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Das BBauhaus
Your Reality Doesn't Apply Here!

THE DEMON HUNTERS
2023

Mana flooded the world of Nivara once more, leaving in
its wake confusion and disbelief. With the retumn of magic came
the forgotten races of Fairies, Dragons, Mer-folk, and such 1o add
to Mivaria's already complex muti-culture of Humans, Centaurs,
Fox-kin, Minotaurs, and Fauns. The Were's too began to
reemerge amidst the populaces. The Arch-Magus awoke from
his deep slumber to find a world in torment by his 0ld enemies,
the Falshi,

With help from a now departed friend, Joni formed the
Man police and a four man team of DEMON HUNTERS,

DEMON HUNTERS (original series)

When Lt Amark Buttercup of the Demon Hunters find
that his fiancee has been possessed by a demon, he is forced to
follow her into the Jair of the beings he's been swom o figrht.

4 issues, 17 pgs. B'W Digest Format, $1.00 each,

DEMON HUNTERS BOOK 2: GHOSTDANGER

Li. Amark Buttercup and Lt Yoko Saki are sent 1o
Tanoko to collect Peter Lum, & small time mage, big time drug
manufacture for deportation and trial in Maga-Shamark,
However, Amark and Yoko are not the only one's who want Mr,
Lum.

4 issues, 28 pgs. B'W, Two Color Cover, Dhpest Format.
$1.75 cach

HIGH SPEED DIRT

A musty old book holds a disturbing view of Delta City
for a class of young history students as they follow their past
through the writings of a feisty bounty hunter named Kit, G e PR
4 1s5ues, 28 pgs. BYW, Two Color Cover, Digest Format,
$1.75 each

Eax Baunhans
1044 Valentine Lane
Fallbrook CA 92028
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FLAMING HAIRBALLS

Editerial ramblings and letters of comment from you to us and from us to you.

things. What little we have to say will follow

iﬂﬂhts issue, we're going to reverse the wsual order of
readers’ letters of comment...,

First off, a prodigal sonreturns to the fold: Pred Night —
ves, "Pred” — of Glenwood, TA:

Whazzup? How are things in sunny Califurnia? Things
are fairly peachy-keen here, despite the weather. Right
now [February] it's pretty deab down here; no sunshine,
butlots of rain. Blech! Definitely not an atmosphere om-
ducive to general well-being! It does get youon the com-
puter to type all those letters you've been peocrastinating
on, though.

Ok, didnt I tell you? Yeah, I finally gave in and pur-
chased a computer! It's been mondo cool ever since! And,
unfortunately, probably cnecf the reasons why I didn't
resubscribe back in January ['94] when your little re-
minder came in the mail with my last issue (§28). Yes,
friends, if ever you want to puta ceimp in any extraneous
spending —such as subscribingto Yarf! — gobuy a com-
puter. Mot only do they costan armand a leg, butthere is
always something out there youjust have to add to it.
Like a 14.4k-baud modem, 501 can call all those furry
boards ['ve been hearing about. Or an Overdrive Proces-
sor, 50 [ can play DOOM faster. Or whatever. Oh, sure, I
love my computer. T justwish it weren't sobloody expen-
sive. Fortunately, 1"ve just about purchased all the up-
grade options that 1 can pumpinte this baby. Anything
else would merit a totally new computer. (God forbid!)
By the way, justin case youwere wondering, my computer
i5s a Packard Bell 488D%4 75-MEz {Overdrive) with 3
Mb of EAM, a 170-Mb hard drive (musthave more... los-
ing space...), a double-speed CD-ROM, Sound Blaster 16
sound card, 14.4k-baud modem and lots and lots of soft-
wiare!

After paying for all that stuff, vou'd think [ could've
saved enought bo resubscribeto Yarf!, right? 1 thought so,
too — then came another insidious little money gobbler
called Magic: The Gafhering. Oh, boy. The first month
into that game, you would've thought that [ was
drugged. More cards! Gotta have more! Sheesh, Fortu-
nately, the feeling wore off about $1500 later. Yeah, I
know. Stupid. I musthave my head screwed onwrong, 1
hope all of youhave avoided this addictive little game.
I also developed a small craving for manga and animé
semewhere along the way, but that's nothing compared
to what I've spent en my computer and Magic.

Well, my computer doesn't really need anything new...
exceept for new games, like Dark Forces. Its upgrade pos-
siblities have pretty much run cut. And round the begin-
ningof 1995, Magic possibilities pretty muchran outas

well. “Bout this time [ started wendering what to do for
an encore. After a cursory inspection of all my stuff {read:
junk). I began to wonderwhere my Yerffs had wandered
off to. Then I remembered. The first week I'd bacome in-
terested in Magic, Id taken a bunch of books and graphic
novels aind my beloved collection of Yarfls to a used book-
store. Yeah, I know, Stupid squared. So [ went back and
repurchased the whole load of them! Luckily {or unluck-
ily, deperndling eoyour point of view), they were all still
there, justa little bit dusty. (Achooococo’) Yes, [ know.
I've been a baaaazad boy. Selling off my fave ‘zine fora
few measly cards, ButI've learned my lesson. (Besides, T
was drugged, remember? One little paper cutand you're
addicted. Truly.} Now I'd like to play catch-up. I have
to find outwhat happens in fn Ourlmage and “Learning
to Fly™, not to mention the latest Robert and Eatrine,
Ace of Spades, and heck, everything else! I managed to
find the resubscription form you sent me back in January
94, It's old, [ know, butwith a little manipulation of the
“rates” portion, it should be okay. You'll find it attached
toa check somewhere in this latter. So, pu-leeeeassse get
me resubscribed pronto! 11 be real goed from now on,
promiss!

PS5 Don't forget to send a back issues form!

An encyclopedic missive from Robert Deighton of Hell,
East Yorkshire:

It's been many moons since my last Yarf! fix, but my rune
bers 33 and 3 arrived today and as usual it's beenworth
the wail.

Monika Livingstene's cover is a dynamic departure from
what we're used to, but is superb nonstheless. A realistic
piece, with intensity to match the tone of the subject—
and with sharp angularity of line, & {2 Eric Blumrich,
which adds toits impact. (A quality lacking from many
comics today — including “superharo” ones, which as we
all know, “suck’.)

Ao Ace of Epadescertainly isn'tlacking in impact, as it
builds to its (no doubt explosive) conclusion. From the
start, Chris Grant has presented uswith a well-thought-
ouk future-war scenario — an action-packed and some-
times grapbac series {(a sortof SF Plateen), but wherever
and whenever it occurs, war is hell; Aeryn Summers’ inks
and shading add to the atmosphere of this issue's
episode. (Mr. Grant does have taste in additional artists,
eh?) But I was surprised to see, amongstall the advanced
Imperial and Centrality hardware, someons usinga oo
ventional shotgun. Oris this an antique that officer likes
toruse, which he (to quotefrom the film Aligns) ‘likes to
keep handy for “close encounters™ 7
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[There are wmany different levels and fypes of technology
existing side by side i the Empires umiverse, somefimes
deliberately. Energy tweepons are effective for out-and-
out comebut, buf shotguns and other projectile weapons are
cheap, rugged, easy fo useand supply, and more than suf-
ficiently sffective for police wse in a small, peaceful de-
sard town. It @5 Iikely that Tebessa's police force guife
purpesely rejected purchasing energy weepons, — Ed. ]

Jim Groat's conreports get funnier with each onethal’s
printed. Heh, if his experiences related towslike this —
and a few videos ['ve seen— are anvthing to goby, then
this year's Worldeon in Glasgow should be fun and inter-
esting for me. {It'll be my first con.) By the way, Mr.
Great, I've heard that White Castle may be branching
out over here soon, 50 you might not miss your favorite
burgers whilst visiting the UK. then.

Messrs. Alves’ and Pounds'Ralph fhe Wonder Hamster
has become much more coherent in terms of layout and
plot, compared with the first series. Whilst the previous
stirp clearly had an ‘underground comix’ look to it, the
chaotic layout made it difficult to follow. But this shows
the humeorousstoryline much better, whilst still beinga
touch weird, (The weirdness going a bit over the top may
have been the reason why some couldn’t understand the
formaer.)

And Nitrocoon has improved greatly too, perhaps with
the ancient Japanese element brought into it? (This is
sure to make it popular) Anexcellent science fantasy by
Avi Melman, which I'll leok forward to seeing maore of.
(Good work on subtitling Ko Beest Cemtury i, sicf)

Mo doubt Kjartan Amirsson’s “What to Do With the
Body” is inspired by the late Bill Hicks and Denis Leary
school of humour, ie., *Americans who da recognize the
cenceptof irony.” But I bet there will be those who'll say
‘He's watched Reservoir Dogsand Nafural Born Killers
too many limes’, and ‘Does the name Jeffrey Dahmer ring
any bells® Well, his stuff — what I"ve seen of it — gets
the thumb's up feom me — I get a laugh out of it!

(The steip is indeed sativical, though he is quite serious
abawt hiz commment that in the WS, “Citizens who kil in
self-defense are rowtingly paet through hell by the legal
sysfem.” Inaddilion, they wsually lose fheir jobsand are
so stigmatized ey offen move from the areq. — Ed ]

But Thaven't gigoled somuchat a ‘zine ‘artcle’ as 1 did
with Kris Kreutzman's “A Story About Newts”. [An
amusing cover, too.) Amphibians incorporating an organic
forrn of Semtex? Heh, [ guess it's one way of ‘Blowing your
rming’ in a more direct way than licking cane toads, eh?

And more enjoyable text stories too, as befits Yarf!s repu-
tation for printing the very best of what the genrésbril-
liant talents can produce. Michael Payne has, if he'll ex-
cusethe pun, taken great paing to make Chelisse into a
believable and three-dimensional character — shown in
"Such a Buming Desire” and especially so in “Fit Fanis
Hominum®, Nat Brogden's "Tenderloin® and * Animus”

would certainly be worthy as teleplays for The Twilight
Zome or an episode of X-Files in the case of the former.
Tim Susmanis new to me, but his “Happily, Ever After”
makes me hope he’ll create more excellent storles like
this for future issues. And I certainly was surprised to
leam that Jeremy ‘Wolf" Kidd is a writer, entop of being
a distinctive artist = his “An Errorin Spelling” having
a new twist on the old saying ‘be careful what you wish
for, vou mav get it’. Outstanding art hes done too, not
only forthis story, but his other individual picces too—
the hardsuited feline “Hellheart” clearly Bubblegum
Crisis-inspired. And 1 suggest Jeremy keeps his pick of
the military mousie away fromanother Mr. Kidd of our
acquaintance lest the latter's hormones explode!

Diaviel Green's "TK 1 & 1" has tobe the most delightful
story ['ve read in Yerf! to date — a nice combination of
fantasy and ‘slice of life’; my only criticism being that it
was todr short... unless he has more episodes planned?
And such a wonderfully detailed, almost ‘art aowvean’
ish illustration by Conrad Wong, whose art style has ad-
vanced by leaps and boundsin recent vears — and he has
a good eye for species detail, with Mishael the clouded
leppard-taur (looking rather Terrie Smith-esque), and
I'd very much like to see more of his work in fubare issues.

Quite a few interesting piecese of individual art too.
That by Brian Harp iz beginningte grow on me — his
furry demons, and especially the more angelic “Marci and
Tej™ — 0 cute! Jordan Greywalf's works continue to im-
press me, particularly “Goldrush® — my kind of gutsy fe-
line femme. Lookingat Bernard Doove's “Ram-Eo®, going
by my knowledge of films — and switching to pedantic
tode — I should point cul that he's obviously based this
image on Amold Schwarzenegger in Predator — so
shouldnt & more appropriate title be “Maj. Dutch
Sheep-er”? And more predictably unpredictable art by
Bill Fitts, Roy v Pounds, Jack Cavanaugh, and Mario
Anna — keep it up! Also, if exploding newts weren't
encugh, Dave Claerhout's “Nitro Bug” gags werehighly
armusing too. Phil Bolton's animé-like style appeals to
me — “Phelidae” i5 a gowd example of that quality to
his art, butthat's net the only reason why T took an in-
stant liking to his “/Egvptos” piece — it's the ancient
Egyptian imagery that adds immeasurably to this.
(Heh, I'd love tosee one ortwo SfarGrate-related pics —
how about one of ‘Anubis’as a properjackal ‘maorph, in-
stead of just a human with an electro-mechanical “hel-
met'?}

Well, an enjoyable coupla issues indeed — as nodoubt up-
coming issues will be more so. To all artists, writers, the
whaole Yarf! staff and all comrades-in-fur out there —
stay fit and furry!

Fhilip Smith is back at last...

Sorey I didn’t have any comments for #32, but ] justdidn’t
have the spirit for it. A 1l sav aboutit i=s that [ liked
Eoz Gibson's illustrated interpretation of Billy Joel's
"Allentown™. It did a very good job of conveving the
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meaning of the songby concentrating on one worker and
how ha was affected by the decline of Allentown's eoome-
my.

MNow For #33:;

Dave Claerhout: Is the Nitro-Bug going to be a running
gag in Yarfl? Will we see one in Nitrocoan? (Sorry, |
hadda say it!)

Kriz Krewtzman: The exploding newts story was bizarre
anvd amusing. Andl loved the illos, What would happen
il an E-newt swallowed a Nitro Bug?(Yeah, Thadda say
that, too!)

Ralph the Wondar Hamster: ] enjoved seeking out all the
jokesonthe full-page view of the Spacer’s Emporium and
elsewhere, And nowSheila the Short is inon the action,
too? Great!

Michael Payne: A very good, thought-provoking chap-
ter, in which we see that Chelisse is all too human,
Never thought I'd see a story in which a furry crosses
herself in church.

fimt Groat: [ can see youhad a great time in San Diego.
Thanks for sharing the experience with the rest of us.

Tin Susman: A good, poignant story enhow nothing lasts
forever, not even love. That was a very beautiful thing
that Korlon did for old Trusty in his final moments.

Mat Hrogden: Anether abused furry female! And voudo
push the limits of credibility with her nightmare projec-
tion. But it's still a compelling story; a bit like Equus. As
Walt Kelly oncesaid, “Anyone poking around anather's
skull may lose his way and never come back.”

That's all for now. Tara is people.

From Andrew Laverdiere of Bangore, ME comes this
word:

...Aboutthe latest greatest book, #32, to arrive in my
mailbox. Nifroceen: 1 can't understand what is goingm
here. The story has me confused as to what the plot is. Is
this just an action or comedy series? Is he saying that
bear stopped right in mid-leap? Couldn't we have seen
how all the bad guyswere subdued? Are we supposed to
assume that because NC and his pals are the good guys,
that the bad guys are going to automatically be a bunch
of bumbling idiots and be easily beaten? There should
have been more development in the storyline and place-
menk betore it was released.

I thought it funny that Lorinda Lowerre would say she
would rather have her kids read Yarf! than watch TV,
Then Iread “"Owner” by Gerald Perkins. It's a story that
keeps one involved with the characters and has some
“rousing” moments, but would 1 want kids to read 187 1
dan’t think so.

Groat reports always make my day. | would lare to see
the doctored He-Maen episodes.

“Puttin® onthe Ritz" had me soinvolved T lost track of
time and was late for class. All the SF and action that's
needed for a dull day.

Kudos to Chris Grant, Mark Stanley, and Kris Kreutzman
with the constanlly great wark.

Have fun, work hard, enjoy life, and read Yarf!
From Richard Thalcher of Russiaville, IN:

Hepe you did well at Confurence, I was sorry that
Monika could not be there.

Ihave finished reading the issues I picked upat the om-
vention (#32-34).

Gerald Perkins' “Chwner” was excellent. I like the story
pecauseit reminds usthat the Helixers are really forthe
most part buman. [t is more than logical that a few of
them —especially ones that lost friends onKilling Day
— would want somekind of revenge on those Ownersar
Customers who escaped justice, Merry's suicide reminds us
that not evervone came out okay.

Diamandia’s honesty — “It's what we were made for,
Wally” — was refreshing, I really do hope that wewill
see more stories of Walter Martin and companyin the fu-
ture.

Jim Groat's convention reports are as amusingas ever. I'm
waiting to see his impressions of Confurence VI, Good
luck with vour new baby, Jim.

Thank you, Jeremy Kidd, for "AnError in Spelling”. Nice
double play on words, guy. I would like to see this story
g0 o for a few more episodes,

I his letter, Gerald Perking asked what the demoness
did for Jarith. Well, Jarith wanted Merry and sexual
gratification. He got both, it would appear.

[According to Jevemy, the demoness realized that Jarifh
wanted, first, Merry's love and affection, and secand, for
the demongss to go away. — Ed.]

I know a couple of motorcycle people who swear that
they have encountered a low-grade Nitro-Bug for real,

"Happily, Ever After” reminds me of Harry Chapin’s
song “Taxi”,

“Ihe Price of Admission™: “No guts, no galaxy!” as the
BatileTech™ folks say, Niceleft jab, lady!

“Plastique Paradise and a C-4 Solution”: Wish I could do
that sometimes.

“Anitnus”; Interesting story, [ hope that Nat Brogdenin-
tends to write more of them.

Ace of Spades: Good reading 2s always, I'm pleased to
see that Chris Grant and crew avoid the temptation to
make combat look “clean”. It saldom, if ever, is.

"My Chocolate!™ That is what my sister savs when she
gets a hold of one or more Hershey bars.
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Lood Life, everyang,
A scholarly word from Nat Brogden:

There are two reasons why I'm hoping this letter gets
printed. Firstly, 1 want to make extra sure that James
Charles Lynn, the writer whose talent outshines mine by
two hundred watts, gels this message. It was a rayal
bummer that you were unable to get to Confurence VI, for [
sowanted to meet the man whose story “Learning to Fly©
was the best tale Yarf! printed in 1994, (In Our Tmage
doesnt really qualify, although it's roaring along like a
maglev train, becauseit’s not finished vet.) The story so
impressed me that [ set up a YarfT subseription for my
buddy Faul Kidd, another superwriter, as vou're proba-
bly aware, sothat he couldread that story. He liked it,
too. My hat's off to you, [ames. Here's hoping that you
make it to Confurence VIL

(Unforiunafely, there's no guarantee that Fe will see
thiz dssee, either. As far as we can defermine through ouwr
contacks in the communily, Mr. Lynn has seemingly dis-
appewred frone the foce of the carth, In fact, we implore
anyone who might know his currenf whereabouts la relay
Bhat information to s, We would very much like to puk-
lish more of s work, and are attempting o grrange to
make this possible, — Ed.]

The scond reason why I'm writing to vou guys is to men-
Hon s important info about the drug in “Tenderloin®.
The mixture, 0.5 cc Aceproamine with 115 ccKelamine,
really would work against the most determined fox-
thug.When I was working on the story, 1 soon realized
that, since drugswere going to be used against a nonhu-
man character, some research was required, Since my
parents have intheir care enough basset houndsto sink a
freighter, they naturally have a vet they know and
trust, [asked my mother to help outwith the drug formis-
la, told her who the villian was and how much he
wiight, and she wenl to the vet,

Why not ask the vet myself? That's a good question. [ f
you are a writer or some such, and need to know about
drugs that canharm or kill a person, even if yousay it's
for an animal, be sure to ask a vet that knows and trusts
you, [ am notkidding — this is very important to remem-
ber. Animal drugscan bedeadly poisonfor humans. Seri-
al killers sometimes employ them against their victims,
If you ask just any vet about such things, don't be sur-
prised when Officer Friendly pays voua wvisit. Since 1
don’t know any vets, and my mother does, she was the
logical person to help me.

The vel was utterly confused when my meom told her that
a one-hundred-cighty-pound fox was the reason for Lhe
kneckoutdrug, The vet was eventually told about my ste-
ry’s need for realism, and a good laugh was had by all.

Well, that's all Tcansay at this point. Oh ves, there is a
big, squitfy "Thank you” for Gerald Perkins, who was
nice encugh o tell me at the conwhat he thought of
“Tenderloin® and “Animus®,

And last, but most certainly not least, from the Groat-
meister himself in Madison, WI:

Well hell... I'm a contributor for Yarf! for a number of
vears now and haven't written comments — until now! Ho
ha! I'll anly comment on the last two issues to keep it
short and sweet.

"The Nitro-Bug": [Dave Claerhout] truly is a sick bas-
tard. ¥ou pretty much enjoy the Zipatone sheets, don't
you? “The Graduate” was something I'd pull on 300-1000-
mile con runs. “Spot the Roadkill” was a fine way to
avoid white-line faver.

Kriz Kreutzman: I knew it! I knewit! Thase damn French
gob you to create something aboutitems that shouldn't be
eaten! You enjoyed it over there because vou got them to
eat out of your hand thanks to your laptop!

“Floating Debris” IIl: Ah, Roy Pounds on Liquid Paper
and graphite dust. | do enjoy Ralph.

Jim Groat: I seriously suggest you get rid of this bum! Re-
ally crappy art style and can’t tell a joke to save his life,
Probably hangs out with iguanas, too,

Jaraaack Cavanaugh: Sometimes | wonder about yvou,
Jack. Toomuch "It's a Small Warld™ warking for the
Mouse Gestapo.

Jim Hayden: I've seen this at SCA events,

Phil Bolton: Nice and different, though the mural pat-
tern blended with the cat; noline variation on the cat. [
suggestusing a brush or brush pen when inking body outli-
a5,

Nitrpeoeon: Damn, Avi, youdo get around to be so produc-
tive. The character Toyoshima is certainly a nice design.
My only complaint is the overlarge animé eyes on Eriko.

“An Errorin Spelling™: Ah, ves, Jeremy, always at your
finest. Something I didn’t expect out of vou.

Kjartan: You'veclearly gottoo muchtime anyour hands,
thinking of all these things. Let's see you do something
with all thoze wood Heks vou drowned and saved that
ome tme.

Cover, #34: Gee, can we tell Monika was in a pissed
mocd?

[im Groat: Again, get rid of that herrid art. This guy
couldn’t draw to save his life. Not worth the spice in 2
fine "zine such as Yarf!

Conrad Wong: Real nice arbwork there, pal.
Mark Freid: Okay, good joke, Nicely different.
“Ram-Bo™: Ugh... veah.

Andrew Thompson: “Mew Recruit™ was certainly differ-
ent from you. Mever did send that art in for the Red
Shetland portfolio, y'bum.

“Slay Ride”: Ha! Again 1 say, ha!
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KATRINA, HAVE You
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LIGHT CONTROLLER?
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FOU GET LP
AND UISE THE
LALL STTCH?

T DIDN'TSPEND A LOT
OF MONEY 50 I CAN
TURN THE LISHTS ON
AND OFF FROM THE
COMFORT OF MY COULH
JUST TO MOT Do IT/!




“Ralph™; Roy Founds on acid again!

A Vinen's Pride”: Nicely done.

Ace of Spades: Serious head wounds, Life is good.
Jordan Greywolf: More tits! More tits! Ho ha!

"Mending Her Wares”: Something [ really didn't expect
out of you, David [Bliss]. Really eve-pleasing,

“People of Fur™: 1 really see too much of a Hepeafs
wannabe here. Also, far too much “rubberstamp®” faces
used throughout the story, David [Peyton], T discussed
with you in detail how to improve and avoid the
wannabe Wagner look with this exact story back in "92.
Obviously you didn’t listen,

“Who the Hell Caras?” Whao does? Fin.

“Roller Skates”: Clearly mv favorite piece this whole
issue. I really enjoyed this one,

Li'l Billv Fitts: “My Chocolate!”™ Whalever yvou say,
Bill.

And last, butnot least, little Jordie Grevwolf again: Tug
is more like thas...

I know the big man with the tiny face real well,

Whoa, this was fin, [ gotta be careful. I might write as
often as Gerald Ferkins. Toodles!

And now for something completely different...
commentary:

editorial

Mow available froem Yarfl's Department of Other Neat
Stuff is An Anthropomarphic Bibliography compiled by
Fred Patten. Listing more than two hundred titles, this
by nomeans comprehensive listing can be had for a mere
$5.00 US plus $1.00 postage and handling from the usual
address. In our humble opinion, it"s warth it.

b — FEiE s

An Anthropomorphic
Bibliography

Comoied b Frod Pacter.

“Published by

From the “Have You Seen Me? department: A= men-
tionad, we are leaving no stone untumed in oursearch for
Br. James Charles Lynn, who seems to have vanished
without trace. Anyone who could assist us in this endeay-
or i strongly urged to send ws any information available!

Deadlines (Honest...!)

Femember, the deadlines lisked are nof written in stone,
and are subjectto change without notice — bearing that
in mind, though, we would like to point out that we are
going to be more rigorous about them in the future, (A
good rule of thumb to remember is that deadlines for up-
coming issues are the last dav of everv even-numbered
moenth.) Yarf! is, after all, a hobby, not a professional
publication — the staff has real lives that occasionally
interfere, We d 0 encourage people to do this at home. ..

#37: 30 June 1995 #39: 31 October 1995
#35: 31 August 1995  #40: 31 December 1995




Patten’s Pontifications

by Fred Patten

orest Wars, by Graham Diamond. Forest Hills, NY,
Lion Press, January 1995, 416 pages, $21.95; ISBN 0-
Bipd1740-4-9,

Diamond’s first novel, the anthropomorphic thriller
The Haven ("A Novel of Bloodourdling Horror™), was
published in 1977, Since then he has written fifteen more
bocks, including some madern Arabien Nights sequels.
These have mostly been paperback originals. Now Dia-
mand kas become a serious novelist with Foresf Wears, a
$21.95 hardcover on high-quality paper, attractively
and sturdily bound with a dignified dustjacket by Dioni-
sins Fragias,

Howewver, this is notexactly a new book. Forest Warsis a
completely rewritten expansion of The Hawven, which
was anly 347 pages.

It 15 not unusual for authors to want to improve their
early writing, to retell their first plot ideas with the
benefit of years of later literary experience, This allows
their fans to get those early stories (and the author to
continue to gel royalties from them), without the embar-
rassment of keeping their adolescent, most amateurish
writing in print.

S0 is Fores! Wars a better version of The Haven? Again,
not exactly. Diamond has turned what had been meraly a
forgettably bad novel into a veritable Plan Nine from
Cheder Space of ‘morph fiction, a horror probably not in
the sense that he intended.

Although Forest Wars is 69 pages longer than The
Hawven, the story has few significant new scenes, Instead,
the writing hat been padded with extra descriptions of
pompousverbosity. For example, an old warrior merely
named Rolf in the first version has become Crafty Old
Raolf whe always carries a mighty weapon, his ¢lub of
spike. Crafly QId Rolf, top sergeant of the 9th.; a wily
ingenious soul with well oper twenty years of ackive ser-
vice bekind Rim. (p. B) First came Crafly Old Rolf,
heaving his massive cleb of spike. [...] A club of spike
cotld cleave @ mongrel's innards into chopped Tiver with
a single properly-aimed henve. (p. 33) Crafty Old Rolf
kneeled beside the sleeping figure, his fearsome club of
spike ab g side. (p. 223) This kind of writing casily
fills pages.

In this tale of the far future, mankind has been reduced to
only onenation on Earth, the Empire of Civilization. In
the center is its magnificent capital city, The Haven.
The sages had recounted tales of this powerful city, but
i Ris wildest fmagination he had mever conceived of
anything as breathfaking as this. Massive, soaring bul-
warks of solid stone, buttressed by parapets and promi-

newt towers, each taller fham the lasi, seemingly reach-
ing into the clonds. Alop these fortifications were com-
plexes of embrasures and casements, and cestellated bat-
tlements. On gither side of Greal Gate the walls
stretehied almost as far as ke could see. (p. 198) This city
is surrounded by a large nation of parks and fields of
happy farmers which stretches for wearly fuwenty
Teagues (p. 20) to its farthest border. {About sixty miles,
Some empire.} Surrounding the Empire in all directions is
the Forest, an endless, impenetrable thicket filled by
savage animals of all sorts, butdominated by packs of fe-
rocious, bloody-fanged killer dogs.

For as lengas anyone can remember, the hordes of killer
mongrels, in packs up to 2,000 strong, have poured from
the fringes of the Forest every vear toattack the Empire,
which has beendefended by the military might of The
Haven. If was known as the War Room of Central Conmr-
miand, Gemeral Headguarters, and i hunmomed with se-
tivity even in the soeall howrs before dewn. GHOQ staff
went aboul Mieir warious sssignments with  gudef mili-
bary efficiency. [...] Securify af Cemtral Command,
CeCom as i} was called, remeined the fop prierify, and
was follewed by the wost rigorous inspection. (p. 24)
Can't have those slavering mongrels sneaking in dis-
guised a5 janitors, you know.

But mankind 15 not alone in defending the Empire. Hu-
manity has become partners with the fierce talking
birds: eagles, hawks, falcons, whe have thrownin their
lot with humanity for mutual protection against the
dogs. They will slaughter your species a5 they once did
mine, Antoniousthe parrot savs to Lord Nigel {p. 47).
Wandor, king of the hawks, tells the Council, For coumnt-
less years my species has relied heavily wpon friendship
aid llignce with your Empire, Long ago, when me were
cruglly chased from our homes within the woeed, we
learned we'd find safety within your boundaries. (p. 119)
Just how the maddened dogs chased the raptors from
their nests is never explained.

Mow a cruel Messiah has arisen among the dogs to unite
them into an organized army 50,000 strong! Worse, he
has formed an alliance with the hideous vampire bats.
These foul aerial monsters were nol birds af all. Rather,
they were a category of disease carrving, flying rodents.
Bals. Nockwrnal vampire bats. Their Bite inflicted a poi-
som s awful, so repugmant, that victims suffered an inde-
scribmble, agonizing torment until, fortunately, ey died
and found peace. (p. 141) Rodents? Well, at least Dia-
memd knows that bats aren’t halry giant bugs. Actually,
he seems to have a thing about radents. A warrior mon-
grel, disparaging the walves, describes them as, They're
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wi better than rodemts, eternally alerd, slinking sround
with therr moses smiffing. s uncanny, 1 kel you. (p. 221)

Up to now, there has beennolove lost betwesn the dogs
and the wolves, but they have remained in an uneasy
peace. But his majesfy, Kimg Dinfar, scion af Persgus the
Unifier, king of all wolves {p. 130), knows that if the
dogs succeed in overrunning the Empire and slaughtering
mankind, they will next umupon the wolves and reduce
them to slavery, So Dinjar proposes that the wolves
move into the Empire and jointhe menand birds — a de-
cigion which throws all the dogs into a maddened frenzy.
The momgrel army barked so loudly, socruelly, the earth
shuddered beneath thefr paws. (p. 138)

There are attention-grabbers throughout the book, Bones
cracked loudly as the already decimated bedy collided
foreefully against the trunk of @ tree. (p. 224) Can you
decimate a single body? With pulture-like sguamks Fhe
eagles Rovered above him, circling, constantly circling
while the kepless dog flayed iz paws @b the air.(p. 4)
Shouldn't that be"flailed,” not*flayed”? Without o
word fhe hawk-king fluttered s wings. His lentenants
chirped commands lo their suberdingtes. {(p. 73) Hawks
chirping? Anelite champagne ball in The Haven is at-
tended by the primrose cream of Empire arisfecracy.
Dawagers and mglrons wore sublime billowing gowns of
white and pastel satin, drenched in eyofic can-de-
calagme, (p. 53) That ballroom had better be well venti-
lated. Caught by surprise, frighiened WesHand farmers
had chosen to st fhedr felds rather than lesve even
single grain of food for the edvencing mongrel army. (p.
75} Justpicture those bloadthirsty carnivores stopping to
harvest the grain and bkake it into bread.

These are only someof the gems from the first half of the
novel, The main action — gruesome battles, pelitical
treachery, the discovery of a new world, and meore
howlers (literally and figuratively) — are all in the sec-
ond half! If yvou're the kind of geek who can't give a
party without a TV showing an Ed Woed video in the
background, you really need Fores! Wars for your guests
te read aloud at each other. Remember, it's the result of
almast twenty years of writing expertise.

Dare Lady's Jess, by Doranna Durgin. Riverdale, NY,
Baen Books, August 1994, 343 pages, $4.99; 1SBN 0-671-
BYe17-1.

Camolen is a sterectypical medieval-looking magical
world gearing up for a war between wizards. Carey is a
courier, a rider who delivers important messages for the
wizard Arlen. Dun Lady's Jessis Carey's favorite horse,
a six-year-old mare who is exceptionally fast, spirited,
and reliable.

When Carey is trapped by agents of 2 power-hungry sor-
ceress, he triggers a last-ditch defensive spell that
transports him and his horse to a different world; a place
of theoretical safety. Unfortunately, one of the enemy
agents is swept along with him. Andone of the effacts of
the transition to the new world (ours) is that il homes
their horses into humans,

There are twomain characters: the horse — called both
Lady and Jess, depending uponwhether her equine or
human personality is uppermostat the mement: and
Jaime Cabot, the owner of The Dancing Equine Diressage
Center in Marion, Ohio. Needless tosay, it is Lady/Jess’
story in which “morph fans will be most interested. Yet
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Jaime is the easier character with whom to identify, as
an animal-loving woman who helps to educate the
frightened horse/womaninto developing her human per-
sonality.

The rules of magic are that the people from Camalen au-
tomatically think and speak English while they are in
Ohio, but they otherwise know nothing abeut 20th-
century Earth technology. The horse finds herself with a
strange body, and a suddenly increased intelligence. She
not only has to learn human speech, she has to learn to
think of herself as a human rather than a horse.

In a very narrow sense, Dun Lady's Jess is not truly an-
thropomorphic. Lady /Jess is never a blend of horse and
human, at least physically. She is either ane or the
other, all the way. The only blend is mental, at the be-
ginning, when she is bom with a blank adul? hurman mind
and a horse’s memories. The outstanding facet of the
novel i the believability with which Thargin describes a
horse’s normal thoughts, and then expands them into
human terms. Lady's world was one of simplistic in-
stincts, and of pride in understanding her*leader™'s in-
steuctions to her. Jess” world is muchmoere complex and
confusing, butalzo exciting as she suddenly realizes that
she understandsthe meanings behind things that she
had always observed but had never thought about. As
her comprehension increases, hee feelings about Carey
also shift froma sort of herd loyalty to desire for a closer
intimacy — while, at the same time, she feels a need for
a more distinct identity. She is a person with a right to
her own interests and feelings, rather than a cypher
whaose only goal is to do whatever her“friend ™ wants.

There are a half-dozen important human characters.
Carey’s main concemis to get back to Camolen to coemn-
plete his urgent mission. He looks at first upon Lady's
transtormation as an embarrassment and as the tempo-
rary loss of his best horse, until they retumhome and she
becomesa horse again, Carey's gradual awareness of Jess’
developing human mind leads to correspondingly con-
fused feelings of his own Isshe only an enchanted horse,

a magical mockery of a human: ar something more? If she
has truly becomea person, what will happen to har in-
telligence and human personality if she reverts to a
horse?

Maost of the others are those who discover Jessand gradu-
ally become her friends. I will not describe them, or the
story, in any detail because they are complex enough
that it would turn inte a very long description. The plot
does contain seme surprises which should not be given
awav,

There are a few groundrules that the reader must just
shrugand accept as the laws of nature that make this ro-
mance work, We learn in the first chapter both that
Arlen has 1o send messages by Pony Express, because mes-
sages transmitted magically may be intercepted magi-
cally; and that all the couriersbefore Corey have been
waylaid by the enemy sorceress’s hired assassins. Insuch
a no-winsituation, the formerreason sounds like a weak
excuse for why a wizard needs an old-fashicned courer,
There 1= no reasonable {or even unreasonable) explana-
tion as b why herses turn into humans, and back again,
while humans moving between the worlds are unaffect-
ed. Durgin clearly putsemeeffort into rationalizing why
average Americans who find a naked woman who obyi-
vusly thinks that she is a horse, would bringher home to
educate her themselves, instead of taking her to the
nearest police statien or hospital. Unfortunately, it's not
really convincing. Neither is the justification of why
Camolen’s good wizards must remain scatterad all arcund
the countryside, vulnerable to the enemy’s concentrated
altacks, instead of gathering together for mutual de-
fense. Carey is skeptical, and sois the reader. If youwill
accept that there are reasons for these situations, how-
ever (and all ‘morph fiction is dependentupon a pretty
generoussuspension of disbelief), the rest of the story is
logical and intelligent. Durgin keeps the plot balanced
evenly enough that it is impossible to guess whether
Lady/Jess will finally remaina horse or a human, and
whether that result will be happy or ragic. ¥

FFEEEH“ by Mark Stenieu

| added water softener
to the ice cubes before
| froze them.
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police in their black reactive fiber riot gear,

shock batons tapping the clear shields with re-
strained agitation. There looked to be about thirty of
them. Victor Davis had been there, just watching, off
duty. 50 had Inspector Erillha, the token Recom of the
department, but he was demonstrating, holding a picket
sigrnithat read, “We serve, we should be free,” Rrillha,
like all first-generation Recoms, was ex-military. The
uncharacteristically tall and muscular skunk Recom
walked in the middle of the march, but stood at least a
head above his fellows except for the wolves. The march
was a rainbow of different fur colors, from the simple
black and white of Rrillha tothe calico conglomerate of
the coon-cats.

“ad beena hot day, a hazy sunbeating downonthe

It was all so peaceful. Davis stood by a post-box, drink-
ing a coffee much like he did now, with a wary noncha-
lance that gave him a “not there” look. The combination
of his receding hairline and large chin gave him the look
of an immovable automaton. Fellow officers said that
even though he was short, if youdrove a truckinto him,
he would just grunt and give you a ticket. That image
came from his weight more than anything else. The
years off the beat could be counted as rolls enhis waist or
stretch-marks across his hips, like rings ona tree. Sweat
beaded across his broad forehead and his breathing was
quictly labored as he watched the panting Recoms go by.

So peaceful... the rhythmic chanting of slogans, the con-
stant flutter of footsteps, Then the counter-demonstrators
arrived. The Recomsremained surprisingly calm as the
human crowd shouted “Animals!” and other taunts. They
were used to il. They knew a hostile reaction would only
hurt their cause. A few younger Recoms were quieted by
their elders,

And then, right under his slowly blinking gaze, all hell
broke loose.

Smack in the middle of the humanagitators, there was a
fireburst of white smoke and glowing sparks. The explo-
sion echoed off the labyrinth of buildings, rocking the
flexi-plast storefronmts as it skirled upinto the hazy grey
sky. Suddenly police ran through both crowds as fear
burst from its primal hideaway and overthrew the ratio-
nal.

The riot police bolted through the crowds, jointed shack-
batons pole-axing everyone in their way. Davis stood in
silent awwe, his coffee spilling down the front of the blue
metal post-box. Black uniforms swarmed through the Re-
coms, the assault of a disturbed hive. Davis saw it hap-
pen— a clubbed wolverine wearing a purple heart onhis
vest scrabbled at a riot officer as his legs gave out from
the electric shock. The shock had made him grit his
teeth and flare his claws, raking through the riot suit
and the officer’s side like a tiller through fresh sodl.

At the sight of bloed, hands went to holsters, Davis' jaw
dropped as he heard the first pop and zip of a service

pistol and the thump of the
small fragmentation rocket as it
knocked the wolverine to the cor-
crete. It was a quiet, almost comi-
cal sound, but unique and chilling
encugh to make him shudder. Tt
was the next half-dozen shots
that made the day one of martyr-
o,

Davis saw the big skunk Recom
take the roundas he tried to pull
his fellows to the pavement. To
Victor, it seemed like a dream or
a VI game...he was justalong for
the ride. He ran through the
human crowd as fast as he could,
knocking membersof the mob out
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of his way as if he didn't even know they were there.
Later he wondered why his chest was bruised.

Even RErillha dropped like a felled tree when he took
the AP round.It had hit his shoulder blade and frag-
mented, sending tiny pieces of shrapnel up through his
neck and skull, leaving red pinholes in his fur, Victor
tlashed his badge to the riot police who began bo sur-
roavd him and heaved the big skurk into his lap. Rrill-
ha's head hungonto his chest, tongue lolling as he shud-
dered silently.

Then it was over as quickly as it started, as the riot
squad saw the badge on the Recom’sshorts. Davis wasn't
even thinking, just hugging the quiet form to his chest
protectively. He hadn't even liked the furry — he just
saw anofficer go down...and that was what he told the
committee when they asked him if he believed in the
Eecoms" cause.

People screamed and whimpered around him, but all he
heard was his own labored breathing and Rrillha's
mindless sputtering. The memory faded away, smolder-
ingand intense. Three Recoms still sat in holding cells on
suspicion of throwing the concussion grenade, which had-
n't killed anybody, and eneof the riot officers had been
suspended pending a grand jury investigation. [t was over
now, butthe incident had changed the Recoms’ attitude;
it had sharpened their claws a little.

So Davis sat in his hovering patrol car, fans hurnming
quictly as he sipped his coffee and thought back onthe
recent past. The area had once been called Hell's
Kitchen, then Clinton, and now was part of The Jungle be-
cause of the concentration of furries in the neighborhoad.,
Unly after the Massacre did it get any more viclent than
the rest of Manhattan. In fact, upuntil the Zoning, it was
pretty gentrified.

Davis's presence was usually enough; the sleek white
prowler had a simple intimidating lock., He glanced at
the VR screens that served as windows and kept the
heat-scanner on, monitoring a fifty-foot radivs. His
thoughts wandered to Inspector Rrillha’s brain-dead
form at St. Clare's Hospital, The skunk had no family, so
the vote was up to the Precinet to see if the plug was
pulled and hiz organs sold for the PBA fund. Davis
chuckled cynically and shook his head, The poor furry
didn't have a chance. Victor thought fora momentwhat
it wouldbe like tohave noparents, to bemade and treat-
ed like a lab animal that was set free, with too many
strings attached. Then of how Erillha was treated at the
station.

The guys at the Precinct called him “Stinky" to his face,
even though he had perfect control of his tail. Davis re-
membered calling him “Stripes” once, but Erillha pre-
ferred that to the other insulting nickname. Even though
he could probably break the neck of any officer at the
station, he boreall their taunts. He knew his grip onthe
job was tenuous at best.

Davis had nothing against the guy. He was a good cop,
and had made several important busts and investiga-
tions. He had been urging the upstairs brass to fund a
Recom Task Force in his precinct, hoping to make it an ex-
ample for police forces nationwide. His latest case in-
volved what seemed to be the first Recom serial killer;
the species of the murdererwas unknown, but his victims
were all furries, found knifed to death in abandoned
buildings or even their own homes — six in all, So far.
Surprisingly, Rrillha seemed to have noleads. The cul-
prit had made no mistakes,

Davis unwrapped oneof the greasy cheeseburgershe had
picked up at the KwikBite Shop while cruising down-
town before work. He was about to take a lukewarm bite
when the heat-scan picked up two small forms closing in
from the left. He clicked on the image enhancer and a
small window appeared onthe front screen, showing two
small furred forms huddled behind a pile of garbage.

“Kids,” he grumbled. It was after 4 PM, and they were
supposed to be at home orin a designated play area, not
in this mostly abandoned quadrant.

He {licked on the high-beams and muttered into the
megaphone feed, “Gohome, kids. You know there's noth-
ing to dohere.” He began eating the burger, and grumbled
because the clueless cook had fried the cnions instead of
leaving them raw, the way he liked them. Again.

He flicked on the sound telescope and heard them gig-
gling as they scampered closer, behind the rusted shell of
a stripped automobile. Davis sighed and flicked onthe
necns. The bubble on the roof of the car strobed and burst
into a swirling red and blue whirlpool.

Just in case, he took the Hardballer, a beanbag pistol,
from under his seat. It would knock them to their furry
little asses if they gave him any trouble, They looked
unanmed to him and he wasn't taking any chances, buthe
wasn't going to plug a kid for tossing rocks.

He had nabbed the Hardballer off a young smartass in
Bensonhurst whe'd tried to mughim during a visit to a
womanhe'd stopped seeing years ago. Ashe checked the
chamber, he heard something hit the car and splatter.
When he looked up, the VR sereenwas blank. The second
paint balloon hit the passenger side and slowly washed
down, turming maost of that window green.

The scanners showed the kids munningpast the car to-
ward & crumbling prefal apartment complex. From the
tails he saw waving cn the heat-scan and the sound of
their giggles, he guessed they were felines.

He stepped cut of the car in time to see the calico kits
scamper inlo the building with their awkward-looking,
but quick, bipedal gait. Davis had grownup duringthe
years the military had declassified the recombinant
species, buthe still wasn't usedto the unnatural springi-
ness of their toe-stepping lepgs.

Shutting the door of the prowler behind him, he joEmed
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off after them, quickly lesing his breath, He kept very
alert for any sign of ambush; his cool grey eyes darted
about warily. If they didn't give him any trouble, he'd
let them gowith a scare or a warning. If they hadn't in-
terrupted his lunch, he might have just taken the car to
be washed,

He joggedto the deorand scanned the hall before step-
ping in. Two sets of ghimmering yellow eves, one above
the other, blinked at him from the darkened stairwell
before the pair dashed up the stairs with a giggle.

“Coon cats,” he muttered, trotting after the kits, They
looked very young, mavbe noteven teens, Bunningup the
stairs, Davis began to sweat; being built like a bull gave
him very little endurance.

When he reached the first landing, he checked all the
doorways, then the stairs. There, two yellow eyes
gleamed back from the shadows cast by the dim light
that seeped through the shattered windows. “Little
shite,” Victor panted, coming down the hallway.

He nearly fired when the giggling shadow threw the db-
ject at him before he realized what it was. The stale
donut bounced off his shoulder. Crumbsof dried glaze
marked his coat and dotted the rotten wood floor where
the donut rolled to a stop at his feet.

"Why vou little furball?” Davis growled, and rushed the
laughing kits undera hail of donuts. When he reached
tackling range, they sped upthe creaking stairs, and he
followed in a rage. Especially since chocolate glazed was
his favorite,

He £till had the sense to skip the broken stairs, watching
his step as rage stole his breath fromhim. As he reached
the top flight, he saw the nwo Recornsin the weak
light that filtered through the ragged holes inthe roof.
The two coon-kittens smiled and giggled down mocking-
ly, throwing the last of the donutsat him as he ran up
the stairs. Their long, thick calico fur seemed dappled
with shimmering white spots....

He felt solight. A strangled gurglingcame from some-
where, and the mocking smiles of the wildcats faded into
a mixture of awe and horror, Davis® back arched like an
angry cat's and a crushing pain burst across hizs chest,
searing ripples across his nervous systam.

The Hardballer went off, knocking a shower of sheet rock
dowwn from the ceiling. Victor's whole world shifted up-
ward, tumbling and blurring, before it was blotted out by
an inky onrush of blackness.

O

“...him to see a comforting face,” said the somewhat ef-
femninate, but undoubtedly male, voice that swirled along
the rim of his consciousness.

Another voice, softly growling, joined the whirlpool of
sound. “Scan shows little signs of shock.” The voice had a

—

guttural tang to it. “Looks like a nice smooth slip.”

The maelstrom of sound soonmade him feel like he was
in orbit around a conversation: when he reached the
apoges, all the voices mixed into a slurring buze.

He seemed farther away now. The voices were distant,
but muchclearer. “We canbegin therapy in the next few
days,” the effeminate veice said. “Too bad he didn't
have any close relatives.”

“Doesn’t have,” a gravely male voice interrupted.

The Whi:l'lpﬂ-l:rl slowly calmed, like a spinning coin final-
Iy coming to rest. Victor heard a lot of quiet breathing,
bust o one was spealdng anymore.

He slowly became aware of his body, as if every muscle
had been asleep but without the pins and needles, anly
numbness. A soft unrecognizable hum teased his memory,

“Wictor?” asked the gravelly woice. It soundeda little
familiar. He couldn’tplace it. He stirred slightly, and
somecneheld his arm. The feeling was muffled by ban-
dages, and he groaned with a sigh,

As he breathed deeply for the first time, his nose was
flooded with distinetive scents. The thick scentof a fox,
which always tickled the back of his throat; some
human had dousedhimself with a pheromonal cologne.
An underlying tinge of skunk scent wrinkled his nose,
which had begun to feel cold.

He tried toavoid openinghis eyves, He didnt want to see
a roomful of cald physicians tending a network of tubes
leading from him to a stack of bleak, sterile machines.
His dry eyelids split open and he saw exactly that.

At the end of the bed, hands on the metal foothoard,
stood a grave-looking man of about forty years, skin
weathered and tanned. Like Victor, he looked as if grav-
ity worked overtime on him; his jaw hung openjusta lit-
tle and he slouched like a weary Atlas. His brownand
silver hair was slicked back in the currentstyle, and his
long face had the texture of sandstone. He reminded Vie-
tor of an Easter 1sland monolith,

CUmne on each side of him, there stooda thin hawk-nosed
man in a lab coat and a slim fox Recom in a skirt, a long
white jacket thrown over her shoulders. She wore the
coat as a matter of profession, it seemed — most Recoms
preferred to wear as little as possible, especially in hot
weather. Fur was enough, even in the cool hospital room.

W¥ictor blinked. “Yes?" The word was drawn out, and it
felt like parts of his mouth didn't work. One word pulsed
through his mind, a wash of cold. Stroke.

The big man at the foot of the bed, who owned the grav-
elly voice, smiled. “You madeit.” He walked upto Vie-
tor's side.

The hawkish maninserted a syringe into oneof the tubes
in the mass of plastic spaghetti that trailed froma hum-
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ming machine to IVs on his wrists, neck, and elbows, Vie-
tor saw his black arm and winced, thinking he'd been
bruised from head to toe,

“Victor. Youhad a heart attack. By the time the para-
medics found you, you were nearly gone. Now you couldn’s
afford a transplant. You know how the hospitals are;
they checked your BankCard right after they had vou
stabilized onthe machines.” The big man, whom Victor
remembered seeing once in Captain Thompson's office,
put a hand on his shoulder.

He leoked down at himself and blinked. He seemed much
bigger. He figured he would have wasted away or at
least lost some weight in the hospital. His skin was
black aleng his sides, pale in the middle....

“We paid to keep you out of the freezer in stasis, buta
Kennedy bought the last heart at the hospital's organ
bank that was your blood type... OA negative, pretty
rare, Now there’s still hope if you're patient....”

Victor pulled the sheets off of himself, careful not to tug
any IVs. “I-I'm a slunk,” he squeaked. His throat felt
like he was wearing a tie three inches too tight. Trem-

bling, he began to pant,
The hook-nosed doctor emptied the syringe into the IV

while the vizen watched Victor curicusly. Soon his
shaking stopped as the sedative began to settle him.

The rough-voiced human put on his best comforting face,
which wasn’t much. “Victor, it"s temporary. Mindslip,
Tou'veheard how it's usedto wipe the minds of serial
killers and such, to study their minds and brains sepa-
rately. You remember how MNelson Walker bought a
brain-dead teen and got slipped into the body to beat
bone cancer. It made all the papers, and right after it,
organ donation got regulated into a meat market.”

He placed a hand on Victor's shoulder, Even his meaty
paw was dwarfed by the form Victor now inhabited. He
looked like a boedybuilder, and the lush fur made him
seem even bigger.

“I want my body back! He covered his eyes with black-
furred hands and sobbed softly.

Two

Victor strained to lift the bar that hungover him. His
chest felt like a fumace aboutto burst and his huge tail
twitched and fluttered between his legs on the bench.

"Come on,” Demetroulakos urged him, squatting beside
the weight machine. His grey suit bulged at the inseam
and his voice was as rough as ever.

Victor growled and forced the last rep of the set. He had
locked his ¢lbows, and rubbed them, panting as he sat up.
Erillha's body was still trim, butall his tone had been
lost as he lay in a capsule wasting away. The therapy
was suppesed b0 put him back inshape as it let him get
used to his new body.

“You're trying to kill me, Gavin,” Victor panted. He
looked overat the display, which read 325 poundsin red
LCD.

Svarla, the lab-coated vixen, walked over, looked at
Victor's diagnostic wristband, and tsked. “You'rejust not
used toit. Accordinglo records, this is Rrillha's average
workout, and we've worked you up to it.” She sat lazily
ona curl-machine’s padded seat, and her tail wafted to
the thinly carpeted floor.

Victor smirked and wanted to tell her to try lifting those
bars. He looked at his arms and poked the muscles, The
workouts did show a difference, and he was oddly satis-
fied to finally be in shape, even if he had to die to do it.

Gavin stood, slicked back his grey hair with a hand, and
threw the skunk a towel. “Ga shower and cool off.”

“It's time for your first briefing,” Svarla interrupted
with her deeply trilling voice. That seemed odd to Vie-
tor; he didn’t remember Rrillha ever feeling free encugh
to do that, She curled her tail around a bar of the ma-
chine.

Gavin nodded, and the two left him there to catch his
breath, The shower was invigorating, even if wet fur
weighted him down and looked awful when towel-
dried... and he was tao lazy to brush it all.

He made doby brushing the topknot of head-fur that al-
ways gol inhis eyes, and mostof his facial fur. His tail
looked frizzy, butit was too much trouble to pull around
and brush properly.

He expected the briefing to beheld in a cavernousdark
roomn with men in dark suits seated at a huge oak table,
but it was just Gavin and Svarla in a small sun-lit office
near the top of the building. It had been a week or so —
he'd lost count — since they woke him, and he had been
outside to jog a couple times. The building was inhumanly
sterile. Cutside, the compound was smack in the middle
of a large city, butthe circle of trees and the tall iren
fence beyond kept him from ing where he was. The
grass and trees, and even the occasional bird, were a treat
for the city cop, but they gave him a runnynose. Rrillha
had not been used to pollen in the air.

Victor sat ina leather chair, outof the sunbeam that cut
through the room. Dust motes danced in the soft gold ray.,
Gavin sat behind a marble-topped desk that looked
pretty bare for a government official’s. There was only a
small lamp, a stylish fountain pen,and a jar of midnight
blue ink.

Svarla was sprawled outon the other chair, in a strange
position so she didn’t sit enher tail. She looked comfort-
able, though. Just then Victor realized how uncomfort-
able b ¢ felt, and the two watched him with a cruel plea-
sure as he shifted in his seat, then finally sat sideways
in the armless chair like the vixen did.

Her muzzle parted in a pleasant gesture. “You look like
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you were in a washing machine,” she said, and laughed
politely as Gavin smiled. “Don't you ever brush
voursel £

Victor felt the strangest thing. His ears bumed as he
blushed. Now why was he embarrassed? If he had gotten
the same remark as a human, he would have given her
the finger at least. He musthave broadcast his feelings,
because she softened her attack.

“I’ll show you how to kake care of yourself. You are like a
newbom of sorts, no?” Something in her glance hinted of
apology, but that was all.

“You two can go play house later,” Gavin grinned. "This
is more impartant.” He flicked a switch underthe desk
and the wventilation kicked up. He took a pack of
cigarettes, a lighter, and an ashtray from a drawer and
put them onhis desk before lighting up. Even the build-
ing's purifiers couldn’t cut the chemical tang off the city
air, soa little smoke would hardly benoticed. His pupils
shrank to pinpeints as he sucked pure nicotine.

“You might've figured out we didn't pay to have vou
mindslipped out of the of ourhearts.” Gavin in-
haled, and held his breath a surprisingly longtime. Vic-
tor waited silently for him to continue, wondering what
their purposewas. He began to realize how little reason
people had for keeping him alive. Without any close
friends or relatives, he wouldn't be missed. ...

Gavin exhaled finally, but didn't say anything.

"Who doyoumeanby “we't” Victor asked, and shifted in
his chair.

Gavin looked at his cigarette. “The FBI. Recombinant
Crimes Taskforce. We need you.”

Victor frowned, *Youve got to be kidding me. I don‘teven
wanna know how muchit costto bring me back, but yvou
could get a live cop a lot easier. What's the cateh?”

“¥Wictor, there are very few people in law professions
who agree with the Recom cause. It's a bias we don'teare
for. They see Recoms as engineered killing machines,
time bombs walking their streets.”

"What makes you think I'many different?” He was still
being wary. He knew he was nothing special, or if he
had outstanding qualities, they weren’t good ones.

"Your psychelogical evaluations, over the vears on the
torce, show it. As does your record. Which is another
thing. Yourattitude toward the high brass is what kept
you a detective, They like a kiss-ass, and you're any-
thing but. In fact, vou should‘ve filled Erillha's shoes,
which you're deingnow, come to think of it.” He smiled
with big teeth like white tombstones.

Svarla hrmphed, but was othenwvise silent.

Victor thought back. Yes, he was a good detective. Naver
really made the papers except for working in the X

Killer case — a killer sonamed for the multitude of X-
slashed bodies that kept tumingup in parks around the
¢ity, mostly joggers and street people.

He remembered it vividly, seeing the thin, unobtrusive
man among the crowd, gawking over the yellow paolice
lines, trying to get a peek at the body bag. He had seen
him before. His whole mind had zoomedin on the man
and the small piece of silver poking from his pants pock-
el, until he realized it was part of a straight razor —the
thumb rest. It was almost funny how they caught the bas-
tard, who liked to bethere when police bagped his vic-
tims. That guy's ballsiness was talked about in the
precinct for months.

“So what do you want me for?™

Gavin smirked. "Youcould at least try to sound grateful,”
he puffed the last of his cigarette away. “We need you to
continue an investigation. You start where Rrillha left
off. You can get at his files... past the reHna-scan. He
had a high access level thanks to his position with us,
butanly the computers know that. Dion't try to pull rank
with anyone. You'restill a Recom, nomatter what badge
we give you."”

Victor scratched at his chin. "Oh boy, I'm a secret agent
man. 5o you want me to catch the Furry Eiller?”

Svarla winced. “You're stll a fat bald cop under that fur,
you know that? I'm geing o teach you to fit in among Re-
comis. ‘Furries” are what the press calls us, As far as any-
one knows, you're Rrillha, recovered from coma.”

Victor crnged mockingly. “Hey, 1 didn't know it was of-
fensive. It's what wecalled him at the station.” Actual-
ly; some cops called the killer “Trapper Bob.”

"I know. That's why I'm training you. So youdon't get
your face clawed off.” She cleaned a claw.

Wictor had never felt any attraction toward Recoms. His
eyes traced over Svarla’s flat, lush-furred chest, and he
was sure she knew. He knew that Recoms didn't have the
precccupation with breasts that he and other humans
did. The complete lack of them mildly interested him.

He nodded. "I'll give it mybest shot. It's my only chance
to get back into my body, isn't it?”

Gavin grinned coldly and nodded, lighting another
cigarette.

Svarla stood up wordlessly and gestured for Victor to fol-
tow. He stood and realized that his legs were closerto a
human's than hers, While she had firm thighs like a
human’s, her shins and feet were digitigrade, furred a
deep chocolate brown, unlike her sandy-orange arms,
legs, and back, and her white throat and belly, Her face
was flecked with silver guard hairs that offset the mud-
dier fur there.

Gavin stayed at his desk. “Don’t get your tail caught in
the door, Rrillha,” he grinned. Victor remembered that
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painful gaff and winced, closing the door behind him es-
pecially carefully.

Three

Svarla liked being outside, sothey sat in the shade of a
young, leafy gnarled oak as she told him how to fit in.
She had taken off her coat, and the soit wind ruffled her
fur. The warmhazy sun was a bruised spot of yellow ona
dead copper sky.

First they tackled connotations of words and slang, A
Eecomwho wasn't very enamored of humanscalled them
‘ckins’. The alder once-soldier types used a lot of mili-
tary slang, but Recoms did not have their own language,
A Fecom might becomeenraged at the sight of a furcoat,
nomatter how rare they were, sothey stayed away from
Sutton Compound, the small quad onthe East side with
its owmn private police force.

It was nearly dusk by the time she finished body lan-
guage, He had to be careful how he moved his tail, and
he couldn’teven controlthe damn thing vet. Even though
his gaze was likened to staring downa double-barreled
shotgun, he shouldn’t stare or bare his teeth; and above
all, don'tstare at someonewho's eating, There were a lat
of instincts that weren’t erased by genetic recombination
— racial memories, she called them.

He had knownaboutwolverines ever since he'd beromea
cop, but she told him anyway. Never provoke them. No
matter how muchbigger vouare, they will never submit,
and they won'tback down. If the Recom stereotype of the
“walking time-bomb® had any basis in fact, it was the
bad-tempered mustelids. Their claws were not vestigial
and adrenaline was like PCPto them. They werea pain
in the ass to put down, Victor remembered. He recalled
hosing downa drunkone back when he was a patrolman.
His department, smack in the middle of the Jungle, final-
Iy resorted to stun-guns that were practically hyped-up
cattle prods. Even though he felt strong enoughto throw
& wolverine acrossa room, he reminded himself notto get
too cocky.

"What do RBecomsdo to show ... desire?™ He wanted to
make her feel as uncomfortable as he had, squirming in
that chair upstairs.

She chuckled, a threaty sound. “There are plenty of
womenalong the Hudsonthat'll show you. Mo, vou’'ll
have money. Might want to try uptown between Fifth
and Seventh....” She gave him a toothy grin. It was
meant to anger him, he remembered. Recoms didn’t smile,
Cmnly humans bared their fangs in merriment.

“Thanks,” he glared.

"I you need to know for this invesHgation, I tell you ™
She stood up, brushed the grass off her legs. “Comean
Time to go inside *

He wasn’t done training yet. Therapy moved from
strength to agility — balance beams and reflex exercises

— lo make sure he wasn’t clumsy using muscles he never
had befora.

One day, when Svarla was checking how well his syes
focusad, he asked her, “How do 1 spray?”

She merely moved the lenses from his eyes and said, 1
don't know. I'm not & skurk.”

At last the day had come. He was getling stir-crazy. Tt
was time for his recovery to be announced to the press and
for him o returnto the department. He was back in Gay-
in's office, the fans runningon high as the stone-faced
man chain-smaoked,

“How are you going to goabout helping us, Victor? Have
youreally thought about it? There's been another murder
while youwere beingslipped.” He puffed away as Svar-
la idly groomed her forearm with her claws.

Victor thought a moment. “Pick up Rrillha’s leads from
his accountsand files. Search his apartment. Try to find
his infermants, his street people. Try to fit in back at the
station.”

"Good. Try to keep quiet. Remember, you're practically a
martyred hero for the Recom movement, and that‘ll
screw up your work at the station. Fake amnesia, that‘ll
help with any friends you might bumpinto. I'm sure
there’ll besympathy overflowing for vou, but don't push
it.”

“l don't plan to." He cracked his knuckles. Odd, he'd
never had that habit. He flexed the small muscles that
extended and retracted his claws. "Do you want me to re-
port on progress? Back here?™

Gavin nodded. “We'll be in touch, Svarla will get you
vour things and drop you off at the apartment. Tomormow
voureback onthe force.” He ground outa cigarette umder
his thumb in the tacky chrome ashtray on his desk.

His belongings amounted to a belt-clip badge, a bandalier
with a Distinguished Service Crossand a Purple Heart
pinned to it, a thin wallet with somedebit and credit
cards init, and an open roll of viclat candies. The candies
woere sweet and their scent tickled his noss,

Svarla led him to an underground parking lot, stopping
at a simple dark sedan with tinted windows. When they
neared, the engine hummed to life. It was a coomon
mad el of automobile, and mist drifted out of the exhaunst.

He opened the back door after he found out the PASSETIZET
door was locked. As he was getting in, the vixen put a
hand onhis shoulder, and her claws pricked his skin. He
tumed to her,

Wou have any questions, my phene number is in Rrillha's
files.” She let go.
“Thanks.” He got in the car, sitting in the middle of the

back seat. His tail curled uplike a begging squirrel’s, the
end pressed up against the rear window.
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“Take care, Rrillhe." She bared her fangs, taunting him
playiully.

“You too.” He tried to mimic her expression, but felt
silly, so he shut the door.

He only saw the back of the drivers head for the trip
back to the City. The man had a government-issue short
haircut, strong features, and a pair of aviator sunglasses
on, He didn't talk and it looked like wou could get paper-
cuts fromthe ironed creases in his suit. He also had ears
that made him look like a taxi with the doorsopen, but
Victor decided not to tell him.

The skunk looked out the windows boredly and realized
that the FBI building he had been cooped upin was the
new one, built a few years ago in the Free City of Staten
Island, which was happily no lenger affiliated with the
four remaining boroughs of New York City. After he left
the island, he didn’t see any trees.

The driver stopped at a tall grey apartment building sur-
rounded by others exactly like it. It was at the top of
SoHo, onPrince between Greene and Mercer. He got out
and the sedan pulled hastily between two shuttle buses,
turned right on a side street, and was EOTeE,

The sidewalks weren't too crowded, and he only saw one
other Recom, a youngwolf who cutacross the street. The
rest of the people slouched toward home under the ugly
grey-green sky. He was received without a word except
for a gruntfrom a gang of teens who all had blue stripes
dved down the middle of their creweuts and bar code
badgesstolen from execs pinned to their flak jackets. The
badges were collected like baseball cards, and one kid
had all the big ones: DuPont, J&], IBM, GE, ITT. They
stood by the front of his building and parted when he
walked upthe steps. He felt them giving him the finger
to his back, but didn’t turn.

His apartment was onthe sixth floor and he tore vellow
police tape off the doorjamb before entering, It had a
thumbprint reader for a lock and the door popped inward
like the secret panel of a coypt.

Despite the dust, it was a nice spacious apartment that
probably cost a fortune, The fumniture and decor were min-
imal —al couch, some nature prints anthe walls, The
wall-mounted TV was mute, but spat forth a flicker of
commercials into the silent room. A counterdivided the
parlor from the kitchen, which had a fauwx brick floor
and utilitarian fixtures, He was afraid to openthe re-
frigerator; after all this time somekind of sentient mold
was likely to attack him with a pseudopod.

Through a door in the kitchen were a bedroomand bath.
The large bed had a night-table at each side, one with a
video reader and a stack of bookdisks, the other with a
lamp and an alarm clock. Double-deor closets flanked
Ehve beed.

He used the bathroom before giving the place a half-

decent cleaning. He opened the windows and tumed up
the volumean the TV, The apartment was quict and the
place had the air of death. The PC, oddly, was a
portable, and fit in a briefcase with its common police ac-
cessories — a scanner-printer, cellular phone, and a re-
mote digitizer, which looked like a small camera.

He was tired from making the place livable, sohe laid
on the couchand watched a public TV show about the
Grand Canyon till he fell asleep.

Sleep was a dark swirling void, a whirlpool abyss be-
hind his eyes, the centerof it hypnotizing him as he con-
templated it for what seemed an eternity.

The next morninghe woke early, his muzzle and palms
moist with sweat. The sumwas just coming up, barely af-
fecting the ashen sky. He sat the PC onhis lap, turnedit
omn, and put on the opadque visor with the built-in head-

phones.

A thin red line buzzed across his vision as the visor
lazer-scanned his retina for log-in. Colers burst, a million
blooming fluarescent pinpricks, each with a tiny budof
darkness in the center, which then bleomed until a blind
abyss enveloped him.

Then, windowsof text flipped up against the blackness,
like cards dealt onan ebony table, Some were doorways
to catalogs, travel agents, banks, and the like; another
window flashed entertainment, from ersatz vacations
and vicarious adventures to a virtual reality brothel, He
scanned the bank account balances, checked the news, and
learned that he was to appear at a press conferenceheld
at the Jungle Precinet in a couple of hours. He figured he
should look good, so he decided to scan the files [ater.

He tried to remember how Erillha combed his head-fur,
which looked messy ne matter what he did with it,
Being a skunk, he had a tousled messof black and white
fur between his ears, Slicked back, he looked too shifty;
parted, it looked ridiculous. He loesely combedit back
and left a lock of bangs hanging neatly over his left eye.
He thought he looked dashing, for a fur— Recom.

In the same drawer as the fur brush, there was a key-
chain. It held a car key and a small squat key that
looked like it fit a locker ora safety deposit box.Rrillha
must have had a department issue vehicle; he hoped
he'd be getting it back.

The only clothes Rrillha owned were shorts. Vietor found
a navy blue pair to puton, along with his badge and belt.
He hit the street, looking for a shuttle, He broughtthe
briefcase computer with him,

If there was any sun that day, it was hiding behind the
colossal ziggurats of the housing complexes. Shuttle buses
and the occasional sleek automaobile jockeved down the
rutted, pockmarked pavement. Crowds shuffled down
the sidewalks, some disappearing down littered stair-
wells to the subways below.
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Victor picked upa shuttle with a drop-off a few blacks
from the station, and strap-hanged it for the trip. He
was the only Recom on the bus, and began to feel glances
grazing him... eyes not making contact, but pointing his
way now and then.

The ride was spine-jarring at best and gut-wrenching at
its worst. The downtown side streets were neplected be-
yond repair, and the busbottomed out regularly as the
driver raced down them. Victor was used to the ride,
never having owned a car. He grunted as the bus hurtled
around a food cart that sat at the curh and watched the
peds scatter back onto the sidewalks where they be-
longed.

The Fifty-Fourth New Precinct was a squat geometric
rhombjammed bebtweena dull weathered warshouse and
a tall, sterile apartment complex. After he stepped off
the still rolling bus, he closed his eyes a moment; he
fought with himself to relax, to force the gueasiness
away, to be empty, as he imagined Rrillha would be
with partial amnesia. The entrance was cut into the
building with odd, sharp angles, and he walked down
the oblong tunnel to the lobby.

A couple were trying to argue with the desk sergeant.

“Butl was mugged! You're telling me vou won'teventake
a report?” The man held a comerof his jacket to his eye,
where a swollen cut still bled. The woman beside him
pinched her bloody nese and leaned her head back.

The desk sergeant sitting behind a thick plastic screen
looked up from his coffee. He followed the skunk with
his eyes as Victor walked tothe back door with the Fo-
lice Only sign abowve it. "Just be lucky vou're alive.
There’s not much we can do. Do you know how many sug-
gings there are every day?”

The back room was a sea of desks, uniforms, and noise.
Telephones, beepers, and shoutsall fought for ears. He
stanned the room, trying hard to keep from talking to old
friends... he was back in his world, butin a disguise that
was torturously perfect.

He nearly waved to Kassie Obryeki, who was still chew-
ing onher computerstylus, possibly wanling to be electro-
cubed, or Joe Bagaducci, who everyone called Joey Bags,
butwho he called Jeey Bag O'Donuts. Joey was staring a t
his newsreader overa cup of coffee, having finished his
donuts already.

“Hey, Stinky’s back!" A rookie, a skinny spider of a man
with a buzzed haircut, taunted him from across the room.

He waved back silently as he walked upthe aisle tothe
Caplain’s office, amid hoots and shouts of sarcastic ap-
plause. [t began pecking at him, even though it wasn't re-
ally him they werejeering. The soundswere like prod-
ding fingers, making him cringe and tremble with anger...
he stared into space, knowing that if he met the gaze of
one of the taunters, he would explode. He could feel their
eyes gouging him along,
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He nearly jumped when a hand reached out in front of
him as he walked by.

“Welcome back, Inspector.” It was Bagaducei. His voice
soundedlike a croak sometimes. He didn’t talk often,
Dark, deep-set eyes looked up from undera mopof black
hair. He worea dingy grey sweater with a strand of yarn
hanging froma ragged cuff and someold slacks. He wore
black sneakers instead of department-issue shoes.

Rrillha’s voice was higher than was expected for his
size. "Thank you,Lieu,” he said dryly, and walked back
to Captain Thompson's office.

It was a stale cubicle, cramped with a plastic mock-
lacquer desk and piles of computer cartridges stacked
around the room, labeled in a steady hand, Thompson sat
at his desk, roundlike a coiled boa constrictor in his
chair, and zbout the same color Victor liked his coffee.
He was squatand bald ontop, as if life had ground him
down into the pavement. He had a pager hooked on his
ear, and he hummed into it boredly, on hold.

“Rrillha.” Thompsonwas not eagily surprised. His eyes
were hard enough to take on a jaguar's stare.

Victor had beenfinding it hard to act out Relllha’s often
submissive attitude. With Thompsenit was easy. Every
conversation was like a game of mercy vou started out
losing.

“Good morning, Captain.” He nodded and stood before
the desk.

The captain raised his index finger, gesturing for him to
wait a minute as he started talking on the phone.

Victor pivoted on his heel, looking around the moom
while Thompson tried to wheedle some information from
another precinct. The white floor, scuffed by the cap-
tain's black-soled shoes, was smooth against his feet,
His claws made quiet clicking noises as he tapped his
foot.

A rotating photo cube on the desk cycled through a
slideshow of smiling grandkids. The walls were mostly
bare, except for a display case that held a 52-state set of
State Trooper shoulder patches and a pistol range target,
with the bullseye raggedly removed and *25 yards,
10mm long™ written in magic marker.

“No, I'm not trying to pull rank with you, Cy. Butif vou
fax those over, notonly will I let you see the evidence
from the Jenkins case, but I'll give you two of my tickets
to the Jets-Steelers game on the 25th. Mo, I'm not shitting
you, | need those records, Thanks. I'll give vou the Hekets
over lunch at Perry's in Maspeth, Seaks are low, around
the 45-yard line. You buy lunch.” He hung up.

“Stubborn 5.0.B., that Cy. Rrillha, goodto have you
back.” He played with a pen.

"Good to be back, sir.” He sat onthe edge of ane of the
twochairs in front of the Captain's desk, his tail curling




over the back of it. The Captain’s nose wrinkled.

“Mow listen. I know the feds took care of you, checked
you out, but you're doing desk jobs until I'm sure you're
okay. They said you had light amnesia?”

“Yes, sir.”

He grinned. “What's your name and badge number. Mo
F‘EEijLE.‘r

He parted his muzzle and churred softly, the best light
laugh a skunk could muster. “Rrillha Heffman, Inspector

#474," He trilled his K's involuntarily, which annoyed
himn, before e femembered bow Rellha souwded,

"What's a signal-137"

“Oificer in distress,”

"Good. How many sugars do I take in my coffee?™
“Uh. I don't know, sit,”

“I take it black. Get mea cup, then I have some reports
you can review.” He grinned again.
Victor closed his eyes a moment with a “heh” before

heading for the coffee urn Thompson was a ballbuster,
but he was a good puy and a geod cop, in Victor's mind.

He brought the Captain his coffee and zipped through
the reports. He was a little anal-retentive about spel-
ling, grammar and correct procedure, and left many notes
for the patrol officers and the end of their reports. This
kind of work bored him, so he got it owver with quickly.

Sitting at his desk, he noticed that the “MNew Mail”
light was flashing slowly on the handle of the briefcase,
50 he logged in to check it

Svarla had sent him a dossier on himseIf.

Mamz: Frillha Crachs: Hoffman #28

DCB: relsase date 8/1/87 ID %: SED-626-T0

Hrreical description: Msphitis sspiens,
Genetraticn 1.

Height: 5'11" Welgnt: 315 lhe.

Employment History: Marine Corps, Hoffman
Froject. Served in Shunk Anti-Terrorist
Squads, 20 vrs., retired with pension.
Final ranking: Ssrgeant 1lst Class.

Service: Qperaticn Intocent Resous, 2102;
Cparation Dune Hammer 2102-2103; Operaticn
Casis 2110-2111. Drill Sergeant 2111-2117.
Securicy Guard, Macy's, 2117-2119. Police
Officer, NYFD, 54th M. Precinct 2119-2122;
cramoted to Detective, 2122; proamoted to
Inspector, 2125,

That was all. It was helpful, but nowhere near as de-
tailed as he'd hoped.... He was about to scan through
Erillha's personal files when Lieutenant Bagaducci
walked up.

“Hey, Rrillha.” He puthis hand onthe skunk'sshoulder
unexpectedly, making the fur bristle.

*Hello, Lieu.”
"You hear about Vic Davis?™
“MNo. What happened? Transfer?”

“Youcouldcall it that. Heart attack, chasing two coon-
cats. Kids, third generation Recoms. Never thought
about his health, that guy.”

Victor nodded the head he inhabited, feeling suddenly
cold. “He should have watched his diet. Toobad, I liked
him. When did it happen?”

"Three or four months age. Yeah, he was a good cop.
Hard-headed, butgood. Anvhow, we gotthe two kids in
holding. Parents can’t afford counsel, and the public de-
fenders are so backed up they could use Metabueil. No
bail, DA's prosecuting this like they pulled the trigger
on him.” He sat on the edge of Rrllha's desk.

“Jesus,” 5hif, Victor thought, Rrillha wouldnever have
said that. Recoms weren't accepted in any of the tradi-
tional religions. He wondered if Joey caught that. “Well,
they shouldnt have run. What were they doing?”

“They tossed some paint balloons at his squad car. He
should have knownbetter, and called for an assist, They
could have ambushed him in that complex. But [ believe
these kids. They called usonhis pager after he passed

out.”™

"I'll have te look at all the reports and talk to them.
The Cap deesn’t want me doing much for a while, but this
is definitely myend.” He looked at the clock, “I'd better
go, I have that press conference in a half-hour.”

Bagaducci walked back tohis desk, and Victor sat alone
and thought for a few long minutesbefore he left for the
conference,

He had two escorts who walked to either side of him
down the halls, keeping the press at bay. He dwarfed
both of them, wiry young guys with crewcuts and fresh
shaves. Their tones were snappy and forcibly grufi as
they pushed back a crowd of reporters, some with micro-
cams, some with pen-mikes thrust at Rrillha's face as he
pushed through them to get to the deor.

The podium was directly in front of the door, and flanked
by two familiar faces. Jayesh Vierheilig, the Vice Presi-
dent of the Manhattan Division of Police, and “Dick-
nose.” That was Victor's nickname for the Chief of Inter-
nal Affairs, Richard Place, a tall bony man with a
prominent bulb of a nose. It looked like it had been broken
more than once without the benefit of reconstruchve
surgery. With the thinning hair slicked back, and a set
of ice blue eyes, it gave him a hawk-like appearance
that was tempered by his attitude.

He stepped upto the tree of thin black mikes, Vierheilig
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stepping beside him. The crowd of journalists wasn‘t es-
pecially large, butthe buzzof their chatter set him m
edge. There was something about Vierheilig that Victor
had never liked, something in his movements, in the
beady eyes that made him look like a giant tan weasel
with a moustache. He leaned over the mikes with a sinu-
15 motion,

“TF you'll all quiet down,we'll allow vou to ask a few
questions.” He had picked uphis German accent in his
father’s homeland, where he went to university; his
mother he'd left in Mew Karachi, Pakistan, wheree she
remained, only miles from the radicactive minsof the
old city. He beganhis career with RoninWorldWide Se-
curity in Berlin against the Greens, and did so well that,
when he asked for a transfer to New York, he got it
without a demation.

The noise died down as microcams were aimed and re-
porters jockeved for a good position in the small,
crammed auditorium, Victor scanned over the ceowd,
spotting a group of five Recomsin the middle. Two
waolves stood tall, with a distinct arrogance in the
twitching of their tails and whiskers; a smaller rust-
colored fox and 2 pair of coon-cats holding hands flanked
them,

He sighed as he realized who the feline couple were,
then swallowed a bitter taste in his mouth as he caught
their scentover the normal sea of colognes and perfumes.
His expression was one of sudden weariness as he loaked
out over the eager roomfbul of reporters.

He answered the questions as Vierheilig pointed out re-
porters, who then were allowed to speak, “You,” he
would say, his finger thin and brown as a stick-insect.

“Yourealize that you've been a martyr of the ‘Recom
Rights Movement’ while you werein coma. How is that
going to affect your political activity?*

Victor wasn't sure who asked, 50 he just talked into the
microphones.

“Martyrs are dead. And I'm alive, aren't 17" Chuckles
nppled across the room.

“Will you be returning to your old job? Can you fnction?
How muchdid it costthe taxpayers to keep you plugged
in all that time? T mean—"

“Dick-nose” Place interrupted. “He was kept alive like
any beat cop would've been, by draining off the FOP's
health fund.”

The Veep from Ronin WorldWide cutin. *1 can assure the
taxpayers of New York and curstockholders that notone
penny was spent beyond the ambulance and emergency
room sarvice, whach is clearly in the Public Contract.”

Victor ﬂil:rught it over; the first was an outright lie, cov-
ered by Vierheilig's confusing true statement. The de-
partment knew that the Feds had taken care of him, onee
Ronin moved to hawve him unplugged.

Rrillha simply nodded.

The weasel in the silvery grey suit pointed to a woman
with feathery blonde hair, who asked, "The WVoice
would like to know how you feel about the City's popula-
tion being %% furry, while we only have 412 furry police
officers, less than a quarter parcent. And you're the only
one off the beat.”

“And I'm sure they all do a very goodjob. T don't think
statistics hold a lot of weight,” he floundered. Vier-
heilig again passed over the group of Recoms, who Victor
realized were becomingincreasing agitated, from their
body languages.

“Inspector Rrillha,” one wolf growled, “Surely you've
heard of the lamentable Davis case? We're here to
speak enthe boys'behalf, onhow they're being prosecut-
ed as if they attacked vourfellow police officer, may he
rest in peace. What are you going to do about this? It's
Vour precmet—"

The room was suddenly awash with muttered chatter.
Vierheilig was wrenched up with anger, shouting, “This
cerferencewill be held in an orderly manner, I didn't call
on you—"

“T'll answer.” Be calm. Try to ack like Rrillha. FPlay both
sides of this, don’ sterf a riot.

“Mister.,.” he stared across the room, sharp eyes center-
ing onthe wolf's name tag. “Sturgas? I'm an inspector, 1
investigate, I'm not with the DA, the prosecutors, no-
bady. 1 candomy best, off-duty, to help youfind the best
counsel, but when T have this badge on™ — he fingered
the hologram clipped tohis bandolier — "1 have a duty
to perform.”

His superiors seermed satisfied, but he saw the Recoms'
hackles rise noticeably, from across the room. The female
coon-cal shricked, “Don't tell me about duty! What
about your duty to vour people?”

The father held her back, snarling, "You cops recondi-
tioned him! You turmned him into a fragging puppet!”

“That's enough!™ Flace shouted into the mikes, making
averyone in the room wince. “Men!™ Fourofficers in black
Kevlar body suits pushed their way into the room, a cres-
cent closing in on the Recoms.

Mo, Dan't KT Bhem. Plerss. Fear shot up his back and
down his tail, and he felt his ears flattening to his skull.

The fox quickly raised his hand and muttered, “We're
notresisting...." as they were led outof the room, the re-
porters recoiling from the wolves' low snarls as they
stalked out the door,

Erillha's eyes locked with the feline mother's glaring
yellow ones, her pupils like poised cbsidian daggers. She
hissed and spat as a black arm pulled her through the
double doors. -

(To e comBnued)
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SUCH A BURNING DESIRE
PART TWO
BY MICHAEL PAYNE

he air seemed solid in Chelisse’s nose, all smoke

and ash; she peered out from behind the boulder

and blinked at the girl — seven, maybe eight years
old; Chelisse could never tell with humans— in her cir-
cle of little buming things. “Come on,” the girl said
again, “They say we hafta get started

several of the things shifted on their stubby legs, the
fire wavering over them in pattemns, wrinkles pulsating
across their round, featureless bodies, and Chelisse felt a
tingle combthrough her fur. They were looking at her,
she realized with a start, somehow or other.

Looking at her with some intelligence, too. Terrific,
The girl crossed her arms. “Well? Are you coming?”

Chelisse stood up, “Uhh, yeah, sure.Be right down." All
the things had scuttled around now to, well, not to face
her, but to point in her direction. Down the embankment
she slid, the creatures” fires reflecting off the stream
water and dancing over the reock walls of the canyon.
They scurried aside tolet her into the circle, then closad
the ring again as she settled next to the girl.

"You're not very pretty,” the girl said suddenly, pulling
Chelisse’s gaze over to her, dark-haired and thin, “Our
maid Tessa’sa ferrel, too, butshe's a lot prettier'n you. I
didn’t think they made anthrops who weren't pretty.”

Waell, at least these things weren't controlling the kid
completely. Chelisse fished out her best smile. “Some of
us manage to sneak through. Besides, I'm a weasel, nota
ferret. My name’s Chelisse; what's yours?”

“I'm Ronnie.” The girl shrugged. “It's really Rhonda, but
only my mom calls me that and only when she's mad.”
The giel sighed. “T'll bet she's really mad now — I've
never run away from home for this long before.”

Chelisse’s fur prickled. The missing person case Lorenz
had shown her this moming: that had been for a girl
named Ehonda. *You're Ronnie McTeague?”

The girl blinked. “How did vou know?”

“I'm an EM5 agent. Your parents are very worried about
you: they asked us to go out and look for you.”

Fonnie's eyes got wide. “An EMS agent? Really? Those
are my favorite stories on'V “cause they're always doing
somoething exciting, rescuing people and everything,” She
stopped. “You didn’t come to rescue me, did you?”

"INo, but, well, I know the puy who's in charge of tryving
bo rescue o I'm sure he wouldn't mind 8§ 1—"

"Nol!” Ronnie crossed her arms. “I don't need rescuing
These guys are teaching mea lotta important stuff, and I
hafta stay till they're done!™

A wave of heat, and Chelisse saw several of the crea-
tures shift, their black claws flexing, “Guys? You
mean..." She raised a paw and pointed to the flaming
things.

Ronnie nodded. "1 know they're kinda scary, but, well,
they're aliens.” Her pale eyes suddenly lost their focus,
and her pupils exploded out like ink dropped onpaper.
“"Okay, but vou guys know what T mean. You're aliens
even if this is your planet. Yes, yvou are. Because... oh,
never mind.” Her pupils contracted back to normal, and
she shrugged. “Some things they just dont understand,”

Chelisse could feel sweat in her whiskers., “You mean
they're native to Marches? They_.. they live here?”

"Mative?” Ronniecocked her head, looked over at the
circle. “You hear that, guys? You're natives!™ The fires
riffled along the creatures” bodies, and when Ronnic
turned back, her eves were almest solid black in their
light. "They like that. You're good with words, Che-
lisse "

“Uhh, thanks.” Chelisse tried to get her thoughts in
order, “But, Ronnie, we've been on Marches for over a
hundred and fifty vears, and no onesever, I mean, these
guys have never...how could they have stayed hidden
for so long?™

Fonmnie blinked at her. “Well, they're aliens, They say
they live underground most of the time, down in the
rocks,”

“30 they talk toyou? I mean, I don't hear anything from
them.”

“Yeah, well, that's why they need me. They sav I'ma
Kindler, and they needed me to get you ‘cause you're a
Kindler, too, only you're a different kind.” She shrugged.
“Or something... they're aliens, so they talk all weird.”

A Kindler? Chelisse pulled at her whiskers. That was
her official title — T.K., Technical Kindler — but it was
more a joke than anything else, justa way of saying it
was her jobto keep things munning without anyone notie-
ing her. But how would they know that? “What dothey
mean by Kindler? Do you know? Have they told you?”

“Yeah, but...” Ronnie’s mouth went sideways. *Tt'd be so
mucheasier if they could just talk to you!” The black ex-
panded over her eyes, and she nodded. “Yeah, T know.”
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Her pupils closed back down. “They say I've gotta tell
vou ‘cause that's my job, but I'm not too mood with words,”

Chelisse fought the urge to grab the kid and shake her.
“Look, they wouldn't want you if you couldn’t do it,

right?”
“l guess.” A drop trickled down her cheek, “But, 1 mean,

these guys've told me all this stuff, showed me all these
pictures, and [ don't even know where to start, and —

"It's okay, it's ckay.” Chelisse put 2 paw on her arm.
“Just start... start with you. When did you first hear
them?”

Ronnie wiped a sleeve over her eyes. "Well, it was
maybe about a month ago. IE was because of all the fires,”

“Fires? You mean the ski resorts?” Chelisse tried not to
tighten her grip. “Did they do that?”

“Well..." The girl blinked and looked away. “No. See,
I'm the one who burned the resorts down,”

Chelisse pulled her paw back. “You?*

"Yeah." Ronnie tapped her head. “See, [ can think fire,
But my mom always said ['was making up stories when [
told her about it, so whenever the fire in my head got sa
big I had to let it owt, I'd unplug the electrostat outback,
and when Tessa dumped the garbage in, I'd think some
fire into it It burnedjust as well, and no oneever knew.”
A little smile tugged a8 Ronnie's face, then disappreared
again.

“But on my birthday last month, the fire inmy head, it
just... just got too big.” Her eves showed pale inthe fire-
light, almost no pupil at all. “We were up here at our
cabin and I couldn't keep the fire in and [ knew the ski
lodges wouldn'thave anybody in ‘em ‘cause there hasn't
been any snow vet, soL.." Her vedce trailed off, and the
black spread over her eyes, her smile coming back,
“Yeah. See, that's when these guysfound me. And they
saicl they could help me if T would help them "

“Help them?” Chelisse forced her fur to settle, Every
time Fonnie'seyes went black like that, it was all Che-
lisse could do not to leap back. "Help them how?™

Fonnie was still smiling, her voice like someonein a
dream. “Help them destroy the world, of course.”

Chelisse stared, “Destroy the —*

Ronnie's eyes snapped back to pale, “That's just what
they call it — I know that's notwhat they mean.” She
blinked at Chelisse. “I mean, this is their planet! They
can't justblow it up or whatever! They don’t have any
spaceships to go anywhere alse in!”

“Yeah, well, there you go,” Chelisse put her smile
again. “They must mean something by it that we don't
under- stand. Like you said: they're aliens.”

Fonnienadded, and Chelisze settlad back onber haunch-

es. This kid was her only link to these tiery things, so
keeping her calm was a number-one priority. Damn it all,
where was Lorenz when she needed him? “Do they, uhh,
have a name, Ronnie? I mean, something they call them-
selves? Calling them ‘these guys'all the time, it's not
very dignified.”

The girl laughed a little. "Well, they sort of make a
click-gargle in my head when they talk about them-
selves, so T just call "em Fireballs.™ She grinned. “But
that's not too dignified, either.”

“Suits ‘em, though.” Chelisse nodded. "And they just
told you they'd help youwith the fire in vour head if
you'dhelp them destroy the world, whatever they mean
by that?”

“Well, sort of..." The black swelled over Ronnie's eyes. “1
hiac just bumed downthe sixth ski lodge, and I was going
heme through the woods when T heard... well, T didn't
really hear anything. It's like...” Her eyes went pale,
and she stopped, pushed at a pebble in the dirt. “Like
they use things already in my head, just move ‘em
around.” She locked up again, her eyes solid black. “It's
really weird.”

You're telling me, Chelisse almost said, but decided it
might notbe the best thing underthe droumstances, *And
then what happened?” she asked instead.

"They asked me to come here, and they were sitting right
like this, waiting for me.” Firelight gleamed in the pits
of her eyes, “They showed mewhere to pressin my head
to keep the fire low and where to press to make it come
back upagain. They said [ had to be their Fire Kindler,
and that Thad taattract their Water Kindler to them so
they could start to destroy the warld,” The black shrank
away, and she blinked. "You're the Water Kindler, see,
and you have to stop them or something. That's how it
always is, they say.”

“Always? You mean they've destroyed the world
befora?"

Eennte blinked. “Hey. Yeah, They keep saying that
this's how they always doit, and since the world's still
here, they mustnot really destroy itl” She clapped her
hands, then sprang forward and wrapped her arms
arpund Chelisse. "We don't have to blow evervbody up!”

“Uhh, yeah.” Chelisse pushed with hee elbews HIl REon-
nie's grip let up a little. “We still have to figure out
what they really want, though, don't we?”

Fonnie sat back, the smile broad across her flat, human
face. "Well, the rest is easy. I was just so scared about —”

“The rest, Fonmnie?"

“Yeah. See, the Fire Kindler — that's me — has to set
the waorld on fire while the Water Kindler — that’s you
— has to stop it from buming.” Blackness filled her eyves
again. “"When the Fire Kindler wins, the world is de-
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stroyed for the next generation to rebuild.” Ronnie
blinked, her pupils shrinking. "That’s what they say,
anyway. I don’t know what they —~

“Mext generation?” Chelisse tapped her snout. “Maybe
this is all about, uhh, about how ther make babies.”

“Babies?" Ronnie stared, then looked over at the crea-
tures. “Hey... hey, it's...” She turned back, her eyes
black. "It's all these little guyslike them, only... only
they can't make their ownfice fora while. And if the
Fire Kindler doesn't keep the little guys burning till they
pick it up ontheir own..."Her brow wrinkled, her gaze
intent on things Chelisse couldn™ see. “They tum into
rocks or something. And all the guysare ceying when
that happens, and they hafta wait a lengtime tHll they
can make more..." The black slowly receded, and she fo-
cused enChelisse. “It is babies.” She stopped. “Tmean, |

Again, Chelisse had to stop herself from grabbing the
kid. “Well, can you ask them if that's what it's about?”

“l have!” Ronnie waved her arms. “And they tell me
this whole long, weird story that doesn’t have any
words! It justsort of happens in my head, and it's like a
thousand years long, and they tell it to meso fast, T dan’t
know what —*

“Olay, okay, I'm scery.” Chelisse caught the girl's
hands between her paws, *I know it's hard —1 mean, it
took, what, fifteen years before we could even say hello
to the Glist? Aliens aren't easy Lo talk fo.”

Ronnie sniffed, her lips pressed tightly together, and
nodded. “T'm sorry, too,” she said after a moment.

“We'll take it slowly.” Chelisse puffed outa breath, let
Fonnie's hands go. “Let’s just say this ‘destroying the
world,” Fire Kindlers and Water Kindlers and all that,
it’s part of their reproductive cycle. But then, I mean,
why ws?lf they keep saying this is the way they've al-
ways doneit, why involve you and me? Humansand an-
throps didn't even get here till abouta hundred and fifty
vears aga. Who did they use as Kindlers before that™

“Other Fireballs, of course, but there's so few —* She
stopped, her eyes wide and black. “So few of them,” she
whispered. "Oh, Chelisse... an varthquake. Anda land-
slide, right here. A whole lotta people got crushed and
the nursery collapsed and the metal was all disappear-
ing s0 all the babies tumed to rock and —"

"Whea, whos, whoa,” Chellsse sat forward, “Metal?™

Ronnie was still staring off into the distance. “There’s a
metal they use to keep the bables bumingif something
happens to the Fire Kindler, But it was all... all gone,..”

“The minars.” Chelisse sat forward. “Ronnie, can vou tell
me what happened up here forty-four years ago?”
“Forty-four years?" Remnicblinked, her pupils shrinking
back, wiped a sleeve over her face.

"That's when the earthquake hit that blocked the
pass.” Chelisse took the girl's hand, “Can youtell me,
Foorurie?"

Eemnie sniffed, rubbed her nose. “It's kinda hard to make
their pictures work in myhead — they don‘thave eyes,
¥'know.” She bit her upper lip. “But 1 think the earth-
quake hit before the Fireballs bumed down the minees’
samp.”

A chill iced through Chelisse’s fur, “They what?

“Yeah. Or maybe the miners found the Fireballs and
blew up their mountain first.” She shook her head. “All
three things happened, but I'm not sure what the order
was,"”

Chelisse forced a breath. “The Fireballs... attacked the
miners’ camp?”

Ronnie nodded. “Some of ‘em figured out who was taking
the metal and decided to stop it.” Her brow weinkled,
“But I can't tell if the earthquake happened before the
attacks, orif they attacked the minersfirst, oreven if it
was the earthquake that killed the babies orthe explo-
sives the miners planted.” She waved a hand. “Every-
thing’s all muddled.”

“I'll =ay,” Chelisse muttered. Had the Fireballs busned
the camp, the miners retaliating by blowing up the moun-
tain and blaming the resulting landslide onthe earth-
quake? Or had the Fireballs thought the miners trig-
gered the earthquake and then attacked the camp for
vengeance? Or, if the earthquake had somehow revealed
the existence of the Fireballs, maybe the mining compa-
niyhad blown them upto avoid the red tape of indiginous
lifeform reports, Or maybe. ..

Chelisse shook her head. She could go onlike this all
night. “Leck, Ronnie, [ know it's hard, but can’t you get
anything clearer from the pictures?”

The girl closed her eves, the beows knotted, then sighed
and opened them again. “They're notsure. All they know
is that all the babies died, and so did a lotta Fireballs.”

"¥eah." Chelizse locked arcund the ring— a dozen arso
flaming creatures. “How many more are there?”

"I don't koow. ..socme, 1 guess. They e downin the rocks.
These guys are just in charge of getting the Kindlers,”

“Right. And they picked us “cause there's too few Fire-
balls to choose from?™

“Yeah,”

Something didn't smell right. “But, Ronnde, why would
they bust us in something so delicate as, uhh, making ba-
bies? I mean, we're aliens to them and, hell, we're the
ones who screwed it up so bad the last Hime, aren’t we?”

Ronnie shrugged. “T guess it's because the Kindlers have
to Lry o kill each other, so they don't wanna — " She
stopped then, her eves wide.
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Chelisse guessed her eyes were pretty wide, too. “They
what?” she got out after a moment,

The pupils filled her eyes. "Mostly, the Fire Kindler
kills the Water Kindler, and the babies et bormn noprob-
lem, But if the Water Kindler's real tough, they end up
killing each other. That's what happened the last time,
sothey needed all that metal to keep the babies buming.
Sometimes even, the Water Kindler kills the Fire Kind-
ler, and then no babies get bom.” Ronndie blinked, nocolor
left in her eyes. “But I don't wanna kill you, Chelisse.”

“Likewise.” Chelisse swallowed. The girl's eyes were
not returning to normal. “What can we do, Ronnde?”

Ronnie shrugged slowly, the firelight flickering in the
black of her eyes. “You wanna kill the babies.” The girl
raised a hand, and Chelisse felt the heat increase inthe
air around her. *1 can’t let vou do that.”

“Ronndel” Chelisse leaped, and pain lashed across her
back, the smoke and ash in the air suddenly over-
whelmed by the stench of singed fur. Forcing herself to
focus on the jump, she curled into a ball and smacked
squarely into the girl's chest; she heard the breath ex-
plode from Ronnie’s mouth, felt her topple at the force of
the blow. Chelisse kept herself rolling, the dirt ceol
against the fiery pain along her back, then spunupand
around to face Ronnie.

She was lying anher back, gasping for air, the Fireballs
unmoving in their circle, “Snap out of it, Ronnie!” Chelis-
se forced through gritted teeth. “You know I den’t want
their babies dead! Think for a minute!”

The girl rolled onto her stomach, raised her head, and
Chelisse saw nething but darkness in her eyes. The air
again thickened with warmth, and Chelisse threw her-
self backwards, clearing the ring of fiery creatures, her
ears intent on the sound of the stream flowing past.

Fain crackled over her stomach, boiled at her insides,
and Chelisse couldn’t keep from crying out. Then the
trickle she was aiming for became a rush, and wet cool-
ness closed over her, wrapped itself aroundthe jags at
her back and middle; she lashed out with her paws, dug
at the rocks in the stream bed, held herself stationary
against the current, her chest tight, and waited till she
felt the water seep through her furall the way to her
skin. It wouldn't buy her more than a few seconds, but,
well, it was better than nothing.

With a shove, she pushed off fromthe rocks, grabbed at
the bank, and hauled herself out, forced her eyes to stay
open against the water dripping from her brows. Ronnie
was onher feet now, the air shimmering around her like
a desert horizon, the Fireballs doing some sort of 1ittle
dance, first balancing on one pair of legs, then onthe
other. They stopped almost immediately, though, the
girl’s black eyes widening, “Renniel” Chelisse managed
to pant out, but the tendons on Rennie’sneck bunched, the
alr against Chelisse’s fur again growing warmer.

Damn! Chelisse dugat the dirt, threw herself forward,
leaped over the ring of Fireballs, and dove straight at
the girl. Singed fur filled her nostrils, but this time she
aimed for Ronnie’s head, lashed outwith front and back
paws, felt a sickeningly solid contact, then spun away,
rolled toher paws and tumed to see Ronnie collapse in a
heap, her eves closed.

She rushed to the girl's side, pressed her head against
her chest, felt the shallow rise and fall, heard the muf-
fled but steady thump-thump-thump, let a breath es-
cape. "You're gonnabe all right, Ronnie,” she muttered.
“God, I hope.”

Ronnie twitched then under Chelisse’s paws, and Che-
lisse started back. The girl's lips drew open, and a Euk-
fural voice came out. “No. Not all right. All die.”

The fur prickled aleng Chelisse’s neck. This couldn’t be
Renniae. Chelisse knew how langit took humans to recov-
er from her double kick to the head. She stared back at
the Fireballs. “It's you,” she whispered. “You can talk to
l.].I.el.l.l'

"Mo,” the voice from Ronnde’s mouth said. “We make the
words, but the Fire Kindler talks them, dead as she is.”

"She’s not dead!” Chelisse grabbed for Ronnie's chest,
felt her heart still beating.

“Bhe is,” the voice insisted. “For the Water Eindler has
defeated her, and as such she is dead. The world is not
destroved, We are to die gut.”

“MNo!™ Chelisse looked from the Fireballs to Ronnie and
back again, her mind racing. “The...the last time, the
Kindlers killed each other, right?”

"True,"” wheezed the voice,

"Well, then, y'see?” Chelisse spread her paws, “It's a
tie this time, too! She defeated me, and I defeated her!™

The only sound for a moment was the rushing of the
stream and the crackling of the creatures” fires, then Ron-
nie’s jaw moved again. “How 507 the voice asked.

"Just look.” Chelisse patted Ronnde's chest. “You agree
that I defeated her, right?"

“True.”

Chelisse raised a claw. “But she has also defeated me.
She... as [ spoke with her earlier, she... she made me
care forher, Ican’t kill her the way I'm supposed to any
more than she could kill me. And since neither one of 1=
can dowhat we're supposed to dohere, it's a draw. See?
That... that makes sense, doesn't 1?7

Silence fell over the place once more, Chelisse blinking
against the rumbling pain through her middle, like
someone had grabbed her by the back and stomach and
tomn the fur out by the roots: just thinking about it made
spots swirl before her eyes. She forced them aside, felt
Ronnie bwitch again beneath her paws, heard the voice
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say, “Yes. If youare both new incapable of performing as
vou should, the contest i over, Babies shall be bom
without a world destroyed, although...” The wvoice
trailed off,

“What?” Chelisse tried to keep her claws from diggng
inte Ronnie's chest, “Although what?

*Although,” the voice went on, “we have notenoughof
the fire metal to keep the babies buming, They will be
born only to die.”

“But... but you've still got Ronnie!™ Chelisse couldn't
keep from shouting, “She canstill be your Fire Kindler
evan if we did defeat each other, can't sha?®

The creatures stirred in their circle, the fire dancing in
waves over their bodies, before Eonnie's jaw roved
again: "Defeat has always meant death before. We
shall see.” Flames lashed down from between their legs,
the air heating like a blast furnace around Chelisse, and
the Fireballs began sinking into the dirt. Chelisse
blinked the tears from her eyes, saw the creatures settle
below the surface, then their tunnels collapsed over
them, and the black of night crashed in,

Chelisse sat holding Bonnie and panting, waiting for her
eyes to get used to the sudden darkness. Where was
Lorenz? As soonas he'd lost radio contact, she knew he'd
be on the horn to Civil Air Commind trying to round upa
"‘copter crew. [t wasn‘t that late. How longdid it take to
gel a simple —

Ronnieagain twitched underher paws, a groan coming to
Chelisse's ears. She blinked in the darkness. “Ronnie?”

“Ohh, myhead,” camethe girl’s normal voiee, “L... L., [
can’t seal

“Shh, it's okay, Ronnie, it's okay.” Chelisse stroked the
girl's hair. "The Fireballs have goneunderground, soit's
just night. Lie still — [ hadta kick you pretty hard.”

Ronnie stopped struggling, “Chelisse?™ she asked.

"Yeah.” Chelisse could feel her paws shaking, pain and
telief looding over her. “Yeah, just =" She stopped then
as another sound reached her cars: the flut-flut-flut of a
helicopter approaching. “Yeah,” she said again. “We're
gonna be all right.”

"But... but the Fireballs... they — ¥ Ronnie’s voice cut off,
and Chelisse heard her sigh. “0Oh, Chelisse, they just
said... some of ‘'emare already starting tohave their ba-
bics, and L. 1 goetty watch ‘em! Getla make “em burn!”

Chelisse smiled, the ‘copter getting louder and louder
till a searchlight snapped on in the darkness above, its
bram running owver the top of the landslide, finding the
trail, moving down it, and suddenly bathing ber in bril-
liance, She managed to raise an arm and gave the paw
sipns for “maedical team needed quickly but not urgently.”

Somethang clicked overhead, and Lorenz's voice came

down. “Roger that, EMS 7, I'll have them lower me at
the top of the slide and beat your position ina moment,
love: ambulancesare ontheir way to Bonhar's Rounding,
sa just biold on”

Chelisse eradled Ronnie’s head in her lap and let herself
sag against the girl’s shoulder. "No hurry, love,” she
multered. “No hurry at all, Everything™s gonna be just
fine.” v
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is @ 507 rabbit on her way to stardom in WebFed.
Originally built-to-order as a pornstac/sex slave, she
ran away from her ownersand after a year ertwo ona
privateer finally got her big break in Evergreen’s
entertainment industry. A lone rabbit on a world of
foxes, she's shaping up as a future star in the Mae
West/Marilyn Monroe/Jayne Mansfield tradition.

Brigit has appearcd in the stories Evening of fhe
Lepus, Fox, Rabbil, Action!, and Linfit to Be Tied, all
three of which have aprcared in Yarf!

Art Prints of this Luscious Lapine...

Profile of @ Glamorbunny is a posed glamor
shot in the old Hollywood tradition; Brigit is dressed
in her oldest formal outfit, the lavender evening wear
she took with her when she ran away.  Brigit's
autograph was penned by Meolody Roadeau of San [ose,

Matted Laserprint, limited edition of 16 {about 10
Icit), #13 Us.

Boudoirbunny is a posed boudeir shot, probably
for a publicily still. If she were actvally lounging at
home, her robe would be about ankle-lenglh and her
cigarette (which 1x a fictional substance, xa! tobaceo or
poet) would be in a “short” {127) plastic holder insted
of the 247 "Lavender Blowgun®,

Matled Photoprint, $25 US.

Snotww Dressed in Five is a scene from her demo
video i Fex, Rabbif, Action! Before her “big break”
at Tarral Studios, she worked the “kisseh circuit™,
lip-synching torch sangs for vulpine nightclub
audiences. This was nat as danperous or sleazy as it
sounds; the audiences understood she was just part of
the background scenery — “look but don't touch”.

Matted Photoprint, 520,

AR prints are wmatied to 11614, Include 55 P&if per Mg
order.  Make checks (US dollars only} peyable fo h E
Fenneth Pick.

Kew Pick{Dreaming Stars Productions
P.O. Box 2128

Anaheim, CA  32814-0128

Usa

cybskunk@aol com
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