, even if she loved him. The hope she’d given him made his heart flutter. Narr had been sent to cure him, he was sure of that now. There could be no more doubts. He would take her away from here and let her spirit wash over his world, taking away all the darkness - and he would always make sure her world was as beautiful as she’d made his. 

Jaund knew it would upset her, possibly greatly, but it could not end here. He would have to tell her everything.

Jaund closed his eyes. “There’s more.” He hesitated. This was something else he’d spent time imagining. There was little hope it would go as well as his last confession.

“I’m not just a wolf – I’m a bad wolf. I’ve done some…” His throat began to feel so dry. He tried to swallow it back. “…terrible things.”

Narr’s caress broke his thoughts. Her touch brought electric sensation to his chest and stomach as it drew over his cheek.

“Give yourself time, love. You don’t have to say everything now.”

Perhaps it was better he didn’t. If she was afraid of him, she might not trust him when he needed her to the most. There would always be time after tonight – and tonight might be the most difficult test of her love. She would have to let him lead her away from the life she’d always known to a life in the cold subterranean depths for no other reason than he’d asked her to go. For now, he needed all her trust. 

The remainder of the time on the cliff was spent in each other’s arms, watching their sun go down. They walked home as the fading light in the real world turned the misty skies from gray into black and the harsh, synthetic lights of the city began their dominance of the night. 

At home, Jaund took Narr to bed and he made love to her. He’d never held her so tightly before – had never lost himself in her so completely. They were a shining pinpoint of love and pleasure, joined together in the abysmal darkness around them. They slept, tied together, Narr sheltered in Jaund’s embrace and for that time, they both knew only love and completeness. 
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Jaund had been careful not to wake Narr when he snuck out. Narr’s hearing was so sensitive that even Jaund’s stealth couldn’t always evade it. Luckily, Narr had gotten used to Jaund’s late excursions and didn’t usually wake anymore when he left. 

Jaund wasn’t sure what time it was. He’d planned to stay awake until Narr fell asleep but the temptation to let consciousness drift away with Narr in his arms had been too great. He knew it wouldn’t be long before his nightmares woke him.

He wondered if his nightmares would end after he and Narr were away from New Tibet. He couldn’t remember having a restful night of sleep. 

Jaund tracked through the slush toward the building he most often visited in his sleep. Mardus always kept late hours there – at least he used to. It had been years since Jaund had spoken to Mardus directly. 

The night was unusually warm. The sky boiled, threatening a storm. Jaund could smell the rotten stench of Mardus’s “workshop” from three blocks away. It disturbed him how well he still knew the way, even though the young wolf who often visited the place, eager and excited, had been left years behind.

Jaund paused outside the door. The garbage bin was still there, across the street, like an incomplete shard of the past. In Jaund’s dreams and memories, Laarin was standing behind it, warning him not to go inside. It almost seemed wrong for Laarin to be missing from the alley.

Still, the bin itself was warning enough. It made him uneasy just looking at it. Even more so with the absence of his brother. No more warnings. He was out of time.

Jaund spoke toward the alley as though it were still that day so long ago. “You were right, Laarin. I should have never gone inside.”

This time, though, it was to end it – to help make things as though he’d never entered the cursed place at all. Laarin was gone forever and Jaund could never get him back. Now it was time to stop from losing any more.

Jaund opened the door and stepped inside.

The smell was familiar. Death. The smell of sweat and a hundred final breaths. A hundred eyes looked in from the shadows, the room was the last thing they’d seen. The air was saturated with fear and pain.

Everywhere Jaund looked, a ghost stared back at him. The fox with the limp, the reddish wolf who said prayers to some God in a strange language, the bear with the hate in his eyes, the raccoon who’d come to New Tibet by mistake and only wanted to go back home. They were all here, hurting and fearing and begging forever.

Jaund remembered how he used to spend all of his extra time in the workshop, blissfully absorbing the sickened vibes. He remembered his plans with Mardus – to cause so much death and torture in the room that it would become eternal. Mardus had thought that if enough spirits were released in the room, death would have no more room to take another one. The living could hide within the shroud of death and be missed when it was their time. Jaund knew that wasn’t true, but he was too excited over the idea of being an instrument for Mardus’s haven to disagree.

Among the ghosts in the room, a living form slept against a pile of fishing nets. The years had not been kind to Mardus. He was scarred and ragged. His muzzle had grayed and the toned health of his body had deteriorated. The death he surrounded himself with was beginning to reach for him indiscriminately. Death always had room for more.

Mardus was stirring in the dim light of the single lamp. His ears twitched. Perhaps the presence of another living being in the room was out of place enough to draw attention. He suddenly rolled off the bed of nets as though he’d been slapped. His eyes burned toward Jaund, still confused with sleep.

“Who is it? Who’s there?”

Jaund felt a kind of pity for the voice, cracked and old and tainted with senility. He took a step toward the lamp. "It’s me. It’s Jaund.”

Confusion and suspicion set into Mardus’s face as he picked himself up off the floor and began to move on stiff and complaining joints toward Jaund.

“Jaund? But you’re not dead.”

Jaund shook his head. “No, I’m not dead.”

Mardus inspected Jaund carefully, then began to laugh. “Jaund! Where’ve you been?” He slapped Jaund’s solid shoulder. “Gods, you’ve grown bigger than I ever expected.” There was a gaze of pride that almost made Jaund feel sheepish.

Jaund remembered how he had once looked up to Mardus, even admired him. Somehow, he’d seemed a lot more intimidating then.

“I’ve been settling down.”

Mardus nodded, moving and speaking with exaggerated expression. “That’s good! You should find a female and make some cubs to show me.”

Jaund couldn’t help a bit of a smile. “I’ll try my best.”

Mardus snorted. “Bah! You could have any female you wanted.” An envious glance followed. “Do you remember the tall, young one who used to wait outside for you?”

Jaund nodded. “Truen.”

Mardus pointed at the name. “Truen! Yes, what ever happened to her?”

Jaund’s memories of Truen seemed dim and far away. Though she was a prostitute, Jaund hadn’t realized until later that she did seem to like spending time around him, even outside the professional sense sometimes. At the time, Jaund thought she was just trying to secure more business but in retrospect, her attraction did seem genuine. 

Jaund had killed her, of course, though he’d told no one about it. He’d strangled her in the midst of his pleasure. It was the single death before Laarin died that he’d felt ashamed of afterward.

“I don’t think she liked me.”

Mardus grinned. Some of his teeth were gone. “She was crazy about you. They all were. Even some of the males.”

Somehow and in some strange way, it was actually good to see Mardus again. There had been times he’d been almost like a father to Jaund and though his lessons had been murderous and horrible, a bond had developed. Jaund still felt that bond as much as he would have liked not to.

Mardus padded slowly to the middle of the room, looking as though he was going over his memories. “You’d make a fine father. You could teach your cubs everything I taught you, right here in this room.”

The thought made Jaund feel ill for a moment. With Narr, there could be no cubs, but the idea that Mardus would try to bring his offspring into the hell he’d introduced to Jaund was intolerable. Even imagined, he’d rather see his children dead than killing under Mardus’s watchful eye.

He began to wish he could have cubs with Narr, just so he could teach them to be everything he wasn’t. He owed the world so much good that he would never be able to pay it, but he had to start somewhere.

“Mardus…”

But Mardus was not listening. A light of wild excitement had grown in his eyes as he paced over the floor, looking at the rusted chains and nightmarish devices he’d invented to experiment with his victims. “It hasn’t been the same around here without you, Jaund. But it’s okay now. You’re staying, aren’t you?”

Jaund watched ten years taken from Mardus’s age. “What do you mean?”

Mardus opened his arms. “You’re back! I knew you couldn’t stay gone for long. Now we can work together again.”

Jaund shook his head. After all was said and done, Mardus would never be anything more than a twisted version of what might have been a wolf, half crazy with fanaticism. His age was catching up to him and his mind was nowhere as sharp as it used to be. His life was lived in death and it would eventually crumble his own bones to dust without him ever being alive.

Mardus folded his paws, almost as though he was praying to Jaund, going on before he could interrupt. “It will be just like it used to be. Just you and me. We could be Gods again! We’ll find it this time, Jaund, I promise you.”

Yes, it was tempting. Extremely tempting. The only thing keeping Jaund from delighting in the thought of killing was that he knew it was wrong. Laarin showed him that. Narr showed him that. He had somehow been able to ignore Laarin and stayed here with Mardus. Working his torturous work had been rapture. It could be like that again. The world around him would go away along with his pain and everything could be gritting teeth, rushing blood and ecstasy once more. But he could not ignore Narr. 

Jaund could never be an angel. Evil was etched into his heart. But as long as he could see that, then he could at least have the desire to be better.

“No Mardus. I’m not coming back.”

Mardus halted, unsure of what he’d just heard. The old wolf began to look suspicious again. “But why not? We’re both here. Everything could start over again.”

“I am starting over. I’ve changed, Mardus. I – I’m trying to change.”

Mardus squinted, his eye narrowing and pointing out a traitor inside what used to be a friend. “Then why are you here?”

Jaund took a deep breath. He and Mardus had helped each other out many times in the past. Just one more favor. That’s all he needed. “I came to ask you to do something for me.”

Mardus stood up as straight as his old bones would allow. “If you’re not going to stay here with me then why should I do anything for you?”

Jaund stepped forward to present his plea. Mardus would never be able to understand love but he did understand need and Jaund would have to touch that somehow.

“Because it’s important. It’s the most important thing I’ve ever wanted and you’re the only one who can help me.”

Mardus grumbled. The old wolf returned to his bed with lines of deep thought on his face. Jaund couldn’t help but feel some kind of pity for him as he squatted painfully to sit.

“What do you want?”

“There’s an order for a fox. A blind fox. Her name is Narr. I need you to delay it, just for a couple of days.”

“What for?”

Jaund closed his eyes. “Because I don’t want her to die.”

The darkness under Jaund’s eyelids became filled with Narr’s face. When he opened his eyes, he was looking into a face of pure surprise. “I know that might sound strange coming from me…”

“Strange?” Mardus suddenly began looking at Jaund as though he was a stranger. “What’s happened to you, Jaund? You would have wanted to kill her yourself before.”

“I know, but things are different now.”

Mardus rose again, easier this time, and began to pace in front of Jaund. “That fox is wanted by the enforcers. She knows things that could be dangerous.”

“No, she doesn’t know anything. I’m positive of that.”

“We can’t be sure of what she knows.”

“But I am sure.”

Mardus was scratching his head, as if over some unsolvable puzzle. “No. I can’t let her go.”

Jaund held back the growl he felt itching in his throat as he spoke. “You don’t have to let her go. Just forget about her for two days.”

Mardus paused giving the matter a final thought. “No.”

Jaund realized that his thoughts were quickly becoming panicked. His final chance to save Narr was simply being waved aside. Jaund refused to believe that it was happening. It could not end here with a simple ‘no’. Jaund felt the fur on his back bristling.

“This is very important. You can’t say no!”

Mardus blinked. “Can’t I?” A devilish glaze windowed his one good eye. It was the same glaze that used to make Jaund nervous, but now it only disgusted him. “I don’t know what you’ve turned yourself into, Jaund, but I don’t think I like it. You left me here alone. I thought we meant something to each other and then one day, you were gone. Now, after years, you come here and make demands of me? I don’t owe you anything anymore!”

Jaund tried to calm himself but it wasn’t working. His pulse quickened and he could taste acid in his mouth. “I’m just telling you that it’s not her fault. She doesn’t deserve to die.”

Mardus, under all his gray fur and worn joints, was becoming angry. “And I’m telling you that this fox could do a lot of damage.”

Jaund bowed his head, looking away from Mardus’s eye in purposeful submission. He humbled himself before the old wolf. His pride meant nothing anymore. He would beg if he had to.

“Please Mardus. I need this more than anything. If you could only understand…”

Mardus accepted Jaund’s submission and stood over him, glaring with the fires of betrayal and insanity. “What I understand is that you’ve become a weakling and a traitor!”

The words sent a shock wave through Jaund’s mind. Numbness washed over his body, like in a dream. “What?”

Mardus’s smile curled across his muzzle. “Oh, yes. We know about your little meeting with Tyrrrix. He said you’d turned against us, but I didn’t believe him. Now look at you! Ready to put your nose under my tail.”

Jaund growled as his anger mounted. Mardus sneered in return, showing no signs of fear.

“It’s true, isn’t it? You’re fucking that fox! Gods, you’re more twisted than I ever thought.”

Had Jaund been that obvious? He’d taken great care to hide his relationship with Narr from the Shivers. There had been times, now and then, when he’d thought he and Narr were being watched but he’d dismissed them. Could they have been under surveillance all this time?

Jaund stared at Mardus with silent hate. It was all ruined now. They knew about Narr and his relationship with her. They might even believe he contributed to the discovery of the body. It would not be long before Narr’s execution was assigned to another assassin. Perhaps even his own. He would have to take Narr away before another Shiver got to her.

Mardus spat his words in Jaund’s face as though he desired to incite more glorious hate to bathe in.

“It doesn’t matter anymore. You’re out. My team is going to get her and bring her here.” Mardus swished his tail tauntingly. “She’s going to make me young again, you know.”

Mardus’s words were almost lost under the roar of Jaund’s venomous growl. “I’ll stop you.”

“Oh no. I’m going to pick out her spirit, piece by piece. I’m going to kill her so slowly it will ring into the heavens for days.” 

Jaund was suddenly blind except for the grinning maw in front of him. He saw his paw smash into the older wolf’s muzzle with blurring speed.

Jaund hadn’t realized how hard he’d hit Mardus. The wet crack of a bone breaking had been unmistakable.

Mardus staggered backwards and landed against a pile of unused, dusty furniture. He growled, pressing his paw to his broken muzzle in pain. His breath wheezed. 

Jaund stalked forward, looming closer to Mardus. A snarl was on the edge of his words. “If you touch Narr, I’ll kill you.”

Mardus pulled his paw away from a muzzle drooling blood. He chuckled sporadically, somewhere between amusement and pain.

There was a flash in the beaten wolf’s eye. It was something that Jaund had seen before while watching him taunt and tease creatures that were doomed to die. It was the lie he put in his eye while telling them that he would set them free if they cooperated.

Something was wrong. Very wrong. Targets who were wanted out of the way were simply killed. Mardus’s workshop was only used when torture was needed to get information.

Jaund hunched before Mardus and leaped, pouncing into the old wolf and pinning him to the floor in a mere instant. Jaund leaned weight onto Mardus’s chest threateningly, his arm working as precisely as a mechanism to hold him down.

“Why bring her here?”

Mardus’s one eye still rolled with dizziness from the impact of Jaund’s assault. He snorted blood through some kind of smirk. “Haven’t you heard? The enforcer spy was caught. We have to find out what they know about us and the only one who can tell us is your little sex toy. Too bad.”

Jaund’s emotions reeled. Torture. They were going to torture his poor Narr until she told them what they wanted to hear.

Jaund pushed the remaining air from Mardus’s lungs. A wet gurgling sound splattered the room. Jaund leaned close, his jaws a moment away from tearing out his elder’s throat.

“When? When are they going to get her?”

Mardus only smiled, a kind of tortured grimace that held a masochistic satisfaction. A strange shroud of serenity guided Jaund’s paw as it reached for Mardus’s throat and began to squeeze. 

Jaund snarled. “When?”

Mardus was silent. His eye traveled over the empty room, inspecting the absence there. 

It had been a long time since Jaund had visited Mardus’s workshop. So long that he hadn’t realized what was different at first. Something was strange and unusual about the room and it was eating at the edge of Jaund’s recognition. Mardus had never been alone in all the time that Jaund had known him – not even when he was sleeping. His team was gone.

A replay of Mardus’s words suddenly seared Jaund’s memory. ‘My team is going to get her,’ …NOW! They were going to get her now!
The epiphany caused Jaund to yelp. Mardus gurgled something that might have otherwise been a laugh.

“It’s too late, fox-lover. If you stay, you can watch.”

Jaund’s blood boiled. The cruel psychopath had sent his team before Jaund had arrived. 

Jaund squeezed. Mardus coughed and began to choke. Blood rushed into his single eye and his spine strained against the powerful grasp.

Somehow, Mardus looked pleased. He struggled to push words through his clamped throat. “I always knew it would be you. I knew you would finish me. You’re still a killer, Jaund… always will be.”

Mardus ceased his fight against Jaund’s strength and resigned himself to his fate, watching the cold eyes of his killer as he squeezed the life from his body. Jaund tightened his grip, letting himself become immersed in his senses as they lit up with excitement.

“I am a killer.”

Mardus’s eyes dulled and lost focus as he began to lose consciousness. His breath began to lose its struggle, his body became limp. Then Mardus was released. He convulsed and gasped for air as he slowly regained consciousness. 

Jaund backed away into the shadows as his old teacher’s wits returned and puzzlement filled his eye. His voice came from somewhere in the darkness of the room. “…but I’m trying not to be.”
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Rain was what happened when it was warm enough for the snow to melt before it hit the ground. It was loud and frightening, drenching everything that happened to be caught outside in it. Jaund had seen it twice before tonight, once when he was just a cub and again the year before he’d joined the Shivers. Some of the more religious people said it meant the Gods were sad. Jaund never believed that until now.

He ran, huffing over street after street. His legs were numb and the rain stung his eyes and cheeks. Every churn of thrust was driven with the pure will to go faster. Faster until he could fly across time and space and save Narr. He had to get to her.

Torture. They were going to torture his Narr. Whether or not she told them what they wanted, he knew she would die a horrifyingly eventual death. She would be alone in the dark. Confused. Dying.

Jaund’s paws splashed over reflective walkways, padding out a quick, echoed rhythm, trapped between the buildings. His breath dried his throat and burned his lungs. Faster.

One assassin could be dealt with but Jaund could not fight off a team of Shivers. Even if he could, another would be sent, then another. He had seen it far too many times to be able to fool himself into hope. No matter where she went, they would find her. Jaund had to get to her first.

He could see the complex through the veil of rain ahead of him. He dodged in through the back and jumped in the window, landing haphazardly on the floor.

Jaund whimpered through his panting breath. “Narr!”

The apartment was dark, the way he’d left it. There was hope, for a short moment, that the Shivers had not reached Narr yet as he stumbled through the living area and into the bedroom. Then, Jaund fell to his knees. His breath was crushed out of him by a stinging cry.

The bed was empty. The sheets were ruffled. Window broken. Narr was gone. Rain tapped at the sill in the dark, lonely room. Only a ghost of her scent remained.

Jaund’s heart was pulled from his being and thrust into a vast, unnamable agony as he knelt, frozen by the sight of the empty bed. Gasps of sorrow shook his body, crying up from the deep pit pain within.

It was all his fault. The clawing evil of his life had finally broken through and taken Narr away from him while he’d stood by in denial. How could he have let it happen? She was so innocent. So pure. Nothing under the stars was reason enough for her to suffer and he would have given his life for her at any point to see to that – or to have her back, safe in her bed right now.

Jaund gritted his teeth. They were taking her to the workshop right now. His poor, defenseless Narr. His eyes burned and he couldn’t think straight, but one thought was clear. One single drive motivated the whole of whatever he was. There would be no way in all the heavens that Narr would be tortured while even one breath was left in his body. He would fight, tooth and nail, until he was gone. He would wait back at the workshop. He would kill Mardus and then wait for whomever else came. No more was he driven by choice but by fate. There could be no other way.

Jaund rose and began for the front door, a ghastly snarl containing all of his rage on his muzzle. 

The door clicked.

Jaund froze, holding his breath, staring intently at the doorknob. Perhaps they had come back to loot the apartment or even to look for him. 

A smile grew over Jaund’s face. It would only be the beginning. He would loose more blood over the streets than they could hold if he had to. He crouched, watching the shadows carefully.

The door swung open and Jaund lunged toward it, bellowing all his rage and hatred in a banshee cry that would have chilled blood.

A small, white ghost shrieked and jumped backward from the doorway. She fell and then crawled quickly for the corner where she bundled her tail around herself and shivered in terror.

Her eyes were glazed with fright. Their eyes had all looked the same. Wide and horrified. So many faces, twisting with pain. Her eyes joined with Jaund’s ghosts, identical in their eternal capture of death, pleading for life – pleading not to die. And their cries…

Narr looked toward Jaund and whined. “P-Please – don’t hurt me! I didn’t do anything wrong. Please…”

Jaund yelped. “No!”

He rushed to Narr and scooped her trembling body up. She cried out with surprise as he pulled her into his arms and whimpered. 

Jaund felt tears of joy and pain as he tried to erase the image of Narr’s fear. “Don’t ever say that. Never say those words.”

Narr was on the verge of tears herself. “Laarin?”

She hugged onto his neck tightly, threatening never to let go.

Jaund was not dreaming. Narr was here with him. He took a moment to allow himself to believe it, drinking in her scent and soaking up the curves he’d spent so many nights next to. If will alone could have made the world go away, it would have disappeared forever at that moment, leaving only their love forever.

Jaund forced himself into clear-headedness. They could not stay here for another moment if they had any chance of getting away. He had to take Narr away to the tunnels where they would be safe.

“Narr, listen to me. We have to leave. We have to go right now.”

Narr appeared upset with confusion. “Where?”

“We have to go away to some place safe.”

Jaund took Narr’s paw and began to lead her to the door but she resisted, pulling against Jaund instead.

“No! We can’t go out there. They’ll get me!”

“What?”

“They were breaking in the house but I got out the window and hid. Then they chased me and…”

Narr began to sob. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she looked up at him.

“I think they want to hurt me.”

Though the little fox tried, her fear could not be contained. She began to cry – the sound of angels falling from the heavens. 

Jaund knelt before her. He caressed her soft cheek, trying to sound as calm as possible even though his nerves were on edge. “They’re waiting for you out there?”

Narr panted and found some strength in Jaund’s touch. She nodded to him.

Jaund nuzzled Narr, calming her. He moved his paws protectively over her body as he leaned close and whispered. “I’m not going to let them get you, my love – no matter what.”

Narr closed her eyes and leaned into Jaund’s powerful arms. She trusted him as though she knew his last breath would be for her.

Jaund stood, keeping a firm hold on Narr’s paw. “Stay behind me, and do exactly what I say.”

Narr nodded meakly. “Ok.”

Jaund went to the door quietly. He knew the courtyard of the complex was just outside. It was small but there was enough space to be seen easily. Beyond that, it narrowed into a passage that led to the street. If they could make it that far without being spotted, they would be able to take narrow alleys almost all the way to the north side of town and on to the mountain.

Jaund turned the doorknob slowly. He would need to get a peek outside to make sure the area was unguarded. A trace of light came in through a narrow crack as he pulled the door open ever so slightly. 

For an instant, dancing shadows blocked the light through the crack. Jaund’s first reaction was to shut the door, but by then, it was too late.

A force slammed from the other side, taking Jaund off guard and throwing him backward. He regained his balance and pushed against the door as the muzzle and arm of a crazed looking wolf tried to slither inside. Narr stumbled away in fear. 

The arm raised a blade and forced it down upon Jaund. He howled as cold steel parted the flesh and nerves in his shoulder. 

The wolf thrust the blade again as he strained to push the door open enough to get through. This time, the sharp tip sliced the air near Jaund’s ear and only grazed his cheek. The wolf, already in a precarious position, was thrown off balance. He fell, landing half in and half out of the doorway.

Jaund saw the opportunity and was not about to let it go. He pulled the door open and took a solid stance, ready to slam it against the intruder.

A stark realization entered the wolf’s eyes as he saw his vulnerable position. He began to scramble to get out of the doorway but he wasn’t fast enough. The door thundered shut against the wolf’s arm. The dull crack of shattered bones snapped sickly through the room and a high pitched shriek pierced the night. Somehow, the dagger remained firmly in the wolf’s paw. 

Jaund pulled the door open again, and once again slammed it shut. The dagger rung as it hit the floor and the arm was quickly yanked out of sight.

Panting, Jaund locked the door and placed his back against it. Narr, who had been huddled against the couch was now standing in almost perfect silence. Her ears were perked toward the sounds outside.

Jaund listened carefully. There were voices – low and muttering. They seemed to come from all around the house. Though too quiet to hear, their tone explained plans and strategies. Orders were being given and positions being taken. The wolf whose arm had been broken was cursing blood and spite.

Jaund’s wound had begun to poor warmth down his arm which dripped from his fingers and tapped onto the floor. He pressed his paw against the fresh gash. It was deep. 

Narr’s whimper rose from across the room, whispering as much as it could. “Who are they, Laarin? What do they want?”

Jaund lied. “I don’t know.”

Narr’s silhouette was framed in the dim light of the window where she’d gone to hear the sounds outside. She turned her ear toward it once more, but the voices had fallen silent. The apartment hissed with the steady pouring of the rain.

It could have been some kind of premonition. As Jaund was scanning the room, the images of light and dark suddenly made a horrifying connection. Jaund launched himself from the door toward Narr. It was as if everything was moving in slow motion – Himself, Narr, the window and the black shapes of two ear tips, rising suddenly into its view. 

Jaund threw himself over the couch as Narr faced the snarling maw of a tiger, barely inches away – a danger she could not see. 

For a fleeting moment in time, Jaund thought that he might be too late. Only fragile glass separated Narr from the claws of the tiger. Perhaps he was confused by Narr’s lack of reaction to his presence. He hesitated. Though it was only for a split-second, it was enough.

Narr yelped as Jaund seized her and pulled her away from the window. An instant later, the sound of breaking glass shattered the silence as the tiger punched through, grabbing wildly at the place Narr had been only a moment before.

Jaund leaped at the arm and snapped his jaws shut below its wrist. The tiger hissed and tried to withdraw his arm but Jaund only bit harder, sinking his teeth deep into the salty taste. The tiger’s gasp turned into a desperate cry of deep pain. Jaund jerked at his catch, ripping and tearing, raking the arm against the pieces of broken glass left in the window.

Narr could only hear cries of pain and anger in her sightless nightmare. “Laarin! What’s happening?” Her voice exuded a terrified loneliness.

Jaund released the tigers arm and watched it withdraw, maimed and useless, from the window. 

He turned to Narr. She was frozen with confusion and fear. He went to her, taking her into his arms once more as a realization set into his mind. He could not protect her. With all his love and ferocity, he could only delay the inevitable. He had injured two of them, but there were many more – and even more behind them. They would eventually take the house and his beloved Narr.

Narr was being shattered. Her beautiful world was being overtaken with fear. It was the hardest thing Jaund would ever witness. By any benevolent force in the universe, this should never have happened. If there was any good in the world, this injustice would have been stopped.

Jaund could hear the tiger regrouping with his comrades outside. They were waiting – either for the right moment or for more Shivers to arrive.

Narr scented the blood from Jaund’s wound and ran her paw gently over the wetness. “Laarin! You’re bleeding!”

Jaund whispered to Narr. “I’m OK – but I want you to wait in the corner for me.”

Narr was about to protest. She did not want to be left alone, but Jaund put his finger to her lips. “I’m not leaving you.”

Jaund led Narr to the corner of the room. It was the safest place for her at the time and they would have to go through him to get to her. “Stay here. Don’t move.”

Jaund sniffed the blood tainted air and listened carefully. Though he didn’t know the exact reason, the team outside was biding their time. None of the possibilities were good.

Quickly, Jaund passed by the window and to the front door where he picked up the wolf’s dagger and then to the kitchen where he retrieved a box from a high cabinet. He rushed back to Narr, glancing out through the broken glass as he passed by to see at least a dozen pairs of eyes, reflecting the light from their shadowy hiding places. They were waiting.

Narr had never witnessed any form of violence. She stood, shaken, in the corner. It was as though the blood, hate and pain were beyond her comprehension – or at least were once beyond her comprehension. As the dreadful concepts soaked into her, it looked at though she might break down and weep. This fox, whom Jaund had promised himself he would give heaven to, was dying inside and soon, the Shivers would take her away to finish the job.

Oh, he could fight them. He might even be able to kill several of them, but he could not keep them away forever. They would eventually kill him and take Narr regardless. The gift of his death would mean nothing. The troupe that closed around them outside would not leave without their quarry. His options were gone – except for one. The single, last salvation that plunged a dagger into his heart when he even considered it. As unthinkable as it was, it was the only thing he had left. Jaund knew what he had to do.

Jaund squatted in front of Narr and touched her shoulder, ever so gently. “Are you alright?”

Narr sighed, her tears were gone now though they’d left her shivering. She nodded. “I’m not hurt.”

Jaund put a smile into his voice as he caressed her. “Good. I don’t know what I’d do if they’d hurt you.”

Narr perked her ears, sweeping them like radar over the room. “Do you think they’re gone?”

Jaund swallowed. “Yes. I don’t think they’ll come back.”

Narr hugged Jaund tightly, gasping her relief.

Though he didn’t know when, he knew they would come again soon. Smashing through the doors and windows, dragging he and Narr apart. He would likely be killed right away, while Narr would be taken to see Mardus. Jaund could not let that happen. There was no cost that was too much to pay to prevent Narr from suffering such a horrible death. Jaund shut his eyes – no cost.

If Jaund had only completed his suicide he would know nothing of this. It would have been easier. Laarin had always believed that everything happened for a reason. Jaund knew that the reason he’d spared his own life was for this final purpose.

Narr tugged at Jaund’s fur as she held herself to him. “I’m scared Jaund. Why did they want to hurt us?”

Jaund stroked Narr’s fur, soothing her tortured nerves and feeling the radiance of her warmth. His voice spoke relief and safety, but tears were washing into his eyes. “I know you’re scared. Maybe we should think about something happy.”

Narr tried, sniffling back what was left of her tears. “Like when we were swimming and you kept tickling my feet?”

Jaund nodded. “Yes. Or like the time you burned dinner.”

Narr giggled. “…and you ate it anyway. You were always so sweet.”

Jaund struggled not to cry. Narr would see no tears, no sadness in his voice. He would give her all the happiness he had left to give her for as long as he could. 

He reached for the box and carefully withdrew the syringe that Tyrrrix had given him. His final gift would be the most important one he’d ever given. 

The needle trembled in Jaund’s grasp. “And how you always got burrs in your fur.”

Narr smirked. “And how you always got them out of my fur.”

Jaund gritted his teeth, trying not to whimper. It was for the best. He could not die knowing he’d allowed the only creature who’d ever loved him to be tortured to death. It would be peaceful, with warmth and love – and painless. He tugged at the fur on Narr’s shoulder.

“There’s another one. I don’t know where you get them.”

Narr winced and closed her eyes, waiting for Jaund to remove the burr that wasn’t there. 

The needle slipped in easily – its contents were delivered.

Narr whined for a moment, then rubbed her shoulder, half-grinning up at Jaund. “That stings.”

Jaund couldn’t breathe. His body was petrified. It was over. Narr’s final minutes of life were to be here, in front of him.

Tears welled and poured from Jaund’s eyes. A whisper came from a depth within him that was now condemned to agony for as long as he would live. “I’m so sorry.”

Narr’s eyes still contained her precious life. She smiled and spoke like there would be a tomorrow, and a day after and years more. “Oh, it’s OK. I can’t go around with my fur full of burrs.” She reached for his arm, pushing her fingers gingerly through the fur.

Jaund covered his muzzle, holding in the sobs. All the tears and anguish. She could not see them. He could not let her know that anything was wrong. It was his final gift to his love. Her last memories would be of love and happiness instead of fear and pain. It was something they could not take away.

Narr’s fingers trailed up Jaund’s body and she laid her paw flat on his head, between his ears. She smiled as she measured the distance. “I think I’m going to knit you a hat with my new tools.”

Jaund sputtered, half-way between a laugh and a sob. “A hat?” A hat. She would have made him a hat.

Narr nodded. “It will take me forever though because your skull is so thick.” She snickered. 

Why did it have to end like this? Where was Jaund’s sunset and his ocean with the deep blue and the sparkles to share with his beautiful fox?

Narr’s smile slowly began to fade. “All I’ll need is a couple of…” She blinked, looking like her mind had gone blank, then reeled slightly, falling into Jaund.

Jaund gasped and reached to catch her.

“Ooh, I think all that excitement has made me a little dizzy.”

Jaund closed his eyes. How could he watch this? Though he knew it was the only way, there was nothing in his being that didn’t cry out in torment for what he was losing. There could never be forgiveness. There would never be an end to the anguish he’d taken for himself so that Narr would be spared. 

Narr leaned against Jaund and hugged him. “I’m glad you were there to catch me.”

Jaund swallowed a lump in his throat. “I’d never let you fall.”

Narr sighed deeply and hugged Jaund. “I’ve always felt so safe with you.”

Jaund held Narr close – his last wish in the world. Her body began to shiver as its losing battle with the poison ensued.

Narr stepped back, unsteadily from Jaund. “I think I – I need a…” She reached for the wall to guide herself as she began toward the kitchen, but stumbled and fell.

Jaund yelped, reaching useless paws out to her. “I’m sorry!”

Narr shook her head. “It wasn’t your fault, silly. I just tripped.”

Jaund went to Narr’s side. She looked up to him with half-lidded eyes. “Tell me more about my thick skull.”

Narr chittered through a sleepy haze. Her speech had begun to slur. “It’s not really. I just wanted to make you smile.”

Jaund’s chin trembled. He couldn’t stop it. “You’ve always made me smile. Every time I think of you.”

“I want you to be happy.” She smiled a doomed version of the vibrance she used to have. “I should clean this place up but I’m just – so sleepy.”

Jaund nodded, pleading inside for it to end soon. “Maybe you should get some rest.”

Narr tried to get up to go to the bedroom, but her legs fumbled beneath her, refusing to obey her wishes. Jaund cradled her and eased her onto the floor.

Jaund’s tears blurred his vision as he leaned close to her. “You can sleep here, love.” Jaund’s lungs heaved uncontrollably as he stroked her fur, gentle and soft as a baby’s breath. “They can’t hurt you anymore.”

Narr’s eyelids drifted, then snapped open again. Her body jerked slightly once, then again, and she could no longer keep her eyes open. Her voice came out drunkenly. “My – legs.”

“Shhhhh.” Jaund kissed her muzzle. “Just sleep.”

Narr’s breath was becoming shallow and labored. An ultimate peace began to settle into the lively features Jaund once knew. 

Her words were no more than a whisper. “I’m cold, Laarin.”

Jaund eased himself onto the floor beside his dying love and cuddled her, offering her his warmth for her last moments. Inside of Narr, Jaund was dying with her. He sent himself beside her, down into her eternity. He wished more than anything that he knew where she was and what she was seeing. Jaund hoped with all his heart that she would be somewhere with the Laarin he’d been for her, happy and together, but he would never know.

“I love you, Laarin.”

Jaund held her, burning the moment and everything about her into his memory so that he would never forget. He had kept his promise. They would not get her. He’d given his gift – his peace to her forever.

Jaund offered a last kiss to Narr’s cheek. “I love you too.”

A deep sleep covered the little fox and she went limp. A moment later, her body gasped a single deep breath, then she died.

Fire built in Jaund’s stomach and he finally allowed himself to roar with all the tremendous loss and guilt. It seemed like he was hearing it from far away. He clenched Narr’s body to him, and the tears would not stop. They would never stop. So badly he wanted to be with his love, wherever he’d sent her.

Jaund would go on to see Narr’s sunsets for her – to watch her plays and soak in the beauty of an ugly world. To smell her roses.

Her rose. It stood in a vase on the counter as beautiful as the day he’d given it to her. Untouched and undisturbed. Perfect and beautiful and still living. Jaund placed it on her body. Perhaps it would go with her and remind her of him. Perhaps she would cradle it and dance with it and be so happy for everything that she’d ever had.

Jaund gazed at Narr’s beauty for the last time, then turned away. He opened the door and stepped out into the courtyard.

Eyes came from the shadows and surrounded him. There were voices of anger. Voices of amazement. Jaund could not hear them. He stood, waiting for the attack, but it never came.

Jaund turned to look into the faces of each of his attackers. They were not dead faces. They were alive. Living and breathing. They turned to avoid Jaund’s stare. Perhaps it was something in his eyes. Perhaps they hadn’t known it was Jaund inside. Or perhaps the black shadow of death was merely a shell. His life had ended a few minutes ago. There was nothing in him left to kill.

Silently, Jaund walked past the group of Shivers, over the snowy paths and streets. He walked, buildings becoming a blur, streets a memory. He walked, haunted by the ghost of his love, past the suburbs, past the construction zones on the threshold of the city, past the edge of town and into the black, rainy night.

End
