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I.XVII — Six ways from Sunday

Author's note: T would like to thank my very gooc]frienc], Silver Coyote, ][or his assistance
with a speci][ic section o][ this clzapter. One I would've been unable to write convincing/y
without his lze/p.

Lig Zag brushed her paws off against cach other and smiled in satisfaction. The last box
was paclzed and ready to go. The studio looked peculiarly empty. In a way, it was an eerie
feeling and one she didn't hope she had to see again fora very long time, if ever.

Marvin stood next to her. ]uclging from the expression on the badger’s face, he was
’chinlzing more or less the same thing.

"Penny for your thoughts, Marv?" Zig Zag as]eed, nonetheless.

"I'm just ’chinlzing that if we were ever to close down and go out of ]Qusiness, the place

would look like this..." he said. "It's bad luck to think that way before under’calzing
Something as ]:)ig as this filming though..."

"[ 12now, but I'm not superstitious," the skunk said.

Tam."



"You've been a football player, Marvin. If you weren't superstitious, I'd be worried sick.
How many times (11(1 you have to hammer your helme’c against ’cha’c o£ a teammate be£ore
going onto the field?"

"Zig Zag...honestly...give me some credit..." Marvin complained and looked at his boss.

"I am," Zig Zag merely said with a crooked smile, loolzing at the La(lger out the corner
of her eye.

"Damnit Zig...grr...no fair," Marvin mumbled. "Five times....and it wasn't one of my

teammates, it was the wall in the tunnel."
"Close enoug}l."

Marvin muttered something about neecling coffee and headed out of the studio. Zig Zag
sat down on the crate and looked around. The La(lger was right. IF the studio ever
closed...and she sincerely hoped it wouldn't before she’d 1ong since retired...the room

would look like this. Emp’cy. Lifeless.
That was the right word. Lifeless.

N ormaﬂy, there was an organic feel to the place. No matter what sets were up, and no
matter how the cameras were aligned, there was always life. Bven when she came in as the

first fur in the morning, before even Sabrina got there...even then, there was life here.
Not now though. Now it was merely a 1arge, empty room.

Lig Zag smiled to herself. She'd come very far since she started the studio. Justa paw£u1
of furs and a dream. At least, for her there'd been a dream. Now she was loolzing ata
chance to ﬂnaﬂy make it reality instead of £an’casy.

It had been very hard work. There'd been a lot of setbaclzs. Many defea’cs. A lot of pain

and a lot of grief. And many, many more victories.
A voice spolze up next to her.

"You look like you're t}linleing of somet}ling nice," it said.

Zig Zag smiled and turned her head, loolzing at Jean. The vixen was dusty. She'd helped

paclz as well. Everyone involved in the procluction had been involved in pacleing.

" am. I'm ’chinlzing of dreams...and of hopes...and of long, hard roads to get to them.
Somehow, Jean...you know what I'm tauzing about better than anyone here, [ think."



Jean smiled, shrugging a little. ”Perhaps. Loolz...Zig Zag...a lot has happened since
GaM)y got a jo]:) here. Lots of water under a lot of ]:)ridges, and a lot of growing up for me
at least. I just realized recently, that while we've seen each other a lot of times since we
first met, it's always been work related and there's always been a lot to think about and
do. Weu, except that time you took me through a whole makeover and dinner with James

and Esteban."
"That's true," Zig Zag said, still smiling.

"I just wanted to say ['m...more than just grate£u1 for what you've done for me. I'm
happy ['ve met you, Zig Zag. You're one of the nicest femmes I've ever met...and I don't
care what anyone clse has to say about it. I've faced prejudice the hard way myself so at
least I know a bit about how it feels to be the one no one wants to be seen around. The
one who's 'bad company'. You did something for me no one else ever did before. Not even

myself," Jean said and sat down next to the skunk on the crate.
"What's that?"

"You trusted in me. You took a chance on me, and God knows I've worked very hard to
not let you down. But the main t}ling is that you took that chance. Thank you. [t means
more to me than I can reaﬂy say," the vixen said, quietly.

"You're welcorne, Jean. Franlzly, [ think meeting you has been an educational
experience for most of the furs here. A goocl one, | might add. Look at Esteban. Do you

know how he was before you came into his life?"
"T've heard a thing or two. He does tell me if aslz him..."

"He had not}ling to hold on to. His parents rejected him for his job here. Most of
society looked down on him for l)eing Mexican, even those who wouldn't say so
aloud...and the rest looked down on him for worlzing in the porn—industry. He dated a
new femme every weekend and he tried to play the big macho wolf...and it was pretty
obvious he wasn't happy. Now he is."

"You lznow...Zig...since you ]Qring that up yourself..." Jean said, 1oolzing very serious.

"GO ahead?” the slzunlz said and CI'OSSGCl 1161‘ legs.

"For the 10nges’c time, | didn't know why he said I made him happy and I didn't rea”y
believe him. Then one clay he reaﬂy laid it all out to me and I ended up ashamed of
myself for having doubted him. I still am. But despi’ce that...I don't understand ley. Zig
Zag...loo]e at him...he's gorgeous. He's witty, he's smarter than he gives himself credit for



and he’s cer’cainly wiser than his years suggest. He's sweet and attentive. He's any femmes
dream and...and he Would Le Jche Worlds most Wonderful fa’cher. And [ can't ever give him

the cubs he cleserves," Jean said. There was a note of real sadness in her voice.

"T think you're righ’c. He'd be a great father. But you know what? He knows you can't
have kids...and he still loves you, and he still wants you. [ think all your doubts should be
laid to rest by that alone. Answer me one t}ling..." Zig Zag said, thoughtfuﬂy.

"Sure?"

"Can you see yourself, for’cy years from now, with him?"
Jean just smiled and gota slightly dreamy look in her eyes.

Zig Zag got up from the crate and ruffled the vixen's hair. "Ladies and gentle£urs of the
jury...I rest my case," she smiled and headed out.

#H#H#

Joe looked up at the enormous form of Slam. He always felt dwarfed next to the puma-
canid. Tt just couldn't be helped. Slam dwarfed anyone. Even those rare furs }Jigger than
him seemed shorter. Joe somehow couldn't help thinleing it was because of Slam's larger—
than-life attitude.

"I'm going with ya, Joe!" Slam said, firmly. His arms were stuck akimbo and he had an

expression of absolu’ce no-nonsense determination on his face.

"Slam...I'm te//ing you, we've got it all well in paw. Once we get there, there will be
ground crew present to unload it all. Randy's going with us too, to make sure it all gets
dealt with correctly."

"Oh yeah? Rancly gets to go an' I can sit back here, on my own? Yeah right. You've
gotta be yanlzin' my tail, Joe. Not a chance! I'm goin' with yal" the 1arge fur grumblecl,
tapping his foot irritably.

"Look..." Joe tried, fee]oly.
Slam just raised one finger, Swi{‘tly...stopping Joe dead in his tracks.

"Oh weH, alright. If you must, you must. But w}ly?? [ mean, you've flown with us

doZens O£ ’clmeswhy SO eager IIOW?"

"Because of the cargo, Joe...very simple."



]oe looked comple’cely con£use(1. "Erhh...a bunch of crates and sets for a movie-
produc’cion? Wha’c's SO special about that?"

"I've had a look at the paperworlz this morning, Joe...I can see you haven"c," Slam said,
his face split’cing into a wide grin.

Joe was about to answer. Then he felt like someone turned on a 1igh’c in his head and he
narrowed his eyes. "thhhnoyoudon’tMattBarstoclz!!” he huffed and headed inside to
find his boss.

#H#H#

Matt had his feet up and a mug of coffee in his paw. So far, the morning had been fair.
No unexpected events. Even 'the Bitch' , the company’s most temperamen’cal C-130, had
behaved all morning. So far, SO good. He lifted the mug to drink from it when the door

was blown wide open by a Joe La’crans—s}lapecl tornado, clutching some papers in one paw.
"WHEN were you going to tell me about the PASSENGERS??" Joe roared.

Matt went backwards. His feet described a perfect arch and the mug went sailing
towards the left. A moment later he got himself uprig}lt and sighecl, 1ooleing down
himself. "This was a nice shirt. Now it's a nice, coffee soaked rag..." he mumbled.

"That didn't answer my question, Matt. What am 1 going to tell Annie?" Joe said. He
did not look happy.

"How about you just tell her nothing? Loolz, it's just a couple of passengers."

"We're not transporting all of them. Clearly, there will be more than two furs involved
in this movie produc’cion...’ching...bu’c we are only ﬂying two of them. Why can't they go
the same way as all the others?" Joe asked.

"Franlzly Joe, I ’chought you wouldn't mind. You saved one of those two femmes. No
doubt she's quite grate£ul. And 10012...t}16y may work in the porn inclustry but I sincere/y
doubt t}ley're going to start ’caleing off all their clothes mid ﬂig}lt, per£orrning unspealea]ale
acts of carnal desire in the cargo 19ay..." Matt said, pa’cien’cly.

"Please, God, don't let this be one of those ironical situations where someone predicts
what's going to happen," ]oe muttered. "Anyway, the problem is not the passengers. It's

"
my crew.

"[ am not entirely sure I'm with you here, ]oe...wha’c's wrong with your crew?"



"MATT..." Joe I)egan and then took a deep breath and sighed, calming himself down

some. "Randy and Slam are both coming on this ﬂight...l'm sorry to say this in plain
Englis}l but ’chey're the two ]oiggest horndogs north of the South Pole. How am I going
to keep in-ﬂight discipline with two porn actresses on ]:)oard, along with those two?"

Matt grinned Widely and pa’cted his friend's shoulder. "I leave that in your very capa]ole
and experiencecl paws, Joe. I'm sure you'ﬂ manage Leauti{‘uuy. If not}ling else, just close
the coclepit door and you won't have to listen to what happens anywhere else in the

plane."

Joe stared at Matt for a 1ong moment. Then he groanecl. "I'm going to go have a chat
with Randy and Slam...about how to behave around ladies."

"That's more like it," Matt said and looked down himself. "Now, I'd better find a new

Shirt, because this one is ruined..."

"I dunno..." Joe mumbled on the way out, "Coffee suits you."

###

When it came to heavy 1i£ting , Marvin Baclger knew he could compete with most furs.
But for once, he felt goocl that someone else had done all the heavy 1i£ting for him. The
crates holding all the camera equipment, costumes and props had been loaded onto the

transport plane and now most o£ Jche 77 Studios crew were on ’cheir way to ’cheir own

flight.

He turned towards Zig Zag and looked at her. "Why didn't Yohni and Gabrielle come
along?" he asked.

"Ga]o]oy asked to be allowed to ﬂy with them, and Yohni wanted to stay with her. I think

our fi”y wants a chance to talk to her rescuers for more than two minutes," the skunk
said and shrugged. She turned a corner and muttered about the traffic.

Marvin leaned back and nodded. " guess tha’c's understandable. So what is the plan

"
now?

"Well the first thing we're going to do, of course, is get Jchere, and get the camp set up.
We'll be in Virginia for three weeks if all things go as plannecl. Then we start shoo’cing , as
the weather allows. But the forecast for the area is good for the next three weeks...so that
shouldn't be a pro]olern," Lig Zag said and smiled.

"We're reaﬂy cloing it..." Marvin said and smiled croolzecuy.



"T know. When I got that manuscript back from Jean, 1 didn't think we'd ever be able to
make it. Not this soon at leas’c," Zig Zag said.

"I hear a 'but' coming on," Marvin said and put his head to the side, loolzing at his
friend.

"Oh, it's just that I'm going to miss James. It's a 1ong time to be apart. | don't like
it...but there's no way around it," Zig Zag said with a shrug.

Marvin nodded. That made sense to him. Three weeks away from his wife would drive
him stark raving mad, he was sure of that. Rhonda was coming along for the trip but it
wasn't possi]ole for James S}lepparcl to puﬂ three weeks out of his calendar to go to
Virginia like that.

"1l be fine Zig. The reunion will be all the sweeter when you get back to him. You're a
good couple, you know..." Marvin said and reached out, squeezing his boss's shoulder.

"Yes...we are," Zig Zag said with a crooked smile. "Here we are anyway."

She parlzed the car in the 1ong term car parlz and got out.
HH#H#

Emma bounded up the stairs. She was in a great mood...something she had been for a
while. The convention had been a good experience and everyone had commented on how

it had suited her to 1oosen up a little. So be it. Loosening up was on the agenda today.
She knocked on the door, and waited.

A moment later, a lion opened the door. Quite a good 1oolzing fellow too, Emma noted
to herself. He was wearing a pair of knee 1engt11 shorts and a T-shirt. His mane was tied
back in a ponytail. All in all, he could, with a pair of sunglasses , have been taken right
out of any beach-shot.

She realized she was staring. "Ohhh...sorry, for a moment, [ thoug}lt I had the wrong
door. Is...Lizzy home?"

Leo grinned Widely. "It's alrigh’c Miss. Yeah, she's in here. You must be Emma? Lizzy's
told me about your little group...wha’c was it again, the Socie’cy of N erdy Femmes?
N ovel, cer’cainly novel. Anyway, come on in, can't have you standing outside like tha’c,

gawlzing."



Emma blushed and nodded, entering the apartment. "Weu, you're righ’c...that'd be me.
[ take it you're Leo, then? The much-spolzen-o£ capitalis’c, multi-multi millionaire lion

with good taste in pizza?"

Leo 1aughed and nodded. "I suppose that's an accurate description, except I'm not a
multi-multi-millionaire. My father is. So's my mother. And yeah, [ have...a heal’chy

allowance...but I'm extremely bad with money, myself."

Emma kicked off her shoes and looked over her shoulder at the lion with a raised
eye]orow. She acljustecl her glasses and frowned slightly. "Bad with money? | suppose that
can't rea”y make you popular with parents like that..." she said, syrnpat}le’cicaﬂy.

"Oh, it's no prol)lem reaﬂy. I've talked it over with my dad recen’cly, and he's quite
understanding. I'm better at spending than malzing money, and I tend to go soft on every
conceivable charitable cause," Leo said and headed for the kitchen. "Anyway...some’ching
to drink?"

"Yes please, it's hot out ’chere,” Emma chuckled. "So, where's LiZZy anyway?"
The doe peelzecl out of the bathroom. "thh...hey there Emma. Loolzing good today.

Nice of you to drop l)y...now you have a chance to meet Leo as we”," she said and smiled

wiclely.

Leo had entered the kitchen and Emma just looked at her friend with a ja]o of her
thumb towards the doorway, while mou’ching "Hot!"

Lizzy grinned and nodded. "I'm not one to argue. Anyway...what do I owe the

pleasure? "

"l was thinlzing of grabl)ing a hold of you and going shopping. I've been giving things a
lot of thought since the convention. I need new glasses, and fortunately, I've been saving
up for them. And my parents sent me some money to get some new clothes for the

summer, too. I am not rea”y good at this kind of thing but rnayl)e we could make a day
of it?"

Leo peelzed out arouncl the lzitchen cloorway. "T smeu a chance to spend ol)scene sums
on a charitable cause!" he said and showed a clangerous amount of White, shiny, sharp
teeth in the laiggest feline grin Emma could remember seeing.

"Qoooh nonono...not a chance," the mink grinnecl. "l only just met you, | couldn't let
you do that."



Leo came back into the room, carrying a couple of glasses of apple juice, with plenty of
ice-cubes to lzeep them cool. He gave one to Emma and shrugged. "Then at least let me
]ouy you two lunch while shopping. And 1 promise to behave and give you my opinion of
what you piclz out, ol)jec’cively and politely, if you want me to."

Emma gawlzed and looked at Lizzy who'd now come out of the ba’chroom, wearing a

robe. "Is he for real? A male...who's wi”ing to go clot}les—shopping? Who volunteers for
it??"

Lizzy smiled Wiclely. "Good looleing , courteous to a fault, goocl tas’ce...o}l, and he's filthy
rich but I'm thinlzing of that as a political chaﬂenge," she said.

Emma looked between the two of them again. Then shook her head and chuckled. "Of
all the most unlileely ma’cch-ups in the world..." she muttered. "Well Jcljen, alright. You
Luy lunch Jchen, Leo...we'll have a chance to get to know each other a little better while

ea’cing."

"In that case, I'd better get dressed. Shame that Miriam isn't here today. She'd have
enjoyecl ’chis," Lizzy said. "It's a 1ong trip though...we can't rea”y call her now and ask if
she'll come. She won't be here until well after lunchtime anyway."

" tried yes’cerday, but she said she had a lot of t}lings she needed done today. She
sounded like she meant it too so I didn't push. But she did say she'd drive down ’conig}lt

and we could rent some movies and make some popcorn or something, and just hang

out? I told her that was a good idea so...she's staying the nigh’c at my place."

"Excellent!" Leo burst out. "l only had a chance to spealz to her very brieﬂy at ’cha’c
convention. | guess there's only one four’ch of your quartet I haven't reaﬂy met yet."

"Jean? Oh, ['m sure you'ﬂ get to meet her if you plan on staying around..." Emma said
and nearly swallowed her tongue, as she realized she might’ve gone a bit too far in saying
that.

Leo looked at Lizzy. Lizzy shrugged back at him with a wink. "Hey, it's not like you're
costing me anything on the food budge’c. I'm saving money with you here, Mr. 'T-can't-
le’c-you-pay-for-’chis'.”

"That has to be one of the odder invitations to stay that I've received so £ar, but thank
you," Leo said, sounding rather amused. "Well then, [ suppose I shall simply have to
prolong my stay for a while."

"How 1ong for?" Lizzy asked and folded her arms across her ches’c, smiling croolee(ﬂy.



"Ohhh...I don't know. When's Jean going to be available to meet?"

"Well, she's heacling down to Virgina Jcoday, as it is...for three Weeles," Emma said and
sighed. "T'll miss her. She's fun to have around."

Leo nodded and Legan counting on his ﬁngers , while mum]:)ling to himself. ”Weﬂ, three
weeks for her to get back home. Give her a few olays to get over the exhaustion of
travel...and I couldn't POSSIBLY get to know her in less than two weeks from what
Lizzy is saying...soooo...s}lau we say another couple of months?" he asleecl, putting that

enormous grin back on his face.

Lizzy reached out and grabbecl the lion ]jy the scruff of his T—shir’c, with one paw,
puﬂing him closer. "You...can stay as 1ong as you want," she rnoclz—growlecl, and kissed

him.

Emma covered her eyes and modestly turned away. "Awww guys...get a room, for crying

out 10ud,” she giggled.
Leo looked dumbstruck. For about half a second. Then he just looked happy.
HHH

So far, so good, Joe thought. Takeoff had been easy enough. Randy and Slam both
behaved themselves. So £ar, 'the Bitch' wasn't malzing a fuss. They were at 20.000 feet
and still clim]oing. The trip wasn't a 1ong one, but getting over the Appalachians , he'd
rather have some margin for manoeuvre, given the way the aircraft had a tenolency to

make unexpected and often very Vola’cile statements of temper mid-ﬂight.

He looked across at Steve, next to him in the co—pilot’s seat. The wolf had a sort of

distant expression on his face.
"Hey...snap out of it. Concentrate!" Joe admonished.

"Sorry, Joe..." Steve blurted out and shook his head to recover his wits. He cleared his
throat. "Fine clay, this..."

"Erhhh...yeah, sure," ]oe said and Llinlzed, loolzing at his friend. "What's up with you?

You've been zoning in and out ever since we took off. Bad nigh’c?"

"No, ac’cuauy. | slept like a rock. It's just..."

"Yes?"



"Well, this is a rather unusual cargo...?" Steve tried and looked at his friend.

"W}lat, movie sets??" Joe asleecl, shrugging. "[ suppose so. We've got another load to
haul, as WeH, remember that. There's a lot of bits and pieces."

"T know. It struclz me...they must be hiring some contractors on location to do some of

the set-building there. What we've got here is mos’cly decorations and such."

"I think that's commonplace, rea”y. Not that I know much about movies or how they're
macle," Joe said with a shrug. "Now, be honest Steve...you're a reaﬂy bad liar. You're not

zoning because we're carrying a load of reprocluctions of Roman statues..."
"True. It's not often we ﬂy passengers..." the wolf said.
"No...no it's not. Especiaﬂy not...we”...you know..." Joe Legan and cleared his throat.

"I'm a happily spolzen for £ur, ]oe, you know that. And so are you. But I'm not blind
ei’cher, alright? Daaamned..."

"Well, Jchey do work in an indus’cry where good looks are £airly important business
assets, Steve..." Joe tried. "But yes...you're right."

Steve nodded and for a long moment, he didn't say anything else. He concentrated on
the jo]o at paw and checked various systems. Every’thing still checked out just fine. So far,
no red 1ig}1’cs or small ﬂas}ling alarms. Then he sighed and shook his head.

"That top of hers, Joe..."

Joe groaned and nodded, rul)bing his face. "T had hoped you wouldn't mention that.
How much attitude must one fur have to wear something like that?"

"I guess one has to be a bronco," Steve mumbled.

"Tt's rather tight on her too..." Joe said, sounding mostly like he blamed himself for

noticing.
"Very. L

Joe was about to answer when the door to the ﬂight deck openecl and the enormous
form of Slam entered. He looked slightly flustered as he took a seat in one of the jump
seats. He nodded to both the pilots and grinned croolze(ﬂy, jabbing a thumb towards the

cargo deck in a saying manner.

"WE KNOW!" came the chorus from both Joe and Steve.



Slam looked about to fire off a snappy remark when Joe groaned at something in his

earphones .

Steve just nodded. Slam looked confused.
"What now?" the puma-canid asked and shrugged.

"That was air route traffic control," Joe muttered. "We have to drop to 15.000 feet to
make room for two commercial airliners. I don't like that. Not going over the

. n
mountains.

"They could've given us a bit more warning too," Steve said, grouchily. "Let's take her
down a bit..."

Joe nodded and began taleing the 1um]3ering form of the Hercules down to 15.000 feet
as instructed. Slam fell quiet again. He was good at a lot of things but the actual ﬂying,
he knew to leave to Joe and Steve. The door opened again and Randy entered the ﬂight

deck.

"Hey, what's going on? Why are we dropping like that?" he asked.

"Unless you feel like getting a face full of 147, Rancly, that's what we gotta clo," Steve
said and chuckled. "Two commercial airliners in our pa’c}l up there. And as usual, air

’craﬂic cloesn't teu us until the 1ast moment."

Slam pulled out on the scruff of his T-shir’c, some. "[s it just me, or is it get’cin' hot in
here?" he asked.

"It's just our passengers, a££ecting you, I thinlz," Joe said, grinning a roguish, crooked

grin.
"Tha’c's pu’ctin' it mil(ﬂy! Daaaamned..." Slam grinned.

"Stop stealing my 1ines, Slam," Steve grinnecl. "Hey...you're right. [t is getting hotter

in here."
"Check the A/C?" Joe saicl, starting to level out at the new altitude.

Steve nodded, dividing his attention between the air conditioning control system panel
above Joe's heacl, the electrical control panel above his own, and the circuit breaker panel
near his knees. He checked various switch settings and instrument indications and then
ran a paw quiclzly over the resettable circuit brealzers £or the A/ C systems as ]oe s’ceadied
the aircraft. Behind Joe, Slam sat stoicaﬂy in his jump seat, tongue I)arely visible on his



lower tee’ch, calmly waiting for an instruction or request for assistance from his

crewmates.

"Eigh’cy seven degrees," Steve muttered into the intercom, wiping a damp paw on the
leg of his jeans. "[t's rising, and fast."

"Damn," Slam replied.

A strange voice invaded the rapic”y hea’cing ﬂight deck. "Intermountain fiﬁy three,
Huntington Center. You are 1eaving my airspace. Contact Shenandoah Center on two

sixty nine point one two five, they'u be expecting you. Have a good ﬂight."

Steve continued to try and clecipher the dead A/C control panel as Joe's left thumb
angled for the push to talk switch on his control yoﬂz.

"Two sixty nine point one two five for Intermountain fiPcy three, see ya later," the wolf
said and Wiped the back of his forehead with his arm. The heat was still rising, and it was
rapi(ﬂy getting uncomfortable.

As Joe's left thumb lifted from the pushbutton his righ’c paw was dri{"ting to the radio
heads on the panel between he and Steve's 1egs , below the throttles. He rotated a few
knobs until the numbers 269.125 appearecl in a small window. He then acljustecl the
headset and the rnicrophone.

"Joe..." Steve saicl, souncling slightly worried. "I think the A/C's fina”y decided to kick
the bucket. It'sa total malfunction from leat I can see and Wha’c's more...it's even hotter

down in the cargo Lay.”

"Rancly, can you go and see if you can find out what's gotten into the A/C? You might
be able to figure it out..."

"Righ’c you are," Randy answered and headed back out.

Joe wiped his forehead too and looked at the two others. The headsets of all three furs
on the ﬂight deck sputtered to life and Randy's voice came through it. He sounded

uncertain. Not a normal state of mind for the raccoon.
"Slam.. .you've got to come down here."

Slam looked at Joe and Steve and shrugged, clearly not understanding. He did get to
his feet thoug}l.



Steve frowned. "Sounded serious," he said. "You don't think some other system's
getting fried down Jchere, Joe?"

"We're not getting any more alerts , are we?"

"oe.. .please remember what airplane you're piloting. For all we 12now, the alarm-
systems could be maHunc’cioning. If 'the Bitch' reaﬂy WANTS to kill us , ’calzing us down
on top of the Appalachians is a damned fine way of doing it," Steve said and looked
straight ahead, talzing a firmer hold of the controls.

Joe grinned Wiclely. "Nahhh...she doesn't want to kill us. If she clicl, she'd have done so

ages ago. She's just a temperamental old 1acly, and she likes to chaﬂenge us to make us
reaﬂy prove to her that we're still in charge, that's all."

The coyote reached out and pa’cted the instrument panel aﬁectiona’cely. Then lje 1eane(1
back in his seat and looked as content as the heat aﬂowed.

"[ still wish we had the worlds Ligges’c ice-cream soda here with us, righ’c about now,"
Steve chuckled. "It's at ninety-two and still climbing. [t's going to get rea”y, rea”y nasty

soon, if it doesn't stop."

Joe looked concerned for a moment. Then realization dawned on him and he slowly
turned his head, something in between terror and horrified fascination spreacling on his

face as he turned the microphone up and away from his muzzle.
"Steve..."
"Yes Joe?"
"You said it was hotter in the cargo bay than up here?"
"Yes Joe?"
"We've got two passengers down there..."
"Yes Joe?"
"Steve, if you say 'Yes Joe' one more time, I'll swear I'll smack you."

"Sorry Joe."

Joe nodded and cleared his throat. Then he moved the microphone back down to his
muzzle again and blinked a few times to clear his worries. He hoped. . .clearly, dearly
hoped. ..that he was worrying for nothing.



"Slam, Randy, could you two please tell our guests that since it's proba]aly unbeara]oly
hot down Jchere, they're quite welcome to join us up here on the ﬂigh’c declz," he said into

the intercom.

Slam's voice came back instantly. "Awww for CHRIST'S salze, Joe...JUST when it was
getting REALLY interesting down here. No fair!"

Randy took a bit more time to respond. He sounded a little hoarse. "Sure
Joe.. .cer’cainly. . .clefinitely. Should T tell them to get dressed first?"

"WHAT???"

Joe narrowed his eyes and looked ﬁrmly ahead. Steve was staring at him as if hoping he
hadn't heard the question over the intercom quite right, and that Joe could correct the

misunders’canding.

The coyote flicked his thumb on a small control, and concentrated as a young, female

sounding voice came over the radio.

"Good af’cernoon, Intermountain Fi{‘ty Three, radar contact three two Zero, north west
Shenandoah Fielcl, how's the heat treating you guys?"

Despite himself, Joe felt a twitch at the corner of his mouth and he grinnecl as he
answered: "t's getting hotter up here Ly the minute, ['m telling you..."

"Pre’cty close, huh?" the controller's voice aslzed, sounding like the femme was enjoying
the banter.

Steve nodded Vigorously and grinned a bit.

"Ma'am, you don't know the half of it," Joe chuckled and flicked the switch, ending the

conversation.

The door to the ﬂigh’c deck opened. Yohni entered, followed ]oy Gabrielle. Both dressed
and srniling. Rancly followed s}lortly afterwards. Then Slam, 1ooleing like he'd just seen
’chrough the gates of Heaven.

"Good afternoon Ladies. Sorry for the discomfort back t}lere," Joe said and looked over
his shoulder at the two femmes.

"Discomfort? I didn't notice any discomfor’c, Yohni? Did you? I was quite comfortable,
reaHy,” Gabrielle said, innocently.



Yohni just smiled and nodded, folding an arm under her girlfriend's.

Slam mumbled somet}ling and scratched his neck.

"What was tha’c, Slam?" Joe asked.

The puma—canid cleared his throat. "Oh, I just said that...well...I'd deﬁnitely say they

were comforta]ale. L

Gabrielle tried to 1zeep a straight face. "Hey, what did you expec:’c(.2 The thermometer was
threa’cening to burst," she asked and shrugged.

"Oh, I'm not complaining, Miss...not complaining at all!" Slam reassured her. "Please,

}1 "
ave a seat.

Joe shook his head and looked at Steve. "If you ever.. .and I mean EVER tell my wife
about this ﬂigh’c, Steve..."

"NOT a chance, Joe. Trust me. Not...a.. .chance."
"Good."

Steve looked up at the control panel over his head again and ﬁowned. "On a different
note, Joe. ..whenever I switch from 'Off' to 'Auto’ . and here he actuaﬂy per£orrned the

operation, "the damn circuit breakers for the chillers pop."

Joe ponclerecl for a moment as the ﬂight deck temperature eclged towards ninety four
clegrees.

"We'd better ventilate with outside air or we're all gonna roast. Ladies, take a secat and

strap yourselves in."

Steve nodded as he sat back clown in the co-pilo’c's seat and reached for the proper

controls.

Everyone sat down in a spare seat, except Slam. He had to deal with the bunk. ]uclging
from the look of sheer bliss on his face as he laid down, he could've gone to sleep on a

136& O£ razor]olades ancl Leen happy

A moment 1ater, the ramp started to lower. Fresh air flooded the cargo bay. A moment
later, the temperature on the ﬂight deck began to drop as well.

Joe grinned and pa’cted the instrument panel again.



Another moment later, a new course was set. Somehow, the coyote doubted 'the Bitch'
would give them any more grie£ on the rest of the trip.

#H#H#

Zig Zag looked at the coun’cryside. It was early evening. The sun hadn't fully set yet.
She was S’canding on a hiﬂ’cop , loolzing down over seven other hills. A wide but quiet river
flowed between them.

She nodded and put one paw on her hip and the other on Marvin's shoulder.
"Thank you," was all she said.

Marvin smiled and nodded. "You're welcome, Zig. Glad you approve.”

"T don't even think Jean can argue against this place. It's perfect."

Marvin nodded and stepped back and movecl back Jcowards one of the trailers. He had to
admit to himself. he was tired.

Lig Zag stayecl on the hiﬂtop, just 10012ing at the view. A little smile spreacl on her face
as memories Legan coming back to her. Memories of a young, s’criped skunk in
Hollywood. Looleing for any kind of break, no matter how minor, in the movie-world.

Memories of failure. Rejection. Scorn.
Memories of 1augh’cer and poin’cecl £ingers.
Even worse. . .there were memories of ha’ceful, speciesist remarks about 'halfbreeds'.
None of it could take the smile off her face.
A moment later, she could hear foots’ceps behind her.

"Hey Zig Zag. ..you look very 1onely up here. Want a little company?" the voice of Jean
LeBrun asked.

"Sure," the skunk said and looked back at the vixen. "Look at that view? Moments like
Jchese, [ feel a little closer to God."

"T dunno, really," ]ean said and shrugged. She sounded dubious. "I never reaﬂy
considered that you migh’c believe?"

"What church would have me?" Zig Zag asked and smiled again. "Doesn't matter,
reaﬂy.”



"Look not for me in Luildings of wood and stone. Lift a roclz, and you shall find me.
Split a 1og , and I am there," Jean Said, though’cfully.

"Huh?”

"Oh, sorry. Gospel of St. Thomas. Heavily debated historical issue...not to mention

’cheological," Jean said and smiled, croolze(ﬂy. "I have a kind of pragmatic take on the
whole God-issue."

"Mind s}laring?" Lig Zag asked. This was a safe enough situation. She knew she could

trust Jean, and vice versa.

"I don't believe in Him...in any way, shape or £orm," Jean said and looked at the sunset.
"But I'll admit that moments like this one are epic. It's like.. .we're standing on the verge

of Some’ching great, isn't it? Some’ching truly monumental."

Zig Zag nodded. She put a paw on her friend's opposite shoulder and puﬂed the vixen

against her for a ﬁien(ﬂy squeeze. "Sometimes, Jean...you have a way with words."

Jean just smiled. Lig Zag released her again and they stood there, loolzing at the

lanclscape another moment, quietly.
"Mind if I ask a strange question?" Zig Zag asked after a 1ong moment.
"Go ahead. I don't need to 1eeep any secrets from you, of all furs."
"W}ly don't you believe?"

The gray vixen smiled and looked up at Zig Zag. The skunk regretted her question
when she saw the distant, tired look in the Jean's eyes. The simplici’cy of the answer didn't
make her feel any better.

Jean just Shrugged.
"Would you?"



