
      “Soon Enough Here or There.”


      
      
      
         
         Hold on to What You Can

      
      

      

      
      
         David hated this sunny and dusty place in the middle of nowhere half across the world. He rather be in Elizabeth, the place in New Jersey not the woman who left him, instead of this rock filled snooze-fest. There was nothing of interest here and that was the problem. He was sent out here to find something strange. The people who sponsored him were shady, but the money was good. David was worth every red cent or so he hyped himself to be.



David fancied himself something of a problem solver/treasure hunt. Granted his skills were mostly sneaking around, unlocking things without a key and getting away with it. He got away with quite a few jobs without spending a dime inside of any old jail cell. His hobbies also included exploring the great outdoors without getting killed. David could make a fire, find food and water and navigate himself around more than some suburb.



David knew enough to be dangerous or so he thought.  



For three days and two nights the darkening skin man traveled the beautiful desolation. The clear skies were a nice break from the smoggy air of his home. The lack of people to get on his nerves, looking to stab him for the lint in his pocket were also a nice break. Being by himself was great at first, but the isolation and boredom now was eating David. The dryness, hotness and nothingness taunted his senses.



Why was he here? To get sorta rich!



His sponsors needed someone quiet but disposable to get a pretty little item in the middle of this anomalous zone. David didn't understand the pitch at first, so they explained what they could and what they felt was necessary.



In the middle of Backward-whereiam-stan, was the area that could be best described as a nightmare zone. Whatever was your worst fear came true there. This didn't sweat David one bit. In the center of it was a crystal rock that could revolutionize material science or some type of nonsense like it. This didn't faze David at all. How did it get there? It fell from space.



“Whatever,” David thought.



Was he the first to try? Hell no. His sponsors and others sent in small elite teams, big multi-diverse teams and the best of the best. All were never seen alive again. The more they sent in at a time, the worse the corpses got spit out. Literally. People monitoring from afar didn't fare too much better. Their minds were broken. This crystal rock laid there for years and everyone who knew about it gave up.



David's sponsors had a different plan. Sometime during the past attempts a single person was sent in instead of a group. They got much closer to the crystal rock than the teams of people. Oddly enough it was found that the less skilled the person was, the better they fared until they got killed. The sponsors figured they didn't need the best of the best. They needed someone barely good enough. Along with some other information, that was all that was explained to him.



While this whole explanation seemed fishy, David didn't feel insulted at all. Well, not really. For one, a big stack of cash landed in his mailbox right when he needed it. The man had a bit of gambling problem, was in debt, but not anymore now. Secondly, messages electronically were sent to him which lead to “treasures”. Tips on how to get around security issues and such. They weren't big scores, yet they were easy enough that allow him time to goof off in the wilderness across the country. Plus all those “treasures” were always in the hands of people who were more awful than him. David knew he wasn't a good person, but some of the shit he saw these people were capable of made him look like a saint in comparison.



The messages and communications from them continued and it led up to this job. They told him the score and despite never meeting these sponsors in person, he agreed. David didn't have anything going on in his life right now. They asked if a million bucks would be enough. He replied via voice chat that half a million would be good enough.



They asked why and he told them, “Everyone asks for a million dollars. Just want to be a little different from them. Plus that'll be just enough for what I want.”

Getting nearer to where he was supposed to go, he wondered if maybe shouldn't have been that cocky and instead asked for more? He shook his head and just gave a dry chuckle.



Soon David saw a strange sight that he assumed was the anomalous zone. He was briefed that it could take the form of anything. He just didn't assume it was going to be a parking lot surrounding a crumbing big box store. There lying about were rusting cars and what he assumed were bones of people. It certainly was out of whack as he might say.



First step he took into this place made him sick to his stomach. David's eyes then started to dry out. Around him the sky darken impossibly into a starless night even though it was mid morning. His arms and legs weaken while his gear fell from his shoulders. Around him the bones began to rise and form into creatures not quite human shaped. He turned to flee and found he couldn't. Behind him was the same nightmare parking lot surrounding the big box store. The bone creatures continued to rise up.



The man quickly ran to a car hulk and hid as best he could. His gut’s contents kept on spinning inside. David's eyes were bone dry and struggled to see out of them. The sounds of hard steps slapping the pavement came closer. He regretted not bringing some type of protection other than clothes on his back. This was mostly based on the suggestions of his sponsors. Couldn't be helped now, right?



David mentally focused on himself to not panic and quietly moved to another ruined car just before a shambling bone thing found him. At this point he wished he could be somewhere else.



David stood up from a slightly beat up blue sedan and looked around the parking lot. The skies were dark, cloudy and threatening rain. The lamp poles started to flicker on and the wind slightly picked speed. People hurried to and throughout the lot on errands. Some carried bags, others dragged snotty little brats or both. The man figured that he should hurry before the rain came.



He walked tall toward the big box store on a mission. This was his last stop for the day. All he had to do was pick up some rock candy. David lamented mentally the fact that last couple of years his favorite places to shop went under due to lots of reasons. There were a few left around of course, but the mostly corporate backed places such as this ugly desolated looking building were becoming more common. It made him slightly sick to his stomach.



David was getting confused as to why he was here? Why New Jersey?



“Garden State my ass,” he sneered.



He daydreamed about scrounging enough scratch, saving it up and going west. Far west in fact, but not so far that he hit the coast. David could settle down right before hitting the Rockies. Someplace nice and out of the way. He could almost smell the Douglas-Fir instead of the dry sandy air. Wasn't it supposed to rain soon? Where was he?



The man passed through the open glass sliding doors and ignored the fat yet gaunt greeter. They were a waste of space with their welcomes. Useless people. Sad sacks that could have been him if he didn't take life by the horns. Or whatever his mom would say. David was here, and not in their place. He was on a mission to get some sweet half million crystal rock candy. Or something. He was starting to get more confused and lost.



Even though he was a man, David didn't follow the stereotype of never asking for directions..  While this man had his pride, he wasn't stupid. His father taught him right.  Time was of the essence for some reason. David approached an “associate” for help. Just a fancy name for peon he thought. Approaching her he saw that it was his mom who was working here today. Then he started to panic.



He was in the anomalous zone. A place where worst nightmares or fears came true. Literally.



Before him stood something that looked like his mom. He assumed it was something other than his mom because he knew she was dead. Dead like his father. When David was a young teen, his father got mugged and shot in a parking lot at his place of work. It was a bad end for a good person. David's mom was a good person and tried to make ends meet, but a broken heart and cancer took her life after he grew up and moved out. They both follow the straight and narrow, but at the end of all they had to show for it except for him.  



David didn't feel like playing into this nightmare today. He turned away into another aisle and there was this thing that looked like his mom again.



“I don't want to do this today or ever,” David spoke tersely. “Just rather if you turn into a scary looking monsters or maybe the pigs, but not this! This is wrong.”



“What do you mean David?” the mom looking thing asked.



“What do you mean, what do you mean? Huh?”



“Honestly David, honey...”



“Look, just tell me where I can find this crystal. Please?”



“Sure David. It's in the manager's office. In the safe.”



“Of course. Heh uhm... you. Could you lead me there?”



“I'll do that David.”



And so the thing that looked like his mom led him to the back of the store. A door stood between him and the interior of the office. The man glanced around and tried the door.



“Of course this is locked,” he complained as he started to jimmy the door open.



“David, I have a key to this.”



He picked the lock and opened the door, “Do you have the safe combination too?”



“Well...”



“Of course not, because my mom wasn't a manager here. She was only an associate.”



David entered the office and walked to the safe. He knelt down and tried a combo that worked before. This was almost like the time he first time he ever broken into this safe. Not that he thought it was the same safe. The man back then had debts to be paid and it had to be fast. The people at the time he owed money to were the leg breaking type. Real honest jobs that paid well were out of his reach. But he had access to information on how to score pretty easy. Couple online videos and practice at home, he had enough for a down payment on to keep his legs.



“And I kept on doing it. After a while I had enough to pay 'em back,” he said out loud as the safe opened with ease.”



Inside was an alien looking crystal icosahedron. It was a pretty rock that was very warm to the touch. David stood up, took the rock and turned around. Instead of a creature looking like his mom in front of him was himself. The man stared at a thing looking like him.



“Cute. So, is this where you rip me into gore or what?”



“No David.”



“What are you playing at? Don't get what's going on. What? Tell me.”



“We were looking for someone who could carry us out of here.”



“Talking about this weird place that's the opposite of the happiest place on Earth?”



“Yes David, though we would say that place is more of a scam these days.”



“Damn straight.”



“When we contracted you for this task...”



“Wait. Just wait. You're my sponsors? Da....”



“Yes David, we were able to access your global information network from here.”



“Of course. How?”



“It would be beyond your understanding or the brightness of your mind's understanding.”



“Really?”



“Mostly. Take it this way: Would you give a computer or teach a monkey how to build a computer? No offense.”



“None taken because I get it. Got a low opinion on us?”



“Not really. We don't stereotype the morality of your kind nor ours. We can be... what you would say as bastards. Higher beings don't necessarily mean better people. Case in example we got stuck because of a prank from what you would call an asshole.”



“Sorry to hear that. Uhm... how do I get you out of here? Take it you’re this rock?” he asked as he waved it around.



“Yes David,” the other him answered.



“You guys killed a lot of people in the meantime sitting here over the years. Get you want me to take you out of here, but I'm still iffy on trusting you.”



“While these people we harmed were not all what you would call shitbags, they worked for others that would have destroyed or used us to cause great harm in the name of their good. We're not saints, but we do have some moral standards.”



His clone vanished. David walked to the office door and opened it. The world looked inversely black and white across a barren dry. He could see clouds starting to form above as he started walking swiftly out of the zone.



“This is nuts. Don't understand a lot of this but I get the gist. Still going to get my half a million right?”



“Yes David. It's been transferred to an account you will have access to. We're cutting off communication to the agents as we speak,” the crystal said.



“You shouldn't have told me that. I could just drop you now, close my eyes and just run like hell while thinking happy thoughts.”



“Don't think you would. You're not that type of person we’ve found.”



“I am a thief.”



“No you aren't David. Stealing is a skill you can do. It's not who you are. We don't see you as someone stupid or bad. Not really. My question we have is what are you going to do with the cash? You could have asked for more. Why this amount?”



“Want to start over. It's enough to buy me someplace nice, far away from awful people.”



“Not all people...”



“... are awful. Yeah, yeah... I get what you are saying.”



He reached what thought was the edge and found his gear. Equipping it he left the zone and the world was right again.



“This is where we leave you now David. We can go home now. Thank you.”



“You're welcome. Give that asshole who sent you here, a kick in the stones.”



“Maybe something like that,” the crystal replied as it vanished.



David hated this cloudy, rainy and now muddy place in the middle of nowhere half across the world. Though all things considered, everything could have gone a lot worse. The man did feel a little used, but in the end came out ahead. He started to walk back while thinking of better places than here. He would get there soon enough.
      

      
   
      They Stand Through All the Hours


      
      
      
         
         Mess Mess Mess

      
      

      

      
      
         I stood and looked out of my apartment’s rear door for the last time. The sun shone weakly through the clouds as they wove through the plumes of darkness in the sky. I couldn’t see the treeline, there was too much Shade in the way. Too much to untangle here, too much life had happened.



I walked over to the Shade anyway, treading the dead ground underneath the twisting shapes. Some were just prone and would be so forever, but some had died upright, facing their doom squarely, or stricken suddenly by some failure of heart or brain; these seemed to be posing, casting forth their arms in silent appeal, perhaps clutching their heads or chests, blurred with time but still persisting. They didn’t necessarily die here; somewhere below the land, the old graveyard contained enough of their remains in this one place for Shade to manifest. I recalled playing in similar locations as a child, walking through the dark ambiguous forms that loomed like storm wracked trees, limbs twisted and frozen in a snapshot as life was halted and left its image in the air. 



The little girl next door had assured me you could hear their thoughts if you sat inside them, perhaps even converse if you placed your head just where theirs had been. I had tried it many times, imagining voices upon the winds, or the little thoughts in your head that arise when they feel that conversation is wanted, so that you end up chattering with yourself. Almost as if your head is so empty of decent thought that things have started to echo in there. People have written so much yearning, heartbroken and desperate nonsense about conversing with Shade to have put me off the subject forever. How can you talk with something that barely has a face anymore?



I let my fingers run through it and felt not even the tingle that others have claimed. Then I turned and walked back inside, the back door shutting behind me with a jingle of the little brass bell on a hook. The house was empty now, fridge disconnected and door hanging open, keys handed over to realtor, papers signed. Nothing to hold me back now, I could flow out the doors or windows as easily as the gentle breeze. I could finally go to her.



I slung my jacket over my shoulder and walked slowly to my car, boxes jammed into the trunk and back seat. The slamming of the door was like a pair of shears severing everything I’d cared about in my life, leaving it to spill out behind me in waves as I backed out of the driveway and headed off cross country, towards the house where I grew up, what once was home. I had never thought I would go back, but it seemed my fate had overtaken me.



On the interstate, the concrete pavement hissed by under the tires as familiar patterns in the sky receded behind me, the permanent Shade trails left by air travelers who had met their doom, as I thumbed up another audiobook. The black streaks pierced the clouds like stuttering vines as I wove my way through the lanes. Even in daylight, spotlights powered by diesel generators at the side of the road lanced out to illuminate the Shade sections that remained from countless road accidents. The traffic flow was dense as I made my way through; some preferred to dodge around Shade; I had not only given up but made a sort of game of it, weaving through the lanes so that I passed through each darkened area, letting the indistinct forms of half-seated figures flash over my windshield as the spotlight shimmered in my mirrors. 



I took my time, having only one person to meet at my destination. My old car tended to overheat if I kept it on the road too long, so I pulled over frequently to browse through parks, strolling amid the shady trees and listening to the birdsong. I took lunch at a diner that had been built ground up to resemble an old railway car, and noted a booth in the corner that had been curtained off. I surmised that there was a Shade at that spot. Fortunately, the food seemed to be, while only just palatable, somewhere short of lethal.



It is often a challenge to find a buildable spot of ground where no human has ever died, but many constructions get around the problem by building the Shade into the walls. They lurk inside stone fences, within streams, at the bottom of aquifers, in showers, in subway tunnels, caves and forest, sealed in walls of thick concrete, relegated to basements and attics, worked into dead spaces. There are the legends of the ancient Emperor who deliberately slew his subjects on gridded ground so that they would form permanent records of chess problems he had designed. The more barbarous states have formed roadways of woe, chambers of terror lined with darkness. The smooth facing removed over from the Great Pyramid at Giza reveals how much care was taken to hide the human suffering that went to create it, how the builders managed to conceal Shade in crevices and overlay it with stones set down, doubtless by a class of builders much better cared for until they had completed the work. Now the rough stones in the naked sun are shown to be dotted like ants with black figures caught in the instant of their agony. 



There are counterexamples, of course. At least one museum was designed so that the chandelier in the foyer contained a circle of Shade on open display, taking advantage of the site of an ancient ceremony. Several mausoleums have been designed as art galleries, the Shade taking the places of headstones. There are cases of Shade registering eternal protest against revolting policies, darkening the chambers where unjust laws were passed, those who took the belly cut in submission and protest. 



The dead are perhaps over-honored.



I got back in the car, taking the usual slow pace, watching the roadsigns fall away to either side. There were many hours to go, but she would wait for me, she had no choice at this point.



The miles ticked away, and in several hours I was driving past an old battlefield. It was too chaotic to interpret in passing, and without a guidebook that displayed the battleplan, but I could see the sweep of it, the surge of desperate forces striving to carry over barren fields and overwhelm the embankment, and the dark line that held them back. They looked so very few, those brave defenders, and the onrushing enemy so great, but I knew that only the soldiers who died on the battlefield had left Shade here, and so it was only a sign that the defenders lost relatively  few and the attackers had been decimated. I could see some Shade floating in air like floral bursts, these were men who had been hurled upward by a bursting shell. Others were seated in the air, riding mounts that had thrown no Shade. Some were in the act of coming to pieces. I was glad to leave it swiftly behind, I was never much of a historian.



I drove until nightfall, and in a small border town I secured a hotel. Not being squeamish, I got a much cheaper rate for taking a Shaded room. The death had happened in the shower, and so I simply declined to bathe that evening. I had an uninspired meal and went back to bed. I was well on the way now, and that was good enough.



The next day passed swiftly, bringing me closer to the purple mountains in the distance. I could foresee the cheerful welcome as I stepped through the front door, the wild and tearful embrace, but ours was just one story. How many of them had there been, to cover so much of the world! 



Suddenly, there was a rumbling and shuddering in the car; I’d gotten a flat. I pulled to the side of the road as traffic hissed and flew past me, and I whistled gently as I got out the spare. I yearned for the peace of a trip well finished, and yet, these incidents were what filled our time with random motives, side quests, my life touching those of the garage mechanics when I drove slowly into their lot. Did they also reach that point, where everything needed to focus down, where the minutiae of their trade reached, not exactly a crescendo, but a downshift to some fittingly harmonious resolution, however quiet it might be? If so, they showed no desire to confide in me, and in another hour I was back upon the road, letting the miles strip away from the car’s life even as the clock peeled minutes from mine in regular and predictable procession.





By late afternoon, the end of my journey was in sight. I could recognize the intersections in the streets but almost none of the buildings, and somehow on the street there was less Shade than I remembered; perhaps they had gotten better at building around it, disregarding it, so successfully making it a part of life as to almost efface it. I drove down the quiet streets to what had once been home, and now was again.



I pulled up slowly, went to the back of the car and pulled out a box. I walked to the front door, stared at the doorbell for a minute, then tried the knob. It opened and I walked in. The house had that faint hospital supply smell. All was quiet.



I went to the room that had once been set aside for me. I opened the box and dug about in it, pulling out books, my old teddy bear, the blanket she’d once knitted for me. Every one set a point of the past, fixed it more solidly than a stone mountain, though this room had never known them before. They were enough to fix things, to put a point on my arrival.



I walked back to the living room. I saw the old chair that she loved, one in which she used to sit and rock me, one of the few bits of furniture she’s brought with her when moving out of state. I imagined her sitting and reading, listening to radio, chatting on the phone, and every once in a while getting up to step to the picture window in the front of the house. Looking out into the distance at the interstate road that came down between the distant hills.



And at one point, she must have known it was too late, that the moment she waited for was never to be… the hope of seeing me pull up my car, walk up the sidewalk, throw open the door and rush to her for the welcoming hug. Another promise that had just never happened.



I walked to the picture window and looked at her Shade. I could make out one hand clasped to her chest and the other to her head. Was she stepping back? I tried to make out some feature in her face, but Shade blur was too much for me. There was nothing for me to touch. Just the sign of the one moment, the birthright of us all to leave behind, A privilege denied to the lower animals; the shadow that lasts longer than any stone or inscription.



I settled back in the chair and looked at her against the window, standing in a place that love had brought her to, and called to me as well. Everything I had done had gotten me to this one point. Everything she had done had brought her to her own. All the little moments that ticked away had sent their ripples to corral her, arrange her, pin her precisely like a bug on a card.



What I did would not, could never surpass her, my steps would always follow steadily within hers. I leaned my head back and closed my eyes.
      

      
   
      Skink, Skank, Skunk


      
      
      
         
         Mess Mess Mess

      
      

      

      
      
         "How is it fair?" Skink scurried across the apartment floor, snagging discarded plastic forks, damp towels, and even damper undergarments in her claws. "I'm the one who has to work early! So why do I have to be the one who cleans up?"



No answer came. No answer ever came when Skink talked to herself, but, well, that was only to be expected, she supposed. If she'd had the answers, she wouldn't have needed to ask the questions.



And it wasn't as if she had anyone else she could talk to about these things. Oh, sure, she could talk to Skunk, but all Skunk ever did was tell her not to worry so much.



Dropping the forks into the kitchen trash, she rushed down the hall to the bathroom hamper with the other items and tried not to stop and listen at the bedroom door, tried very hard not to hear the delicate in-and-out of Skunk's breathing, tried very very hard not to imagine Skunk's sweet curves and her thick fur and the gorgeous things her lips and paws did when she and Skink were—



The alarm on Skink's phone trilled in the inner pocket of her blazer, snapped her out of her reverie staring at the bedroom door, spun her around to drop her bundle into the hamper, and sent her out the condo door into the 6AM darkness. Fortunately, her S-class had heated seats, or Skink didn't think a cold-blooded person like her would've made it all the way downtown in the morning crawl.



Work was quiet—the end of the year meant mostly busy work in the company's mergers and acquisitions department—but that just gave Skink a chance to stew, her interior monologue going back and forth, back and forth, back and forth all day long. Of course, as always, no answers came to any of her silent questions, but that didn't stop them. It didn't even slow them down.



Because, yes, Skunk was the most amazing thing that had ever happened to Skink, but she was also where most of the exasperation in Skink's life came from. During the course of the two years, five months, and eleven days since Skunk had asked, cuddled up with Skink on the sofa of her old apartment, if Skink might like a roommate with whom she could move into a better place, the two sides of the "amazing-exasperating" equation had balanced pretty well. But lately—



"OK, Skink," her boss, Mr. Salamander, called from somewhere. "See you and Skunk tonight!"



Skink started at her desk, blinked at her office door, saw Mr. Salamander there grinning. Memories clicked around inside her like ball bearings—the end of the year also meant the office party—and she aimed an automatic smile at him. "Wouldn't miss it!" she said, more details poking through the haze she'd been wrapped in for the past however many hours.



Five o'clock, the lower corner of her computer screen said, and that meant quitting time. The party then started at 8PM back here at the office, which gave her just enough time to get home and find out if she'd actually mentioned this to Skunk. Unless Skunk had gone into work early tonight. She did that sometimes.



Not that Skink could ever figure out Skunk's schedule. Or even what she did, for that matter. She'd asked Skunk about her job a few times during their first months together, but Skunk would always change the subject—often with a kiss or a stroke of that heavenly tail along Skink's flank. It was yet another thing on the "exasperating" side of the scale, but the way Skunk usually came through with her half of the rent every month sat squarely on the "amazing" side, the "wonderful" side, the side where an extraordinary creature like Skunk shared Skink's life, home, and bed.



"OK!" someone said again, and Skink had to do some more blinking, Mr. Salamander moving away down the hall outside Skink's window.



Shaking her head, Skink shut down her computer, got her coat from the hook on the back of the door, and scampered down to the parking lot. The evening traffic inched her homeward, and she tried not to fret, tried not to worry about what she would do if Skunk was gone—or if Skunk wasn't gone. Skink didn't much care for parties in the first place, and going without Skunk beside her was the only thing Skink could think of that would be more stressful than going with Skunk beside her...



She finally pulled her S-class into the condo lot, some of her innards relaxing to see the light on in the living room window while other parts of her tightened. Fumbling with her keys on the front stoop, she got the door open and called, "Skunk? You here?"



"Where else?" came the reply as soft as dandelion fluff, and Skink froze in the doorway, her gaze drinking in the sight of Skunk at the end of the front hall.



Skunk's dress clung to her, and with that black and white fur, red was definitely her color: of course, every color was her color as far as Skink was concerned. A smile pulled at Skunk's perfect lips, and she did a slow turn in place, her arms slightly spread. "From your expression," she said, facing forward once more, "I'd guess that you approve."



"Guh," Skink said. She wanted so very much to be more articulate—even just a slightly breathless Do we really have to go? would've worked nicely—but instead, here she was, making random squeaky toy noises...



After a deep swallow, she at least managed to get out, "You're incredible." So that was something...



With a laugh, Skunk became suddenly both less and more: less a nearly supernatural female figure and more real, more approachable, more marvelously touchable. "You don't know the half of it, Inky," she said, waving one manicured hand toward the kitchen. "I put together a little pasta so you won't be starving by the time we get to the party." She cocked her hip, and looking at her then, Skink couldn't have managed a swallow if she'd wanted to. "Because I am just that good." Skunk pronounced the last three words as if they were each their own individual sentence, and Skink found herself nodding in absolute agreement.



The pasta was delicious, too, though Skunk kept insisting that she'd just taken the bag of spaghetti and the jar of sauce and followed the instructions. Unable to look away from her, Skink sucked the pasta down and made a joke of it, bringing up an increasingly ridiculous list of ingredients—nutmeg, abalone, parsnips—that she swore she could taste in the concoction.



Of course, Skunk had left the dirty pots and pans in the sink, but only the grouchiest little slice of Skink's mind was noticing that...



Instead, she let herself relax, and Skunk seemed to relax as well. Not that Skunk was ever what Skink would call tense. Skunk just had a way about her, a sparkle in her eye and a laugh on her lips, that made everything so much better. Skink smiled at her and couldn't understand why she'd been so nervous about the office party.



Finishing her supper, Skink put the dishes in the sink, but Skunk pulled her away before she could begin washing them. "Those'll wait," Skunk said, and the feel of that strong but gentle hand propelling her down the hallway made Skink shiver, especially when Skunk directed her into their bedroom.



But it was the simple yet elegant black dress hanging on the rack over the front of the closet door that Skunk pointed her toward. "With your coloring and your figure, this is exactly what you'll need for tonight." Her fingers trailed up Skink's arm as she turned for the hall again. "I'll wait outside while you get changed, then you call me so I can come in and do your make-up." She stopped in the doorway and gave Skink a look that made her face heat up. "Because if I see you undressed, we'll never get to that party."



Skink's blush warmed her through the whole process: slipping out of her pant suit, letting her fingertips trail over her smooth, shiny scales while imagining that it was Skunk touching her, then slithering sinuously into the dress, and calling, "All right, Skunk." Turning and trying to copy Skunk's stance from earlier, Skink half closed her eyes. "I'm ready for you."



The door opened, and the glow that came into Skunk's widening eyes gave Skink the savoir faire to actually ask aloud, "Do we really have to go?"



Skunk's rush across the room made Skink feel like she was glowing, the glorious warmth of Skunk's arms and her fur and her whole perfect body enveloping Skink. She tilted her head back so she could meet Skunk's lips, and the whole rest of the world went away for a timeless time.



Then Skunk was pulling away just enough to say, "You tempt me, Inky, but showing up at the party's good for your career." Another kiss spun Skink dizzyingly—or so she thought till a chair caught her backside and she blinked to see herself blinking in the dresser mirror, Skunk beautiful and smiling behind her. "We'll stay an hour maybe," Skunk was going on, reaching around Skink to open some of the little make-up containers Skink usually ignored. "I don't think I can last any longer without wanting to peel you out of that dress. And besides—" Her voice got all sing-songy. "They'll have petits fours."



As always, Skink was amazed at the things Skunk could do with a few strokes of eyeliner, the tiniest dabs of blush. "You're so good to me," she muttered, turning so she could see Skunk's actual face instead of the reflection in the mirror.



The smile that spread beneath Skunk's delicate black whiskers threatened to squeeze Skink's throat closed. "Could be that I love you," Skunk said softly.



Why? Skink wanted to ask, but she knew she really didn't want an answer to that. Besides, it was so much easier to tell the truth and say all stammering and hackneyed, "I love you, too."



That took Skunk's smile to a whole new level, and when she held out the long, elegant digits of her paws, Skink rested her own stubby little claws in them without hesitation. Skunk pulled her to her feet, slipped her arm around Skink's shoulders, and marched her out of the bedroom. "Party first," she announced. "Snuggles later."



At the least the traffic was more reasonable at this hour, and Skink pulled into her regular parking spot in the structure under the building with the "exasperating" side of her inner scale practically empty. Clambering out of the S-class, she was a little too late to open Skunk's door for her, and she had to reach up just a little to link her elbow to Skunk's. But Skunk's chuckle made it all worth the effort. "So gallant," Skunk said.



"Of course," Skink replied, a confidence flooding her that she usually only felt when she was displaying her impeccable fiduciary reports in a corporate boardroom.



Inside, she greeted Mr. Salamander and the co-workers she actually knew, got greetings in return, and felt absolutely at ease. It helped as always that Skunk was perfect, knowing when to smile and when to laugh, able to become a part of any conversation, some sixth sense seeming to tell her when Skink was foundering to make small talk with whomever they'd found themselves standing with. The food was excellent—especially the petits fours—and when Mr. Salamander singled Skink and her team out for praise during his remarks forty minutes or so after she and Skunk had arrived, Skink started thinking that maybe she could manage to stay more than an hour.



But during the applause that followed Mr. Salamander's remarks, Skunk leaned down and whispered, "I am so turned on right now." And Skink started thinking that she might not be able to manage the drive home before the urge to get Skunk out of that dress overwhelmed her.



Skunk's claws were doing incredible things along the back of Skink's neck. "Another petit four," Skunk murmured, "then we'll head out to enjoy a more private sort of delicacy." She turned for the dessert table, her tail—and several related parts—swaying deliciously.



And a cat guy that Skink vaguely recognized—he'd just started a week or two ago in accounts payable, she thought—came up beside her. "Skunk!" he said, and the way it bubbled out of him told Skink how drunk he was. "I thought that was you!" He blinked blearily at Skink, a smile squirming across his snout. "You got good taste, Ms. Skink! Skunk here's the best! The very best! I've only had her twice, but—" He gave a low whistle and wobbled around to face Skunk again. "I've been saving up, though, so you got any spots open after the first of the year?" He reached a paw for her arm.



The look on Skunk's face was aimed at him, not at Skink, but she shivered anyway. For his part, the cat guy seemed to freeze solid except for his tail: it puffed up like multiple dandelions. "This is not," Skunk said, every word as sharp and cold as an icicle, "the proper way to contact me. You know my established channels. Use them! Is that understood?"



The cat backed half a step away. "Yeah! Yeah, sure! No problem!" Ears folding, he swung away, marching off with a hissed, "Skank!"



The word echoed in Skink's head, and a number of questions about what Skunk did for a living suddenly had answers.



That Skink left the party only became obvious to her when she shivered again and realized she was down in the parking garage looking at her S-class in its space. Her claws were shaking too much as she reached for her purse to actually get the clasp undone, and judging by the loud panting sounds she was hearing, she didn't imagine she would be calming down anytime soon.



But it couldn't be true! How could it be true? The guy was drunk! He didn't know Skunk, couldn't possibly have anything to do with her, hadn't meant anything when he'd said he'd had her twice! It was all a terrible, terrible—



Except that Skunk hadn't denied it, hadn't told him he was mistaken, hadn't said—



"I should've told you," came that velvet soft voice from behind her.



Skink spun, Skunk standing with face downcast in front of the elevator. "Told me?" Skink asked, thoughts and emotions jittering through her like sparks. "Told me what? That you were a—" So many terms that were synonymous with the word the cat guy had used, but Skink couldn't make herself say any of them. "And what does that make me?" she blurted, her brain careening off in another direction. "Your pimp? Another john? Your sugar daddy?"



"The love of my life," Skunk muttered, her gaze still fixed on the concrete of the parking lot floor. "It's always been you for me, Skink. Always."



"Except when you're working nights!" Heat burbled and blorched inside Skink. "Is that it?"



"Hey!" Skunk head came up, her teeth clenched, her eyes narrow. "You go to work and talk all day, right? But how much sense would it make if I demanded you never talk to anyone but me ever again? Huh? How is what I do any different?"



Skink stared at her. "What?"



"Guh!" Doubling over like she'd been punched in the stomach, Skunk brought her forearms up to cover her face. "I know, I know! It worked in my head, but I'm—!" She took several deep shaky breaths. "I'm so terrified right now, Inky, I can't even think. I always knew this day was going to come if I didn't tell you the truth, but I...I—" She fell to her knees. "I only do guys and mammals 'cause they don't mean anything to me, and the house where I work's the best in the city: maybe the best in the state. I clear a thousand bucks a night even after the house takes their cut 'cause I'm good at it. Real good. But—" A few more breaths shook in and out of her, but she didn't move her arms away from her face. "It's you I love, Inky. Always and forever."



Memories flashed though Skink like lightning, exquisite images and sensations from when she and Skunk were together, horrible imagined scenes from when they were apart.



"I'm super careful," Skunk was going on, her voice a sobbing wreck, "and the house is super protective! That guy in there, I just hafta give 'em his name, and he never steps inside again! They've all been wanting to meet you, Inky, 'cause I've told 'em how great you are, but I didn't— I couldn't— I'm such an idiot..."



"It's okay," Skink heard herself say, and she had to force herself not to slam her hands over her own mouth. "I mean, it's not okay, but it...it is okay! Okay?"



Skunk was still shivering where she crouched on the garage floor, but her arms parted just enough for Skink to see her mascara-stained face. "What?" Skunk asked.



"I don't know!" Part of her tried to tell her not to, but Skink pushed her legs to move, staggered over to Skunk, dropped to kneel beside her. "But I do know that I love you, and we...we need to talk, not...not throw away what we have just because...because—"



Because my girlfriend is a whore, she didn't say. Instead, she reached out to touch Skunk's shoulder. "Let's go home."



For another eternal instant, silence hung over them. Then— "You mean it?" Skunk whispered.



Skink nodded. "It's exasperating," she said, "but everything amazing about you balances it out."



Dropping her arms and straightening, Skunk blinked her big wet eyes. "Is anything either of us ever says again going to make sense?"



Not able—and not wanting—to stop the laugh that burst out of her, Skink shook her head. "We're all kinds of messed up, but if we work together, we can fix it. I know we can."



Skunk's smile twitched more than a little, but when she lunged forward to wrap Skink in her arms, Skink had never felt anything as solid. "I know we can," she murmured into Skunk's hair. "I know we can."
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