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Dedicated to the four-legged friend 

	Who deigned to share her nineteen years with me.

	Whom I watched grow up, grow old, and grow in trust,

	Who learned, despite life’s hardships, to be kind,

	And whose absence left wounds deeper than any claw.

	 

	She came to us a kitten, green-eyed and wild,

	And left a white-chinned lady, frail, but proud,

	Whose rest, well-earned, she savours in the clouds,

	With only the occasional glance back at the ground. 
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	1

	At the Crack of Dawn

	 

	‘Everything is going to be just fine. Definitely. One hundred percent. Nobody really knows what they’re doing anyway.’ 

	Surrounded by scrunched-up notes and half-open textbooks, Teal stared through the shutters of his bedroom window and sighed. ‘Well they’re sure doing a damn good job of hiding it.’

	Even in the early hours of the morning, everybody seemed to have somewhere to be. 

	Always the first to rise, three badgers were lumbering down the road in their overalls, cracking wise as they carried large brick hods on their broad backs to the dig site of the day. And over by the station, silhouetted by a glorious pink sky, hedgehogs in business suits were rubbing their eyes. The smaller animals kept their distance wearily, hiding behind their broadsheets as they braced themselves for the morning commute.

	Even by the window, Mama Poss’s latest rowdy litter was running rampant next door, swigging at cheap cans of frog-flavoured lessonade and making frost angels on the grass below. Kids didn’t have to worry about where they belonged, so they could go anywhere, and do anything. They were living the dream, and they didn’t even know it.

	Teal sighed again. His breath misted out in front of him, fogging up the view. He placed a paw on the cold glass, and watched it slowly squeak down. Droplets trickled down the windowpane.

	For a moment, he caught sight of his reflection. A familiar blue face stared back at him with two yellow eyes. They narrowed, following the blue fur down to his cheeks, where his natural black markings fanned outward like flames. Even after eighteen years, there were still moments where he’d catch sight of himself, and wish the fox staring back at him was red.

	Holding his breath, he gazed into the glass, and blinked. 

	Nothing. Still as blue as a blueberry bush. He stuck his tongue out and flopped backwards onto his bed.

	‘Is that you, T?’ Teal’s father called from the hallway. ‘Is that my favourite fox?’ Teal buried his head in his pillow. 

	‘No.’ 

	 ‘Rightio!’ his father chimed. Emmett Arke had always been a morning fox. His son, by all accounts, was most certainly not. ‘Well next time you see him, please tell him there’s an intruder in the house, and that his dad would also like a word.’

	‘Will do.’

	‘Did you get any sleep?’

	Teal groaned. ‘Not a wink.’

	‘There is such a thing as too much studying, you know.’

	Teal rolled his eyes and scooched onto his back. The early morning sunlight streamed through the shutters, giving the room a hazy pink glow. Squinting, he made shadow puppets on the wall with his tail while his father spoke. ‘Don’t push yourself too hard,’ he said. ‘You’ve still got a week before you have to go back, remember? The house won’t be the same without you. So what’s on the menu today? Anything exciting?’

	Teal turned his head to the hundreds of pages of study notes on his bedside table, and the unsigned withdrawal letter that lay buried beneath.

	‘Oh, you know,’ he shrugged, biting his lip. ‘This and that. Why?’

	‘Just curious,’ his father remarked. ‘Things seemed a little quiet around here for a work day.’ 

	Teal froze. His tail stood quivering in the air.

	‘But I don’t work weekdays.’

	‘Who said it was a weekday?’

	Teal swallowed. ‘It’s Friday. Today is Friday, right?’

	‘Try Saturday.’

	Teal flung himself out of bed at once. ‘Crap! Oh, crap, crap, crap, crap, crap!’

	He raced around the room, frantically gathering his things together, and bumping into drawers and shelves as he tore off his pyjamas and hopped into his uniform. Wallet? Check. Keys? Check. Phone? At this point, there were more cracks on the glass than screen, but it’d have to do.

	‘Time check?’ Teal called anxiously, cursing under his breath as he dropped his phone for the umpteenth time.

	‘You’ve got time. And I heard that! These ears aren’t grey just yet.’

	Teal burst through his bedroom door. His father was already waiting there with his coat, braced up against the door frame. 

	‘You’re the best, Dad. I don’t even know why you’re up,’ Teal said, manoeuvring his arms through the sleeves. He moved carefully to avoid knocking into his father’s leg braces. ‘You don’t need to be awake for another hour.’

	‘You’ve been stressing yourself to death lately. I had a feeling that sooner or later, you’d forget to set one of your twelve alarms. It’s no trouble.’

	Teal flushed. ‘I have no idea what I did to end up with a dad like you. I don’t deserve it.’

	His father chuckled. ‘No, you deserve a darn sight better. Just get there on time, so all this palaver wasn’t in vain.’

	‘I will. I’d fly if I had wings,’ Teal muttered, clipping the coat cover over his tail. ‘Work’s going to be a mess. Always is, and you know what the weekend rush in the city is like. At least here, I don’t get stared at anymore. Over there…’

	‘Now you hold on there for a second, T.’

	Teal’s father nodded at the wall-length mirror in the hallway. Photographs of the two dotted the walls. Resigned, Teal padded over to it and waited for his father to join him. There, they stood together, side by side. His father may have been wearing heavy metal braces around his legs, and Teal’s face may have been blue and black, instead of the usual reddish-brown and white, but all the same, the family resemblance was undeniable.

	‘I didn’t decide to look like this,’ his father said, pinching a generous handful of his own cheek fluff. ‘Don’t get me wrong, no complaints. But it’s nothing special. I was born with the same markings as my father, and he was born with all the same markings as his. But do you think that says anything about the kind of animals we are underneath? Show me in the red fox handbook where it says you actually have to be red.’

	Teal patted his pockets down. ‘I think I left my copy at uni,’ he said. His father chuckled. ‘But it’s more in the name, really.’

	‘Psh, what’s in a name when you know full well that every kit in school would give up their left paw to light up a room like you do?’ 

	Teal smiled dolefully. ‘You know, you’re probably right. But kids don’t know how the world works. How could they? On paper, being different is just like being special. That’s what you always said. But being different is more like being wrong. Other animals see it, and suddenly they’re all white blood cells circling round the intruder. You don’t know what that’s like.’

	‘Oh?’ His father rapped a knuckle against his braces. ‘And you think growing up with these is a walk in the park?’

	Teal shook his head. 

	‘I mean, in a funny way, it was. Come rain or come shine, that bloody doctor would have me doing laps of the whole darn neighbourhood to strengthen my legs. I got my own fair share of strange looks on those long, lonely walks. It’s jealousy, plain and simple. They’re never gonna have my hardware, and they know it.’ Emmett Arke winked. ‘And they can scrub dye into their fur until they’re blue in the face, but they’ll still never be as blue as you. So you let them stare. Nobody that matters will think twice about it, one way or the other.’

	Staring at his father in the mirror, Teal leaned over and gave him a big hug. ‘Thanks Dad.’

	‘Don’t mention it. Seriously; as well-intentioned as this chat was, it’s probably only gone and made you late. You’d best get a move on. You know what the Central Line is like.’ 

	Teal nodded. After one last check of his pockets, he headed for the door.

	‘Just don’t walk out of this house with a rain cloud over your head,’ he heard behind him. ‘You make the day whatever you bring to it. Trust me. This is going to be the first day you walk into work, and not think everything’s a complete disaster.’

	Teal smiled as he slung his earphones around his neck. ‘You know what, Dad?’ he said. ‘I think you might be right.’
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	Clearwater Shopping Centre

	 

	‘It’s a complete disaster!’

	Behind the glowing neon sign, amid the bustle of a busy shopping centre, Teal and the other employees of O-Bun Sesame were watching their supervisor slowly fall apart at the seams.

	Dinah and Nidah, the maned wolf couple at the counter, had two very different ways of dealing with the slow-motion car crash behind them. Whilst Dinah couldn’t do much more than smile and man her till, Nidah was making the most of the day’s entertainment. Teal did his best to stop her fanning the flames any further. The kitchen was hot enough already.

	‘Don’t lose hope Mr Jeffries,’ he said, pausing to adjust his face mask. He was busy slicing potatoes with Melanie. ‘You say that every week.’

	‘Yeah, every week,’ Dinah nodded sincerely. 

	‘Every single week,’ Nidah grinned.

	‘Hey, could I get some ketchup?’ one of the customers asked, a red squirrel whose enormous bushy tail hung over the counter. He picked the wrong day to be short on condiments. It was going to be a long wait.

	‘Is Mr Jeffries wrong, though?’ Melanie whispered in Teal’s ear. The meerkat put down her peeler and gave him a nudge. He turned away, doing his best not to laugh.

	 ‘You’d best hope so, Miss Sharpe,’ Mr Jeffries said. Melanie stiffened up at once. ‘For all our sakes.’ She should have known better. Flying foxes were known for their keen sense of hearing.

	Then again, they were also known for their good humour and cheerful disposition. It was difficult to imagine them any other way, with their large friendly eyes, and their small ears constantly rotating like miniature satellite dishes. But Mr Jeffries was nothing if not an exception to the rules, his own especially.

	He paced back and forth constantly between the kitchen and the front counter, always muttering about something or other, but never too distracted that he missed an opportunity to tell his employees to stop being distracted. Even if it was him they were being distracted by, and make no mistake – it often was.

	On the worst days, he tended to fidget, and whenever he did so, the thumbs of his wings would invariably shoot out and catch onto something in the small space. 

	There was a lot of fidgeting that day. 

	Jules, the old slow loris, watched him go by as he manned the phone, stretching out to save a stack of pans when his wings clipped them. Jules had known him by far the longest. How and why he’d managed to stick around for so long was a mystery to them all.

	When Mr Jeffries realised just how tense he was making everyone, he did his best to lighten the mood. ‘Forgive me,’ he said to Melanie. ‘A job like this would drive any bat a little papaya sometimes. I’d be screeching at the walls if I didn’t have you lot around.’

	He reached out to pat her shoulder, only for her to effortlessly lean out of the way. He rubbed the scruff of his neck and laughed. ‘Little seedlings in the breeze,’ he said. ‘When you’re two pup support payments away from bankruptcy, and a life licking sap from trees in the local park, you’ll understand. Life isn’t all patty cakes and dib dabs. You don’t know how good you have it here. I’ll bet you’ve never seen a fur farm with your own two eyes before.’

	Trump card played, Melanie adjusted her glasses, picked up the peeler, and resigned herself to potato duty once more. Teal paused a moment to shudder. His paw had been clenching the handle of his knife so firmly, his claws were poking out. He may have been studying history at university, but he didn’t need a degree to know all about the Indo-Frasian revolt. Listening to newscasters as a kit had seen to that. The conflict was still fresh in the minds of many.

	‘I need you, Miss Sharpe. This whole place, everything I’ve built in this wonderful country, it’s all on the line. You know I love my little menagerie. I treat you animals like family. No, better even. But if we want to keep this little piece of heaven, we must fight for it. And if the deep cleaners still aren’t coming, because they want more than my restaurant banks in a week, all of you are most definitely staying late again to get the place sorted out.’

	Dinah blushed. ‘I’d love to, really. But I’ve got a—’

	‘Girl to kiss? Me too,’ Nidah agreed, wrapping an arm around Dinah’s waist.

	‘Ketchup?’ the red squirrel at the counter asked again, slightly more desperately this time. Dinah reached for the ketchup packets, only for Nidah to catch her paw in mid-air.

	‘Sauces only come with the purchase,’ she whispered dramatically, lowering it back down. ‘Company policy.’

	‘I’ve got studying to do,’ Melanie muttered.

	Even Jules shook his head. ‘Sorry boss,’ he said, holding his hand over the phone receiver. ‘Me and my lady have got plans tonight.’

	Everybody’s gaze centred on Teal. Even the red squirrel craned his neck to see what all the fuss was about. Teal could feel his whiskers burning. He just wanted to disappear.

	Mr Jeffries stood alone by the deep-fat fryers, staring at him with the widest eyes. Sweat glistened off his brow, and his wings slowly drooped where he stood. He was wilting like a lettuce leaf on a hot summer day. 

	‘I can stick around until six,’ Teal breathed finally. The flying fox beamed.

	‘Now there’s a tod you can trust!’ His clawed wings almost clipped the ceiling. ‘Could you make that eight?’

	Melanie shook her head. ‘Don’t let him push you around like that, Blue,’ she said. ‘No one deserves to be taken for granted, least of all in a place like this.’

	Mr Jeffries clutched at his chest. ‘A place like this? You joke, but your words cut me to the quick, Miss Sharpe. This is my life. You may think you’re overqualified for peeling potatoes, and hey, maybe you are, but look around. That’s the world we live in. Here, you are always welcome. Here, you always have work to do. What would you do if “a place like this” fell apart?’

	Melanie shrugged. ‘Peel potatoes next door? Bill’s Grills has been hiring for the past month, and last I checked, they don’t expect unpaid overtime.’

	Mr Jeffries’ wing shot out and knocked a stack of flyers into the air.

	‘You know the rules, boss,’ Jules sighed. He caught the flyers as they drifted down around him. ‘You really oughta have those things banded when you’re on the clock.’

	‘For real,’ Dinah added from the counter, her muzzle creased with concern. ‘Even if you’re not on a clock, there are like, loads of regulations. We don’t want you—’

	‘Getting in trouble,’ Nidah grinned. ‘Section fifteen in the employee safety handbook. You thought the cleaning costs were bad? Those fines would really take you to the cleaners and back.’ With that, Nidah whipped her hairnet off. She ran a paw through the long braided locks of her mane. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said with a wink. ‘I won’t tell if you don’t.’

	For the first time, Mr Jeffries was too flustered to respond. He looked to Jules for help just as the work phone started ringing. ‘Jules, tell them…'

	But Jules held his hand up. He had already picked up the phone, and nobody interrupted Jules when he was on the phone. The slow loris listened to the caller intently, nodding along as he played with the phone cord, threading his digits through the coils. Chunky gold rings of various sizes adorned his fingers. ‘FIVE-NINES FINE’ they spelled out together, when combined with the letters hanging from his golden chain.

	‘So you’re sayin’ you want to use the “Half-Price Popcorn Popper” deal, the “Feelin’ Fresh for Friday” deal and the “Hot, Hot, Hot to Trot, Trot, Trot” deal, all in the same order?’ The slow loris paused for a moment to listen. ‘Well I’d like to clock off at three and finally get my dream set of gold crowns put in, but that ain’t the world, baby girl.’

	Mr Jeffries swiped a nearby napkin to mop his forehead with. ‘Back to the grindhouse, everyone,’ he said, breaking the momentary lull. Everybody had been occupied by Jules’ phone call, the flying fox included. ‘Remember, the harder you work, the better the breaks. Let’s not let any more silly distractions—the thumb of his left wing latched onto the countertop, forcing him to take several agonising seconds to unhook it—get in the way.’

	Teal’s mobile pinged in his pocket.

	‘That includes you too, Mr Arke. You know the rules. Although if your friend happens to want something off the menu, I won’t complain. Never look a gift horse in the rear.’

	‘Sorry Mr Jeffries, it won’t happen again.’ He could have sworn he’d turned it off. Sure enough, there was nothing on display beneath the spiderweb of cracks. Only a single notification appeared after a dozen or so presses of the home button. 1 missed call from ‘Me’. It was just as he suspected. His old Cherry Logic was so busted, it had even started calling itself. He mashed the power button and shoved it back in his pocket sheepishly.

	‘That reminds me, I should probably make a few calls…’ Mr Jeffries pulled out his own gleaming Zoola ME13 and paced to the back of the restaurant, tapping away.

	‘Right after you get those wings banded!’ Jules called after him. But the door had already swung shut behind him. The old slow loris rolled his eyes and chuckled. 

	In the absence of the supervisor, everything at O-Bun Sesame was running smoothly once more, much to the relief of everybody waiting at the tills. Everybody except one customer, who at this point had been waiting for quite some time.

	‘Can I please just get one packet?’ the red squirrel pleaded. ‘I know I should’ve asked for ketchup earlier, and I’m sorry. I’ll take mustard if I have to. You work in fast food – you have to know it’s impossible to get through a veggie burger without any sauce.’

	Dinah nodded emphatically to show her support. ‘He’s right, you know. I’ve tried. One little packet won’t hurt. I’ll shut my eyes so nobody knows. Oh, come on Nidey. Please?’

	Nidah turned around; Mr Jeffries was still busy at the back. The maned wolf reached over, and surreptitiously slipped a few ketchup packets into the customer’s waiting paws. 

	‘My pay grade is too low to observe the rules to a sufficient enough degree to count this as breaking them,’ she said quietly. ‘But you’d better squeeze every last inch of life out of those things. You hear me? Not one drop wasted, or we’re going to have words.’

	‘I… I promise.’

	The red squirrel walked away starry-eyed, cradling the sauce packets like they were his own newborn kits.

	Dinah kissed her gently on the nose. ‘Thank you.’

	‘All that for just one kiss?’

	Dinah moved in to kiss her again. ‘How about—?’

	‘Two?’ Nidah beat her to the kiss and smiled. ‘Alright. It was worth it for two.’

	From the kitchen, Teal listened to the couple with a lump in his throat. The more he heard, the bigger it got. Dinah and Nidah made it seem so easy. One day, if he ever met the right animal, he hoped he’d have the courage to tell them how he felt. If he hadn’t met them already…

	But right now, there were bigger things to worry about. Teal could feel Melanie simmering next to him as she put an order together. She wasn’t usually quiet unless she was in a bad mood, and right now, she wasn’t making a sound. Behind her bright-rimmed glasses, the meerkat’s eyes were like two arrow slits in a castle wall.

	‘You okay?’ Teal asked her.

	Melanie’s head snapped back. ‘Of course I’m okay, I’m always okay. Is there any reason I shouldn’t be okay?’

	Teal was infinitely relieved that all she had to hand was an empty ‘Endless Grazer’ meal box. ‘I sure hope not,’ he said.

	‘Me neither,’ Melanie replied. She sighed. ‘He’s right, you know. For once, he was actually right about something. We shouldn’t be here. You know exactly what I mean.’

	Teal looked away, but she continued.

	‘I can name every major bone in the body of every mammal in this city. I could take you apart and put you back together again before lunch. I’ll be a doctor long before this place ever turns a profit. And yet here I am, preparing potatoes to be removed of all their nutrients, pumped full of oil and fired directly into the greasy arteries of animals whose hearts deserve better owners. And that’s on the good days, when our boss isn’t playing the fool and we actually get a chance to do our jobs.’

	Teal didn’t know what to say. She had a point.

	‘And look at you, Blue. A dog that works so hard, he never seems to have time for anything else.’

	Teal swallowed, and tried to focus on chopping potatoes.

	‘Probably the first fox in his family to go to university too, right?’

	His chopping sped up. Melanie seemed not to notice.

	‘So there, you have a fox who’s working his tail off with the pressure of his entire family on his shoulders, getting ready to spend the next three years building up a mountain of debt that no job acquired with a history degree will have any hope of ever paying off, and amidst all that, he’s also doing long hours of unpaid overtime with no extra credit at one of the busiest shopping centres in Opus City…’

	Teal’s paw went faster and faster. The knife was a blur.

	‘Hey, Teal, you might want to—’

	The knife slipped.

	* * *

	Teal flexed his paw and winced.

	‘Thanks, Melanie.’

	He was already onto his second blue plaster of the day. At least his second and third digits were matching now. And blue was his colour too. It was the smallest of consolations, but he’d be damned if he wasn’t going to hold onto it.

	‘You sure you’re okay, sport?’ Jules asked from the phone station.

	‘Never mind him. What about my knives?’ Mr Jeffries joked, glancing nervously at Teal’s twitching digits. ‘I see the way you use those things. I swear, one of these days, it’s going to be the knife that gives way. How is it, by the way? The paw.’

	‘It’s… fine,’ Teal said. He resisted the urge to flinch as he flexed the finger up and down. ‘I can move it around just fine.’

	‘Well that’s wonderful. When it’s fully healed up, we’ll break out the fireworks, but in the meantime, I can’t have you bleeding all over my potatoes. Whatever’s going on inside that head, Mr Arke, please try to get it screwed on properly. Dull senses and sharp objects are a very bad mix. I suppose the kitchen does get very hot…’

	Mr Jeffries wiped his brow. The supervisor pondered for a good long while before he finally made up his mind. ‘I may be a bat,’ he told his staff, ‘but I’m not blind. I can tell when my workers need a break. I want to do the right thing, so I’m putting you two on the tills to cool off.’

	‘B-but I’m fine now, Mr Jeffries,’ Teal said quickly. Not the front line. Anywhere but the front line. ‘Honest. If you just…’

	‘No ifs, Mr Arke. No ifs, no buts and no honests. I’m not explaining to your family why you came home today without any fingers.’

	‘Understood.’

	With a heavy heart, Teal unhooked the mask straps from around his ears. Head hung in shame, he untied his apron and dragged his hind paws to the front, where he donned the O-Bun Sesame cap. Melanie followed suit, looking significantly happier about the arrangement.

	Dinah and Nidah both approached him with concern, but he reassured them that he was okay. They gave him a supportive squeeze on the paw, before moving, with what can only be described as a look of extreme trepidation, towards the kitchen countertops, where the knives were still sitting, glinting in the light.
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	O-Bun Sesame Counter

	 

	Clearwater Shopping Centre was bustling. Animals of all shapes and sizes streamed in through the various boutiques, and the food court was packed.

	Teal received a few funny looks as he worked, but aside from a single request to touch his face, it was a relatively quiet day at O-Bun Sesame. One animal, an anarchic-looking raccoon with split jeans and green highlights in his fur, even came up to ask him who did his colouring.

	‘Thanks. I’m pretty sure it was my dad,’ he laughed.

	‘That’s sick. The guy really knows what he’s doing!’

	Teal smiled. ‘I like to think so.’

	The raccoon eventually swaggered away with one of every item on the menu. Teal followed his slow ascent up the escalators, where a band of similarly attired misfits were waiting. They split the haul between themselves, chittering excitedly. 

	Teal loved to watch strangers go about their business from the till. It was definitely the highlight of the job.

	On the second floor, a family of ermines seemed oblivious as to the huge amounts of fur they were shedding, bounding from shop to shop. An irate mastiff followed close behind with his large brush. However big it was, it didn’t seem to be big enough.

	Elsewhere, there was a huge buzz around Fox-Free, the latest clothes store to open in the centre. The premise was that their clothing ranges were designed exclusively for non-Vulpes families. Teal wasn’t a fan of gimmicks at the best of times, but then, he was an inner-city animal. He’d never been in a clothing store that didn’t have a red fox section. The Prime Minister of the country was a fox, as was most of the cabinet. The mainland of Grand Britannia was even shaped a little like a fox’s head, provided one was staring at the map with shaded eyes, preferably from the next room over.

	A few of the shops he’d been fond of since he was a kit were still around, like Marvin’s Munchables, a sweet shop he routinely used to stock up on Pomme Drops and Chocolate Fish, and Maneys, where his father took him once every year to get a new oversized jumper to grow into. Unfortunately, they didn’t seem nearly as popular as the larger boutiques that had since sprung up around them. It was only the first of February, barely a month into 2013. He hoped they’d still be around next year.

	As always, there were plenty of tired vixens being led around by their excitable kits and world-weary teens. He looked at their tails wagging freely and sighed. After only a few hours of being fastened to his back, his own tail was already aching. Nothing felt better at the end of a long shift than undoing the straps and finally being able to flex it again. It was something he never thought he’d miss as a kit.

	But at least it was something he could still miss. Living in the capital of Lower Britannia had its perks. All the country’s imports came through Opus City. That meant that he heard all the latest music first, saw the latest fashions and suffered through the latest trends. Unfortunately, it also meant that when bigger changes were on the way, more often than not, Opus City was where they were felt first.

	Over the last few years, Teal had begun to notice something cropping up more and more, and every time he saw it in person, he had to fight to wrench his eyes away. On more than one occasion, he found himself being prodded by Melanie.

	‘Blue? Hey Blue, stop staring at the customers. You’re going to weird them out.’

	‘Sorry, it’s just… difficult.’

	‘It’s the clipped tails, isn’t it?’

	He nodded. ‘I don’t think I’m ever getting used to them.’ His eyes followed a pack of red wolf shoppers as they walked by obliviously, their tail nubs twitching left and right.

	‘Well you’d better start,’ Melanie said, ‘because it’s the future. Tails are a liability. They catch on things, they take up room, and regardless of what officials say, some animals can’t control them as well as others. Nubbers take up a lot less space on public transport. They don’t suffer from office tail either. Animals weren’t designed to sit in offices all day. Let’s face it – at this point, tails are largely vestigial. Clipped wings have been a thing for decades. Tails are just catching up.’

	‘That’s easy for you to say.’ Teal shuddered. His tail flinched involuntarily within its constraints. ‘Meerkats have barely got one. Try telling someone with a prehensile tail that they’d be better off without it, and see how far you get. You don’t have to think about what it’d be like to chop one of your arms off, all for the sake of being squished into a train like sardines in a tin can. Plenty of animals out there are still perfectly happy with tail wrapping. Look, there’s a few now.’

	Teal was talking about a nearby group of security foxes in uniform. Their tails were covered and bound to their backs, with a small yellow release strap at the top to be pulled in the event of a chase, or anything else that required a finer sense of balance. It was a criminal offence to tamper with a stranger’s release strap. ‘Barely takes up any more room either,’ he added.

	‘It looks stupid though,’ came the inevitable reply. ‘Plus, it doesn’t stop pups from growing up with ingrown tailbones.’

	‘Good point. And we could solve earache at the same time simply by removing everybody’s ears. Headaches suck too…’

	Melanie laughed. ‘So does carpel tunnel, but I don’t think that’s why you were hacking at your fingers earlier. You really did a number on yourself, you know. What’s going on with you, Teal? Lately, it’s like you’ve not been all there.’

	He shrugged. ‘I’ve just got a lot on my plate.’

	‘I’ll say. Normally, we can trust you with the knives. Mind you, I’d still trust you over one of them.’ She pointed a thumb at the maned wolves in the kitchen. 

	Nidah was busy filing her claws, which had been pampered and stoned to within an inch of their lives. On the countertop, what looked like the entire stock of potatoes had been washed and peeled. Beside her, Dinah was chopping fries for an order like she’d never held a knife before. Of all the things she lacked, enthusiasm wasn’t one of them. Nidah stared at her out of the corner of her eye, seemingly ready at any moment to jump in and save her from herself.

	‘That’s not saying much,’ Teal said. Melanie nodded.

	They served a few more customers before Teal’s paw starting acting up again. He was in the middle of handing an elderly wren her change when suddenly, pain zapped through his index finger like a bolt of electricity. ‘My paw still hurts,’ he told Melanie once the customer had departed, seed box in wing. He pointed just below the pad. ‘Right there.’

	Melanie stared at him blankly. ‘What do you want me to do about it? Kiss it better?’

	‘I just want to know what my situation is.’ Teal held his paw out. ‘Be honest with me. Am I going to die?’

	She laughed. ‘Are you asking for my professional opinion?’

	‘You’re not a doctor yet. Your normal one would do just fine.’

	‘Rude. You’ll end up getting killed by something else if you’re not careful. And painfully too. Trust me, a doctor knows.’

	She took his paw in her dextrous hands. ‘You’re lucky I’m studying this stuff,’ she said, gesturing to it while she spoke. ‘That knife’s sharp as hell – it could have easily slipped in the joint between the distal and intermediate phalanges, and given your fingertip a quick getaway. Luckily for you, the angle was perfect, and it bounced straight off. It was disinfected and bound immediately, so my diagnosis? No impaired motor function. Leave it alone, and you’ll be just fine.’

	Teal gave a sigh of relief. ‘You could have said that ten minutes ago.’

	She grinned. ‘You didn’t ask me ten minutes ago. Be sure it doesn’t happen again though, or you could be talking to a paramedic next time. Stress kills, you know. You having trouble at home?’

	Teal shook his head fervently.

	‘Not getting enough sleep?’

	He shook his head again, a little less convincingly this time.

	She paused. ‘Experiencing any… frustration?’

	Teal balked. ‘And just what the hell is that supposed to mean?’

	She nodded at the counter.

	He turned around, and his eyes widened. He hoped his blue fur was enough to hide just how red his cheeks had become. ‘Oh. Hey Finn.’

	Finn McKinn was waiting at the other end of the counter in his customary jeans and leather jacket, scratching the back of his long ears. He often did so when he was nervous. Teal had known the fennec since they were kits together. Today, he was wearing a hat with a large set of antlers sticking out of the top. For some reason, it suited him. 

	‘Hey!’

	There was a short pause. Teal tried to speak, but no words came out. His heart was racing. For a moment, he forgot where he was. Then, he remembered the ill-fitting cap sitting over his ears, and his muzzle kicked into auto-pilot. ‘Welcome to O-Bun Sesame, home of the freshest ingredients, where you say the magic words and get your heart’s desire. What would like today?’

	‘You,’ Finn said. Teal blinked. Finn blushed and looked away immediately. ‘Oh god, I didn’t mean—’

	‘No, of course not.’

	‘I was confused, because of…’

	‘The store motto.’

	‘Yeah…’

	The till chimed next to them as Melanie completed an order. She stared at the two of them, licked her hand, and slowly separated the banknotes she’d been given before filing them away in the till. She pushed the till box slowly until it closed.

	Ding!

	‘Anyway,’ Finn flushed, ‘I was just looking for you. History Society’s doing a raffle tonight, and this month, the prize is actually worth winning. To kick off the “Rule and Ruin in Feudal Sakurai” module, they’re giving away a free trip to Takai! Talk about first-hand learning…’

	Teal’s jaw fell open. Sakurai? Images of cherry blossom trees and ancient shrines danced in his mind. Takai, the capital city, was known as the ‘neon capital of the world’, and for such a small country, Sakurai was one of the most colourful, technologically advanced places on the globe.

	‘That sounds amazing!’ Teal said. It really did.

	‘So you’re in?’ Finn asked, digging into his pocket.

	Teal was quick to decline. ‘Me? No, no, I couldn’t. You know I haven’t won anything since that talent contest in Year Two. You know, the one where none of the other contestants took part, because if they stood on the same part of the stage as I did, they might catch “The Blue”? Besides, I’d never be able to take the time off.’ He leaned in closer to whisper. ‘I’m only a page into binturong medicine, and I already want to claw my eyes out. It’s the most boring thing in the world. You’ve been warned.’

	Finn laughed, jiggling the faux antlers on his hat back and forth. ‘Teal, we don’t even start binturongs until next term. But I had a feeling you might say that, so I did what any respectful friend would do. Ignore your wishes, and put you in for it anyway.’ His paw emerged from his pocket holding a small receipt stub.

	Teal just stood there. He didn’t know what to say.

	‘Look, we both know who the biggest history nerd is between us. You’d enjoy it way more than I would. You’re never gonna win it anyway, so don’t sweat it. And hey, if by some miracle you do end up beating all the odds, just make sure you bring back some awesome pics, and maybe a hat or two for me.’

	‘I… I will,’ Teal promised. At this point, there wasn’t enough fur in the world to hide the fact that he was blushing. ‘Thanks, Finn. You shouldn’t have.’

	‘It’s nothing.’ Finn leaned over the counter. His arms may have been spread wide for a hug, but partway through, he thought better of it, and turned it into a bracing back pat instead. Teal did his best to avoid the barrage of vinyl antlers that prodded at his face. ‘Besides,’ Finn added, pulling back, ‘I never paid you back for that coffee two weeks ago. Or the coffee last month. A few of the ones last month, actually. You do that a lot, and you never think twice about it.’

	‘Well you know what that means,’ Teal said.

	Finn cocked his head. 

	‘You’ve clearly been drinking too much coffee.’

	The fennec fox laughed. ‘Nope, pretty sure that’s impossible.’

	‘Wanna put it to the test?’

	Finn grinned. ‘Just name the date. I’m not joking, either. You get the coffee, I get the dipping sticks? Or we could go bowling? There’s a Pinheads right around the corner.’

	Teal answered in his head almost immediately. Yes, yes, a thousand times yes. But reality inevitably came crashing down, as it always did. He sighed.

	‘You know, I’m actually pretty busy this week. Work’s got me booked out. But maybe…’

	‘Another time?’

	‘Yeah.’ Teal could feel the knot growing in his throat. He was making a mistake, and he knew it. ‘It’s really good to see you again though.’

	‘You too,’ Finn said. ‘You tend to lose that “I’m crying for help just behind the eyes” look after a good chat.’ Teal glared at him, and did his best not to smile.

	‘You are so dead.’

	‘That’s no way to talk to a paying customer.’

	He scoffed. ‘You’re not a paying customer.’ Finn doffed his hat at him.

	‘Touché.’

	‘Not that we’d serve the likes of you anyway,’ Melanie added from the adjoining till. Finn clutched his chest in mock outrage.

	‘Et tu, Melanie? Et tu?’

	Teal’s paw shot straight to his forehead. ‘Why do I talk to you again?’

	‘I have no idea, but you should definitely keep doing it. Which reminds me, you know something crazy?’ Teal shrugged. ‘We still don’t have each other’s numbers. Even after all this time.’

	Teal blushed. ‘To be fair, we lived right next door to each other for fifteen years. Rocks were cheaper.’ He decided not to add that he’d always been too embarrassed to ask for it.

	‘Cheaper?’ Finn said. ‘Not for our bloody parents it wasn’t. They kept having to replace the windows!’ Teal grinned in spite of himself. ‘Look, I know we already see each other around campus, but it’d be nice to be able to chat outside of lectures too. We could figure out a date for that coffee thing. If that… sounds good to you?’

	Teal nodded. He could barely believe what he was hearing. ‘That sounds great.’

	Finn laughed. ‘Awesome,’ he said. He looked immensely relieved. ‘You got your phone on you?’

	‘Sure,’ Teal said. He glanced back at the kitchen, where Mr Jeffries had resumed his nervous rounds once more. ‘But I can’t take it out during hours. My boss would kill me.’

	‘That’s cool. I’ll just give you mine.’ Pinching a napkin from the nearby dispenser, Finn scribbled it down with an old ballpoint. He looked up to find Teal inspecting his hat. ‘So? What do you think of my rack?’

	Teal rolled his eyes. ‘It’s dumb as all hell, and I love it. You really suit them. I think you’d make a good deer.’

	Finn smiled. ‘Thanks. I think you would too.’

	‘Not at this time of year,’ Teal laughed. ‘Mine’d definitely be the first to go. Although I guess it doesn’t really matter during shedding season, does it? In a month, everyone’ll be walking around with bare heads.’

	‘Damn, and I just got these things too!’ Finn joked. ‘Where am I supposed to hang my running shoes now?’ A new customer joined the queue behind him. He quickly passed Teal the napkin. ‘I guess I’d better buy something,’ he whispered, ‘so I don’t get you in trouble.’ He cleared his throat theatrically. ‘Greetings and salutations. Could I please get a medium-sized pack of your establishment’s finest chilli sesame fries?’

	‘Absolutely, sir. That’ll be two pounds ninety-nine.’

	Finn’s jaw just about hit the floor. ‘Three quid? For chips? How the hell are you lot still in business?’

	‘Frankly sir, I have no idea.’ Finn laughed. ‘Do you want to try our fresh honey mustard dip?’

	‘I don’t know. Do I?’

	Teal looked behind the counter. Dinah had just finished squeezing an entire bottle of honey into the pot. Nidah was out on one of her smoke breaks, and Mr Jeffries was busy pretending to make himself useful by picking up the rest of the flyers. When she dipped her paw in to taste it, Teal rushed back to the kitchen.

	‘Not today you don’t!’ he yelled back.

	* * *

	‘Lunch break!’ Mr Jeffries called. He placed the sign down at the front of the counter. Everybody heaved a collective sigh of relief. They flicked off their badges, and lined up to pinch their favourite lunches off the rack. There was a great deal about the management of O-Bun Sesame that Teal found questionable. The decision to prepare everything fresh, as though it were a traditional restaurant instead of a fast-food joint in one of the capital’s biggest shopping centres, was among the most baffling, but if there was one thing he did like, it was that everybody ate together. For half an hour every day, the owner of O-Bun Sesame closed up shop to break bread, and as little business sense as it may have made, Teal wouldn’t have changed it for the world.

	‘Thanks, I’m starved! You know we love you really, Mr Jeffries,’ Dinah said. She bent down to peck him on the cheek as she swept by with her egg sandwich. ‘Even if…’

	‘You’re garbage and you don’t deserve us,’ Nidah concluded.

	Dinah blanched. ‘Running a restaurant is super hard. Probably harder than running a marathon, because you never get to the end of it. You don’t deserve your money troubles,’ she clarified.

	‘But you definitely don’t deserve us,’ Nidah said.

	Mr Jeffries sighed, gazing around at the other animals eagerly unwrapping their lunches. As per usual, his own lunch consisted of nothing more than a humble fruit medley, the pieces of which he softened by dunking into his own jug of black coffee before eating. ‘I know, I know,’ he said. ‘But things are going to get better around here. You all know they’re going to get better, right?’

	The only response was the constant bubbling of hot oil in the fryers.

	Melanie tucked into her meal burger straight away, sitting a few feet aside, as she always did, for hygiene reasons. By contrast, Dinah and Nidah shared theirs with each other.

	‘Don’t you just love it,’ Dinah mumbled between bites, ‘how we always finish each other’s s—?’

	‘Sentences?’ Nidah said, licking her claws.

	Dinah shook her head. ‘S—’

	‘Sentiments?’

	Dinah stuck her tongue in her cheek. ‘I was going to say sandwiches.’

	Nidah leaned in close to chomp up the last big bite of her sandwich. ‘Yes, I do rather like it,’ she said, munching happily.

	Next to them, Jules was savouring one golden fry after another. It was the only thing in O-Bun Sesame that he ate. Teal sat opposite with his paws empty, watching him. Nobody could make a meal go further than Jules. To the old slow loris, it seemed that every bite was sacred.

	‘Hey, sport.’

	It took Teal a moment to realise Jules was talking to him. He looked up. ‘Mhmm?’

	Jules nodded to a pair of empty chairs nearby. They both got up and moved over. ‘What’s been pullin’ at your whiskers?’

	Teal shrugged.

	‘Is that an “I don’t know” shrug, or an “I ain’t tellin’ you jack” shrug?’

	‘It’s an “I ain’t tellin’ you, Jules” shrug,’ Teal said. Jules laughed.

	‘Come now, I ain’t gonna tell nobody. You kids always keep so much bottled up. Animals are a bit like yarn, you know? The older they grow, the more tangled they get. Sooner or later, you’ve gotta unwind, or you’ll end up more knot than string.’

	Teal looked down. If it had been anyone else, he would have changed the subject already. But there was something about Jules that made him trust him. Both physically and mentally, he was in better shape than a slow loris of his age had any right to be.

	‘I don’t know. It just feels like… the home den’s too small, but the world’s too big, you know? At least here, I know what I’m doing. If I tried to make it out there and everything fell apart, what would I do? I wouldn’t be able to go back.’

	Jules nodded. ‘Don’t worry, I know exactly whatcha mean. You’re in the space between the spaces. All the doors are open to you, but you’re scared of goin’ through one in case it closes right behind you.’

	‘Exactly!’ Teal nodded. ‘So what should I do?’

	‘Hell if I know.’ The old slow loris chuckled. ‘But don’t it feel better to have it off your chest?’

	Teal smiled back sheepishly. ‘A little. Thanks.’

	‘Don’t sweat it. Life has a way of figurin’ itself out. I’ve been in the space between the spaces plenty of times. Last time I was there, I was still in my boxing days, tryin’ to figure out how to propose to the most amazin’ lady in the world. Drove me spare for years. That was before they called me “Five-Nines Fine”. Back then, I was just Jules “The Murph” Murphy. Not quite as catchy now, is it?’

	‘Not even close. So how did you finally get out?’

	‘Get out?’

	‘Of the space between the spaces.’

	‘I didn’t. She beat me to it.’

	‘Oh.’

	Jules raised an eyebrow. ‘That help?’

	‘Not in the slightest,’ Teal said. Jules laughed, and offered him a conciliatory pat on the shoulder. ‘But congratulations. You got lucky.’

	‘I did. Just don’t tell her that.’ He promised that he wouldn’t.

	It was about time to make a move. Teal got up from his chair to unfold one of the O-Bun Sesame takeaway bags. Melanie paused mid-bite to stare at him in disgust. Green sauce dripped onto her burger wrapper.

	‘Surely you’re not going to…?’

	Teal pinched a gator burger and fries from the hot rack, hissing through his fangs at the heat. They went straight in the bag.

	‘I have to,’ he said. He sucked his singed digits and folded the top of the bag over.

	‘Again?’

	‘You bet.’

	‘You know cold fast food is harder to eat than the cardboard it comes in, right?’

	‘It’ll still be warm when my dad gets it.’

	She leaned forwards. ‘Here’s a crazy idea. How about for once, you just eat your lunch?’

	Teal shook his head. ‘He needs it more than I do.’

	‘I don’t know if that’s even possible, beanpole. You’re about two missed meals away from the emergency room.’

	‘How about we give it a day? If I collapse at work tomorrow, you can have my next lunch.’

	Melanie nodded, as Teal grabbed his things and headed for the door. ‘You’re on.’

	He clipped his earphones on, adjusting the tiny speakers until they sat perfectly over his ears, and flicked through his music with his free thumb. There were so many options to choose from. Underbite, Bats out of Hell, Lulled Obligingly to Awakeness, Huffing Grey, Mr Miso and his Travelling Crouton Circus…

	He thought for a moment. Did he really want to take the train? It would only mean having to buy another set of tickets, and his student loan was already stretching thinner than Melanie’s patience for Mr Jeffries’ latest antics. The office block where his father worked wasn’t far. It would be a good way to stretch his legs, especially after so many hours cooped up inside. But he’d be up against the clock.

	He flexed his hind paws and grinned. Any excuse for a run.

	Now, all he had to do was decide on the music. He needed something fast-paced, something he could run to. No, not just that. Something he’d look cool running to.

	Bats out of Hell it was.

	 

	
 

	4

	Backstreets

	 

	Running through the city was the best feeling in the world.

	The cold wind whistled in his ears, ruffling through the fur of his cheeks. There was a faint whiff of petrol fumes about, but compared to the heady atmosphere of grease and cleaning fluid in O-Bun Sesame, it was like the cleanest, crispest air he’d ever tasted. 

	The hood of his yellow hoodie billowed out behind him, his bag straps barely holding themselves together as his arms pumped furiously at his sides, first left, then right, then left again, spurring him forwards and pushing what felt like the entire world behind him. It didn’t matter how much Opus City’s tallest towers dwarfed him. Tall or small, at this speed, they blurred together all the same.

	He raced down a long line of shop windows. Strangely enough, the light made it look as though his reflection were waving at him from the other side of the glass. He waved back, laughing at the intense concentration on the face of the scrawny blue fox tearing down the pavement, his tail lashing unrestrained from side to side. The metal teeth on his hoodie zipper glowed in the sun. For just one serene moment, everything was right with the world.

	And then he passed them, and the moment was gone.

	But he didn’t stop running. There was something about the breathlessness of it all, the bitter chill of the wind biting at his lungs that made him feel like he could run anywhere in the world, if only he knew where to go. It made him feel like anything was possible…

	‘Stop!’

	It was funny how quickly one word could change everything.

	Teal was less than a minute away from the office block. All he had to do was drop off his father’s lunch. He didn’t need to stop. And yet already, he could feel his legs straining to come to a halt.

	‘What the hell am I doing?’ he muttered. He slowed down to a crawl, and pressed himself up against the wall. The voices were coming from the alleyway nearby. Step by step, he sidled his way over. He could smell the fear in the air.

	The voices grew louder, and more numerous. Teal wanted to risk a peep, laying his ears flat and holding his whiskers down, but he couldn’t bring himself to poke his head around the corner. What would they do to him if he got caught? There was another angry shout. 

	‘Wait…’

	He felt around for his phone. If it was a struggle to turn it back on, it was a wrestle to the death to bring the camera up, but somehow, he managed to get his old Cherry Logic X4 working again. He pressed it flat against the wall. At first, the only thing showing up on the cracked screen was the mass of fuzzy red bricks in front of his nose, but as he inched the phone camera out beyond the wall, the display sparked into life. Suddenly, he could see everything.

	At the foot of a nearby fire escape, a homeless pudú was slowly being closed in on from all sides, clutching what Teal could only assume to be a bloody nose. Teal zoomed in closer, only to be shocked that he recognised the matching jackets of his assailants. They were all members of the OCU rowing team. Every one of them towered over the diminutive deer.

	From the back, Teal couldn’t distinguish between the various wolves, foxes, beavers and the rest, but he knew their voices well enough. Among those he recognised were Brockwell the badger, a barrel-chested monosyllabic rowing machine that claimed not to know the meaning of the word failure, and likely didn’t, Zuri, the only spotted hyena of the group, who was studying to be a barrister in the event that her rowing career fell through, and Duna Dancer, a pine marten Teal had been friends with since primary school. It was of little comfort to see him towards the back, with the other stragglers. What was he doing there in the first place?

	The captain of the team needed no introduction. Even if Teal had never seen him before, his presence made it obvious. When he stepped forwards, the others shrank back. The red deer stood a clear head over the other stags, to say nothing of his giant antlers, and unmistakeable deep voice. There weren’t many students at Opus City University that hadn’t heard of Buck Hornby. The last three generations of his family had broken the world records of the previous ones.

	‘Say it again,’ the rowing captain dared the homeless pudú, brandishing a crimson-spotted hoof so firmly clenched, it shook in the air. Behind him, his small army of rowers barked their support, even as a few of them exchanged nervous glances, seemingly unsure of what to do. It was an absurd display; the captain’s biceps alone were as big as the pudú’s head.

	‘You’d like that, wouldn’t you?’ the pudú mocked. But his cocky exterior vanished the moment he tried to step back, and his oversized rucksack collided with the underside of the fire escape staircase. He was trapped. ‘Hello? Anyone? Little help?’

	Just a few buildings down, cars were honking by and flocks of coffee-toting pedestrians were milling along the pavement, seemingly oblivious as to what was transpiring right before them. Those curious enough to catch a glimpse moved on all the faster.

	‘Do something,’ Teal whispered to himself. Nobody else was going to. ‘Help him.’

	He tilted his phone camera around the scene. He may have recognised their voices, but he was a stranger to the beasts he saw before him. Zuri was baying for blood like an animal possessed. It was difficult to believe that only a few weeks prior, he had lent that same cool-headed hyena some printing credits at the library. Adrenaline had descended upon the rowers like a fine mist. The claws were out. If he got in their way, there was no telling what might happen. But that didn’t mean he shouldn’t try, right? He had to do something. Anything.

	He pulled the phone back. ‘I’ll… call the police,’ he said to himself. ‘Yeah, they’ll know what to do.’ He closed his eyes, as his thumb keyed in the familiar code. ‘Coward,’ he added under his breath, dialling away. His pads were quivering so much, he had to start over several times. ‘Coward…’

	From the alleyway, all he could make out were sneers and grunts. Then, another cry for help. Teal shook his head. ‘What am I doing?’ he muttered to himself. On the screen, three black digits blinked back at him. Nine, nine, nine.

	Just as he was about to make the call, a notification appeared at the top. That was odd. He didn’t remember setting his alarm clock earlier, but the accompanying message couldn’t have been clearer. It was the alarm he used to remind himself that his lunch break was almost over. Mr Jeffries was always at his most despondent towards the end of lunch, so Teal often took it upon himself to clear away the rubbish, and bring everybody else back to life. ‘Break time’s over,’ the text said simply. ‘Help them out.’ Help them out…

	Within his hoodie pocket, Teal’s free paw squeezed until pain dug its fangs in, until the knuckles cracked. His heart was beating a drum. Was he stupid? Maybe. But he couldn’t stand there and listen any longer. Taking a deep breath, he pressed his tail to the wall, clicked the cancel call button, and inched his trainer around the corner…

	Only to hear the dial tone coming from his pocket anyway. He took his phone out in horror. Oh no…

	His old Cherry Logic must have been glitching out again. ‘CALLING 999!’ the giant text box warned him, flashing in aberrated colours beneath the screen cracks. He stabbed at the cancel button with every finger in a blind panic. ‘Shut up, shut up, shut up, shut up…’

	Somehow, his mad flailing was accepted, but no sooner had the phone application closed than all the other screen presses began to register, one by one. One moment, the colour of the screen had inverted, and the next, Bats out of Hell was stuttering from the speakers. A long slew of text notifications sprang up, but they were all empty. When his flashlight switched on, lighting up the whole alleyway, he immediately stuffed the phone in his pocket. But by that point, it was already too late. Beyond the wall, the voices had all gone silent. They knew he was there.

	All Teal could do now was wait for the furious stampede of claws, hooves and talons that was certain to come his way. He crouched down low, ready to start running for his life when he heard the last thing he expected to hear.

	A retreat.

	The rowers were running away with their tails between their legs, barking about cameras and witnesses as their panicked footfalls gradually grew fainter and fainter. When Teal finally plucked up the courage to sneak a peek beyond the wall, they were nowhere to be seen. Even their hulk of a rowing captain had gone. Only the pudú was left, slumped up against the staircase with a hoof to his bloody nose. Teal ran over to him.

	‘Are you okay?’

	‘Me? Okay?’ The homeless pudú wiped his eyes and chuckled. There was a smear of blood down his cheek, and his clothes were matted and filthy. ‘What gave it away?’

	Teal helped him to his hind hooves. It was both a surprise and a relief to see that his antlers were still intact, even if they only extended a few inches over his short, stiff brown fur. Even the top of his rucksack stretched higher than his antlers. It was a great unwieldy thing on his back, bulging at the seams with old tin cans and used sweet wrappers, carrying a strange astringent smell like scorched sardines. Between the straps at the top, his rolled-up sleeping bag had started to unravel. Teal tucked it back into place. He offered to take it off for him, but the pudú was quick to refuse. ‘This sorta bag ain’t exactly the detachable kind,’ he said, before another bout of pain wracked through him.

	‘Where does it hurt?’ Teal asked the deer.

	‘Nowhere that wasn’t hurting before.’ The pudú grimaced, pinching at his nose. A dribble of blood trickled down. ‘Bloody… blood! I could’ve sworn I’d just stopped that. Why’s it gotta be so damn sticky? I don’t remember it being this sticky.’

	Teal searched his trouser pockets for a clean tissue. Eventually, he found one folded up in his back pocket. It was a lot bigger than he expected. He dusted off the lint, and gently pressed it to the pudú’s tweaking nose. ‘I’ve just gotta hold my head back, right?’ the pudú said, pointing his nose up into the air. Teal tilted it right back down again.

	‘No, no, you definitely don’t want to do that. You’ll swallow it. Trust me, my friend’s a doctor. Well, close enough. Anyway, just keep your head forward like that, and you should be able to ride it out. Luckily for you, it looks like if they really wanted to hurt you, they didn’t do a very good job.’

	‘They don’t make ‘em like they used to,’ he grinned. ‘Woah—!’

	Without warning, the deer swayed wildly backwards. His hoof latched onto Teal’s collar, the only thing keeping him off the ground. Teal held him up until he found his footing again. Though his legs threatened to give way, quivering like jelly and rattling a storm out of the cans in his rucksack, the homeless pudú still found time to be greatly amused at himself.

	‘Sorry about that,’ he said, staring down at his short legs in fascination. ‘Haven’t danced this dance in a long time. Guess the old bones are still getting used to it.’

	‘Nobody should have to get used to this,’ Teal muttered. ‘I don’t know what they were thinking.’

	‘Probably not very much,’ the pudú said.

	‘Agreed.’ Teal nodded. ‘Now if it’s alright with you, I’m going to go ahead and call an ambulance.’ He reached into his pocket, but before his pads could so much as brush the bevelled screen, the pudú’s hoof was on his wrist. His grip was disarmingly strong.

	‘Hey, you know what? I think I’m good, actually. How about we just keep this between us?’

	‘But look at you!’

	The pudú shrugged. ‘What can I say? I’ve been worse.’ He turned to wave at the pedestrians nearby, laughing uproariously when they averted their gaze and quickly strode out of sight. One of them, an acutely disapproving brown hare, took forever to push her eighteen-seater pram past the entrance. ‘Blood not a good look, huh?’ The pudú wiped his face again. He cringed at the dark spots on his fur. ‘They were probably scared they’d catch plague off me. That, or homelessness.’

	He turned to Teal. ‘Honestly, I haven’t felt this good in years. Thanks for the help though, Blue. I didn’t catch your name.’

	‘Teal,’ Teal said, his brow thoroughly furrowed. He was more than a little confused. ‘Teal Arke. And you?’

	‘Hmm?’

	‘Your name.’

	‘Ah, yes.’

	Teal waited a moment. ‘Well?’

	‘Well what?’

	‘What’s your name?’

	‘Do I need a name?’

	‘Most animals do. You don’t get very far without a name.’

	‘Then you can call me Nook,’ the pudú grinned.

	‘Right.’ Teal nodded, feeling none the wiser. There was a sudden growl between the two. The blue fox raised his paws and stepped back. ‘That wasn’t me,’ he said.

	Nook rubbed his stomach wearily. ‘That’ll be me then. Guilty as charged. Sorry, partner.’

	‘No, don’t be sorry. Don’t be sorry at all.’ Teal swung his bag over his shoulder. The takeaway bag may have been a little soggy, but inside, the burger and fries were still warm. ‘Here, take this,’ he said. ‘It’s not good for you, but at least it’ll fill you up.’

	‘Hey, I’ll take what I can get.’ Nook accepted the offering with a sly bow. He squatted down by the bins to eat. His nimble hooves made short work of the burger wrapping paper.

	‘Just make sure to take the patty out fi—’ Teal began. But Nook had already crammed half of the gator burger into his face. Teal watched him hoover up the rest guiltily. For such a small deer, Nook ate like he’d never seen food before. Hopefully, one little gator burger wouldn’t do him any harm. ‘Never mind,’ Teal said. ‘Is there anything else I can do?’

	‘Depends,’ Nook replied, spraying sesame seeds from his muzzle. ‘You got a drink?’ Teal just stared at him, more confused than ever. He went to reach for his bag, but Nook only laughed. ‘Relax kid, I’m only kiddin’. You’re doing great.’

	‘Thanks…’ Teal nodded awkwardly. If he stayed much longer, he was going to deserve every second of the lecture he had waiting for him back at O-Bun Sesame. ‘Listen, I’m glad I could help, but right now, I’ve got somewhere I really need to be. Sorry I don’t have anything to wash the burger down with. Around the corner, there’s this café run by the nicest fallow you could ever meet. If you go up to the counter and ask for iced water, she should sort you out.’ He turned to leave, but the homeless pudú was ready.

	‘I saw you waiting behind the corner!’ Nook called out to him.

	As soon as he said it, Teal could feel the blood rushing to his cheeks. He turned on his heels, and forced himself to look the homeless pudú in the eye. There were no irises to speak of, nor any whites. Nestled like jewels on either side of his head, his eyes were as black as pools of oil, and they reflected the sunlight just as fiercely. ‘I’m sorry,’ Teal said. Nook’s eyes were unblinking. ‘I know I should’ve done something sooner. Or at all. I wasn’t… Well you see, I’m not exactly a… strong fox…’

	‘No offence, kid, but I don’t think you need eyes to see that.’

	Teal looked down at the ground and said nothing.

	Nook slapped his knee. ‘Come now, I’m only playing! You think you could’ve done more? Look at that lot!’ Wiping his muzzle, he pointed to the road ahead. ‘They did exactly diddly-squat, and they won’t have any trouble sleeping tonight. Why should you?’

	Licking the last smear of burger sauce clean from the wrapper, Nook moved on to the fries. Floppy and lukewarm though they were, they stood no chance against such a prodigious appetite. He only paused twice before the entire carton was empty. Once was for breath, and the other was to lick the fine salt crystals from the tips of his hooves, digit by digit. His eyes narrowed at Teal. ‘I’ll bet you wish you were, though,’ he added quietly.

	Teal looked up. ‘I’m sorry?’

	‘Stronger,’ Nook said, but Teal shook his head. ‘Smarter, then?’ he continued, swivelling a lazy hoof around the empty fry carton for the last dregs of salt. ‘Or taller? Richer, luckier, better looking? There’s gotta be something on this damn rock you want.’

	Teal laughed. ‘To be a hundred miles away from all my problems,’ he said. ‘But that’s exactly what being an adult is all about, isn’t it? Learning that there are some problems you can’t just run away from.’

	‘Nonsense,’ Nook snorted. ‘I’ve yet to find one.’

	‘In my defence, I don’t know anyone else that walks around with their whole life on their back.’

	‘Tortoises do,’ Nook pointed out. Teal reluctantly conceded the point.

	‘Well not everybody has the luxury of being a tortoise,’ he said.

	‘I do. And seeing as I’m a tortoise, I may as well see to it that you get your wish too. What was it, again? To be a hundred miles away from all your problems?’

	Teal laughed. ‘A thousand, if you can manage it.’

	‘Sorted.’

	Nook held out his hoof. After a moment of hesitation, Teal took it. Teal’s paw may have totally encompassed his hoof, but the small deer still had the sturdier handshake of the two. Teal could only assume that was how a homeless pudú like him had made it this far. His glinting black eyes certainly gave nothing away. ‘Now don’t you have somewhere to be?’ Nook reminded him sharply.

	‘Oh, crap!’ Teal checked his phone. The deer was right. ‘I guess this is goodbye,’ he said, pocketing his Cherry Logic. ‘But it was wild meeting you. I’m sure I won’t be forgetting about it anytime soon. You stay safe out there, Nook.’

	‘Nah, it’s the world that’s gotta stay safe from me. Be seeing you, kid!’

	Teal shook his head. He was laughing before he hit his tenth stride. What an odd deer…

	When he finally made it to the office block, he ran straight past it and continued down the road. He just had to make one quick stop at a café first. It wouldn’t be much of a lunch break without the lunch.
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	Whittling & Wilder

	 

	‘Sorry it’s just a sandwich this time,’ Teal said, pushing the paper bag through the office window. His father grabbed the top and carefully manoeuvred it inside. ‘Stuff happened.’ 

	His father scoffed. ‘Teal, you shouldn’t have,’ he said. Then, he seemed to go pale. ‘Never mind that. Is that… is that blood on your shirt?’ Teal looked down. There was a smear of red on his collar.

	‘Long story, no time, tell you later, bye!’ If his father had any words for him, he was long gone before he had time to hear them. Being stuck in a kitchen with Mr Jeffries for eight hours was punishment enough. He didn’t have to be angry too.

	But working in the kitchen was still heavenly compared to cleaning it. It was a five-animal job, and he knew that he’d be doing it alone. The alternative was cleaning up all the additional mess that Mr Jeffries would be making by trying to help. The sheer thought of it made him shudder; it didn’t bear thinking about.

	He crossed his fingers while he ran. For some reason, one of his plasters was whipping back and forth. It must have come undone during the handshake. He stuck it back on and squeezed it tight. Maybe, just maybe, if fate was feeling kind, Mr Jeffries would let him go home early. At any rate, he prayed that he wouldn’t have to clean the gelato machine this time.

	There was nothing worse in the world than cleaning the gelato machine.
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	Second Shift

	 

	‘How’s that gelato machine coming along, Mr Arke?’

	‘Just finished it!’ Teal called back. He wiped his forehead with the back of a paw, and let out a sigh of relief. ‘I’ll never feel clean again,’ he added under his breath, ‘but I finished it! Give me some time to mop the floors, and then it should be all done.’

	‘You’re a workhorse,’ Mr Jeffries said from the office. ‘Are you sure you don’t want any help? I swabbed many floors back home. I even figured out a way to hold four mops at the same time, one in each wing. It really cuts down on time if you can get it just right.’

	‘Yes, Mr Jeffries, I’m sure. I’ve got it.’

	By now, the shopping centre was a graveyard, which suited Teal just fine. He could slip his earphones on, switch his brain off, and just let music wash over him for a few hours. The fact that he was helping someone in need made it a little easier. He knew he was being taken advantage of. They all did – O-Bun Sesame would have gone out of business months ago without them, whether Mr Jeffries realised it or not. But things were improving, slowly but surely.

	And if Mr Jeffries were in a better position, maybe things would be different. Maybe…

	He bobbed his head to some classic Underbite, mopping the rows of square floor tiles up and down, up and down. There was something therapeutic about losing himself in the motion, even if he had to interrupt it occasionally to stifle a yawn. He soon found himself battling against the greatest enemy of all graveyard shifts – droopy eyelids.

	One time, he came so close to falling asleep, his tail slumped into the bucket. It felt so nice and warm, it took a while for it to register that it was also sloshing about with all the gunk from the kitchen floor. ‘This’ll be the last time,’ he groaned. He fished his tail out, and gave it a good wring into the bucket. ‘No more, Mr Jeffries,’ he said, curling his ears back pre-emptively in anticipation of the huge yawn he could feel coming. ‘No more…’

	When he was finally done, he washed his tail in the sink and patted it down with disposable kitchen towels. Cleaning hadn’t taken as long as he expected. If he caught the next train, he could still be home by six. He took his earphones off.

	‘Mr Jeffries?’ he shouted. His voice may have echoed through the walls, but only silence followed. ‘Mr Jeffries?’

	Teal made his way over to the office, but there was nobody there. He scratched his head. He checked each of the rooms one by one, but the flying fox was nowhere to be seen. It was as though Mr Jeffries had vanished into thin air. He’d almost given up looking for him altogether when finally, he noticed muffled noises coming from within the walk-in freezer. Tiptoeing up to it, he snuck a peek through the square glass window.

	Mr Jeffries was hanging from the ceiling rack, holding his phone up to his face. Both of his black, finely veined wings were curled around him. For once, they didn’t appear to be twitching. The leftmost thumb only moved to bat away the errant corner of a giant bag of frozen peas from one of the adjoining shelves.

	‘I know, I know, it’s a very pretty picture,’ Mr Jeffries spoke into the phone screen. ‘Adika, look how good your sister’s drawing is. Uncanny, isn’t it? Do you think she’s going to be an artist when she grows up?’ He paused to listen. After a few moments, he burst out laughing. His cloudy breath fogged up the air, but Teal could still make out his shining eyes through the condensation. ‘Don’t be like that. All your drawings go up on the fridge too. No, it doesn’t matter whose drawings are higher!’ He laughed again. ‘If you work hard, and keep practising your colours, I’m sure you’ll be able to draw like her one day. There’s nothing in this country that you can’t do, so long as you put the work in first. You’re already yards better than me, remember? You could beat me with your paws crossed, and both wings tied.’

	Mr Jeffries almost dropped the phone. 

	‘What was that? Was that the front door?’ His voice instantly became strained. ‘Okay, you can put the phone down now. Don’t tell her I called, okay? Don’t tell her, or Papa will get into trouble. But he loves you both very, very much, and he’s going to see you…’

	Mr Jeffries closed his eyes. Nose wrinkled, he allowed his phone arm to droop, until his paw was resting flat against the floor.

	Teal held his breath as he tiptoed back out of the kitchen. For a while, he simply stood there, leaning up against the counter. Thinking. Eventually, he took a deep breath, and cupped both paws around his muzzle.

	‘Mr Jeffries!’ he said. ‘I’m all done. I’m going to lock up now and head home, okay?’

	For a while, there was silence. Then, something clattered from within the walk-in freezer walls.

	‘Mhmm!’

	Teal sighed. ‘Good night, Mr Jeffries,’ he said, grabbing his coat. He didn’t get a reply.
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	Central Line

	 

	Teal leaned back in his seat as the train pulled out of Greater Prospects. He was only two zones away from home. Outside the window, the sky was ablaze. The bleeding sun did its best to cling on, but it was no use. Teal watched it slowly disappear below the horizon.

	It was a quiet night. The carriages jostled to a halt, one stop after another. As the announcer called each one out, Teal checked it off in his head.

	‘Now entering Minor Prospects. Foxward Street. Sunder Hill. Hunter Close. Fallow’s Brooke…’

	He glanced around the carriage. There was only one other passenger, a tired-looking fallow deer sitting by himself in the corner. Red velvet hung from his antlers in great clumps. The wad of tissues he held against his head grew rosier and rosier with each stop, and there was no antler cosy in sight. Poor guy. He probably thought he’d be able to make it home in time.

	Teal did his best not to stare. Nobody liked being caught short. But it was only early February, so there were plenty more where he came from. He wondered if it would be worth picking up a roll of antler wrap the next time he went shopping. The passenger toilets never had enough to go around, and being trapped in a carriage with thirty shedding bucks wasn’t exactly his idea of a good time.

	‘Now entering Lower Prospects.’

	Teal’s ears perked up. ‘That’s me!’
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	Home Again

	 

	You knew your place in the city from how much of the sky you could see over your head. Teal was more than happy to leave the skyscrapers behind, as the buildings around him gradually grew shorter and shorter.

	But it wasn’t until he saw the familiar slanted red roofs and hanging pot plants of Dreamer’s Eyrie that he knew he was home again.

	Before opening the door to the flat, he took a moment to stare at his warped reflection in the old door knocker. He gave it a big toothy grin, but it didn’t take long for his lips to uncurl, his whiskers to wilt, and his unconvincing smile to fade into a weary frown. ‘Wow. Long day, huh? You should see the other guy.’

	The other guy? That reminded him. He hoped Nook was doing okay, wherever he’d ended up. Life as a homeless pudú looked like it could be a great many things. Easy wasn’t one of them.

	The slow creaking of the front door hinges was comforting in a way that words couldn’t describe. Teal had lived there all his life. It was practically the sound of his childhood. But as he stepped into the hallway to kick off his shoes, he was greeted in a most unusual fashion.

	‘You’re a monster, you hear me? A heartless cretin, a promise of bugger all now and even less to come!’

	Teal closed the door behind him with a smile. ‘Shouting at the TV again?’ he said. 

	Emmett Arke’s voice emerged from the living room. Teal hadn’t heard him this enraged in a while. ‘I told you that owl head would twist around sooner or later! Starting from next year, you, Finn and the rest of your mates can say cheerio to your university grants. Madelia Marjoram just declared war on all students. So much for the Redbreast manifesto…’ 

	‘That’s the Minister for Education, right?’

	‘She’s the minister of something alright. Are you sure you don’t want to get in here and shout with me?’

	Teal rubbed his eyes. ‘Maybe later.’ Right now, he wasn’t sure he had the mental capacity to deal with what his father was talking about. Losing his housing grant was just about the last thing he needed to hear. As if he needed another reason to throw in the towel, and finally hand his letter of withdrawal over. ‘Sorry I missed tea.’

	‘Don’t be,’ his father said. ‘I know what Mr Jeffries is like. The curry’s in the microwave when you want it. I made it myself, just in case your day wasn’t bad enough.’

	‘Dad, you’re the best.’

	‘I know. It runs in the family.’

	Teal’s paw was already closing upon his bedroom door handle when a flicker of movement caught his eye. Curious, he followed it down the hallway to the end, where a vase of white chrysanthemums sat on a stand by the window. They must have been watered recently, because a small figure was dancing in the pool that had formed over the soil.

	‘Hello, little guy.’

	It was a moth. Each of its desperate wing flicks and leg twitches sent ripples all around. This wasn’t the first time Teal had seen a moth floating in the plant. He was pretty sure it was the same moth too. ‘Now,’ Teal said, bending one of the leaves down to scoop the moth clean out of the water, ‘I can’t keep on doing this, so you’ve got to stop jumping in. Okay?’

	The moth flailed its little legs about. Glassy droplets beaded down its back.

	‘You’ve got to give me something stronger than that. I don’t want to come home one day to find you face down in the water. You guys don’t get very long. You’ve got to make every second count.’

	The moth’s brown wings flicked left and right, slowly drying in the air. One antenna twitched as its head bent down.

	‘Was that a nod?’

	The wings stopped moving. Its antenna twitched again.

	‘I’ll take that as a yes,’ Teal said. ‘Now go on, fly free!’

	With a little hop, it took to the air, spun round in a perfect circle, and flew straight back into the water.

	‘Oh, come on!’

	Teal dredged it out using the back of his paw. This time, he went straight to the window. Before the moth could so much as flutter, the window was closed and latched.

	‘Look, I know it’s hard,’ Teal told the moth through the glass. ‘But there’s always a better way.’ He smiled apologetically. ‘You’ve got this. You come from a long line of moths just like yourself. You’ve been here for millions and millions of years, and before then, you were around in different forms. Hell, some of those were probably fish.’

	Teal laughed. The irony wasn’t lost on him. ‘But here’s the really crazy bit. Parts of you have been floating around since before life even existed, scattered by supernovas and carried by solar winds until they came together to make you. You’re literally made of star dust. Now I don’t know about you, but for me at least, it doesn’t get much more amazing than that.’

	The moth stuck two legs up against the glass.

	‘It’ll be okay,’ Teal said. ‘Promise. Just don’t give up, whatever you do.’

	The moth tapped its wings together three times. On the fourth, it turned away and flew into the night.

	The first thing that caught Teal’s eye when he pushed open his bedroom door was the mountain of study notes. He padded over to it, and rested a paw on top. He could almost feel the withdrawal letter burning underneath. He closed his eyes. ‘Whatever you do…’

	He bent down to pick up the book at the top of his reading list. As always, it was a good effort to start with, but less than two paragraphs in, his eyes were already trailing off the page. The history of medicine in early seventeenth-century binturongean society wasn’t going anywhere, he decided. It could wait one more day.

	Instead, he turned around and collapsed onto his bed. His hind paws hung off the edge by a good few inches, but he’d no sooner have changed that than anything else in the room. After wriggling out of his coat, he lay back in his yellow hoodie and groaned for the best part of a minute. He felt better after that.

	Reaching over to his bedside table, he lifted the pile of notes and pulled out his laptop from underneath. He’d had it for the best part of a decade, so he waited patiently for it to boot up. It had been a strange day. Not remarkable by any stretch of the imagination, and yet somehow, it felt like an entire week had gone by. At least it had been nice to see Finn again. Wait a moment…

	Finn!

	His paws leapt to his pockets, but it was already too late. He sighed, letting his arms flop back onto the bed. The napkin, and subsequently Finn’s number, was miles away by now.

	What a lousy day it was turning out to be after all.

	The laptop screen sparked into life, lighting up Teal’s eyes. The profile picture showed them both playing together, battling each other with hoses in the searing summer heat. He smiled, remembering how cool the water had been soaking into his fur. The loser had been the real winner in that fight. 

	He stifled multiple yawns as he tapped his password in. As usual, there was nothing good waiting for him on his news feed. Opus City was preparing to experience its first earthquake for decades, and the lead singer of Underbite had just been found dead in his hotel room. Teal wasn’t ready for that. Not today. No sooner had he read the headline than he immediately closed the app, retreating to his browser. A quick flash of red in the periphery of his vision reminded him to look up bloodstain removal on Animoogle.

	Thankfully, there was less going on in his inbox. Aside from a few spam emails from various recipe sites, there was only one unread email of the lot. It had the subject line, ‘Congratulations, Mr T. Arke! You are the proud winner of…’

	Teal rolled his eyes. ‘Don’t tell me,’ he said. ‘Fifty thousand pounds straight from the bank account of an Umibian prince.’ He glanced at the address of the sender. It was from Opus City University. His eyes widened. ‘Wait…’ With bated breath, he clicked the link.

	‘No. It can’t be…’ A long, slow shiver was working its way up the base of his spine. It had to be some kind of joke. But there it was, as clear as day on the screen.

	‘I can’t believe it,’ he said. His mouth fell open. ‘I won. I’m going to Sakurai.’
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	Communal Gardens

	 

	‘There’s no way I’m going. No way. Not in a million years…’

	Teal lay back with his paws behind his ears, staring up at the night sky with the smell of baking soda still fresh in his nostrils. At first glance, the blanket of darkness seemed impenetrable, but if he squinted for long enough, eventually, the tiny pinpricks of stars flickered through. They always did. ‘I’ve got too much work to do,’ he reasoned. ‘And I couldn’t leave my dad on his own. Or Finn. Still…’

	He’d never been to another country before. Lower Britannia had been his home for eighteen years. He didn’t know what it would be like to look out of a window, and have no idea what he’d find on the other side. The thought of it twisted his stomach, but not entirely unpleasantly. It was something new. Something exciting. Maybe even a little dangerous…

	‘I couldn’t afford it anyway,’ he said resolutely. Like anybody suspicious of their newfound good fortune, the first thing he did was read the small print – all twelve pages of it. The plane ticket, and yes, that was ‘ticket’ as in the singular, may have been complimentary, provided by the university in association with Fujiwara Printing, but in typical miserly Opus City University fashion, the transportation and living costs were anybody’s guess. Of all the capitals around the world to visit, Takai wasn’t known for being kind to a traveller’s purse.

	As for spending money, unless they accepted pocket lint and old buttons, he was fresh out of luck. He’d already taken out one loan for university, and it loomed heavy over him every single day. He couldn’t imagine begging around his friends for money. Not again. One giant rain cloud of debt is quite enough, thank you very much.

	That seemed to settle it. He breathed a sigh of relief. His taut ears flattened, and his yellow-tipped tail swished in the grass. In his mind’s eye, the gorgeous vistas and blazing Takai billboards slowly slaked away to an endless procession of grey bricks, hanging pot plants, and slanted red roofs. This would just be another one of those things that passed him by, like the school trips in secondary school, or the expedition to the Larennese mountains last year.

	This was nothing new.

	In the distance, the local jay’s bell could be heard ringing out as she swept through the rows of flats, delivering the morning paper. Teal smiled. He didn’t see many birds anymore, but he couldn’t blame them for keeping to themselves. After the kamikaze attacks of 2003, the cost of unclipped wing permits had skyrocketed. Many avian families had been forced to move to no-flyover zones, or else resign themselves to the ground below. 

	And what sane bird would do that? Teal gave his shoulder blades a flex, trying to imagine what it would be like to have a full set of feathers twice his arm span behind him. Birds had every right to their prideful reputation. It was an enviable thing, to be able to take to the sky with little more than your own arms and a good running start. He wouldn’t need to rely on some free competition handout then. He could fly to Sakurai himself. 

	‘No, you idiot…’ He rubbed his eyes. He thought he’d settled this already. ‘Let it go. Delete the stupid email, and go to bed already. The world will still be turning when you wake up again tomorrow.’ Then, you can go to that job you hate, and after that’s over, you can head on down to uni, hand your withdrawal letter in, and pretend your life will somehow magically work itself out. It’ll be great. Everything’ll be just fine…

	A sudden banshee screech down the road put the fear of death in him, but when Teal looked around, it was only one of his neighbours leaving their house. The front door sounded like it was one slam away from making a break for it, and when he saw who it was that staggered out of it, he could hardly blame it.

	It was the elusive neighbourhood coyote, often smelt, but rarely seen. Red was barefoot, adorned only in an old set of bone-patterned boxer briefs, and fresh, if fresh was the right word, from what smelled like a six-month hibernation in a well-stocked whisky cellar.

	The newspaper jay chose that moment to speed down Dreamer’s Eyrie. Even in a fresh cast, her aim was unerring, and with her head plumes bobbing to the music blaring from her headphones, she didn’t so much as bother to aim before her bandaged wings let loose. They were deadly. Teal dropped to the grass just in time. He could feel the wind whooshing past his ear tufts as the newspaper stack soared overhead, landing neatly upon the doormat.

	Old Red wasn’t so lucky. His newspaper hit him square in the jaw, lingering there a moment before falling neatly into two outstretched paws. It was a small consolation that in his drunken malaise, he didn’t seem to feel it in the slightest.

	He held the Daily Caw up to his nose and squinted at it, confused. Sniffing, he shoved it under his arm. ‘Hey, what month is it?’ he called out to Teal. The jay’s bell pinged one last time before she vanished around the corner.

	‘February,’ Teal replied.

	‘Right…’ Scratching his rear, the coyote retreated back inside. The door shrieked shut behind him.

	Teal shook his head. ‘Actually,’ he said, ‘as long as I don’t turn out like Red, I’m pretty sure I’ll be happy.’

	He bent down to pick up his own copy from the grass. It was nothing but the same old stories. Politicians were blaming herbivores for the exploding population, the planet was still dying, and another species had just gone extinct, its final members dying a hundred miles away from where their homes had been bulldozed to make room for turtle farms.

	‘See,’ he muttered quietly to himself. ‘The world out there’s no better than the one right here.’

	By now, the sun was blossoming on the horizon. No matter how hard he stared, he couldn’t make out a single star. Teal decided to head back indoors. He had to get his case ready. When his father was awake, he wanted him to agree with every word he had to say.
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	Breakfast in the Fox Den

	 

	‘I agree with every single word you said,’ Emmett Arke told him. Teal smiled, almost singing his tongue as he savoured a sweet victory sip of his morning tea. ‘That said, I still think you should go.’

	Teal almost dropped his mug. ‘Wait, what? Why?’

	‘Because you’re too long in the fang to have never seen different shores,’ his father replied. ‘And because you’ve earned it. Stingy prize or no, this is an opportunity too good to pass up.’

	‘But I’ve got work,’ Teal said.

	‘How many late afternoons have you given that daft bat already? Mr Jeffries gets away with bloody murder as far as you lot are concerned. I’m sure he can find the time.’

	‘I’ve got studying to do.’

	‘You can bring your notes with you.’

	‘I… don’t want to leave you on your own.’

	His father’s amber eyes widened. ‘Son, I appreciate the concern,’ he said. ‘Really, I do, but my tock’s been ticking for a good long while now. You don’t think I can take care of myself?’ Emmett Arke’s white-tipped tail curled self-consciously over his leg braces. ‘It’s not because of these, is it?’

	Teal quickly shook his head. ‘No,’ he lied. ‘It’s not that.’

	‘Good, because I go back and forth from work just fine, as you well know. The last thing I’d want in the world is to keep my son grounded for the rest of his life. Even if he pretended not to mind it. Now…’

	Emmett Arke excused himself from the breakfast table. It was a slow and ponderous walk to the old cabinet in the hallway. There, he flicked down the long line of brass handles, counting each drawer until he came to the thirteenth and final one. He drew out his keyring.

	‘What kind of weird ceremony is this?’ Teal laughed. He took a bite of his chicken toast, brushing the crumbs from his lap as he watched from the table. ‘It feels so serious, all of a sudden.’

	The cabinet had stood in the hallway, tall and proud, for as long as he could remember. The first few drawers were always unlocked, but the one at the top was the only one that ever sparked any interest. It was the spare change drawer, which his father used to let him pilfer once every month for pick and mix money down at Marvin’s Munchables. He’d long since given up on his attempts to jimmy the rest with unravelled paperclips, and loose bits of wire. 

	Luckily, his father had no need for such crude implements. Emmett Arke unlocked the bottom drawer using the heaviest key on his chain, an ugly, stout-headed old thing with six bronze prongs. Crunching a second bite of chicken toast, Teal watched his father pull the compartment out, only to discard the empty drawer and plunge his arm deep inside the hole. When he returned to the table, he was clutching a plain red envelope between his pads. It was only after his claw sliced neatly through the seal at the top that Teal realised what was going on. ‘No, no, I couldn’t…’ he began.

	But Emmett held a claw up to his whiskers. Sure enough, Teal fell silent. Inside the envelope was a wad of old banknotes. ‘You’re going to take this,’ his father said. It wasn’t a question.

	‘Dad, I—’

	‘You’re going to take this with you, and you’re going to have the time of your life in Sakurai. And you’re not going to think twice about it, or worry about me, or anyone else…’

	His father’s voice broke briefly. Teal had never heard that happen before. His eyes were glistening faintly in the light. ‘Your mother and I wanted to take you to so many places. Sakurai was always top of the list. This is exactly what she’d want. That’s why you’re not going to argue with me, and you’re going to take it. Because this is a gift. It’s a gift from both of us.’

	‘Dad…’ Teal’s father remained seated as he got up, wrapped his arms around his shoulders and gave him a supportive squeeze. His chin rested gently on his father’s head, nestled between two splayed ears. ‘I don’t know what to say.’

	‘You don’t have to say anything. Just go. And don’t look back.’

	Teal cleared the lump from his throat. It felt as big as a boulder. ‘Okay,’ he said. It was as much for his own sake as his father’s. ‘Now can I get you a tissue already?’

	‘A wrench will do just fine,’ Emmett Arke replied sharply, without missing a beat. He was smiling. Contrary to his air of self-assuredness, he didn’t seem to know where to look. ‘I appear to have sprung a small leak.’

	Teal laughed. ‘Don’t be embarrassed,’ he said. ‘As far as leakages go, it could have been a hell of a lot worse. Especially at your age…’

	‘My what?’

	‘Nothing. Point is, it’s only feelings. I’m still just as proud to have you as my dad.’

	‘Proud? Do you have any idea how proud you make me?’

	‘Yes,’ Teal sighed.

	‘No,’ his father said. ‘No, you don’t. You have absolutely no comprehension, because if you did, your heart would burst.’ Teal smiled sheepishly. ‘Just look how much you’ve grown. The first fox in the family to ever make it to uni. Every day, you’re breaking a new record. When the time comes, you’re going to make one lucky vixen very happy. She’d be so proud.’

	Teal bit his tongue and nodded.

	‘Now I’d better plug up this leak before the whole kitchen’s swimming!’ Emmett Arke chuckled, dabbing at the corner of his eyes with his shirt. ‘Shouldn’t you be getting ready for work? I’m sure your workmates can’t wait to hear what happened. They won’t believe it.’

	‘Sure,’ Teal said. I might even find someone that agrees with me, he added in his head.

	 

	
 

	3

	Back at O-Bun Sesame

	 

	‘Congrats, you should totally go!’

	‘Do us proud, sport! Don’t just be fine. Be five-nines fine!’

	‘A history buff going to Sakurai? Is that even a question?’

	Drat. Teal flexed his paw with a sigh. At least his pads were doing better than yesterday. After blasting them underneath the cold tap, he dried them off and wound two blue plasters around the cuts. He looked to Nidah hopefully, the last of his colleagues who had yet to speak. The maned wolf’s chestnut eyes glanced briefly over the slight off-colour stain on the tip of his collar. Teal could have kicked himself. All that late-night scrubbing, and for what?

	‘So just to get this straight, your issue is that going to Sakurai would be a financially irresponsible move that also conflicts with your busy schedule?’ she asked him. Teal nodded. Her eyes narrowed. ‘I don’t see the problem here.’

	‘Forget it,’ he said.

	‘I’m serious.’

	‘Excuse me?’ Below the counter, a tuft-headed yellow warbler raised a reluctant wing. Her beak whistled so quietly, Nidah didn’t seem to notice her over the hubbub.

	‘Right now,’ Nidah continued to Teal, ‘you’re enjoying the most freedom with the least financial responsibility you’re ever going to get. That’s exactly what being a student is all about. According to you, the student loan companies already have you in their jaws. You’re going to be a wage slave for the rest of your life, so what difference does it make? Why not live a little first? You might decide you like it.’

	‘Like what?’ Mr Jeffries called, nudging the door shut behind him. He looked uncharacteristically cheerful, strutting into the kitchen with his wings securely banded behind his back, and a large box of condiment packets in tow. ‘Guess who managed to barter a whole fifty pounds off his supply of branded sauces? Not bad going for a flying fox, eh? But please, hold off on your applause. I want to know what everybody’s barking about today.’

	‘Hello?’ the yellow warbler whispered, teetering on the tips of her talons and waving a wing about for all the good it would do her.

	‘Teal’s going to Sakurai next week,’ Nidah said.

	‘What?’

	The box hit the floor with a sickening squelch. Ketchup began bleeding from the broken cardboard flaps, a slow, tomato-scented dribble, further tainted by an unpleasant rainbow of yellow mustard, green elephant hawk sauce and even less palatable stripes. The customers waiting in line were stunned into silence. Before Mr Jeffries could make things any worse, Teal grabbed the dishcloth and set to work cleaning it up. Any chance of getting that time off was oozing away like so much sauce down the square grooves of the kitchen tiles.

	‘It’s nothing, sir,’ he said. Mr Jeffries winced apologetically back.

	‘It’s hardly nothing,’ Dinah chimed in. She was leaning dreamily against her till, with an elbow to prop up her smile. If she heard the impact of the box at all, she didn’t appear to mind it. ‘Nothing is the boring in-between stuff that nobody talks about, like when you’ve got a sniffle and you have to make yourself sneeze, or that time you decided to try a different conditioner, and had to go to the emergency room when all your fur started falling out. This is the real deal. Teal totally won a free holiday!’

	‘That I still might not be going on,’ Teal added hastily.

	‘Well that’s a relief,’ Mr Jeffries said. He got a tissue out to touch up the tufts of his forehead with. ‘Because I probably couldn’t let you go anyway.’

	‘What?’ Everybody stopped what they were doing at once. Their collective outrage resounded through the walls. 

	A long, painfully awkward silence followed. The only sound was the crinkling of plastic condiment packets as Teal inspected them one by one, wiping down the good ones and disposing of the rest that were still haemorrhaging sauce. He kept his head down low. This was the last thing he wanted to happen.

	At the front, the warbler with the quiet voice had given up entirely. She lowered her wings, which she had been using to wave two white napkins around like semaphore flags. In their new drooping state, they looked more like flags of surrender. 

	A sudden buzz from the work phone jolted everybody back into action. Jules tossed it up in the air and caught it, all too happy to finally have something to attend to. He had his many-ringed fingers threaded through the coils before it could ring out a second time.

	Mr Jeffries seemed confused as to why everybody was still staring at him. Dinah and Nidah both had their backs to the counter. ‘Opus City is hosting the Out and Out Parade next week,’ he said. ‘You couldn’t cross the street with a paddle. This restaurant needs all of you if we’re going to make it through. Besides, the regulations say I need two months’ notice.’ Lumbering down on one knee, the flying fox pretended to help Teal with the packets.

	Nidah glared at him. ‘You wrote those regulations!’

	He shrugged. ‘Somebody had to.’ He prodded at a sauce packet, only to recoil in horror as it smeared his claws bright red. Behind him, the thumbs of his wings clacked together, straining furiously against the bands that bound them. Mr Jeffries patted the box encouragingly, leaving streaky stains down the cardboard, and got up to wash his claws.

	Jules looked up from the work phone. ‘Come on, boss,’ he said, covering the receiver. ‘He was the only one that stayed after hours yesterday, and that ain’t for the first time. How long were you cleanin’ house for, sport?’

	Teal mumbled something to himself.

	‘Teal?’

	‘Two and a half hours,’ he said.

	‘Well there we have it. You’re not askin’ for paid leave, are ya?’

	Teal shook his head.

	‘He only wants one weekend, boss. We’ve all given you those two days and more. Ain’t this just callin’ it quits?’

	Mr Jeffries sighed. He tiptoed over the box, where Teal was still busy sorting the sauce packets that he’d dropped onto the floor, and positioned himself in the centre of the kitchen. All eyes were on him.

	‘Once, when I was still a young clinger, my umi told me a story. It’s about a village that tries to reach the sacred garden high in the clouds, where the nectar from the trees flows so sweetly, a single sip grants you godly wings. There’s a reason those trees are special, but it would take too long to explain. Just pretend it makes sense. Anyway, every time the villagers built a ladder, the gods laughed and sent the rains, and the ladder sunk into the ground. Then, the villagers piled up stones, but when the rains came, all the stones were washed away. Everything disappeared into the dirt.

	‘Eventually, one young villager had a bright idea. Since the bedrock of dirt was all that remained, they should make a mountain out of it. And so for the rest of the day, they all worked together to help build it up. Sick or healthy, warrior or elder, everybody added to the pile of dirt. When the gods looked down upon what they’d done, they laughed and sent the rains as usual. Almost all of it was washed away, but a small mound remained, strong and packed together. The village had managed to make something that even the gods couldn’t wash away. This was how the mountain started.

	‘Every day, the villagers worked to make it higher. Even the pups travelled up the pile to add to it, using their small claws to scoop it up. When they stamped it down together at the end of a long day, it was barely higher than it was before. But it stood stronger, and it weathered the rains just a little better. If anybody in the village forgot to do their share, the work of the day was lost. But if everyone added to it, then even at the end of the harshest rains, it still stood a little taller than before. And then a little taller. And then a little taller…’

	‘I hope you’re not implying what I think you’re implying.’ Melanie’s arms were folded. The dark markings around the meerkat’s eyes always made her look irate, but today, they seemed especially pronounced. ‘Don’t give us that “we’re all in it together” spiel. You took a day off just last week.’

	‘To see my pups,’ Mr Jeffries said. Behind him, his banded wings sagged. ‘I don’t see them very often. I never miss a chance.’

	‘No, more power to you,’ Melanie replied. ‘It’s almost like there are good reasons why someone might need some time off.’

	Nidah showed her support for Teal in a more direct manner. She tore the cap from her ears and flicked the badge clean off her shirt. ‘He goes, or I’m walking right now, and you can build this dirt mountain by yourself. How about that?’ She rested her stoned claws atop Teal’s shoulder.

	‘Nidah, don’t,’ he whispered. But she just smiled at him.

	‘It’s no mane off my back. You know I’m only here for Dinah.’ She turned to Mr Jeffries. ‘So what’s it going to be, sir? Don’t look at Teal like you’re trying to find an easy way out. He’s so determined to be non-confrontational, he hasn’t spoken up for himself once. It’s two days out of the whole year. We’re not the ones being unreasonable here.’

	Mr Jeffries’ forehead got another overdue swab with the tissue. ‘Just Saturday and Sunday, right?’ he said.

	Teal nodded. With the sauce packets taken care of, he crushed the empty box underpaw and went to rinse his pads off. Without anything to keep them busy, he kept his head low and turned the water up high, until the tap was screaming loud enough to block out Mr Jeffries’ mutterings. The yellow warbler at the front had started warbling again, but everyone was still very much fixated on Mr Jeffries, whose own wings jostled anxiously from side to side. 

	‘I guess two days wouldn’t kill me,’ the flying fox breathed eventually.

	Teal’s claws skittered down the gleaming steel tap handle. He didn’t know whether to punch the air, or tentatively ask Mr Jeffries to repeat himself. He had never asked for time off before. Technically, he still hadn’t, but now was hardly the time to be splitting hairs. ‘Thank you, sir,’ he said. ‘I won’t forget it.’

	‘Ah, it’s no trouble,’ came the reply. ‘But in return, could you stay behind for a few hours tonight? I swear, I’m just one cheque short of finally getting the cleaning crew to see the error of their ways.’

	‘But…’ Teal began. His Sunday shift always ended at midday sharp, to make room for his studies, and any other chores he had to carry out. But even as reasons were bubbling up in his head, he found himself trailing off.

	‘One kind turn for another?’ Mr Jeffries said hopefully. Teal couldn’t exactly say no. 

	‘I can help you lock up at five,’ he agreed with a grateful nod. Mr Jeffries looked simply delighted. Everybody else heaved a sigh of relief. Finally, the day could begin.

	‘Can somebody help, please?’ At the front, the yellow warbler’s whisper somehow managed to attract Dinah’s attention. At her prompt, Nidah whirled around, fast as lightning.

	‘Damn it, what do you want?’ she barked. 

	The yellow warbler shrunk back below the counter. ‘I, uh, ordered a diet Mr Paprika. This is a regular one.’

	Nidah leaned in close. ‘Are you diabetic?’

	‘Yes…’

	It was a rare thing to see Nidah surprised, let alone truly speechless. She didn’t usually stoop to anything as low as sincerity. To her credit, however, it wasn’t long before her brain kicked sharply back into gear. ‘In that case,’ she said, disposing of the paper cup and filling a new one under the drinks fountain in one fluid motion, ‘please accept our humblest apologies, and a complimentary beverage size increase. Here at O-Bun Sesame, we strive to provide the best service, and ensure you always leave with whatever your heart desires. If you need anything else, just say the magic words, and we’ll do whatever we can to help. Remember, it’s as easy as O-Bun Sesame! You have a magical day now. Enjoy your drink.’

	‘Thanks. You too!’ the yellow warbler squeaked, her beak already creasing into a smile before she realised her terrible mistake. Turning pink, she hid her head under a wing and hurriedly shuffled away.

	‘How’s that for a soda jerk?’ Nidah said, giving a lazy flick of her braids underneath the O-Bun Sesame cap.

	‘That was too cute.’ Dinah watched the warbler leave with a sigh. ‘I really, really hope she wasn’t a scrounger.’

	Nidah shook her head. ‘I saw the pump,’ she said, patting at her hip.

	‘Good,’ Dinah replied, relieved. ‘It’d be terrible if she wasn’t suffering from diabetes.’

	‘I’m sure she’d be the first to agree,’ Nidah said drily, straightening up as a Muntjac buck strolled up to the counter, surreptitiously adjusting the sizeable antler cosy atop his head. ‘Hello sir, welcome to O-Bun Sesame…’

	* * *

	Most of the Sunday shift went by without a hitch. Teal didn’t have any complaints. In fact, he appreciated the distraction. It was a relief to be able to knuckle down and get to work in the kitchen, safe from prying eyes and pointing fingers.

	For a while, it seemed as though the day was going to be incident free. He almost made it, too.

	One of the shoppers had been hogging the till for what felt like hours, and they were still yet to buy anything. Mr Jeffries had his eye on the doe as he did his rounds.

	‘Say what you want about the rain,’ she said to Nidah, holding her phone up to the light to snap a quick picture, ‘but this month is still dry as hell. All the cute guys look like tree stumps, and the rest were already shacked up before winter. What’s a doe gotta do to get a look-in, you know? I mean, he’s cute.’

	She pointed her phone at Teal. He tried to turn away, adding another portion of freshly seasoned chilli sesame fries to the rack. When the flash went off, he just wanted to disappear. ‘Shame about the…’ She waved a hoof around her face. ‘Well, you know.’

	Nidah stared at her. ‘No, I don’t. Enlighten me.’

	‘Girl, you know.’

	‘I really don’t.’ Nidah forced the words out through a gritted smile. ‘Can I interest you in our new Blueberry Blast?’

	The doe snorted. ‘Not if that’s what he had.’

	That was the final straw. Cracking her bejewelled claws, Nidah set them coolly before her on the countertop. ‘This job means practically nothing to me,’ the maned wolf told her, ‘you know that, right? So you know I’m telling the truth when I say that I’m not above slapping that brand-new Zoola out of your hoof, and sending you on your way.’

	Dumbfounded, the doe only stared back at her.

	‘There are animals born more hues than you can imagine that are perfectly happy the way they are. Mothers and fathers, sisters and brothers, animals that are married, single, hardworking or retired, and I’m sure they’d appreciate nothing more than if ignoramuses like yourself stopped judging them based on how much they looked like you, and started judging them based on the quality of their character. Although perhaps that’s not what you want after all. Something tells me that’s not exactly a world you’d be thriving in.’

	The doe slowly backed away from the till. Within a few seconds, she was swarmed by the busting Clearwater crowds, and after one final indignant flash from her phone camera, she was gone.

	‘I saw that, Miss Stivers!’ Mr Jeffries had witnessed the whole thing.

	‘I thought you might.’ As always, Nidah was prepared for the worst. She turned to her supervisor, her paw already poised on her cap, ready to remove it for the final time. Only he didn’t seem disappointed.

	‘Nice work,’ he said. ‘Next time, don’t wait so long. I would have let them have it sooner.’

	Nidah’s paw fell back to her side. She almost smiled. ‘Noted, sir. I wouldn’t have thought it.’

	‘Bah,’ he dismissed proudly, slinging his claws through the belt on his hips. ‘You Brits. Where I’m from, you get sharper things thrown at you than words. Pups of rare stripes are like… I don’t even know the word. They’re like sages. You go to them for blessings, or advice. You do not speak ill of a sage.’ He waggled a foreboding claw. ‘Nobody without a death wish would dare.’

	Teal saved his own thanks until after Mr Jeffries had left, presumably to distract Jules for another hour. ‘Thanks for sticking up for me,’ he said. ‘You didn’t have to do that.’

	‘Neither did she,’ came the reply. ‘Don’t mention it. One of my great-grandparents was born with a white mane, just like her grandfather before her. You wouldn’t believe all the bleaching and medical testing they made her go through. She grew up when they were still called “off-colours”. Back then, it didn’t have to be a white mane. It could be something as simple as a discoloured leg, a stripe in the wrong place. Some of her best friends are still living with the chemical burns.’

	‘And we act as if we’re any better.’ It was Melanie’s turn to chime in. She paused on her way to the front counter, holding the largest stack of fries, burgers, seed boxes and grazing cartons that Teal had ever seen. ‘In the field, we still call it malchromatism, even though medically, there’s zilch wrong with it.’

	‘Exactly.’ As the fast-food tower began to sway, Nidah quickly ushered Melanie on to Dinah’s till to unload it all, one delicious, greasy brick at a time. ‘Society is hierarchical,’ Nidah said. ‘If it becomes untenable to arrange ourselves one way, you can bet your striped tail we’ll find another, but that doesn’t make it any less wrong. Did they ever try anything with you, Jules?’

	The old slow loris pressed his fingers up to the phone receiver. ‘Only in the ring,’ he grinned, cracking his thickest knuckle like a whip.

	‘You still didn’t have to help me,’ Teal said. ‘Or stick up for me earlier.’

	The maned wolf gave a shrug. ‘You know me. Any excuse to stick it to authority. Not that Mr Jeffries is an authority on anything other than passive-aggressive cack-handedness, but there you go.’

	‘Nidey!’ Dinah tried her best to reel her in. ‘Mr Jeffries fled from his own country, if you don’t remember. He’s been through a lot.’

	Nidah was distinctly unimpressed. Even if Mr Jeffries had been in the room with them, Teal somehow doubted she would have spoken differently. ‘Your family’s been through a lot,’ she told Dinah. ‘Just look what your grandparents were running away from, and yet your dad turned out alright. This is basic animal decency we’re talking about here. There’s no excuse. Although if you’re really that grateful,’ she said, turning back to Teal, ‘you could always take us with you. Dinah’s got family back in Sakurai.’

	‘Nahashi,’ Dinah was quick to correct her.

	‘Sorry,’ Teal apologised to the two of them. ‘I would if I could, but they only gave me the one ticket.’

	‘Really? For a week-long holiday?’

	He nodded.

	‘Stingy bastards. But alas, not surprising for the prestigious Opus City University. I suppose you’ll just have to smuggle us in your luggage then.’

	It was said so straight-faced, it took Teal a moment to realise Nidah was joking. He laughed. 

	‘What, you think you couldn’t?’

	‘I mean…’

	‘Alright, alright, not me at least. But Dinah could literally fit in your suitcase. We’ve done it before. Saves us a small fortune on local trips.’

	‘We coached it to the seaside just last month.’ Dinah’s eyes lit up as she brushed one of her short bangs aside, reminiscing about the memory. It wasn’t long before her face fell, however. ‘But Nidah won’t let me do it when we go flying,’ she said. ‘Not even once. Considering she’s the one that came up with the idea, she can be a royal spoilsport.’

	‘I told you already, D, you’d freeze to death up there! They don’t heat the baggage hold like they do the rest of the plane.’

	‘I’ve got good circulation,’ Dinah pouted. ‘If it’s that cold, just pack me a hot water bottle, and I’m good to go.’

	‘Don’t tempt me.’ Nidah rolled her eyes, utterly failing to conceal a grin behind her impeccably manicured claws. ‘But seriously, Teal, if you need any advice about the trip, we’re both right here. Where exactly are you headed?’

	‘Takai,’ he said. He’d read the word enough times in the contract that he was sure he’d never forget it. ‘But the plane touches down in Nahashi. I think I’m being driven up from there.’

	‘Well you’re in luck. If I remember correctly, you’re just in time for cherry blossom season. At this time of year, Nahashi should be—’

	‘In full bloom!’ Dinah’s blush was almost as pink as the imagined cherry blossoms themselves. ‘I just know you’re going to love it. At the foot of Oba’s farm, there’s a whole forest of wild cherry blossom trees, where pink is the only colour you can see. And down by the river, the petal showers fall so high that if you go paddling, they can reach up past your knees. For two weeks, they’re all anybody talks about. But only for two weeks. They’re like the mayflies of the flower world, except that cherry blossom trees are at least pretty, so everybody mourns them when they’re gone.’

	Looking up at Nidah, she let out a deep sigh. ‘For years and years and years, I thought they were the most beautiful things in the whole world. That was before I met—’

	‘Me…?’ This time, it was Nidah’s turn to blush, although she was quick to clear her throat, and even quicker to change the subject. ‘Anyway, you’ll have no shortage of stuff to do in Takai. There are cafés, art centres, museums… Dinah, what was that tower called again?’

	‘The Soraki Tower?’

	‘Yeah, the Soraki Tower! The tallest tourist tower in Takai. Now there’s a view that a thousand lobotomies couldn’t make you forget.’

	Teal grinned. ‘I’ll bet,’ he said. The reality of the prize was only just starting to hit him. To be able to reach out and touch the boughs of a living, breathing cherry blossom tree would be unreal. He could already see himself raising his nose to smell the delicate floral bouquet, velveteen flower heads bobbing softly in the slightest hint of breeze as falling petals twinkled around him like raindrops suspended in the air…

	A sharp nudge in the ribs brought him back to reality. ‘Hey!’

	‘Looks like you won’t have to wait much longer.’ Nidah pointed to the clock. Both hands were dead on one. His Sunday shift had never gone by so quickly. Maybe a trip to Sakurai wasn’t the worst idea in the world.

	Freeing his muzzle from the white mesh mask felt like freedom, but it was still nothing compared to his tail. It was almost impossible not to thrash it about when it was finally free of its fetters. ‘Hey, Melanie?’ he said.

	She was busy boxing up a Filet-O-Bluefin. ‘What?’

	Teal grinned, the way only a fox could. ‘I don’t know about you, but I don’t remember collapsing at work today. I guess that means no free lunch for you.’ He swiped a takeaway bag and pinched the sandwich straight out of her hands. ‘Better luck next time!’

	‘Damn you, Blue!’

	He was cackling all the way to the door. ‘I’m off!’ he called, grabbing his coat and bag.

	Mr Jeffries reeled back. ‘Mr Arke, don’t forget—’

	‘To help you lock up later? I’ll be there, Mr Jeffries.’

	‘I still don’t know what would be more enjoyable than spending the afternoon with me,’ Mr Jeffries said. ‘But I hope you have fun, Mr Arke. Crack a hip.’ Had he known whether he had been joking, Teal probably would have laughed.

	Instead, he settled on a smile. ‘Will do, sir,’ he said. He slipped a paw into his coat pocket, where it brushed up against the folded withdrawal letter inside. Fun wasn’t exactly the right word for it. ‘One thing at a time, T,’ he sighed, letting himself out through the back door.

	Edging past a huddle of disgruntled, chain-smoking fast-food restaurant worker rats, he found himself on the busy streets of Opus City once more.

	University could wait. Right now, he had someone important to see.

	 

	
 

	4

	Mum

	 

	‘Hey. Sorry, I know it’s been a while. It’s just… things have been pretty rough lately. I brought you these.’

	Teal knelt down to lay the bouquet upon the grass. ‘They’re your favourite. White chrysanthemums.’ He took a deep breath, and stepped back. ‘Happy Birthday, Mum.’

	The price tag was still stuck to the plastic wrap. No amount of coaxing with his claws could scrape off the residue, but he wasn’t sure she’d have minded. If anything, it would only demonstrate how much of this month’s travel fund he was willing to dedicate towards her present. Surely, that was something anybody could appreciate. Right?

	The truth was that Teal didn’t know. 

	If she could talk, what would she have said to him? Would she have chided him for being silly, all the while secretly appreciating the gesture? Or would she have been concerned, worried or angry at how irresponsible it was? He didn’t know, but he liked to think it was the former. That was how he remembered her.

	But then he never knew which of his childhood memories were real, and which had been dreamt up in flights of fancy. He still remembered, all too vividly, the time he became convinced that his mother had been a bird. His father explained to him that she had grown wings and flown away, and after that, he couldn’t have imagined her any other way. It was only after he asked his father why he hadn’t been born a bird too that he realised just how naïve he sounded.

	Teal had never been redder. That day, he may well have been confused for any other fox.

	‘I hope you’re doing well,’ he said to the headstone. ‘I don’t know if that’s the best way of putting it, all things considered, but you know what I mean. No matter where you are, I hope you’re okay. And happy. Dad misses you a lot, but that goes without saying. I miss you too. I guess that also goes without saying. I…’

	But the words dried up in his muzzle. Closing his eyes, Teal swallowed, and took a moment to breathe. Leaves rustled around him in a gentle breeze. The sun was poking out through the clouds. He could feel its dappled warmth on his fur, glowing orange over his closed eyelids. The air was sweet with flowers.

	‘I was wondering if I could ask you something. I’m not superstitious. I don’t know if you can hear me. But if there’s even the tiniest chance that you can, why not take it? There’s no harm in trying, right?’

	He crouched down. For some reason, it felt better to be closer to her. It seemed more private, even if he was the only one there. Even if he wasn’t sure anybody was listening. Sundays were always the quietest days at Mentonblanc Cemetery. ‘Dad wants me to go to Sakurai. Seems like everybody does. He’s even trying to give me the money that you two saved up. But I’d be out of my mind to take it, wouldn’t I? Right now, my life’s a mess. It’s a bloody car crash, and when I get to campus, I’m probably going to screw it up forever. I can’t just run away and pretend all the pieces will magically come back together again.

	‘Dad thinks I can, but you know what Dad’s like. He thinks I’m like you. You were always the crazy one that went off around the world, making friends with half the animals you met. Since you’ve been gone, he’s just sort of… stayed put. Don’t get me wrong, he’s the best dad I could’ve asked for, and I know he can take care of himself. But will he, when I’m gone? Part of me thinks the reason he tries so hard is because I’m around. I don’t know. You don’t want me to go, do you?’ Everything went quiet. Teal looked around. ‘Do you?’

	There was only silence.

	‘Give me a sign if you want me to go.’

	Teal felt something brush up against his cheek. He sprang backwards with a yelp, only to see a small sycamore seed spiralling its way down. It landed delicately at his hind paws, balanced on a blade of grass.

	Grateful to be alone, Teal gave his whiskers an anxious tweak. ‘Anyway, as I was saying. If you really want me to go, give me a sign.’

	The wind picked up, whistling through the nearby trees. One of the branches snapped off and flopped its way down the overgrowth.

	‘Just a sign. Any old sign will do.’

	A car horn bellowed in the distance.

	Teal sighed. ‘Damn it, you’re the worst,’ he said. ‘I guess that means I’m going to Sakurai. Happy now?’

	A second sycamore seed came down, helicoptering through the air to land in the palm of his paw. He traced the green-tinged outline with a finger, circling each side of the intricate, almost vein-like brown membrane through which light seemed to glow.

	It looked just like a set of wings.

	 

	
 

	5

	Opus City Streets

	 

	‘That’s such a cute monitor,’ Teal said. ‘May I?’

	The vixen holding the leash nodded. He bent down to pet it. The green monitor lizard closed its eyes, flicking its tiny yellow tongue out to taste the air. ‘Look at that face. Doesn’t it just make you wonder where we all went wrong?’

	The vixen shrugged. ‘Izzi’s up there in the clouds, living the fantasy,’ she said. Her free paw rifled through the tennis balls and disposable bags in her hip pouch. ‘The rest of us are stuck here on Terra Fauna with bills, knives and garbage bags.’

	Teal nodded, running a paw down the rough, yellow-spotted scales of the monitor’s back. As he came to its neck, it bobbed its head up to meet his fingers. Not for the first time, he wondered whether the Great Homogenisation had been such a good thing after all.

	Scientists still weren’t sure why so many species started evolving similar traits around the same time. Theories ranged all the way from climate change and comets depositing valuable minerals to the most outlandish alien conspiracy theories, but Teal wasn’t nearly as concerned with the reason as the result.

	After all that evolution, only a blink in the eye of the cosmos, this was where everybody ended up. He was swimming in debt, he hadn’t slept in over twenty-four hours, and he hadn’t gone out with his friends in months.

	‘Bills, knives and garbage bags,’ he repeated after her, shaking his head.

	He’d rather have been the lizard.

	 

	
 

	6

	Unfinished Business

	 

	Opus City University was an institution out of time. An armada of tall brick towers, weathered statues and a huge green courtyard, it looked like it had been airlifted straight out of the early nineteenth century. It didn’t appear to have weathered the landing well, either.

	Long before Teal made it to the entrance, he spied the face of the famous clock tower peeking over the tops of newer, sleeker constructions made entirely of glass. It may not have been the biggest clock tower in the country, but it was certainly the loudest. As a result, Opus City University was a place you’d hear long before you ever saw it.

	He had hoped the campus would be empty on a sultry Sunday afternoon, but stepping underneath the university’s engraved stone logo and coat of arms, he found himself far from alone.

	Within a few moments, Teal knew exactly where he could walk, and which parts of the courtyard to avoid. Already, he was drawing attention from skulks of students that hadn’t taken well to his arrival back in September. He didn’t know whether they thought he was only there to fill some sort of quota, or if they secretly suspected him of dying his fur for attention. Nobody ever said anything, but at university, you didn’t need to. A single frosty glance said more than words ever could.

	When he saw the Forum Bell, his paw hopped straight to his pocket. Luckily, the withdrawal letter was still there, much as it had been the last dozen times he checked. He sighed. This was going to be a long walk. ‘Just do it before anyone can stop you,’ he muttered through a gritted smile.

	The Forum Bell sat in the centre of the courtyard, behind a giant set of stone steps that even badgers had to hike their legs over. It glowed in the sun like an enormous stained-glass bell jar, complete with a viewing tower handle at the top. Inside was the university library, which was permanently packed, the reception, which was always unmanned, and the Student Centre, which was exactly what Teal was looking for. He’d read up on all the forms that needed to be filled in, and all the departments that had to be notified. All the necessary steps had been taken.

	Leaving university was as simple as strolling up to the Student Centre and dropping the letter in the mail slot. Now, he just had to do it.

	Teal marched towards the Forum Bell with purpose, his bag strap slung decisively over his shoulder. But after only a few paces, his eyes were already drifting to the track team circling past it, running laps on the field around the courtyard. One of them broke off from the group to make a bee line straight for him. It didn’t take him long to figure out who it was; the ears were a dead giveaway. Reluctantly, he relinquished hold of the letter to raise a paw and wave back.

	‘Hey, T!’

	‘Hey!’

	Finn bounded up to him. Today, he was wearing a wolf’s head hat. Its big, dumb eyes were staring outward in different directions, the foam teeth clinging loosely around his face.

	‘That’s a little morbid. What do the other wolves on the track team think?’

	Finn beamed. ‘They’re the ones that bought it for me in the first place,’ he said, wiggling his long ears from within the material. ‘A fox in wolf’s clothing. What do you think?’

	‘That you’ve got too many hats.’

	Finn stuck his tongue out. ‘You can never have too many hats. Speaking of which, I was going to ask if you wanted one, but you never sent me your number back. You still got cold paws about talking on the phone? I can learn semaphore if that’s easier.’

	Teal’s paw shot to his forehead. What an idiot. He knew he’d forgotten something. ‘Finn, I’m so sorry. I lost your number yesterday. The craziest thing happened. There was this old homeless pudú, and he was bleeding everywhere, so I had to give him something for his nose, but I didn’t realise it was the same napkin you’d written on earlier…’

	Finn grimaced. ‘Relax,’ he said, ‘I believe you. You’re way too smart to come up with something that dumb. How about you chuck me your phone, and I just add it myself? If you’re still cool with it, of course…’

	Teal nodded, handing over his old Cherry Logic X4. He didn’t realise his mistake until he heard Finn whistle. ‘Wow. Are you sure you don’t want me to start a fire and get a blanket while we’re at it?’ Teal closed the hat over Finn’s face. ‘I’m joking, I’m joking!’ the muffled voice laughed from within. ‘Smoke signals would be much faster…’

	After a few rapid taps, Finn tossed the phone back to him. ‘Done. Now there’s something much more important we need to talk about.’ 

	Anxiety rose from deep within the pit of Teal’s stomach, spreading its cruel, familiar wings. What else had he forgotten about? ‘Oh god, what is it?’

	‘The competition, stupid!’ Finn laughed. ‘Congratulations! I couldn’t believe my ears when they called your name out, and you know that doesn’t happen very often.’

	‘Oh, that.’ Teal could feel his cheeks burning. He sincerely hoped that it didn’t show. ‘Thank you. But that holiday’s basically yours anyway. I don’t mind if you wanted to go instead…’

	‘Are you nuts?’ Finn nearly bowled him over. ‘For the first time in your life, you were lucky enough to actually win something, and you’re already looking to give your prize away? I just want you to have a good time. And you know, maybe drop me a spare ticket if any of those are still going around…’

	There it was. There was the kicker. Anxiety wasn’t feeling so much like a fluttering butterfly anymore, was it? It was more like a steel-toed boot to the throat. ‘Finn, you have no idea. I… I swear, you’d have been first on the list. If there even was a list, which there most certainly wasn’t…’

	‘Relax, T, it’s no biggie. I was only asking.’

	‘You’re not allowed to take anybody with you.’

	‘Really? A whole week abroad, with no friends or family? Are you sure?’

	‘Trust me. I read the fine print so many times, I could still see my laptop screen in my dreams when I went to bed. I’m pretty sure.’

	‘Huh. Well that’s a bit stingy…’

	By now, the rest of the track team had made their way around the campus perimeter, and were circling back round to the entrance. Finn nodded to each of them as they ran by. Some of the runners held their paws out to Teal. A few even gave sarcastic salutes.

	‘Congrats, T!’

	‘Have a great time, T!’

	‘Don’t bring back anything you didn’t take with you!’

	‘Hey!’

	Finn chuckled. ‘They’re just messing with you. But seriously, the whole society’s happy for you. No hard feelings there.’

	‘So you really think I should go?’ Teal asked.

	‘Definitely!’

	He sighed. ‘Why does everyone keep saying that?’

	‘I dunno,’ Finn said. He reached up to bop him gently on the nose. Teal wrinkled it in stubborn defiance. ‘Maybe folks like to see their good friends catch a break every now and then. That, or they’re just completely nuts.’

	‘I think I’ll go with option two.’

	‘Come on, it’ll be fun.’

	Teal sighed again. ‘But…’

	Finn smirked. ‘But what?’ Teal nibbled on his knuckles, trying to think. ‘Ha! You’ve been saying “but” for so long, you’ve finally ran out of reasons not to go.’

	‘I have not!’

	‘Yeah, I think I know you better than that.’ Finn was wearing the absolute worst sort of grin, the kind he only put on when he knew for certain that he was right. ‘Just go for it. Really think for a minute – what’s the worst that could happen?’

	Teal didn’t have the wherewithal to argue. The onslaught of positivity and support had been relentless. ‘I guess you’re right,’ he admitted begrudgingly.

	Ever the humble fox, Finn gave one of his all-knowing shrugs. ‘I’m always right,’ he said. ‘You’ve got a lot to learn, bucko.’

	‘Could I at least try the hat on?’

	Finn jumped clear of his groping paws. ‘Not a chance.’

	‘Not even if I catch you?’

	Finn’s brow furrowed with mild amusement. Against the golden sunlight, his eyes looked like pools of crystallised honey. ‘You know I can run faster than you, right?’

	‘Not without a head start.’

	With that, the fennec tore off down the green, kicking up a small whirlwind with his black-tipped tail. ‘Just you watch me!’

	Finn had almost every advantage possible, but even then, it didn’t take long for Teal to catch up and claim his prize. His ears were trapped inside a giant foam hat, after all; it was only a matter of time before they overheated. By the time he handed it over to Teal, it was practically dripping. ‘Still want to wear it?’ he said with a smirk.

	Teal couldn’t help but shudder as he plopped it on. ‘Wow, I feel like such a winner.’

	‘Pretty sure that’s just the sweat running down your face. Where are you headed, by the way? You looked like you were going to the Forum Bell.’

	‘I was.’

	Finn stretched out a trainer to tap it on one of the giant stone steps. ‘Well it looks like you made it. So what got you out of the cave today?’

	Teal gazed up at the looming staircase before them. The butterflies that usually fluttered in his stomach when he spoke to Finn were turning into bees. ‘I, uh… don’t know if I can tell you.’ Finn’s cavalier smile wilted with his ears. It was the last thing Teal wanted to see. ‘Could we keep walking?’ he asked. ‘We can talk on the way.’

	‘Sure,’ Finn agreed with a non-committal shrug. He kept a close eye on Teal as they ascended the staircase, one enormous step at a time.

	Teal just wanted to get to the Student Centre as quickly as possible. He couldn’t remember ever being so happy to see the revolving doors of the Forum Bell entrance as they tramped up that final stone step. But when they got closer, he recognised the voices of the animals congregating around them. That was enough to change everything.

	‘Maybe we should use the back entrance today.’ Teal beat a hasty retreat back down the staircase, but this time, Finn didn’t join him. The fennec stared down at him from the top, scratching at the back of his long ears.

	‘What’s the matter, T? It’s just the rowing team.’

	‘I know,’ Teal muttered. Of course it was the rowing team. If there was one herd on the planet that he didn’t want to bump into, it only made sense for them to turn up to university today, on a Sunday, after work, exactly where he needed to be. ‘What are they doing?’

	‘They’re waving. Someone’s coming over. I think they’re happy to see you.’

	Sure enough, one of them vaulted over the crest of the staircase, landing perfectly beside Teal in a move befitting of somebody bearing the surname ‘Dancer’. He was utterly drenched, soaking wet from his singlet, lemon yellow and navy blue in the university colours, right down to his black webbed rowing shoes. ‘Teal!’ the pine marten cried, clapping the fox hard on the back.

	‘Oof! Duna!’ Wrenching his eyes away from the familiar logo on his chest, Teal put on his best smile, and sincerely hoped that it was only water dripping down the small of his back.

	They may not have spoken in a while, but they’d been friends since forever. Were it not for the events of the previous day, it would have been a relief to see him again. ‘Long time no see. Right?’ Teal asked innocuously, scanning Duna’s face for any hint of suspicion. Luckily, he only appeared confused, slaking down the yellow fur on his neck. Maybe they hadn’t seen him after all.

	‘Sure,’ Duna shrugged. Teal let out the breath he’d been holding in. He allowed Duna to escort him back up the staircase. ‘But what rock have you been hiding under? We need to get you online for a few rounds of 5K5, stat! Nice hat by the way.’

	‘Five K what?’ Teal asked. Duna looked embarrassed for him.

	‘Krayzee Kangaroo Karter’s Karting Kingdom 5. It came out weeks ago. Where’ve you been, hibernating?’

	‘I wish.’

	‘I’ll bet you haven’t been watching Slay Belles either, then?’

	‘Slay Belles?’

	Duna howled with laughter long after it ceased to be appropriate. Finn eventually had to tell him to stop and take a break. That was Duna for you. Nobody was ever in any doubt as to what he was feeling. Mirth flowed just as quickly as the tears. ‘Teal, I love you, but you gotta step outside sometime!’

	Finn waved Duna away, but once the pine marten was back with his teammates, even he looked to Teal with surprise. ‘You seriously haven’t heard of Slay Belles? Fourteen bucks compete for a hundred thousand dollars, shedding their antlers to see who can be the real belle of the ball?’

	Teal shrugged.

	‘Well it’s a very popular reality show. Even my family watches it, and you know how they feel about the tail lifters.’ Finn rolled his eyes.

	‘Tell me about it. My dad still doesn’t know.’

	‘Teal, that’s crazy. Emmett’s not one of the bad ones. What do you think he’s going to do? Chuck you out after eighteen years?’

	‘I don’t know. Maybe.’ If it was uncomfortable to think about, it was even worse to say aloud. Admitting it felt like a betrayal. ‘He’s not as religious as the rest of his family, but just because he knows I’m not the devil incarnate doesn’t mean he can’t still flip out. It was a different time back then. Plus, both of his parents were hardcore types, so who knows? I’d rather not find out.’

	‘Me neither, but what else are you going to do? You can’t hide it forever.’

	‘We’ll see about that…’

	Somehow, Teal had managed to make it all the way to the revolving doors of the Forum Bell in one piece. He pressed a paw up to the pristine glass. Behind him, the rowing team were all doing their own thing. Brockwell the badger was bench pressing one of the stone benches by the forum entrance. The three tittering tabbies teetering atop it seemed very impressed, even though he towered over the tallest by several feet. Zuri appeared to have misplaced something. Drumming on her singlet pockets like she was expecting gold to sprout from them at any moment, the spotted hyena stomped from rower to rower, beating her rudder of a tail behind her. Teal hoped she found what she was looking for. But where was the captain?

	‘Hey, it’s flower boy!’

	Ah. There was the captain.

	He could see Buck Hornby in the glass door’s reflection, reclined on another of the stone benches with his whole sodden entourage. His arm was draped over the singlet of one of his teammates, a well-groomed otter, and the only one that came close to his own height. As they laughed together, one bandaged hoof played lazily with his fur. Teal’s paw was already on the Forum Bell door. All he had to do was push…

	‘Fallen into any more bushes lately?’

	‘Don’t take the bait,’ a voice urged him from behind. Teal’s hackles shot up; he’d almost forgotten Finn was there. Finn placed his own paw beside Teal’s on the glass, a fine, small-clawed sandy cream alongside his thick blue winter coat, and began to push. With a creak, the door inched inward.

	‘Hey, I was only joking! Don’t be so bloody blue about it…’

	The revolving door thudded against his heel. Teal didn’t have many memories of his mother, but of the few he could recall, one was crystal clear. It went against everything his father had ever told him about being different.

	The first few days of school hadn’t been kind.

	‘Some of your school friends are going to treat you differently from the others. And it’s not always because they’re scared, or because they haven’t been taught better. Sometimes, they just think they’re better than you. They see that you don’t blend in, and they think it’s because you can’t. And because they try so hard to fit in with everybody else, they’ll see you as a threat. Because if you’re different, and you can still be happy, then maybe there’s hope for them too. But that would mean first admitting to themselves that they’ve been wrong this whole time. That the only animal making them unhappy is the one staring back in the mirror.

	‘So they think they’re better than you. So what? You’re a clever fox, and you can run rings around any of them. Prove them wrong.’

	Her words were still resounding in his ears as he marched up to the lounging stag, giant wolf head hat and all. ‘Hey,’ he said to his old schoolmate, with all the restraint he could muster. How long had it been? Too long, or not nearly long enough? Somehow, it seemed like both at the same time. ‘Can I have a word?’

	Around him, rowers with biceps as thick as his thighs fell to silence. Even Zuri halted in her tracks, swivelling her giant radar dish ears at Teal like she was trying to send him a warning signal, but the rowing captain just looked amused. His gaze drifted dispassionately between the giant googly eyes on the hat, and the real ones glaring back at him.

	‘Alright,’ he rumbled eventually, much to everyone’s surprise. As he rose to his full majestic glory, leaving a mildly peeved otter behind, Teal couldn’t help but wonder if he’d already managed to make the biggest mistake of the day. But it was too late for cold paws now. When Buck gestured to the old fountain, it was all Teal could do to nod. This isn’t nervous sweat trickling down my face right now, he told himself, wincing as a spiteful salty bead snuck into his left eye. It stung all the same. It’s just the hat. Stupid hat.

	Before he left, he peeled it off and tossed it back to Finn, who was staring at Teal like he was about to join the stag in a wrestling ring. ‘This thing’s a bad influence,’ Teal told him. ‘You can keep it.’

	‘Teal, are you nuts?’

	He tried to conceal the trembling of his chest with a laugh, but he doubted he was fooling anyone. What was he thinking? Taking a deep breath, he shot him back a grin. ‘Let’s find out.’

	 

	
 

	7

	Meeting at the Bell Font

	 

	The Bell Font was the oldest feature of Opus City University, a relic from the time before non-vulpine students were permitted to attend. Even so, it was cracked and worn to within an inch of its antediluvian life, crumbling slowly despite repeated attempts at restoration. Secretly, Teal thought it was probably for the best. In truth, it was a hideous old thing.

	But it was also given a wide berth by students and professors alike, which made it the perfect place to talk.

	Beneath the tailless statue of the university’s founder, water sprayed out of each of its three stone tiers, emanating a cool, refreshing mist onto the surrounding stones. As Teal walked up to meet him, Buck swiped a hoof through the wash, watching the water drip down his elasticated bandages. ‘Well?’

	Pacing warily around him, Teal settled himself down on the edge of the guard rail, holding his tail to stop it from falling in. The scene was strangely serene. He didn’t feel so scared anymore. ‘I’m sorry it’s been such a tough time,’ he said.

	‘S-sorry?’

	‘You must go through a lot this time of year. Bleeding periodically can’t be easy, and it’s not like you get any warning either. Students shed prematurely more than any other age group, just because of the stress. We’ve all heard stories about what some bucks will do behind closed doors, in order to get those things off in private. It’s brutal.’

	‘Yeah, yeah, I get it.’ Perplexed, the rowing captain reached up to itch self-consciously at his crown, a pale, thorny-tined forest of antlers. They were the pride of any red stag. ‘Thanks, I guess.’

	‘That’s okay. Everyone knows that springtime is tough on deer. But that’s not the only thing going on right now. It’s a tough time of year for a lot of species. Student debt’s got everybody down, and after the introductory term, work suddenly ramped up like crazy. Maybe next time, just think twice before trying to lay it on even harder.’

	Buck blinked. ‘Are jokes illegal now?’

	‘No, of course not.’ Teal paused a moment to run his pads down the length of his tail, stopping just before the yellow tip. ‘But knocking the antlers off of homeless strangers in alleyways?’ Buck’s eyes widened. ‘Yeah, that doesn’t sound too nice to me either. I think the uni might have a thing or two to say about it.’

	‘You wouldn’t dare.’ Certain though his words were, every muscle in the stag’s huge body had grown impossibly taut. A hind hoof the size of Teal’s head ground itself into the stones. Teal knew he had to play it cool. Ignoring every instinct blaring in his head, he stayed rooted to the spot, stroking his tail and tweaking his ears to the gentle tinkling of the fountain. If it escalated beyond conversation, he had already lost, and frankly, he valued his limbs too much for that.

	‘I won’t even be here next week,’ Teal said calmly. It wasn’t a bluff either. If he wasn’t so nervous, he might have smiled. ‘So who knows what I would and wouldn’t do? You all saw the camera flash go off.’

	The buck’s club of an arm reached up to rub the back of his head. His initial anger seemed to have dissipated. What was left was the fear, which almost frightened Teal more. He didn’t know where to turn to.

	Behind them, Buck’s teammates stared inquisitively over the steps of the Forum Bell’s stony staircase. The well-groomed otter was by far the most anxious of the bunch. The leftmost yellow strap of his rowing singlet was a mess of nylon spaghetti beneath his webbed fingers. Buck looked to him for an answer of some sort. Teal wasn’t sure exactly what he was expecting to find, but what he received was little more than a well-meaning shrug, along with a few mouthed words that Teal couldn’t quite make out. The rowing captain turned back to Teal. ‘Look, what do you want from me? M-money, is that it? Teal, we used to go to school together. You know it’s all just for show. I couldn’t even scrape enough together for the vending machines…’

	‘No, no, no.’ Shaking his head, Teal closed his eyes, trusting that when he opened them again, he wouldn’t find himself disembowelled in the gutter of the fountain. He was pleasantly unsurprised. ‘I just want you to try a little sympathy. That’s all. Life’s tough enough as it is. It doesn’t need anyone making it tougher. That includes beating up random homeless guys, by the way.’

	The buck’s top lip curled into a scowl. ‘Do you even know what “that homeless guy” was saying?’

	‘No…’

	‘Then why are you poking your snout in?’

	Teal glanced over at the otter. The rower’s head fell beneath the steps. ‘Because I can guess.’

	Buck’s expression was all the confirmation Teal needed. He knew that face. He’d seen it more than once before, though he prayed his father never would. It was the face of someone who had something to hide, something so enormous, it beggared belief that it could be hidden away at all, and yet something that, in a better world, might have been no more noteworthy than the length of one’s laces. There was enormous guilt over the secrecy, and fear over how long it might last, but underneath the emotional tumult, the rowing captain was smitten. ‘You can’t tell anyone,’ he said. It wasn’t a request.

	‘I won’t.’

	‘Not that anyone would believe you anyway. I mean, it’s just two guys messing around. Happens all the time. Nothing to be ashamed of, because it’s not… and I’m not even like that. Not that there’s anything wrong with it, but I’m not. Not ever. I mean, look at me.’ He thumped a clenched hoof against his singlet. The impact was like stone on stone.

	‘I see you,’ Teal said quietly. When their eyes met, the hoof slowly slid down, before falling to his side once more. ‘I’m sorry for whatever that pudú said to you, but I don’t think it was worth getting his nose busted in. Based on your reaction, I think you’d probably agree.’

	‘Look, I’m…’ Buck took a deep breath. Several times, he attempted to hook his blocky thumbs through the rowing singlet, to little avail. His hooves were simply too large. ‘I’m sorry. It’s been tough. Things always get a little red around shedding season.’

	‘Yeah, well I’ve been blue all my life, and that’s not exactly a walk in the park either, because it never stops.’ Buck seemed taken aback by the sudden outburst. ‘I’ve been stared at from across the street and followed home; I’ve had random strangers tell me I’m cursed, and offer to buy my pelt from my family when I’m dead. During Fresher’s Week, a load of foxes from the drinking society held me down and tried to shave me on the campus steps. You were right there with them.’

	Buck looked away.

	‘So I get it, it’s hard. I don’t know everything you’ve been through. You could’ve gone to hell and back, and nobody would even know.’ Buck just stared down at the stones. After a few seconds, he nodded. ‘But that doesn’t mean other folks haven’t been there too.’

	‘I’ll give you something,’ the red deer said. Teal held his breath. ‘I don’t know many scrawny dudes that’d talk to me the way you do and still keep their teeth. I guess it’s true what they say about foxes. You really can talk the talk.’

	‘History student,’ Teal smirked. ‘I’m not getting a decent job out of it anyway, so I guess it’s my consolation prize.’

	‘Huh?’

	‘It’s like an award for runners-up. To console them.’

	‘I wouldn’t know,’ he said, flexing his immaculate chest. ‘I’ve never been a runner-up.’

	‘I’ll bet. I guess not a lot of folks are stupid enough to try and start anything with you.’

	‘Not until today,’ he grunted. Teal’s paw froze in mid-stroke over his tail. ‘But I get it. I was a bonehead, and if I could take it back, I would. I didn’t mean it. Come see for yourself.’ He held out his bandaged hoof. A nasty swelling ran down the side, where the rich red of his coat bulged purple. ‘Even before my buttons came in, I knew how to throw a decent punch. You have to, when you’re a hoofer. Use the wrong form, and you won’t be punching anything again, and trust me, that wasn’t it. It was spur of the moment, I swear.’

	‘I believe you.’

	‘Then I’ve gotta ask something.’

	‘What?’

	But the buck retreated into silence. From the looks of it, gathering himself together to speak pained him more than his hoof ever had. ‘Please delete those pictures,’ he eventually asked him. ‘If OCU hears about what happened, Edgrave will too, which means I’ll never race again. Father and I are… not exactly on good terms right now. And if anyone finds out about me and Cal—’

	‘Cal?’

	‘The otter.’

	‘Ah.’ Teal nodded.

	‘If word gets out about that, my life’s over. I’d be better off dead.’ 

	‘Well your secret’s definitely safe with me.’ Relief streamed so intensely from the red deer’s nostrils, Teal could have sworn he saw steam rising from his cheeks. He watched the miniature implosion spread throughout Buck’s chest. ‘But I can’t delete those pictures.’

	‘Teal, I’m begging you…’

	‘No, I mean I literally can’t delete them. I… never took any. It was only the flashlight app glitching out.’

	Teal had never seen so many emotions play out at once. It started with confusion, a slight wrinkle of the nose, which hovered closer to happiness, raising each of the buck’s pale ears in turn as relief took over. It didn’t take long, however, for it to dissolve into irritation, a lump or two in the throat beneath his neck mane, before simmering down to anger, where it lingered for the longest time between two narrowed brown eyes before finally relenting, to Teal’s immense relief, into something resembling amusement.

	‘Damn you!’ Buck raced towards him at full pelt, moving faster than Teal ever thought possible for a deer of his size. Teal was so startled, he almost fell into the fountain. Short of being greeted by a flurry of fists, however, the buck instead leaned over to clap him firmly on the back. He was laughing. ‘You son of a bitch, you really had me bent over a barrel with that one! Fair game, fair game. Hey, you don’t wrestle, do you?’

	‘No…’ Teal wheezed, wincing for his poor ribs. Each smack on the back boomed as loud as thunder.

	‘Of course you don’t. Never wrestled a day in his life, and yet he knows how to pull off a better full nelson than half the club. That’s a real shame. It’d be fun to show you the ropes, knock you around for a few hours. Might even find out you liked it.’

	‘Weirder things have happened throughout the ages,’ Teal agreed. ‘But for now at least, I think I’ll stick to my history books. Less chance of a broken neck.’

	‘Suit yourself. When you change your mind, you know where to find me.’ The rowing captain took a step back to size him up, crossing his arms with a smirk that made Teal’s tail twitch. ‘Might take a little longer than the rest, but I reckon we could make a stag of you yet.’

	‘Thanks, I think. If I ever get tired of being a fox, I’ll get in touch.’ Teal offered Buck his paw, which he promptly crushed, even with his elasticated bandages on. Teal tried not to let it show through a cracked smile.

	At that moment, the clock tower sounded off behind them. They both covered their ears, laughing at how ridiculous they looked as they listened to it bellow the time across the courtyard. After the final bong rang out, Buck Hornby pummelled his back one last time, as a gesture of good faith. Then, he left to rejoin his team. They may have been happy to see their captain again, a wave of flat ears, perked whiskers and wagging tails, but no tail wagged so fiercely, nor whiskers stood so straight, as those of his most beloved teammate.

	Before leaving the fountain, Teal bathed his aching paw in the cool waters. He felt like he’d just been beaten to a pulp, and that was after getting on his good side. He shuddered to think of what might have happened otherwise. ‘Bucks,’ he muttered, nursing his naked digits under the spray. The handshake had taken both plasters clean off. ‘What is it with bucks?’

	‘Hey, you’re still alive!’ Finn remarked when he stumbled back to the Forum Bell, cradling his paw behind him. ‘I wasn’t expecting that.’

	‘You’re telling me.’

	Teal pressed his good paw to the revolving doors once more. Before walking through them, he turned back one last time. Back on the giant steps, the rowing captain’s team was dancing circles around him, firing questions and jokes even faster than he could counter them. He very much appeared to be swept up in it all, but when he noticed Teal staring back at him, he paused a moment to nod. Teal nodded back.

	And then the door swung forwards, and they were in.
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	The Forum Bell

	 

	‘I’m not going to ask what that was all about. I’m just glad you didn’t get your brains splattered all over that pretty fountain. Would’ve completely ruined it. The fountain, I mean,’ Finn said, in his usual offhanded fashion. Teal had long grown used to it. ‘It’s a lot easier to enjoy dipping sticks when you’ve still got teeth, and besides, it would’ve been a real shame after being gone for so long.’

	‘Gone?’

	‘Where are we going?’

	‘The Student Centre.’

	‘Ah, gotcha.’ Their footsteps echoed down the polished marble. ‘Well you haven’t exactly been seen around campus lately. Nobody knew what you were up to. Even the morons in Mews Hall were talking. There were rumours you were thinking about dropping out. Speaking of which…’

	Teal’s eyes widened. He fumbled for a reply, but as usual, in the presence of Finn, the trusty wiles he usually relied upon may as well have been eels slipping through his fingers. One look into his eyes, and it was as though the contents of his mind had been laid bare. They were very pretty eyes, mind, Teal found himself noting, very much against his better judgement.

	‘Hey, if you think it’s the right choice, don’t let anyone stop you!’ Teal didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t the response he’d been expecting. ‘Just don’t hole yourself up like you usually do. You’ve got friends for a reason. You listen to us blabber on about our stupid problems all the time. You know you can talk back, right?’ Teal tossed him a perfunctory shrug, but it wasn’t until Finn got the nod he was looking for that he agreed to drop the subject. Sometimes, Finn knew him too well.

	Together, they strode through the Forum Bell, gazing up at all the carved figures lining the walls of the magnificent glass dome. A pantheon of Opus City University’s greatest alumni stared back through sharp oaken eyes. Teal was embarrassed not to recognise them all, though of course as a history student, he’d never have admitted it upon pain of death. There were prime ministers older than Parliament, authors more widely read than the Holy Scriptures of the Flock, and war correspondents with pawprints bloodier even than those of the servicemen they were covering. Everybody that was anybody turned up in ‘The Bell’ sooner or later. Some of his favourite authors were up there, though poor G.R.R. Gruffly had been crammed in behind a lighting fixture, and little more could be seen of him beyond a stripe of plump torso, and his now-infamous overflowing ink pen. He wondered if the bear’s scathing critique of the university’s ‘fox club mentality’ had anything to do with it. The Hornby family had their own section by the gym, posing in expensive suits that Teal was convinced had been deliberately constructed a size too small. ‘Cantaloupe smugglers,’ Finn once called them, after a particularly gruelling rowing machine session with the buck himself. Teal found it hard to argue.

	On occasion, he wondered how he might look up there, carved from fine oak and polished to a mirror sheen. None of the other numerous fox carvings were red, but even so, he grew uneasy at the thought of his not being blue. Luckily, it wasn’t likely to be something he’d ever have to worry about.

	Finn received several throat clearings for his unorthodox choice of headwear, which only guaranteed that they’d be seeing a whole lot more of it in the future. Teal was just glad that for once, he wasn’t the one being gawked at. Aside from the professors, and a few weary weekend stragglers buzzing about the library, the Bell was empty. Teal appreciated the quiet. One of the stragglers was being escorted from the premises as they walked by, wrapped up tight like they were expecting a nuclear winter. ‘For the last time, it’s students only,’ he caught the librarian telling the stranger. Teal could only imagine what the punishment for attempted literacy was.

	‘This place isn’t what I thought it’d be,’ he reflected to himself.

	‘For better, or worse?’ Finn asked.

	‘Both, probably. If it isn’t neither. Even when I was a kit, I knew I’d come here one day. OCU was going to be everything that school wasn’t. Smaller class sizes, a decent budget, and the only animals teaching you are the ones that actually want you to learn something. As far as that’s concerned, it still is. But ever since I got here, something’s not been right, and it’s niggling away at me like a toothache. It’s not because I’m dumb. At least, I hope not.’

	‘Don’t be stupid,’ Finn told him at once, without a lick of irony. ‘History’s always been your thing. You aced every test since primary school. Which countries were part of the Trifold Agreement during the First World Schism?’

	Teal answered without thinking. ‘Grand Britannia, Larenne and Volkovia.’

	‘Right. And who ruled over Grand Britannia during the Boyd period?’

	‘Eccles the Ninth, Domon the First, Billy the Tenth, Billy the Eleventh, Billy the Twelfth, Margaret the Bloodied and her tragically short-lived haemophiliac son Pip.’

	‘And lastly, when did the Great Homogenisation take place?’

	‘Six million years ago, although some historians argue that it’s still happening to this day. Various feral wilding species evolved into erudites like us by developing similar traits all around the same time, namely larger brains, more dextrous digits, and bipedal movement.’ Teal paused a moment to catch his breath. 

	 ‘See,’ Finn said. ‘Whatever it is, it’s got nothing to do with you being dumb. You told me just yesterday that you were already starting next term’s reading, so what’s really going on?’

	I thought if I finally made it here, the staring would stop, Teal thought to himself. That there wouldn’t be any more whispering behind my back. This would be the one place on Terra Fauna where it didn’t matter what I looked like. It had to be. If not university, then where?

	‘I dunno,’ Teal replied. ‘It just feels different.’

	‘Different, huh?’ Finn didn’t sound so convinced.

	‘I guess it doesn’t help that they’re throwing so much at us in our first year. You know I’m no stranger to a slow burner, but some of the stuff on the additional reading list makes my eyes want to roll back into my skull. After a while, it’s just… words.’

	‘History’s felt like that for me since secondary.’

	‘Yeah, but it would.’

	‘Hey!’

	Teal smirked. ‘But yeah, it’s not been great. And the idea of getting into so much debt for this? I broke down the tuition fees to figure out how much each lecture was costing us. I wouldn’t recommend it.’ He patted his pockets to make sure the withdrawal letter was still buried somewhere within. It was of little comfort to know that it was. ‘Maybe this just isn’t for me.’

	‘Maybe? So you still don’t know?’

	‘I’m pretty sure I do. But I’m all ears, if you’ve got anything that might change my mind.’

	‘Well Doctor Singer’s coming back for the Approaches to History module.’

	‘Doctor Singer? Damn it, where’s that withdrawal letter?’ Teal groped around in his pocket.

	‘No, no, you can’t!’ Finn laughed. He jumped for the letter as Teal held it higher and higher in the air, until it was glowing white under the Forum Bell’s bright light. ‘You can’t leave me with her.’

	‘Just you watch me!’

	Tutors sporting spotless tweed marched stiffly around the pair as the two cavorted. For a few moments, they were blissfully oblivious to the rest of the world.

	‘Ahem!’ And then they weren’t.

	‘Sorry, Professor Withertree.’

	‘Mr Arke, really? Frankly, I’d expect a tod of your standing to strive to be better representation.’

	After a protracted apology, they escaped through a set of double doors. Teal’s cheeks were on fire. Finn kept looking back, grinning from ear to ear with his wolf head hat under his arm like they were kits again. But they barely turned the corner before the smiles were promptly wiped off their faces. At long last, they had arrived at the Student Centre.

	‘Long time no T,’ Manny yawned from the front desk. As usual, she was decked out in her three-banded shades, reclined into a three-quarter ball on the office chair. The gradual lengthening of the days suited the armadillo not at all. ‘How’s it rolling? The counsellor wants to know if you’re going to be able to make any of your sessions this month. No judgement – I just need a yea or nay for the computer.’

	‘Nay,’ Teal admitted, after some thought.

	‘Ta,’ came the reply, shortly followed by a procession of taps from her impressive front claws. Teal was watching her type, sipping lethargically on an ant shake, when reality suddenly struck him. This could be the last time he ever walked through those doors. It could be the last time he ever saw Manny, the last time she ever sighed when he told her he’d have to reschedule yet again. The mail slot was right there, between the pencil holders and the stack of free ISTD testing applications. In less time than it took to bunch up another worthless essay draft between his paws, his degree at Opus City University could be over. Everything he’d worked for, gone, just like that. His mouth was suddenly feeling very dry.

	‘I’m sorry,’ he said, turning back to Finn. He had to say something.

	‘Nothing to apologise for,’ Finn shot back. He laughed again, but this time, Teal could hear the apprehension underneath. ‘If university was for everyone, they wouldn’t make you choose now, would they? It’s you I’m worried about. Gramps still has a vacancy over by Drumlin Street, if you’re interested in getting into finance.’

	Teal grimaced. ‘Thanks, but I think I’d rather be shot.’

	‘Talk to my uncle, and we can get that arranged too.’ Finn grinned. ‘But seriously, just do one thing first. For me.’

	‘What’s that?’

	Finn reached out to liberate Teal’s paw from his pocket. It was clenching the crumpled letter so tightly, his knuckles had gone a paler shade of blue. ‘Wait until you get back first. You get stuck in your own head sometimes. Just make sure this is what you really want. Heck, if you still think it’s the right thing to do, I’ll come back with you, and we can paper aeroplane that thing right into the slot from the entrance. After our coffee date, of course.’

	‘Our coffee what?’

	Too late, Finn realised his mistake. His long ears shot up before he could tug them down again. It was one of those rare occasions in which, red-faced, wide-eyed and utterly quipless, he was beyond recovery. But that didn’t stop him from trying to pretend it never happened.

	‘Are you deaf?’ he mocked, nudging at Teal’s shoulder. ‘I was talking about when we next get coffee together. After winning that raffle, you’re definitely buying. It’s only fair. A full-fledged holiday for the price of a cappuccino? Now that’s a bargain if I ever saw one!’

	‘But you said… you said a coffee date. We’re just going out for coffee, right? This is just a day out.’

	Finn’s sandy ears flopped down over his eyes. Illuminated from above, the intricate latticework of tiny pink veins was on full display. It looked uncannily like they were blushing. ‘If that’s what you want it to be,’ he said. ‘We don’t even have to get coffee, not really. Only if you want to.’

	The corridor grew silent as the two lifelong friends stood side by side, looking every which way but at each other. Slowly but surely, Teal felt something blossom in his chest. At first, he thought it was just anxiety as usual, but as it grew and grew, he realised what he had to do. Was he crazy? Almost certainly. But maybe everybody needed to be a little crazy sometimes. There was only one way to know for sure.

	‘Yes.’

	Finn’s ears pricked up. ‘What?’

	‘Yes.’

	Finn laughed. He looked so happy, relieved and confused, all at the same time. ‘But is that yes to having coffee, or yes to it being a date?’

	Teal smiled. He reached out to hold Finn’s paw in his own.

	‘Yes.’
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	Overtime

	 

	‘Coffee?’

	‘Huh?’ Teal barely heard him. He was deep in thought, resting his chin on one paw.

	Mr Jeffries gestured to the pot. He wouldn’t be caught dead drinking the stuff from his own machines. ‘In the mood for coffee?’

	Teal smiled wistfully. ‘You have no idea.’

	Mr Jeffries filled one of the disposable cups and handed it over. ‘Thanks.’ Teal broke three sachets of crystal honey into the centre. A few sharp whisks were enough to create a whirlpool that continued long after he took the stirrer out. On an evening like this, the sight was hypnotic.

	‘No, thank you for coming back here just to help me shut up shop. Well, your body returned anyway. Your mind, I feel, is wandering on very different shores. What are you dreaming about then, Mr Arke? Pretty vixens? Big mansions? Endless riches?’

	Breathing in the steam, Teal chanced to take a sip. The temperature was perfect. ‘Just coffee,’ he said.

	Mr Jeffries laughed. ‘Just coffee, eh?’

	The flying fox filled his own mug straight from the pot. He downed it in one like a shot, smacking his lips together. Between his claws, the empty mug was still steaming. ‘It’s been a while since my dreams were so simple. When I first came to this country, maybe. But then you get married, and things get complicated. If I talked about half of the things that flap around my head in the night, I’m quite sure they’d lock me up and throw away the key.’

	Teal wondered how many of his employees at O-Bun Sesame would have been surprised at that outcome, let alone how many would have minded, but he kept the thought to himself. Mr Jeffries hadn’t broken a thing since the sauce incident, and that was on top of giving Teal his time off. This was one of the good days.

	‘I’m sure everyone’s like that, Mr Jeffries,’ Teal lied. He took another sip of coffee, but this time, he drank too much too quickly. Hissing through his fangs, he stuck out his poor singed tongue, silently cursing his supervisor’s asbestos mouth. One day, he’d figure out how the flying fox did it.

	‘Maybe,’ Mr Jeffries said, rubbing at the back of his head, where his browning fur was starting to thin. ‘Are you sure you can’t stay longer? It’s nice to have someone to share the pot with, and in places like this, friends are hard to come by.’

	‘Definitely.’ Teal sniffed. Friends? As much as it pained him, he had to stand firm on the issue. If he offered Mr Jeffries as much as an extra minute, you could be sure he’d find a way to take the hour.

	Mr Jeffries shook the pot enticingly, scattering a wave of bitter black droplets from the rim. ‘Not even for another cup?’ he asked.

	Teal pushed his disposable plastic cup to the side. ‘I’m sorry. Any other day, but not today.’

	‘I understand.’ Resigned, Mr Jeffries replaced the pot back on the table. ‘Sometimes, I feel like I ask too much. I see how hard you all work, just to keep this silly little dream alive for another day. This city is like an ocean, and I was fool enough to set off in a leaky rowboat. It’s not easy, living upside-down. The strongest wings in the world can’t scoop out water forever. Every day, it fills up just a little more.’

	He sighed. ‘My apologies. I shouldn’t talk like that. There’s nothing wrong with the water; my son loves it. We went fishing only last month to try out his new fishing rod.’ His face brightened up suddenly. ‘Do you know what he wishes to be when he grows up?’

	‘What?’

	‘A fish.’

	Teal smiled.

	‘A real-life, scaly, flippy-floppy fish. I asked him why, and do you know what he said? He said it’s because nobody’s better at catching fish than other fish. He’s not wrong. He doesn’t much care for flying practise. Not too keen on learning about where Papa came from either, but living at the bottom of the ocean? You’d think he was a fish to water. He wanted to know when he gets his gills. I told him maybe after his wings come in. That ought to get him doing his exercises, haha!’

	Mr Jeffries must have swiped through half a hundred pictures on his phone before he turned the screen around. In the photograph, he was perched on a willow branch on the edge of an icy bank, holding his wing around the most incredulous flying fox pup Teal had ever seen. The pup was holding up a mottled pike almost half his size, gawping at the camera with two enormous eyes. ‘That’s Adika.’

	Teal craned his neck to see them the right way up. ‘He looks just like you,’ he noted.

	Mr Jeffries laughed. ‘He wouldn’t be very happy to hear you say that. But maybe it’s better than looking like a fish. At least a little. I won’t pretend I’d care any less for him if he looked like a creature from the deep, or even foul Rangda herself. My pups are the best part of me. I’d do anything for them. Next week, I’m helping my eldest with her aviation assessment. It’s a very expensive test, but you’ve never seen a more natural flyer. I hope they let her keep them. If she hadn’t been born here, she wouldn’t even get the test…’

	Teal’s phone alarm buzzed in his pocket. He jumped to his hind paws at once. ‘Sorry Mr Jeffries,’ he said, inhaling one final quick sip of his coffee. ‘I completely lost track of time.’

	‘Really? But there are still a few things that need doing. Like… the windows haven’t been sprayed down.’

	‘First thing I did when I got back,’ Teal said. The sink eagerly glugged down the last dregs from his cup. ‘But it was nice talking to you. Everything should be fine for when O-Bun Sesame opens again.’

	‘Please stay.’

	Teal swung his coat over his shoulders before he could change his mind. He forced himself to look away, but it did nothing to stop the lingering taste of coffee from souring on his tongue. ‘Thank you for the time off, sir, and best of luck with the festival next week. Good night.’

	In the reflection of the window, he watched his supervisor crumple backwards into his chair, his leathery wings folding in on themselves like poles on a collapsing tent. ‘Night.’

	One by one, Teal flicked the lights off, save for that of the kitchen. There was a ceramic clink behind him as Mr Jeffries reached for the coffee pot. He gulped down his third cup before Teal could close the door.
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	A Quiet Stroll

	 

	‘He’ll be fine. Melanie’s right, I shouldn’t let him push me around like that. If I worked anywhere else, this wouldn’t even be an issue.’

	Underneath the scarf, his whiskers were beginning to tickle. He was wearing it over his muzzle, but that still didn’t stop every word from misting out in front of him. He paused a moment to scratch at them, and unkink the ones closer to the back. It was so bitterly cold. The sooner he got to the station, the better. ‘But who else has Mr Jeffries got? Maybe if I—'

	The pile of rubbish came from absolutely nowhere. One moment, Teal was walking along quite happily, and the next, his shoes were skating up and down the pavement. By some miracle, and a little help from his ever-trustworthy tail, he managed to stay upright. He didn’t have long to celebrate, however, before the bags came to life before his very eyes. He almost had a heart attack.

	‘Spare some change?’

	It was an old, ragged-looking crow. As camouflaged as he was, even the black bin bags couldn’t conceal the mess of his atrophied wings beneath him. When he went to raise one, it haemorrhaged feathers all over the ground. The smell was unbelievable.

	‘I’m sorry.’ Teal wasn’t lying, but all the same, he kept his distance warily. You couldn’t be too careful in Opus City. ‘I don’t have any money on me.’ True to his word, he turned his pockets out.

	The crow raised his beak skyward for a mournful caw. Teal felt a stab of regret. If he hadn’t already bought his train ticket, or the expensive bouquet for that matter, he might have been able to get him a sandwich. Lowering his cracked beak back down, they both exchanged a look. Something seemed to change in the crow’s dark eyes. His slick, oily refuge rustled around him. ‘You had enough to do that,’ he said quietly.

	‘Do what?’

	‘Paint yourself like one of them queers on parade!’ he shrieked. ‘Dyed and trimmed and all prissed up like a back-alley fag. A back-alley fag! A back-alley fag!’

	Teal marched off down the street, the crow’s enraged caws echoing hotly in his ears. Serves me right for straying so close to South Cawfeld. This is what you get for wandering around Opus City at night. When he finally came to the illuminated Greater Prospects Station sign, he pushed past it with relief before continuing down the staircase, skipping three steps at a time.
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	Greater Prospects Station

	 

	In the cold silence, he waited for his train. He couldn’t risk having his earphones on, so his foot tapped along to a song in his head as he watched the carriages pull away from the opposite platform. When they were gone, he looked up at the board. The next train home wasn’t scheduled to arrive until six.

	His eyes flitted to the clock in the corner. It was 5:22. He stared at it intently. After what felt like an age, it finally ticked over. 5:23. One down, thirty-seven to go. He sighed.

	Even on a Sunday, it was rarely this quiet. Aside from a trio of yawning pipistrelles in pinstripe suits, he was alone. By the way the bats clung to their briefcases, not to mention each other, they looked like they were still very much getting ready to start the day. Without any other distractions, Teal began to feel guilt creeping up his back.

	Mr Jeffries may have been a terrible boss, but he wasn’t a bad bat. He had a family to look after, and like he said himself, times were tough. If Teal were in his position, he’d certainly never ask for the kind of help that Mr Jeffries was getting. But he’d never forget it either. At a restaurant, there was always something that needed doing, and there had never been a shortage of things to fix, clean or replace at O-Bun Sesame.

	It was a lot warmer too. 

	Teal rubbed his bare paws together and sighed. At least they couldn’t get any bluer. ‘Am I just a moron?’ he said to no one in particular. As if to answer the question, his scarf slid from his nose, pooling onto the ground below. Grumbling away to himself, he bent over to pick it up.

	After a few good brushes, he slung it back around his neck. That was strange. For some reason, it felt like there were eyes on him. He slowly straightened up.

	There was someone staring at him from the adjacent platform. Teal leaned in for a closer look. It was tough to make out much of anything amid the dim white station lights, but the longer he stared, the more certain he grew. The figure was short, wearing rounded shoes behoving only of a hooved animal, but it was the large blocky silhouette on their back that gave it away. It looked just like the homeless pudú that Teal had met the other day.

	‘Hey!’ Teal shouted, raising a paw in greeting. ‘Nook, is that—?'

	A train thundered past, forcing him to shield his eyes from the sudden blinding lights. Blasts of icy wind shot through him. He stumbled back, his scarf and coat billowing around him, but it just kept going, one empty carriage after another screaming out of the darkness.

	Just when it seemed like it was never going to end, the final carriage disappeared through the tunnel, and the station was plunged into silence once more. Teal was left clinging onto his coat, gasping for breath. The stranger was nowhere to be seen.

	His heart pounding, he retreated to one of the benches on the back wall. His fur was standing on end, from his quivering ear tufts all the way down to his toes. It took a significant amount of coercing to smooth it all back down. When he was finally done, he leaned back against the wall and shuddered. Some days went by so quickly. Why did others have to last forever?

	He cracked an eye open to check the departure board above. The clock was at 5:24. A whole minute more than last time.

	‘Forget this,’ he muttered, as the pipistrelles’ train arrived three minutes late. He slipped his scarf over his nose, pushed himself off the bench and made for the exit. ‘I think I’ll take that cup of coffee now, Mr Jeffries.’

	Shoving his paws in his pockets, Teal flicked on some Mr Miso. It was a long trek back to Clearwater Shopping Centre, and he wouldn’t be doing it alone.
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	Under Cover of Darkness

	 

	‘Mr Jeffries? Mr Jeffries?’

	The back door appeared to be stuck, but that was nothing new. With a little jiggling, it cracked right open. As per the standard, the top bolt had been lazily latched. There were some things for which Mr Jeffries could always be relied upon.

	Teal stole his head around the door. All the lights were off. Mr Jeffries must have been around here somewhere. Even he never forgot to lock up. But then why was it so dark, and why wasn’t his quilted jacket waiting for him on the coat hooks? Where were his wing shields?

	Teal had a creeping suspicion that he wasn’t alone. Sure enough, when he unclipped one of his earphones, there was an ominous shuffling emanating from within. His ears twitched to and fro, but try as he might, he could make out little else. What he would have given to have a flying fox’s ears right about now.

	Closing the door behind him, Teal crept forwards. The lingering smell of cleaning fluids was still heavy in the air, amid hints of birch beer. ‘Mr Jeffries?’ This time, he kept his voice low. Something didn’t feel right.

	The phone gods must have been smiling upon him that day, because when he went to turn on the torch app, it worked almost immediately. Teal considered it a good omen. At least if I’m going to be bludgeoned to death, I’ll get a good look at my assailants first. Keeping the pale light close to the ground, he followed the noise all the way to the kitchen, where he saw that the front counter was still lit up. What a relief. He turned the torch off again, but no sooner had his thumb pad brushed the cracked screen than he heard a familiar sound, the unmistakeable jaunty jangle that always peppered his weekend shifts. It was the sound of a till being opened.

	He dropped to the floor at once, soaking his sleeves on gleaming wet tiles that he’d mopped less than an hour ago. There was no time to panic. O-Bun Sesame was being robbed! What should he do? What on Terra Fauna does a fox do? If he tried to stop them, the robbers would have hundreds of knives populating the kitchen counter at their disposal. Hell, they might even have brought their own, along with guns, crowbars, and who even knows what else? Is that really what he wanted his life to come down to, at the tender age of eighteen? A fight to the death in a floundering burger joint?

	The likelihood of Teal receiving a bonus for risking his hide was about the same as him growing a set of wings and floating away, but at the same time, he couldn’t just get up and leave. Not in good conscience, anyway. If, like Mr Jeffries said, O-Bun Sesame was a leaky rowboat, this would be the final harpoon to bring it down. They’d never be able to take the hit.

	Listening out for more noises, he was startled to hear someone speak. ‘Is that it?’

	The thin voice wafted in from the front counter. Save for a slight slur, there was nothing remarkable about it. It was neither exceptionally gravelly nor especially smooth, but that didn’t stop it from setting the fur at the back of Teal’s neck on end. He knew that voice. He heard it at least twice a week. But it couldn’t possibly be, could it? He had to know for certain. Holding his breath, and silently cursing his interminable curiosity, he flattened his ears and slowly, inch by inch, he raised his head.

	Outfitted in his heavy winter jacket and wool-lined wing shields, the figure stood hunched over the tills as plain as day, rummaging through the drawers like he owned the place. ‘But… it’s his restaurant,’ Teal whispered to himself. He was so confused. He watched the flying fox count out the takings stack by stack, cursing in his native tongue for every banknote he dropped and had to stoop over for. When he was finished, he shoved several wads in his pockets, padding out his already plump quilted jacket into a veritable mattress. Then, he went methodically through the receipts, scoring through some with a purple marker pen, and tearing others to shreds as fine as snowfall.

	‘Unless…’ Teal ducked back down, covering his horror limply with a paw. ‘He’s stealing from himself!’

	At first, he refused to believe it, but the more he thought on it, the more sense it made. O-Bun Sesame never seemed to make enough money, even on the days when they were as busy as any of the major chains. Everybody always put it down to poor management. In a way, they weren’t wrong.

	Teal crouched with his back to the counter for what felt like a lifetime. Ignoring the complaints of his legs, he listened to the front tills sing and rasping banknotes whisper under cover of darkness, telling himself that it was only the heady stench of floor cleaner turning his stomach. It didn’t feel real. Why did the truth feel so much less real than everything that came before? He had half a mind to whip out his phone camera and catch it all on video, but after what happened last time, he wasn’t taking any chances. More than anything else, he just wanted to wake up. No dream had ever been so devastating, nor so mundane as this. 

	His mind was racing back to all the times he’d stayed behind to help. Everybody had done so much for Mr Jeffries, for the restaurant, despite knowing full well that they’d be better off literally anywhere else. Underneath all the gripes and petty antagonism, Dinah, Nidah, Jules, and yes, even Melanie genuinely cared for his dream, and wanted to help him make it a reality. 

	If it had been anybody else, Teal knew the rage would have already starting building. But not Mr Jeffries. Less than an hour ago, they’d been sharing coffee and pouring over pictures of his son. The son that he’d do anything for…

	Teal backed away from the counter. He had to get out of here. Without even daring to breath, he flattened himself against the floor and crawled forwards on his elbows and knees, barely registering the feel of the slick, icy tiles underneath. He was numb, utterly numb. He just wanted to be anywhere else.

	Slowly but surely, he wove his way through a familiar maze of spotless racks and deep-fat fryers, resisting the urge to stop and turn at every till chime and muttered word he heard. More than once, the restaurant grew deathly quiet, and he had to fight the urge to run there and then. He was trying to sneak away from a flying fox. A flying fox. It would have been less brazen to challenge his boss to a swooping contest.

	When he finally made it to the double doors at the end, he dared to look back, just once. Mr Jeffries was slouched up against his O-Bun Sesame sign, staring out at the empty shopping centre with a half-crumpled can for company. Now that the lights were out, Teal could see that there was no tubing behind the faux-neon lettering after all. It was only plastic. He’d never noticed it before. Letting out a shaky sigh, he turned back around. He was so close—

	His tail caught on the mop bucket. He hadn’t seen it. 

	Wordless, he watched as the mop juddered back and forth, so slowly, it was almost comical. Time seemed at a standstill, and yet when the handle slipped out of the groove, the fall was swift enough. He couldn’t bear to watch. Holding a paw over his eyes, he braced himself for the worst.

	But the clang never came. He lowered his paw to find the mop handle resting on the very tip of his tail, half an inch over the tiles. He almost wished Melanie had been there, just to see the look on her face. I’d like to see a nubber try that, he thought grimly to himself.

	Teal replaced the handle as quickly as he dared. Once he was out of the kitchen, it was only a few swift paces to the backroom, where he rose to his hind paws, slipped out through the exit and closed the door behind him as if he’d never been there. He only wished that he hadn’t.
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	Dreamer’s Eyrie

	 

	Teal’s clothes stank of cleaning fluid. His teeth were chattering, he could barely feel his tail, and by the time he made it to his street sign, he was all but ready to keel over.

	‘Dreamer’s Eyrie,’ he read aloud, his words muffled by the scarf. He had half a mind to drop to his knees and shower it with kisses, but ultimately, common sense and hygiene prevailed. He settled on melting a paw print into the thin layer of frost at the top. ‘You’re almost there, T. Almost there…’

	Before the flats came into view, he could hear shouting coming from across the road. He sighed. He didn’t want trouble. Luckily, it was only Mama Poss contending with one of her sprightly brood. He’d never been so relieved to see her.

	Armoured as always in her spotless ‘Didelphine Dining’ apron, the marsupial matriarch was waiting outside her home with a plump paw to her hip, her tail lashing by her side. The other paw was holding onto her daughter, whose own tail was wrapped tightly around a nearby lamp post. Every time Mama Poss tried to move her, she hissed and held firm. A green party hat sat skewed atop her head. 

	From the living room window of the Poss residence, her siblings, similarly adorned with various coloured party hats, held their tiny pointed noses up to the windowsill, curiously watching the commotion outside.

	‘Don’t you bare your teeth at me, young lady! It’s your own fault you got stuck to the ruddy pole. Rowan should be here any minute now with the washing up bowl. I only hope we can get that tail unstuck before the last of your candles go out. Otherwise, you’ll be waiting a whole ‘nother year to make that wish…’

	They both froze as Teal lumbered by. Once they saw who it was, however, they soon loosened up again. Mama Poss let go of her daughter to raise a paw in greeting. Her daughter responded by immediately wrapping both of her arms around the lamp post, and sticking out her tongue. Her impressive collection of birthday badges clacked a small symphony against the metal post.

	‘Bah, you ruin your party however you want!’ Mama Poss sighed, turning to Teal. ‘Tough day, hon?’

	He stopped a moment to draw the scarf down. ‘You have no idea.’
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	Home at Last

	 

	The water was scalding on his back, which meant that it was just right. He could barely see a thing through all the steam, but then, he didn’t need to. He just tilted his head back, closed his eyes, and felt the water cascade down his muzzle. Were it not for a few minor inconveniences, like the water bill, or the pressing need to breathe, he could have stayed there for hours.

	The way it pelted through his whiskers, thrumming against his skin and thundering relentlessly upon his ears, it was like he was in another world. All his insecurities and nagging doubts disappeared beneath the deluge, like his body was being baptised by holy water. There were no thoughts. Only warmth, and a serene feeling of peace. He had no senses. They were all drowned out. There was only a dull impression of sound, a dull impression of light from the blurry pink kaleidoscopes that his eyelids had become. There was almost nothing left, and even that was fading away, receding slowly, receding slowly…

	And then he had to breathe.

	He doubled over, gasping for air with both paws pressed to the cold bathroom tiles. His fur clung to his body, matted and heavy. Gradually, his heart stopped pounding. Water dribbled down his cheeks.

	He took a deep breath, held it for a few moments, and then slowly released it.

	‘What a day…’

	Words couldn’t begin to describe it. There were so many things to think about, Teal didn’t know where to start. So instead, he turned up the heat and ducked back underneath the water.

	It had been a long day. He was going to need an even longer shower.
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	Reflections Under the Showerhead

	 

	Teal didn’t want to be ungrateful. It was an amazing prize, and he was happy to be going away. Truly, he was. It was just so hard to believe that it was really happening to him. He’d never won so much as a scratch card before. At any other time in his life, he was positive that he wouldn’t be able to think about anything else in the world.

	But not now.

	After all these years, Finn finally asked him out. And Teal had said yes. He actually said yes. Well, technically, that was only after Finn tried to retract the question, but the point was that they were both dumb enough to have agreed upon a date. And that was amazing. Teal had never dared to dream that something like this could happen to him. Finn hadn’t treated him differently to any other fox since the day they met. Teal didn’t have to hide around him. He could just be himself, and vice versa.

	And he couldn’t lose that.

	He couldn’t drag Finn into his world when it was falling apart around him. He deserved better than that. In another life, maybe. Another time…

	Teal sat with his back to the wall, listening to the soft pitter-patter of running water as he breathed in the steam. Any hint of kitchen grease and chemical cleaner had been thoroughly scrubbed away, replaced with the tang of bergamot and fresh sea salt. It was the cheapest long-haired scrub as Thrifts. The imitation was so good, even his nose couldn’t tell the difference. He played with the fur on his forearm, watching it part ways beneath his dripping fingers. ‘Why so blue?’ he mumbled to himself. ‘Dyed and trimmed and all prissed up…’

	The water ran down, clear, clean and scalding, to join a long stream down the gurgling plughole at the end. Watching the stream intently, he ran a paw along his arm, from top to bottom. It was still clear. He did it again, and then once more, his eyes never leaving the stream. But it still ran clear.

	So he kept at it, rubbing faster and faster until veins of water were streaking down the shower curtain. Any second now, he’d see a splash of colour, and then the entire stream would be running blue like a leaking fountain pen. He just wasn’t trying hard enough.

	Before long, his arm started to burn. But still he persisted, willing himself to see the faintest tint to the water. A speck. An atom. A hint of an atom. Anything to show that there was something else underneath all the blue.

	There was a growing urge to unsheathe his claws, and scratch the facade away. Maybe that was the final step. He could feel them waiting beneath the skin, restless, itching to come out. Small tufts of fur began to wash downstream. He knew the red fur was under there somewhere. The real fur—

	He yelped.

	His claws shot back in at once.

	Panting heavily, Teal let his paw splash down onto the non-slip mat below. After a moment of hesitation, he raised the other to face the judgement of the shower head. His heart was beating in his throat. The long, coarse guard hairs were the first to part, then the second, softer layer of his undercoat. After that, there was nothing but bare skin. It wasn’t until he came closer that he could make out the tiniest nick underneath. He prodded at it with a finger. The shower water trickled down his arm, tinging the stream a smoky red before it disappeared down the drain.

	‘Grow up,’ he sighed. This shower had gone on for long enough. He flicked the water off, and reached over the rail to grab a towel.
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	Drying Off

	 

	His face always took the longest. Teal couldn’t wait for the summer, when his fur would be shorter and more manageable. Until then, there were a lot more visits to the barber in store. Resisting the urge to shake, he cracked the window open, swaddled himself in towels and got to work. 

	To his relief, the bathroom mirror was all fogged up. He couldn’t stand the way he looked when he was wet. His tail shrunk, his cheeks vanished, and the rest of his body may as well have joined them. There was a reason shampoo adverts favoured otters, as well as the other animals that came home with swimming medals every four years. It was because they didn’t look like anaemic chickens when they came out. He just had to get dry as fast as possible.

	For the sake of it, he unhooked the blower from the wall and pointed the large grated nozzle to his face. At the count of three, he flicked the switch on.

	Nothing. Not even a sputter.

	With a sigh, he flicked it off again. The blower hadn’t been working for months. He could only dream of the bathrooms at his friends’ houses, let alone the ones in hotels, which came equipped with body-length blowers that you could pull straight out of the wall to blast yourself dry with. That was one thing to look forward to in Sakurai.

	For now, he needed a pile of towels and endless patience. At least he had the towels.

	The cuts on his fingers were doing much better. A few more days, and he wouldn’t need plasters anymore. His cheeks were starting to come back too. He gazed at his blurry blob of a reflection, and ran a paw through all the fluff. It may have flicked droplets everywhere, but it also bounced back promptly enough. It was a start.

	Laughter drifted in through the open window. Mama Poss was bidding farewell to her guests outside. It seemed the birthday party was at an end. Wait, the birthday party…?

	His paw met his forehead with a wet slap. ‘Happy Birthday, Mum.’

	In all the furore, he’d almost forgotten. ‘I, uh… hope you liked the flowers. Sorry, it’s been a hell of a day. I love you loads, and I hope wherever you are, you don’t miss us nearly as much as we miss you.’ He didn’t think it was possible, but he thought it was worth saying anyway.

	He couldn’t help but wonder what she’d make of the fox he’d grown up to be. Lanky, blue and gay in equal measure. Would she be proud? He rubbed the last dregs of shower water from his eyes. He hoped so. But ultimately, that was all it could ever be. Hope.

	There was a slight tickling sensation at the end of his nose. He wrinkled it up, but the feeling persisted, so he stopped rubbing his eyes and cracked one open. To his surprise, a moth was perched atop it. He almost went cross-eyed trying to get it in focus. Was it the same one from earlier?

	Either way, it seemed content simply to perch there, waving its antennae back at the big blue giant it had chosen as its resting spot. He couldn’t help but smile. Maybe it wasn’t the end of the world after all. Unsheathing the claw of his little finger, he stroked carefully down its brown back. It seemed to like that.

	He couldn’t imagine saying goodbye to this place. Who was going to fish the poor moth out of the plant pot every evening? How was his father going to cope on his own? Even if the answer was that they’d probably be just fine, that hardly made it any easier. He didn’t want Emmett to think he was abandoning him. ‘I’m not gone yet,’ he told himself. In the bathroom, the tiled walls bounced his own words back at him. ‘Not really. Even when I’m in Takai, I’m not gone…’

	His eyes widened. With the moth still settled on his nose, he leaned into the foggy mirror to draw in the condensation. One crude letter dripped down after another, until two words stood before him, showing his reflection clearly. His two-word pledge, and his promise to return.

	Not Gone…

	
[image: Act Three]
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	First Thing in the Morning

	 

	‘Rise and shine, sleepyhead! It’s a beautiful day outside.’

	Teal’s head poked up from his pillow. ‘Wait, really?’ His father laughed.

	‘Nope.’
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	Last Meal in the Fox Den

	 

	Rain pelted down the windowpane. Everything outside the kitchen was dark and grey, and all around, there was a slow, steady rumbling, like a kettle coming to the boil. 

	‘So, what’s the plan?’

	Teal poured himself a bowl of Frosted Sprat Flakes, rubbing his eyes under the bright tungsten lights. ‘Well the plane leaves at ten―’

	‘Are you sure about that?’

	Teal yawned. ‘Pretty sure. Trust me, I read the pack so many times, I basically know it off by heart. This is the master of planning you’re talking to.’

	‘No, I mean that,’ Teal’s father said, nodding to the bowl.

	Teal squinted at him in confusion. It was too early in the morning for this. ‘Am I sure about sprat flakes for breakfast? Weird question. There’s never a bad time for sprat flakes.’

	‘I wouldn’t be too sure about that.’

	Teal got up and slumped his way over to the fridge. ‘I don’t know who made you the cereal police, but sure,’ he said with a shrug. ‘The more important issue is that in a few hours, I’ll be in a country that might not even have sprat flakes. So here’s what’s going down. The plane takes off at ten, and the flight’s ten hours long, which everybody seems to think is an incredibly reasonable amount of time to spend imprisoned in a claustrophobic metal tube in the air, surrounded by similarly terrified strangers who are one minor mechanical failure away from kissing their tails goodbye, and ironically writing messages their loved ones will never read on the back of their emergency safety instructions…’

	Even the fridge door was yawning when Teal cracked it open; the lethargy of the morning was truly contagious. He groped around blindly for the familiar shape of the carton handle, but for some reason, it wasn’t there. He bent down to take a look inside. ‘Oh.’

	‘Oh?’

	‘No milk.’

	‘No milk?’

	‘Nope.’

	‘Not even a drop?’ If Emmett Arke was trying to conceal his own amusement, he wasn’t doing a very good job.

	Teal returned to his heaving bowl of sprat flakes with empty paws and a heavy heart. ‘That’s fine,’ he said, ‘who needs milk anyway?’ Grabbing up an ample handful, he unlevered his jaws and got to work. It was a loud and laborious process, which only grew yet more tiresome with each successive crunch. It didn’t help that every drop of moisture in his mouth had been wicked away the instant the dry flakes hit his tongue. For all his efforts, he may as well have been eating sawdust.

	‘You were saying, master of planning?’

	‘Huh?’

	‘The action plan.’

	At long last, Teal managed to choke the mouthful down. ‘Oh, that.’ 

	His father’s face looked like it was just about ready to explode. ‘You know, you could always pour the cereal back…’

	Teal refilled his paws defiantly. ‘The raffle was part of a deal with the University of Takai,’ he said. ‘When the plane touches down in Nahashi, a representative’s going to drive us up to the capital. From there, we can train it to the hotel. Unlike us, Sakuranese trains actually run on time. Nobody drives in Takai.’

	He poured the cereal into his open mouth, making a point to emphasise just how delicious it tasted. The rest of his efforts were spent trying to keep it down. He thought the sugar frosting might help, but if anything, it only made things worse. All the sugar in the world couldn’t make the frosted flakes go down. From the way Captain Cormorant was staring at him on the box, even the cereal mascot agreed. ‘The hotel’s actually really cool,’ he muttered, holding a paw over his mouth. Tiny flake fragments flew across the tablecloth. ‘The Ten Takai Palace. It’s supposed to have the most amazing view…’

	He was interrupted by a languid peal of thunder. Teal sighed. ‘And I really hope it isn’t going to be like this when we get there.’

	‘Seems like you’re in luck,’ Teal’s father said. He held the cereal box out to him. Reluctantly, Teal conceded defeat, pouring the rest of his sprat flakes away. ‘I had some free time yesterday, so I went online to do a little digging. Sakurai should have nothing but sun all week.’

	‘That’s amazing!’

	‘You’re telling me. You should count your lucky stars.’

	‘No, I mean it’s amazing that you finally figured out how to use the internet.’

	‘That’s no way to talk to your old pops.’ His father stuck his tongue out. ‘The second I found the internet button, it was all over.’

	Teal laughed. ‘You’re a real tech wizard, Dad.’

	‘You bet your scruff I am… just as soon as I figure out how to work that damn printer. You nervous?’

	Teal stared back at him. ‘I’d be stupid not to be, right?’

	His father nodded. ‘Foxes weren’t meant to fly, T. If we were, we’d have been born with wings. Or giant catapults on our backsides instead of tails.’ Teal grinned. ‘You’ll be fine. I’d be more worried about all the fun you’ll be missing out on.’

	‘Fun?’

	‘Oh, you didn’t know?’ His father leaned back in his chair, arms crossed with his most patient smile. ‘Madelia Marjoram will be inflicting our humble little eyrie with a visit just before the Out and Out Parade rolls through. As if the earthquake wasn’t bad enough…’

	‘Madelia who now?’

	‘The current Minister for Education.’

	‘Is that the same Minister for Education you were yelling about earlier? The one on TV?’

	‘Aye, the very same. Just because she hasn’t done a thing for this city doesn’t mean she can’t still pretend otherwise to her constituents. She’ll be inching her trail up and down the whole of Lower Prospects before the election rolls round. If it’s anything like last time, you’ll be missing out. Never mind the parade – you won’t be able to make it to the shops and back without being stopped by a microphone, and asked what life is like for the commoners these days.’

	‘Then I guess I’d better make it down to Thrifts before she gets there first.’ Teal pushed up from his seat, tossing one last sprat flake into his mouth for good measure.

	‘Not like that, though.’

	Teal looked back, crunching away. ‘Like what?’

	‘Really, T?’ Emmett gave his paw a good lick before he brushed it firmly down the back of Teal’s neck. ‘If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear I had a hedgehog for a son.’

	‘Which would be entirely possible, provided his father also happened to be a hedgehog,’ Teal retorted. Emmett smiled.

	At that moment, Teal’s phone buzzed on the table. He snatched it up immediately, before his father could see the screen.

	‘Who’s that, then? A study partner at uni? One of your old school buddies? Maybe even a special someone?’

	‘It’s nothing. Just Finn.’

	His father nodded. ‘You know, I’m glad you two managed to stick together all these years. As thick as thieves, ever since you were kits. You really are inseparable, aren’t you?’

	A thousand thoughts were running through Teal’s head as he headed for the door. The countless times Finn had been there for him, and the innumerable secrets they’d shared. Childhood adventures that were too naïve to revisit, and teenage mishaps that were too embarrassing to repeat. The way Teal felt about him – the way he’d always felt about him, and the way he hoped somewhere, deep down inside, Finn felt for him too. It was something his father could never be allowed to find out about. How could he possibly sum up so many years, so much fraught, complicated emotion, in a single answer?’

	‘Yep.’
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	The Dreaded Morning Shave

	 

	‘So today’s the big day, huh?’

	Teal ran his claws through his cheek fuzz, staring at his reflection in the mirror whilst Finn’s voice blared through the Cherry Logic’s tinny loudspeaker. His fur was rough. He looked like he’d spent the previous night sleeping on his face, and his whiskers weren’t doing much better. It wasn’t that he had a problem with the natural look. He didn’t believe in whisker tinting, or the even stranger trend of cutting them off completely, which had been all the rage a couple of years ago when Larennese fashion models started doing it. All the same, he couldn’t help but think they looked a little flat as they hung there. One of them was definitely crooked, too. He tweaked his nose and prodded at it, but it remained obstinately kinked. That one would definitely have to go.

	‘Yeah, it’s the big day alright.’

	Teal pinched his electric razor from the shelf. Contorting his nose to expose the root of the crooked whisker, he flicked it on and slowly, carefully, he began to move it closer, barely daring to breathe. This would require the utmost concentration. There could be no distractions.

	‘I guess I’d better say something then. In case this is the last time we talk.’

	Teal almost dropped the razor. ‘Finn, that’s not funny. I could’ve taken off half my cheek. You’re definitely buying that coffee now.’

	‘What, for helping to improve your look?’ Teal gave up.

	The first thing he did after putting down the razor was to mute his phone. Some things required finesse. For other issues, a more direct approach was required. Closing his eyes, he cocked his head, and on the count of three, he pulled out the whisker in one swift motion. 

	‘Gah!’

	He was definitely awake after that. It was only after he stopped hissing through his fangs that Finn was allowed back into the room. ‘Sorry for putting you on mute,’ Teal said, dabbing down any small spots of blood with some toilet paper. ‘I just had to pull a whisker.’

	Finn sounded aghast. ‘Are you implying that talking to me makes you want to pull your whiskers out?’

	‘Don’t be silly, Finn. Although now that I think about it…’

	‘On second thought, don’t answer that!’

	Teal chuckled to himself.

	‘Anyway, whisker pulling aside, I’ve been busy scouting for places we can go when you come back. I thought it might be cool to branch out from the usual Good Bean and Gulp-N-Go visits, you know? There’s a nice Brewmin’ Marvellous over on Foxward Street. Doesn’t do unlimited refills either, so we could pretend to be all posh and fancy while we’re there.’

	Teal shook his head, grinning at himself like a fool in the mirror. Grabbing his face brush, he began to tidy up his cheeks. The coarse bristles ran down and out from his muzzle in small, deliberate strokes, always following the lay of the fur. ‘Pretend?’ he said to the mirror. ‘You can pretend all you want. I think I’d blend in just fine.’

	‘Hey, blending in better than me is not the same as blending in just fine!’

	‘Agreed.’

	Finn just laughed. ‘This is… nice.’

	‘This is what?’ Teal’s face brush froze midway along his cheek. ‘Look, I know you’re just leading up to another punchline, but as long as it’s not about planes falling out of the sky, I’ll play along.’

	‘No, I mean it. Being able to chat with you off-campus is… great. I can’t remember the last time we did it outside of a café. Stuff just gets in the way, you know?’

	Teal replaced the brush with a sigh. ‘I’m sorry, Finn. I should’ve asked for your number years ago. Then, after your grandma… when you had to move out, we wouldn’t have lost contact. I should have been there for you.’

	‘Hey, don’t sweat it,’ came the ever-swift reply. ‘That’s not on you. Sometimes, life just happens.’

	‘I guess…’

	Unconvinced, Teal traced around the black, flame-like markings on his cheeks with a finger. The hedgehog was finally starting to look like a fox again. Giving a big, toothy yawn to his reflection, he left his mouth wide open, and ran his tongue along the rows of pearly whites. They looked like they were doing just fine. No conspicuous lumps of sprat flake stuck between them either. He reached for the Apex and got to flossing. It didn’t matter how many times he insisted to his father that they didn’t need the most expensive stuff in the shop – there was always a fresh pack waiting for him. The old tod swore by it. It was the one thing he never compromised on.

	‘But now you’ve got my number,’ Teal said to Finn, and his mood picked back up. ‘You can call me whenever you like, so if there’s anything you need, even if it’s just to kill a couple of hours, I’m right here.’

	‘Hey, likewise. If you wanted to go through some of the reading when you’re away, I’d be down. Just gather your notes, pull up a chair, and sit back with a nice room service hot chocolate. And I mean a really nice one. The works, with whipped cream, marshmallows, cocktail umbrellas…’

	‘Now why would a hot chocolate have cocktail umbrellas?’

	‘Because cocktail umbrellas are the bomb!’ As always, Finn had an answer for everything. ‘It’s an objective fact that even the best drinks in the world would be made better with more cocktail umbrellas. Plus, when you’re done drinking it, you can use the cocktail sticks to help prop your eyes open for the long night ahead.’

	Teal grinned. ‘You’re so dumb.’

	‘Tell me something I don’t know.’

	‘That you’re also the best.’

	‘Now that’s news to me. I could tell you something you don’t know.’

	‘What?’

	‘That everything’s going to be fine, and you worry too much.’

	Teal sighed. ‘But what if it’s not? You watch the news, just like everybody else. What if something happens up there?’

	‘It won’t,’ Finn reassured him. ‘It can’t. After all, you still owe me a date, remember?’

	Teal blushed. ‘I need to go and get ready.’

	‘Are you blushing?’

	‘Talk to you later, Finn.’

	‘Definitely blushing.’

	‘Going now.’

	‘Hey, talk to you on the other side!’

	Teal slipped his phone back into his pocket, relieved that nobody else could see his face. ‘Finn, you really are the worst.’

	The cuts under his pads were still twinging, so he rummaged through a stack of old pill boxes and razor blades on his shelf to find the plaster container. Luckily, it still rattled when he gave it a shake. He pinched the last two plasters from the box and wrapped them tightly around each finger, making sure to test them after with a few blasts of icy water from the tap. The waterproof coating held up just fine.

	Hopefully, this was the last time he’d have to put them on. He certainly didn’t want to be wearing them when he came back. Turning up to a date with a paw plastered in plasters would be as embarrassing as walking into the café with a bloody handkerchief pinched around his nose, and he drew enough attention from strangers as it was.

	‘Never give them an excuse,’ he reminded his reflection gravely, ‘because insecure animals will always be looking for one.’

	He glanced at the mirror one last time before he left. He may not have been wearing any gels, moisturisers, tints or straightening creams, but the blue fox staring back at him looked perfectly presentable. It would be interesting to find out how many seconds of rain it took to fix that.

	Over by the front door, he zipped up his blue raincoat, flipped up the red hood, fastened the tail cover, and crushed his hind paws into an old set of red Wellington boots that he vowed never to wear again. It had been years since he last wore them, but unless he fancied ruining his only decent pair of trainers, he didn’t have much of a choice.

	‘Who even wears wellies, anyway?’ he grumbled, taking a few steps to seat them in properly. If he wanted to make his flight, he needed to get a move on. But at the same time, he couldn’t imagine leaving everything behind. His bedroom door was already ajar. Before he could resist, the rubber tip of his welly nudged it open. With the curtains still drawn, the room was pitch-black, but that didn’t faze him. It was his home, his den, and Teal knew it about as well as a fox could be expected to know anything. He didn’t need eyes to see.

	There was his old bedside table, which housed his first Nuzzles Day card among other childhood trinkets, and his tiny bed, which unfortunately hadn’t grown up with him. Underneath it sat a cardboard box of his most beloved books: there was A Murder of Crows, Long is the Leash, his favourite historical biographies, a childhood book of old fairy tales, a birds-eye account of feudal Sakurai from the seed sowers themselves, and of course the book currently sitting on top, his new all-time least favourite – Bark Without the Bite: An Introduction to Binturong Medicine, 431-1866.

	For a devourer of books, Bark without the Bite was the indigestion-inducing raw onion of his collection.

	The shelves along the back wall were filled with books too, all except the last one by the window, which was dedicated to his Gamestation Suprema, complete with all the classics. He wouldn’t have dared to guess which of the shelves had seen more use, though he’d certainly lost many a night getting to the end of a quest, whether it was spent thumbing his way through pages, or battering them bloody on the controller.

	Even his wardrobe, unremarkable and mothballed as it was, was steeped in history. The doors were pocketed with small round holes from the time he and Finn used it for target practice. He still couldn’t look at it without experiencing a pang of the animalistic terror that he felt when they were caught using the pellet gun indoors. At the time, he hadn’t known whether they were going to survive his father’s wrath. It all seemed so quaint now.

	Teal rested his pads atop the mountain of study notes and glanced around, slowly taking it all in. He had no idea why the sight made him so sad, but it did. It was like staring through his childhood, year by year. Each object had its own story to tell, adding a new ring to the base of his tree. If something ever were to fell him, the contents of his room was all they’d need to understand the sort of fox he’d been. It was all right here.

	Something told him he ought to say a few words before he left. He opened his mouth, but the only things that came to mind were either too melodramatic, or too depressing. The voice in his head had never been much of an optimist. Luckily, it didn’t matter much. He crouched by his patch-ridden travel suitcase, in truth the one Emmett had lent him, the seams of which were fit to bursting, and counted out a few notes from the small red envelope before carefully packing it away again. He’d be back soon anyway.

	After all, it was only for one week.
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	Floating Down Lower Prospects

	 

	The downpour was unbelievable. The raindrops that broke against Teal’s head were the size of golf balls, battering his hood this way and that like they were determined to knock him onto his tail. He tried holding it steady with a paw, but the rain just shot down his sleeve, instantly drenching his arm.

	The crowds on the pavement weren’t much better. Strangers rowed their way downstream using elbows for oars. Their tails were fierce rudders that thwacked and cracked, and his tail may as well have been a tennis ball for how much they batted it back and forth between them. Every few steps, it would get trapped, and he’d have to hold in a yelp as it suddenly wrenched him back. There was never an apology either, Teal didn’t fail to note. That was Opus City for you.

	‘This is getting ridiculous,’ he finally said with a groan. He stopped in the street to button the tail cover up against his back, apologising to any disgruntled pedestrians paddling by. The weather was supposed to grow even more unruly as the earthquake drew near, though Teal couldn’t exactly imagine how. No sooner had he done up the final button than he heard a familiar ding, shortly followed by a familiar vibration in his pocket. Not now. Any time but now.

	‘This had better be good, Finn.’ Teal shivered, digging a dripping paw into his jeans. ‘I swear, if it’s another picture of a hat…’

	But when he drew it out, the screen was blank. There were no notifications at all, just like last time. Why was this happening to him? At this point, he wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that it was some sort of divine punishment for carrying around such a technological fossil. ‘I need a new phone,’ he resolved to himself. ‘Nothing fancy. Just one that works.’

	A few seconds out in the open, and his Cherry Logic X4 was swimming. Countless droplets glowed a strange neon rainbow over the screen protector. He tried wiping them off, but his pads were already sopping, and they could only push the water around. He shoved it back in his pocket to dry against the lining.

	‘This had better be worth it,’ he sighed, narrowly avoiding yet another elbow to the face. Awash in a sea of wet, angry dogs, he found himself wondering, not for the first time, if a last-minute shopping trip had been such a good idea after all. All this for a pint of milk…
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	Fox on a Train

	 

	Teal stood in the middle of the carriage, clutching onto a yellow handrail as rainwater sluiced down his whiskers. Around him, at least a dozen bucks were huddled tightly together, their peeling, interlocking antlers in various stages of disarray.

	‘And antler wrap,’ Teal muttered, jumping as the train jostled the passengers together once more. He tried his best to ignore the curtains of red velvet dangling in his peripheral vision. The facility station door hung open only a few feet away, the empty Shed-Ease rolls and tissue dispensers on full display. ‘Lots and lots of antler wrap.’

	 

	
 

	6

	Thrifts

	 

	‘Nope, nope, nope, that one’s leaking all over the floor, nope. Wait… no, I was right the first time.’

	Teal sniffed, wiping his nose. He was levering his wonky-wheeled trolley down the milk labels in the cold aisle. ‘Sans-Deer, Sans-Squirrel, Sans-Cow… Ah!’ A triumphant paw closed over the plastic carton. ‘Sans-Fox.’

	‘Ew!’

	Teal looked down in surprise. A lone red fox kit had his arm slung through a heaving trolley, holding onto a jug of chocolate-flavoured almond milk that was almost as big as he was. A large medical eyepatch stretched over his right eye. The white straps were holding his ear down, which, judging from his face, he didn’t seem particularly happy about.

	‘You okay down there?’

	The kit squinted up at him, pulling at the straps. ‘Is it true that they secretly mix all the milk together at the factory, and just pretend it’s different?’

	Teal laughed. He’d heard similar rumours floating around when he was at school. Anybody that drank the milk was teased relentlessly for it. Sans-Fox was a pasteurised formula composed of many different types of animal milk, minus that of a fox, and it was the same for the numerous other brands. Nobody wanted to drink anything that came from their own species, obviously. That would be disgusting.

	Sans-Fox – the name said it all. But you try telling that to a group of school kits when all the milk cartons look exactly the same.

	‘I used to think the same thing,’ Teal admitted, ‘but trust me, it’s just older kits teasing you. In a few years, you’ll probably go on a school trip to one of the plants, like I did. There, you can learn about how it’s collected, and you’ll see just how careful they are to keep them separate. They’d be in a lot of trouble if they didn’t. The nutritional information on the sticker would be all wrong, and some folks with allergies wouldn’t be very happy. So yeah, please don’t be afraid of it. It’s only milk.’

	‘Mum says it’s bad, because we don’t know who it comes from.’

	‘Good,’ Teal said. ‘You wouldn’t want to know, would you?’

	The fox kit grimaced. ‘I guess. But who cares? I’m not allowed to drink it anyway.’

	‘Oh?’

	‘The doctor says if I do, my stomach’ll explode.’

	‘Now there’s a good reason not to drink it.’

	‘Mhmm…’ The fox kit tried in vain to rub his eye through the eyepatch. ‘You’re all blue,’ he said.

	Teal nodded. ‘I am.’

	The kit bit his lip. ‘Did you get that way from eating too many blueberries?’

	‘Actually, you turn blue if you don’t eat enough blueberries. It’s the same with peas and carrots, so you’d better make sure you’re eating lots of fruit and vegetables. You can’t be too careful.’

	‘Okay… I’m gonna ask Mum to get some blueberries now.’

	Teal resisted the urge to smile until the fox kit had gone, but watching him frantically drag his mother along by the sleeve was almost too much. Chuckling quietly to himself, he added the carton of Sans-Fox to his trolley. He was running against the clock now, but there were still a few items left on the list, and he wasn’t leaving until every last thing had been crossed off. He had no intention of letting his father live off stale chicken toast while he was away.

	‘Teal?’

	Teal’s trolley screeched to a halt. He’d know that voice anywhere. ‘Dinah! What are you doing here?’

	‘Same thing everyone else is doing, I hope,’ she said. ‘Just looking at nice things.’ Dinah was every bit as drenched as Teal was, plastered from neck to knee tuft in her slick lilac raincoat, though she looked a lot happier about it. Behind her, the maned wolf’s tail was wagging up a storm, speckling the nearby shelves. One customer caught in the onslaught fled around the corner to escape, clutching a scarf to their face like their life depended on it. Teal only managed to catch a glimpse of their black-tipped tail before they were gone.

	‘Ah, I see,’ he replied. ‘Window shopping.’

	‘Thrifts doesn’t sell windows. Are you sure you’re not thinking of the hardware store next door?’

	‘Of course.’ Teal smiled. ‘You know, I’m glad I got to see you one last time before I headed off.’

	Something about what he said stopped her tail dead in the air. Dinah’s eyes glazed over, and the maned wolf stared straight through him like she was seeing a ghost. The arms holding her reusable shopping bags went limp, like the limbs of a withering tree. Before he knew it, they’d been cast aside and she was running up to him, shoes squeaking down the spotless supermarket floor. The hug she gave him nearly bowled him over.

	‘Uh… nice to see you too!’ Teal laughed. Their polyester raincoats rasped like sandpaper against one another.

	‘Don’t go.’

	The aisle suddenly felt that much colder. ‘Dinah…?’

	‘You were so scared. Please don’t do it. I’m going to miss you. We’re all going to miss you so much, Nidah more than you know.’

	Teal hugged her back. ‘Hey, it’s okay,’ he told her. ‘Everybody goes away sometime. It’s not like the sky’s falling in. Look on the bright side. You’ve got the Out and Out Parade to look forward to, and Melanie and Nidah should be more than enough to keep Mr Jeffries in check when I’m gone. You know what he’s like…’ But Teal trailed off before he could finish the thought. After all, she didn’t. She still had no idea.

	He knew he ought to tell her what he’d seen, but he just couldn’t bring himself to do it. It’s the wrong place, he told himself, for all the good it did. The wrong place at the wrong time. In his head, he solemnly vowed to make it the first thing he did when he got back. ‘So don’t worry,’ he said, reassuring her with a big smile, and one last squeeze for good measure. ‘It’s all good, right?’

	Dinah wiped her eyes and nodded. ‘Yeah, it’s all good,’ she sniffed. ‘You know, you’re pretty brave.’

	‘If you think I’m brave, you should meet the pilot.’ He laughed, scratching at the back of his neck scruff. Even in the current climate, that was a little much. ‘But thanks, I guess. It was wonderful seeing you…’

	Long after they parted ways, Teal found himself hurrying items through the self-service checkout. He paused for a moment, ignoring the shrill protestations from the automated feline voice, and placed the carton of Sans-Fox down.

	‘Wait, she knows I’m coming back, right?’
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	Back with the Goods

	 

	‘Dad, I’m home! You’ll never guess what I brought back with me.’

	‘T, where the hell have you been?’

	‘Shopping. Why, what does it look like?’ Teal kicked off his wretched Wellington boots with gusto, safe in the knowledge that it would be the last time he’d ever have to do so. Two slices of chicken loaf were plunged into the toaster before he even thought about unpacking. ‘Scratch that,’ he said, ‘I’ll tell you exactly what it looks like. To start with, we’ve got two portions of fried rice, fresh gavial steaks, and a selection of crab wraps. It’s no crab salad, I know, but at least there’s a real mix going on. It’s important not to get bored, you know?’

	‘T…’

	‘And I know you don’t have much of a sweet tooth, but tea without dessert is depressing, so I thought I’d pick up a few berry compotes, as well as some baum cake, which I know you like, so you can’t complain. And before you say anything, no, it's not the cheap, nasty stuff. This is the real deal, made with real sap from Allemania and everything…’

	‘Teal, we’ve got to leave right now.’ His father barely tweaked a whisker at the sodden Thrifts bags on the counter. ‘You’re only going away for a week. You don’t seriously think that after forty years, I’d starve to death on my own, do you?’

	‘Not with all this.’

	Emmett Arke took off into the hallway without another word, marching as fast as his leg braces could carry him. Evidently, there were more pressing matters to attend to. ‘Everything okay?’ Teal asked the empty room. He gave up unpacking to wipe his paws dry on his jeans, listening to the clacking through the walls. Emmett hadn’t even asked what flavour the baum cake was.

	‘Key check?’ he heard his father shout from the next room.

	‘Yep!’ Teal called back. His arms never left his sides.

	‘Phone?’

	‘Yep!’

	‘Wallet?’

	‘Got it!’

	‘Suitcase?’

	‘Packed!’

	‘With the prize pack and the phrase book?’

	‘Of course! What’s going on?’

	Teal jumped as the chicken toast sprang up behind him. Breakfast never smelled half as good as it did on an empty stomach. Ignoring the vociferous complaints of his belly, he grabbed some butter from the fridge, and set to work slathering his slice.

	His father stomped back into the kitchen. ‘What part of “We have to leave right now” don’t you understand?’ he barked.

	Teal dropped the toast onto his plate. ‘I just got back,’ he said, confused. He watched the pat of butter on the end of his knife ooze down the serrated edge, puddling onto the crust. ‘I was going to make us some chicken toast.’

	His father grabbed him by the arm. ‘Teal, we have to go,’ he said.

	Panicking, Teal shoved the butter knife into a free pocket. ‘Now?’

	‘Now!’

	Emmett dragged him up to the front door, where his rucksack and suitcase were waiting. ‘Okay, but make sure you eat a solid three meals a day when I’m gone. And don’t be afraid to ask Mama Poss for help; she always knows what she’s doing. I don’t know if I mentioned it already, but when I came back from work yesterday, she invited us both to the next Poss family reunion in a few weeks. Might be worth going.’

	‘We’re going to be late!’

	‘Oh, and make sure you keep an eye on the flowers after watering them. There’s this moth…’
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	The Moment of Truth

	 

	Rain thundered onto the vinyl roof of Emmett Arke’s old Hunter CL-4W. At first, the noise was deafening, but over time, it began to meld with the nasal hum of the engine to create a kind of slow, sleepy drone. On any other day, it would have been a normal morning drive through Opus City. But not today.

	‘Thanks for the lift, Dad.’

	At the front, a paw bearing a single gold ring lifted briefly from the steering wheel to adjust the rear-view mirror. It creaked indignantly in protest, until it was fixed back into place. Then, the car was quiet once more.

	‘I really appreciate it.’

	With a grunt, the indicator light flicked on. The car wheels screeched as they made a heavy turn.

	‘It would’ve sucked to walk…’ Little could be seen of the outside world through the storm, but one thing was certain. It was dark, it was grey, and it was miserable – Lower Britannia in a nutshell. Occasionally, there would be a blinding flash, almost always accompanied by a distant rumble a few moments later. 

	Inside, the car radio warbled in the background, entertaining itself if nobody else. Every time the car hit a pothole, it cut out, and then, in faltering style, tuned itself back in again. On that day, there was a great deal of tuning going on. The radio ended up playing more static than music.

	‘Whatever I did, I’m sorry.’ A few roundabouts later, there was a reluctant sigh from the front. Then, a clink. One of his braces must have brushed up against the seat.

	‘How much did you spend?’

	Teal looked up from his uncomfortable seat cushion. It was the first time his father had spoken since they left the flat. ‘What?’

	‘How much money did you spend on the stuff sitting on our kitchen counter?’

	‘Oh, that. Not much, to be completely honest…’ Teal was almost embarrassed to be telling the truth. ‘You can trust a student to make a little go a long, long way.’

	Emmett sighed again. ‘This is really important, T. Your mother and I spent years saving that money up. It was meant for you.’

	‘I know,’ Teal said. ‘But giving someone a gift means trusting them to know what to do with it. I just needed to make sure you weren’t going to skimp out on the important stuff.’

	‘Do you really think I’d be living on breadcrumbs on my own?’ 

	‘You used to. Some days, when times were tough. When I was still small.’

	For a time, the car returned to silence. Teal almost preferred it. Closing his eyes, he lay back in his seat, tail curled over his lap to keep his paws warm, and tried to let the sound of the rain wash over him. But the lull couldn’t last forever. It was only a question of who was willing to break it first.

	‘You’re hiding something from me.’

	A cool chill ran down Teal’s spine. ‘Hiding something?’ he repeated after his father. He realised too late that he’d chosen the two most suspicious-sounding words in the Britannian language.

	‘There’s a lot that we don’t talk about,’ Emmett began. You can say that again, Teal interjected in his head. ‘We Arkes have never been the sort to ask for help. We get on with it, always have, always will. But there’s something going on with you, Teal, and I think it’s been bothering you for a long while now. I see it every time I look in your eyes, and it kills me, so I can’t imagine what it’s doing to you. Son, there’s something I need to ask you, and you’ve gotta be straight with me. Is there something you’d like to tell me?’

	All of a sudden, it was like there was a vice around Teal’s chest. With each breath, it clamped down just a little tighter. He’d been dreading this moment for years, and yet it still hit harder than he could have possibly imagined. With a single word, Teal could have ended the questioning there and then. But was he going to? The moment he met Emmett’s concerned gaze in the rear-view mirror, Teal knew that it was time. Whatever happened, he wasn’t going to lie to his father again.

	‘Yes…’ Teal finally admitted. It was the last word he managed to eke out before his lungs ceased cooperating altogether. This isn’t psychological at all, he realised with a queer fascination. He could feel his body shutting down around him just as surely as if he were dying. Glassy-eyed and woolly-tailed, Teal felt himself become part of the upholstery, numbing himself so as to prevent the rising tidal wave of emotion from taking him under. He had no idea what his father was going to say, if indeed he’d say anything at all. What would he think? What the hell was his father going to think?

	The car ground itself to a halt. For a moment, Teal’s heart ceased to exist. This was it. The end of the line. For all he knew, he was about to be thrown out onto the motorway, like so many others before him.

	Then, a yellow strobe light caught his eye, and he suddenly realised where they were. Emmett had just pulled up outside the terminal. After battling with the arthritic handbrake, his father turned around in his seat. Teal couldn’t even bring himself to look at him. ‘Son, I’ve never seen you like this before in all my life. What’s wrong? Is someone threatening you?’

	Teal shook his head.

	‘Is it trouble at work? Trouble at uni?’

	Teal shrugged, staring down at the floor. His eyes were burning; he could feel them beginning to well up. It turned out that he wasn’t ready for this conversation, after all. Not because he thought his father would hate him, or disown him, or even love him any less, but because he couldn’t be sure. If it turned out that he was wrong, he didn’t know what he’d do. Emmett meant the world to him. He was the only family that he had.

	‘I’ve got to catch my flight,’ Teal gasped. He threw the car door open and stumbled out into the rain, slamming it shut behind him before he could change his mind. Holding a paw over his eyes, he waded down to the boot, already squelching in his socks. He could barely see a thing through the storm. It felt as though every square inch of the back panel had been pressed, pinched, pushed and prodded at least twice before he found the button, and dragged his suitcase out onto the pavement. Within a heartbeat, it was as wet as he was.

	His father wound down the front window to reach out to him. He barely seemed to care about the rain streaking down his glasses, thrumming so fiercely through his fingers, his claws were being drawn out from their sheaths. Teal only caught dribs and drabs through the downpour. ‘… here for you, son,’ he heard him say. ‘You don’t… tell me what’s wrong… can’t help unless I know… all your eighteen years, you’ve never done… not made me proud of you…’

	‘It’s nothing, really!’ Teal shot back, straining to raise his voice above the din. It was so bitterly cold. ‘I promise, I’ll explain everything one day. Thanks for the lift, Dad.’ Teal had every intention of making a mad dash for the terminal entrance, but his legs stubbornly refused to play along. Something was keeping him there, tethered between the shelter of the airport, and the old family car. Behind him, the indicator ticked away, one flashing light amid dozens parked up along the roadside. Tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock…

	‘Wait, Teal! Teal!’

	Teal whipped around, quick as the lightning that crackled overhead. ‘Do you want me to be late?’ he barked.

	Clearly, his father did not. He drew his head back inside the car without another word. A moment later, the engine started up, and before Teal had time to apologise, the car was already pulling away. Where did that come from? Teal had never shouted at his father like that before. ‘Wait!’ he yelled after him, dragging his heavy suitcase along. Whether his father heard him or not, the car continued down the road. After a few strides, Teal gave up on the pointless chase, and watched as the Hunter CL-4W left the airport behind.

	‘Well he certainly knows the truth now,’ Teal sniffed. ‘I’m an idiot.’ An idiot with a flight to catch, and barely an hour left on the clock.
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	Wrenway Airport

	 

	It was big. Very big. In fact, it was difficult not to be overwhelmed by the sights, sounds and smells bouncing around the impossibly high reinforced walls of Wrenway Airport. There must have been hundreds of footsteps all clattering at once, hundreds of heavy winter coats shedding, banded wings twitching, and uncut tails wagging. Teal trusted his nose enough that if he ever woke up wanting a late-night snack, he rarely needed to open his eyes to fill his plate, but in a place such as this, he could barely distinguish the scent of the traveller in front. Everybody was wet, and perfumed, and perspiring, a miasmic, cacophonic cloud every bit as jarring to the nose as the squeaky luggage wheels and monotonous service announcements were to the ears. He had to admit, part of him loved it.

	Wringing his tail out over the entrance mat, Teal found himself thinking back to the decades of history he’d learned about the place, stifling more than one sneeze in the process.

	The fact that it had been built in the forties as a military base, and slowly expanded outwards with enough funding that it was currently seeking permission to start work on its controversial sixth runway. The estimated one hundred million passengers that walked through its gates every year, and the various disasters and controversies it had suffered, like the attacks in 2003, or the infamous 2012 climate change protest by GreenPaws, in which three hundred angry protesters had stripped themselves bare, blocking access to the baggage-handling rooms for hours before eventually being removed. Suffice it to say, the headlines wrote themselves.

	Teal could have spent the entire day exploring with his history student cap on, but there was no time for any of that. Digital displays were dotted all over the airport, counting down the time in perfect synchronicity. It was exactly 9:01. His plane was due to depart at ten, and it would be leaving irrespective of whether or not he happened to be on it at the time.

	He marched as quickly as he dared along the rows of airlines, lugging his father’s packed suitcase behind him. There was so much empty space between the self-service stations and check-in desks, he had to stop at least once to catch his breath. The airport was in no danger of any chancers trying to run through security, he resolved. They’d have to make it to security first.

	Teal made a note of every new airline he passed, crossing it off in his head. ‘Flutterbyes, Cardinal Airways, VaquitAir, QuickFlings…’

	But his own airline was nowhere to be seen. He must have jogged past a dozen of them, half of which he wouldn’t have trusted with his worst enemy’s luggage, before finally he found it tucked away towards the back of the room, tinged a sickly green by the emergency exit signs on the wall. It was just his luck. ‘There it is! Heron Back Again.’

	The Heron Back Again check-in desk had by far the smallest queue of the bunch. Evidently, Teal wasn’t the only one having difficulty tracking it down, but on a day like this, it was enough that he found it at all. Folding down his suitcase handle, he prepared himself for what looked to be, relatively speaking, a very short wait indeed. It was just as well. Directly ahead, over the faux marble counter speckled with flyers and customer survey forms, were three enormous ticking clocks. They were very difficult to ignore.

	With little else to do, Teal plugged himself in and switched himself off. He used the opportunity to catch his breath, and simply take everything in. He had never seen so many animals in one place before, even after eighteen years in Opus City.

	Packs from all across the globe were unceremoniously united in the monotonous task of printing out their plane tickets before their rides flew out from underneath them. Teal followed one such group, a confused family of red foxes that scrambled from one station to the next, steadily growing redder with every failed transaction. It was funny at first, everything seeming to be harmless enough, but when the youngest son, a dip-dyed, long-fringed teen in a threadbare NBP hoodie, started shouting at the father, Teal had to look away. He hoped that the young tod would have the good sense to patch things up before something got in the way. He had half a mind to lend a paw himself, if the family were still struggling with the self-service machines by the time he was checked in.

	Elsewhere, Teal spotted old voles returning home, students travelling alone, and exhausted teachers minding screeching classes of kits that could only dream of doing the same. Among all generations, clipped tails were more prevalent than he anticipated. A few more, and he might have started feeling out of place, but the passengers that were still intact, squirrels, lemurs and red pandas chief among them, weren’t in the slightest bit shy about flaunting it. After all, tail room was extra.

	But what surprised Teal the most was the sheer number of species whose names eluded him entirely. He would have thought they’d garner a little more attention in such a public place, but nobody looked twice at them. For that matter, nobody looked twice at him. They were all too busy getting their own feathers in a row to worry about some blue fox quietly listening to music at the back of a budget airline queue.

	It was a nice change of pace. He could get used to this.

	‘Thank you for choosing to fly with Heron Back Again. Could I please see your passport and boarding pass?’ Teal blinked. He could have sworn there’d been someone in front of him only a moment ago. Clearly not.

	The dormouse at the desk briefly lifted a paw from her keyboard to beckon him over, chewing away. Her eyes never left the screen. Teal dragged his suitcase up to the front, past rows of slack black queue barrier ribbons. ‘Thank you for choosing to fly with Heron Back Again,’ the dormouse repeated, in uncannily similar tones. Teal thought his ears must have been playing tricks on him. ‘Could I please see your passport and boarding pass?’

	‘Sure thing. Just gimme a sec…’ He unzipped them from the prize pack and handed them both over, doing his best to sound neither too enthusiastic, nor too casual. It was a tricky balance to maintain. Trying not to look suspicious only made things harder when that’s exactly what a suspicious individual would be doing. For an anxious traveller, it was an absolute minefield. Teal just tried not to think about it.

	The dormouse flicked through his documentation with pinpoint accuracy. He could only imagine how much of it she went through over the course of a typical day, and yet she still hadn’t glanced up once. It was only after her prim paw had closed upon the photo page in his passport that she dragged her eyes away from the monitor.

	‘Everything seems to be in order,’ the dormouse told him dryly. ‘Please place your suitcase on the conveyer belt for measuring, Mr— Holy Shepherd Above!’ She almost swallowed her gum.

	Teal felt a little twinge inside. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d received a reaction that bad. ‘Not quite,’ he said, trying to play it off with an admirable attempt at a laugh.

	Her cheeks went bright red. She quickly took out her gum to stick it behind her ear. ‘I’m sorry, Teal. Mr Arke. Sir. Please, let me help you with that.’

	Before Teal could say anything, she was out of her seat and by his side. The dormouse may have been a clear head shorter, but she certainly knew how to pull her weight. She wrapped her long, slender tail around the counter, using it for additional leverage as they worked together to heave the suitcase onto the belt.

	‘Thanks for the help,’ Teal said when they were done. He didn’t know what else to say. On either side of them, customer service agents were glued to their chairs, negotiating with passengers rooting through open suitcases like an explosion had just gone off in a clothes factory.

	‘Oh, don’t mention it,’ the dormouse smiled, hopping back behind her desk. ‘Especially to my superiors. Malchromatism, right?’

	Teal lowered his head. ‘Y-yeah,’ he confessed. ‘Congenital.’

	She nodded. ‘Same. My whole family’s got it.’

	‘Looks like you were one of the lucky ones.’ He wasn’t wrong. The hazel dormouse’s golden fur was immaculate. The white highlights around her ears and chin were as symmetrical as they came, and her neat whiskers, black to the root but tinted blonde, added the perfect cheeky glint to the largest and most approachable of eyes. She could have been a poster child for dormice the world over.

	‘You really think so?’ she whispered. Three times she checked over her shoulder, before, drawing him near, she pulled her sleeve back. Teal gasped at the sight. The fur around her arm was dappled with brilliant black spots, each one circling a splotch of darker fur not entirely unlike that of a leopard. ‘Everything below the neck,’ she mouthed, before the sleeve fell, and her secret was safe from the world once more.

	‘That’s crazy. I never would have guessed.’

	‘Hey, that’s why I get to do my job. For some reason, it never affected my head. My siblings used to tease me about it for years. I guess that was one time when it really was better to be the odd one out. Ironically, it was the only way I could fit in.’

	‘I don’t know,’ Teal said. ‘Standing out definitely has its perks too. At school, you practically get the whole lunch room to yourself.’

	The dormouse did her best not to laugh. ‘That’s everything, Mr Arke,’ she said. There was a low mechanical whine, and the conveyer belt began dragging his suitcase away. ‘Your gate number is D4, and your flight should be right on time. Just make sure you head over to security immediately, to get yourself and your bags scanned. A few of the screeners are a little… hands-on, but if you join the third line, Lucas and the boys should see you through just fine.’

	‘Thanks again,’ Teal said, ‘but I’ve still got some time, right?’ His eyes jumped to the enormous doomsday displays over the counter. Three identical 9:12s glared back at him. ‘I mean, the flight leaves at ten.’

	‘Yes, but they usually won’t let you through security on an international flight if you’re less than forty-five minutes from departure.’ Teal looked up just as the clocks ticked over. 9:13.

	‘F-thanks for the advice!’ Picking up his hind paws, he made straight for airport security. That red fox family would just have to make do on their own.

	‘Oh, and Mr Arke?’

	Cripes, what is it now? Teal spun round on the spot.

	She was holding his passport and boarding pass in her paw.
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	Going Through Security

	 

	‘It’ll be fine,’ Teal lied, patting his pocket for the umpteenth time. To his immense relief, his passport was still there. It hadn’t somehow dematerialised in the dozen or so seconds since he last checked. The queue proceeded with all the urgency of medicated molasses. Moving up another place, Teal was surprised to learn that the passengers behind him were already preparing themselves for the security scan. Did they know something he didn’t?

	Bending down, he grabbed at his laces, craning his neck around to see who else was taking off their shoes. Apparently, the answer was nobody. Of course, nobody. That would have been good to know a moment ago. Teal let his laces flop back down. He could have sworn he’d seen someone do it during a news report. Perhaps it was more common in the States. If there was one thing the Anjerican government cared about more than freedom, it was telling citizens what they could and couldn’t do. ‘Just do what everyone else is doing, and everything’ll be fine.’

	There was a wall of plastic bins before the conveyer that everybody appeared to be using. After one last quick blow of the nose for the road, he tossed the remainder of his tissues away, to join the rest of the contraband swimming merrily at the bottom. Probably more tweezers and makeup remover than lighter fluid and remote detonators, he mused to himself, catching a whiff of the cosmetics through the flap. He prayed that he wouldn’t need those tissues again.

	It was a strange relief to see that everybody else was just as tense as he was. The stares from security, which Teal had to remind himself were ‘personnel’ as opposed to ‘guards’, were as cold and unyielding as the metal-detecting rods they were wielding. ‘Why do I feel like I’ve already done something wrong?’

	It didn’t help that most of the staff were birds. Their uniforms did nothing to hide their clipped wings, and the irony of the whole procedure was so transparent, Teal became convinced the airlines did it deliberately. Nobody was going to try harder to keep a fellow animal grounded than somebody whose ability to fly had already been stripped so cruelly from them, especially considering that birds were the reason checks were being performed in the first place.

	Teal tried shooting one of the ‘personnel’ a smile, but they only stared blankly, beckoning one of their colleagues over to mutter something indiscernible. At that moment, Teal decided that it would probably be a good idea to never try that again.

	This far down the line, everyone was surrendering the contents of their pockets to a long procession of plastic containers. Teal followed suit, reluctantly parting ways with his wallet, keys, passport and phone. He didn’t need to check his other pockets; those were the only things he ever carried around. But that was precisely the problem. He had no idea where this supposed line was going to be drawn. Would his belt buckle set it off? What about the steel aglets on his trainers, or the zipper on his yellow hoodie? If those were enough to trigger the alarm, what hope did he have for his jeans?

	Few of the passengers ahead seemed to share his concern. A floppy-eared beagle couple with deep silver gauges were buzzed through without very much fuss at all. He felt his anxiety quietly start to simmer. ‘Are buttons okay?’ he asked, raising a timid paw like he was suddenly back in secondary school.

	Somehow, the security crow by the scanner received the impression that Teal wanted to move through the detector. He waved him through with a gloved wing.

	‘No, I didn’t…’ Teal stuttered. But there was nobody else in front of him. Everyone was still busy sacrificing their worldly possessions to the conveyer god. Against all common sense, he found himself inching up to the machine. ‘I just… wanted to know…’ He tried to get the words out, but the security crow’s black eyes were boring into him.

	‘Is there a problem, lad?’ The crow didn’t raise his voice, but for all Teal knew, he was a feather’s width away from raising the alarm. His friendly Gaelyndic accent couldn’t have been a stronger contrast to the holster around his waist. 

	‘N-no,’ Teal flushed.

	The security crow stepped over, placing a wing on his shoulder and smiling reassuringly. He was tall. Very tall. ‘I know these bleepin’, bloopin’ gizmos can be a little intimidating,’ he said, ‘but trust me, we’re not about to start zappin’ yer fillings, or fryin’ any pacemakers, silver fangs, wing threads or iron claws. Just step through, and as long as yer not lookin’ to start trouble, you’ll be gravy. Do remember to check your pockets though. Might seem obvious enough to you, but a lot of folks tend to forget that.’

	‘Sure they do,’ Teal breathed back. He’d already checked his pockets. There was no way any sensible animal would have made it this far without doing so, but he patted himself down all the same, just to demonstrate how compliant and undeserving of handcuffs he was. His paws leapt from place to place, without any input required from his brain. Nope, nada, zilch, nowt, nothing, and even less nothing. Just as he expected. Wait…

	There was something sticking out of his back pocket. It was cold to the touch, and… oily? What on Terra Fauna? His paw closed around it, and Teal felt his heart skip a beat. He knew exactly what it was.

	It was the butter knife from breakfast. Teal had just brought a knife into the heart of the busiest airport in Lower Britannia, and he had no idea what to do.

	* * *

	The crow cocked his head. ‘Anything wrong, boyo?’ Teal shook his head emphatically. ‘Then step right up, and let’s see you through this thing. Other families are waitin’.’

	Teal turned around to discover that he was indeed holding up the queue. They were all watching him now, and as the crow led him up to the metal detector, a heavy wing draped over his shoulder, he could practically smell the suspicion in the air. He had to think of something, and fast. They were getting closer, and closer, and closer…

	‘Wait!’ Teal halted. His paws jumped to his belt. ‘This might set it off,’ he said quickly, thanking his lucky stars that he’d decided to wear it that day. ‘The buckle, I mean. Could I put it with my other stuff?’

	‘Sure thing,’ came the reply. The security crow leaned in close, until his grizzled beak was a whisper away from brushing Teal’s whiskers. ‘First-time flyer?’ he asked, arching his brow. Teal could barely bring himself to breathe. He knows, the voice of anxiety hissed from behind his ear. The butter knife was burning a hole in his back pocket. ‘I can tell,’ the crow said, and he smiled again. ‘But don’t be afraid. We’re only here to catch the bad guys.’

	Teal nodded mutely. As he marched back to the start of the conveyer, he worked out exactly what he was going to do. He couldn’t afford to make a mistake – not when there were so many eyes on him.

	When he arrived, he permitted himself the luxury of one deep breath. Then, he got to work.

	He started by unclasping his belt. Inch by inch, he dragged the end through each of the loops on his jeans. When he came to the back loop, he used both paws. Hiding his back pocket behind his forearm, he drew out the butter knife, carefully pressing it inside the belt as he continued pulling it through. Once it was out, he looped the belt around itself several times.

	Perfect – the butter knife was out of his pocket. Now, all he had to do was dispose of the evidence. Fortunately for him, he had an entire wall to choose from. The flap on one of the bins was ajar, pursed like a revolving plastic mouth. He sidestepped over to it. Yawning, he dropped his belt loudly into a container with one paw, using the distraction to slip the butter knife away with the other. To his relief, there was no metallic clang when it hit the bottom.

	With bated breath, Teal returned to the dreaded metal detector. His pockets may have been even emptier than before, but the butterflies in his stomach weren’t fluttering any less ferociously. He could have been naked down to his fuzz, and it still would have been just as much of a relief to walk through those four metal walls, and hear absolutely nothing at all. There would have been no sweeter sound. Luckily, when he finally stepped through, that was exactly what happened. Nothing. He couldn’t have imagined anything more anticlimactic if he tried.

	‘Grand!’ the security crow squawked behind him, looking prouder than he had any right to be. ‘That wasn’t so hard now, was it?’

	Teal could only shake his head and laugh. ‘Easy for you to say.’

	Retrieving his belongings, he mouthed a wordless apology to his father. That was a perfectly good piece of cutlery they were never going to see again. He could only hope Emmett would see the lighter side. Stories are for life, Teal reminded himself. Well worth the price of a new butter knife. I’ll pick one up for him myself. After I get back, obviously. Sharing the story was going to be a lot more fun than it had been to live through it, if no less embarrassing.

	Teal may have made it through security in one piece, but he didn’t stick around to tell the tale. Before the security crow could so much as blink his third eyelid at him, he was gone. There was no time to reflect on the sheer madness of what had just transpired when the seconds were still ticking by, one by one. Even a cheetah couldn’t chase down a flying plane.

	
 

	11

	Lounging in the Lounge

	 

	‘Oh my god, why is it taking so long?’

	Teal had been waiting by his gate for ten minutes now, and it was starting to feel like the plane was never going to leave. The seconds dragged by like minutes, the minutes hours, and the less said about hours, the better.

	‘This place makes no sense. You’re supposed to turn up half a day before your flight, but once you get past security, there’s nothing left to do but bang your head against a wall, or wander around buying cheap cigarettes and overpriced merchandise.’ On second thought, it made perfect sense. He sighed. There was only so long a fox could be expected to sit still, listening to music and picking away at his plasters. ‘At this rate, I’d do just about anything to pass the time.’

	He scoured through his rucksack for potential time wasters, only to be greeted by a huge stack of books from his coursework reading list. He quickly zipped it shut again. ‘Okay, maybe not anything.’ Teal had already exhausted his tiny Sakuranese phrase book, wearing the poor spine to flakes. The worst part was that it had been almost entirely in vain. If he needed anything other than mineral water, and had to travel anywhere besides a public lavatory, he was done for.

	The display over the D4 gate was stuck at 9:44. It had been that way for quite some time now; Teal wouldn’t have been at all surprised to learn that it was broken. His stomach growled in agreement. He hadn’t eaten a thing all day, apart from that measly handful of sprat flakes earlier. His head was numb, and his throat was dry. He could only imagine how the next ten hours in the air was going to be. Biting back a yawn, he shrugged off his earphones, which had been silent anyway, and padded over to the vending machines. If he fed them some loose change, maybe they would eat up a minute or two.

	After working out that he didn’t have enough for a sedge pasty, Teal decided to treat himself to a bottle of 3-Down with the last Britannian coins in his wallet. Like so many carnivorous students before him, he’d been tempted to plump for a can of lessonade, but the only flavour left was earthworm, and he was in no mood to weather the indigestion. One look at the classic peace sign on the 3-Down logo, however, and he was sold. It had been too long since he last had a good bottle of marble soda. The coin slot vacuumed up every penny he gave it, and when he keyed in the code, the bottle fell with a satisfying thunk against the plastic door. He slipped his paw inside to fish it out. It was so cold.

	The marble top barely had time to pop off before he glugged half the bottle, hiccupping as the melon-flavoured bubbles shot straight to his nose. The sensation was indescribable, setting his whiskers alight. It proved to be entirely too delicious for its own good. Another hefty gulp, and it was all gone. Only the marble was left, rolling around inside the empty glass. Teal lapped up the remaining sweet drops from around the rim, wiping his paws free from condensation on his hoodie. He could have easily burned through another two bottles, no problem, but he’d promised not to break any more notes until he landed in Sakurai.

	Still, he twisted off the cap, and pocketed the green glass marble for luck. He was hardly a superstitious fox, but in less than an hour, he’d be thousands of feet up in the air. It couldn’t hurt.

	It felt like a good moment to check the time, but Teal’s phone stubbornly refused to unlock, leaving him staring dumbfounded at his own reflection. For a split second, he feared the worst. His Cherry Logic had finally given up the ghost! He was travelling halfway around the globe, and he’d be doing so without backup, without so much as a tin can on a string. Then, he remembered that he’d turned it off to take it through security, and for the briefest of windows, he was truly grateful to be travelling alone.

	On his third attempt to switch it on, the logo of the white twin cherries finally gave way to his home screen. Teal was shocked by the number of notifications waiting for him. There were dozens of missed yaps from his study group on Yapchat, several yaps from complete strangers, and at least one attempt to organise a howl. Finn must have told them he was leaving. Knowing him, just about everybody at OCU had heard about it by now. Finn had also left a message of his own, recommending Teal to visit the Top Cats in Duty Free. He claimed the store was unparalleled in the field of specialist headwear. Teal made a personal note that, should he ever take him up on his word, he’d send him some photos of the best, and more importantly worst, results.

	At the very bottom of the list was a message Teal hadn’t expected to find. It was a message from his father.

	Have fun out there, T, the text message read. Stay safe, and always remember to wear a belt. I hope the historian in you finds what he’s looking for, and I hope the little kit knows that if he ever needs help, I’ll be there in a heartbeat, no matter what. You’re my son, and I love you.

	Also, currently unpacking the mess in the kitchen. You know you can get shopping delivered online, right?

	Teal couldn’t help but chuckle. ‘Thanks, Dad.’ It was a long message, too. His father had probably spent all that time typing it out. He sat down by the gate to read it a few more times before he brought up the virtual keyboard. It was going to be a while before he’d be able to text him back. He had to get this right.

	I can only apologise for my outburst by the car, Teal’s reply began. You didn’t deserve that, and I’m sorry. It’s just that things have been stressful lately. I don’t really know where to start. Mum’s birthday was tough, and it didn’t help that a lot of other stuff’s been going on too. Stuff I haven’t really talked about.

	You were right. Things aren’t okay at university, or at my job, but it’s more than that. There’s something I’ve been keeping secret, for a long time now—

	No, that wouldn’t do at all. ‘You know you get charged by the letter, right?’ he muttered to himself, backspacing until he was back at the start. This wasn’t a history essay he was writing. He actually had a point to get to. Attempt number two.

	I didn’t mean to yell at you back at the terminal. I’m sorry. But I was just so scared. It’s hard to even know where to start. Ever since I was little, I always felt like I was different—

	Drat, that wasn’t going to work either. Teal couldn’t possibly sum up so much in so few words. Coming out via text message was certainly a ballsy move, he’d give it that. It sounded like something Finn would do, just so he could brag about it later. Unfortunately, Teal didn’t have that luxury. Matters such as these required a muzzle-to-muzzle conversation, something long, measured and deliberate. For now, he had to keep everything simple. Only the barest of necessities.

	I’m sorry I yelled at you. I’ll explain everything when I get back, I promise. Take care. I love you too.

	That was about as good as it was going to get. No sooner had Teal pressed the ‘Send’ button than the tannoy system sounded above. His ears perked up to catch the sweetest words he’d heard all day. ‘Gate D4 is now open for boarding…’

	Teal was on his hind paws and in the queue before the announcement had even concluded, clutching his passport and boarding pass to his chest. It felt good to apologise. Even though not everything had been resolved, there was a sense of peace to the departure that he hadn’t realised he needed.

	He was surprised, then, to feel his pocket vibrate only a few moments later. That was strange. His father wasn’t even that quick on the home keyboard. He dug it out with his free paw.

	Message not sent. Insufficient credit.
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	Fox on a Plane

	 

	‘Sir, if you could complete this simple passenger card, you’ll receive a ten percent discount off your next flight with Heron Back Again!’

	Teal closed the overhead luggage compartment lid. The peacock certainly seemed to be chirpy, brandishing the card about like a winning lottery ticket, but all the enthusiasm in the world didn’t count for much when Teal knew just how truly awful it was to work long hours in customer service. The only thing standing between that smile and an existential grimace of despair was the promise that it would all be over soon. Getting the money afterwards was like honey for the wound.

	‘I don’t think there’s any danger of that happening,’ Teal laughed. ‘I won’t be flying again for a long time.’

	‘They’re also compulsory for all non-native flyers,’ the flight attendant said with a smile. He slipped one into Teal’s paw, along with a battered old biro whose logo had been crudely clawed away. ‘But completing the optional questionnaire on the back will help you help us know how to help customers like yourself in the future.’

	Teal shrugged. ‘I guess I was in the mood for a doodle anyway.’

	He sat down to allow the flight attendant past, leaning back to avoid getting swiped in the face by his magnificent plumage. All the flight attendants were peacocks. There wasn’t a peahen in sight, though Teal supposed it made sense. Flight attendants were the face of the airline, after all, and their long, iridescent trains and regal blue necks made for quite the impression. Teal had a sneaking suspicion that some of them were even bluer than he was, which was something he never thought he’d be jealous of.

	They were also the only staff Teal had seen at Wrenway Airport that didn’t have their wings clipped. He imagined it was because they couldn’t fly very far, superseding wing regulations, although he couldn’t be sure. Perhaps the authorities simply didn’t have the heart to take a knife to such beautiful plumage. Peacocks were the only birds whose tails could judge you whilst you pruned them. Not only that, but unlike the eyes on their faces, their tail feathers would never blink back. Even now, their eerie gaze followed Teal from the cabin floor, full, bright and uncut, much to the chagrin of the other avian passengers flying that day.

	It took Teal a good few minutes to untangle the bundle of seat buckles he’d been saddled with. On a more expensive flight, the seats might have been custom fitted for each flyer, but he wasn’t being forced to suffer under QuickFlings’ cruel, penny-pinching wing, so he was in no mood to complain. One of the combinations seemed to fit him well enough. He clamped the quick-release buckles over his waist and shoulders, and tucked the rest underneath the seat.

	There didn’t seem to be much else going on, so Teal clicked the biro into action and got to work on the passenger card. He went down each column, filling in one box after another.

	‘Am I bringing in chemicals or biological weapons that could inflict irreparable harm on the Sakuranese ecosystem?’ Teal read aloud. He tapped the pen against the card. ‘I swear I know this one…’

	As he blazed through the questions, Teal couldn’t help but long for the ones in his university seminars to be anywhere near as simple. Then again, if that were the case, the degree probably wouldn’t be worth the paper it was printed on. He wondered if he’d ever see one with his name on it. ‘Teal D. Arke – awarded the Degree of Bachelor of Arts in History.’ Now that was a question that didn’t need answering today. 

	The address was the only time Teal needed to dig the information booklet out of the prize pack. ‘The Ten Takai Palace,’ he read, filling in the street name and post code. He couldn’t wait to see it with his own two eyes. If the pictures were to be believed, he and his father could have lived quite happily inside one of the bathrooms alone, which, to Teal’s undue excitement, all came equipped with state-of-the-art fur-drying technology. It was almost shameful how excited he was to test it out. If he did nothing else during the week’s stay besides bathe, it still would have been worth the trip…

	Without warning, the plane jolted forwards. The card flew clean out of Teal’s paws, and the biro would have joined it if his little claw hadn’t snagged the lid in the nick of time. He bent down to pick the card back up, sorting through a tangle of belt buckles that were suddenly chattering like wind-up teeth. With the engines kicked into life, the entire cabin was shaking. A few rows ahead, somebody’s calf had just woken up. Its cry was loud and shrill, not at all dissimilar to the mechanical parts of the plane that were whirring into action around them.

	Sitting back in his seat, Teal pocketed the card. His pads clung feverishly to the armrests. To say that he hated everything about this new experience would have been among the severest of understatements. It all made sense to him now, why the armrests had come equipped with that flimsy scratch-proof coating. If this was how the rest of the flight was going to be, tens of thousands of feet over the tiny anthill nations on Terra Fauna’s distant crust, he doubted it’d be enough to protect them. The lack of leg room was the least of his problems now.

	The flight attendants congregated at the front to conduct the safety talk. The presentation was impeccable, from their dapper uniforms to the extended tail choreography, but Teal had to force himself to stop listening after the first minute or so. There were only so many times he was prepared to hear the word ‘emergency’ before the wheels had even left the ground.

	His discomfort drew the attention of the roe deer couple sitting behind him. ‘First time, dear?’ the old doe asked. Wearing a smile as broad as her waist, she spoke with a thick Hirschlandic accent, nestled in a web of orange yarn that managed to ensnare not only her snoring husband, but also the aisle seats behind them. If the crow’s feet around her big brown eyes were anything to go by, the question was sincere, so Teal nodded back. ‘Oh, you’ll survive. It was my first flight too, not long ago. Like many awful things in life, it’s better with others, easier with practise, and soon as dull as trimming your hooves. You just have to know the numbers, or so my brave husband tells me. He was a pilot once, don’t you know? Smuggled guns to rebels in the forties, disguised inside giant crates of oranges. The guns, that is. Not the rebels. Isn’t that right, you old tie rack?’

	The old tie rack in question seemed more concerned with trying to sleep than anything, but a quick nudge from one of her knitting needles, and he was nodding wildly in agreement. ‘A tine for every brain cell, this one,’ the doe sighed, rolling her eyes. The four tines atop his head were quick to agree with that too.

	Teal was more interested in how she’d managed to overcome her fear of flying. ‘What was that you said about numbers?’ he asked the doe. The plane lurched forwards, and he immediately shut his eyes again.

	‘Numbers, dear?’

	‘You said that all you need to do is to know the numbers.’

	‘I believe that’s what my husband said, though I suppose you could consider me guilty by association. I’m sure I wrote them down somewhere. A moment, please.’ The doe placed aside her current project, which could have been a scarf, a sock, an antler warmer, or some unholy combination of the three for all Teal knew, to replace it with a petite lilac notepad from her purse. ‘Here we are,’ she said, raising a mint-tipped hoof to adjust her beaded glasses. After flicking past the first few pages, she cleared her throat. ‘The odds of a commercial plane crashing are one in a million.’

	Teal’s claws shot out, raking down the sides of the plastic armrests. Oblivious, the doe continued reading. ‘The odds of actually dying are only one in ten million. According to the statistics on WorstAviationDisasters.org, plane crash victims—’

	‘Please,’ Teal begged her. ‘I don’t say this often, but I need you to stop talking right now, or I’m going to have to knock myself out.’ If foxes were meant to fly, we would have been born with wings…

	‘Suit yourself.’ The old doe removed her glasses, frowning sniffily. The black daub of fur around her nose wrinkled into a disapproving moustache. ‘I was only telling you not to fret. Planes are far safer than cars, my dear, especially now they’re no longer held together with gum, Elephant Tape, and good intentions. The stories my husband could tell you. More foxes lose their tails in the kitchen, but I’ll wager you’ve never let that get in the way of lunch.’

	Teal cracked an eye open. She had a point. The cabin may have been juddering violently, surely more than was necessary, but nothing was on fire. There were no screams, not yet at least, and the plane seemed to be grinding to a halt anyway. ‘I’m sorry,’ he apologised. Withdrawing his claws, he returned his paws to his lap. ‘You’re right. It’s just that I’ve never done this before.’

	The plane began to move again, but this time, it was dead ahead. There were no more nasty surprises, no sharp turns, nor mysterious metallic screeches. Just a low rumble, as the scenery whipped past the window deceptively quickly. It barely felt like they were moving at all. ‘Yeah, it’s… it’s going to be alright,’ Teal said. Saying it made it so. ‘The plane’s got a smart, capable captain in charge, and we’re sitting inside the result of decades of the finest Britannian engineering.’

	Then, he heard the scrape of wheels underneath him. The entire cabin lifted, and Teal felt his stomach trying to escape his chest. All of a sudden, he was a fox enclosed in a tubular metal coffin, with only a few inches of steel between himself, and a hundred-foot drop.

	‘I told you it would be fine,’ the old doe cooed. 

	‘I’m going to die.’

	* * *

	‘If you could fold up your tray, sir, we’ll be landing soon.’

	‘Wha…?’

	It seemed only moments ago that they had taken off. The complimentary headphones lay bunched up on Teal’s lap, the scant leftovers of his meal still sitting in their shrink-wrapped plastic containers. An unseasoned tilapia fillet, with a side of mealbread and a carton of redberry juice. It was hardly fine dining, but after running around for an hour on an empty stomach, he’d take whatever he could get. Teal’s father had cooked him similar meals in the past. The fish may have been less flavourful, but it was also less black.

	Teal turned to his window, but he was disappointed to find the shutter down. In fact, all the shutters around the cabin appeared to have been drawn down. ‘Standard landing procedure,’ one of the flight attendants explained, when Teal enquired after it. ‘The disparity between what your brain is telling you, and what actually happens outside, often induces panic upon touchdown. This helps us to prevent MACOR, or the Mammalian Auto-Corrective Orientation Response. My fiancé was working on a flight once when the whole cabin went under. It wasn’t pretty, I can tell you that.’

	‘Right, right, of course…’ Melanie would have known that, Teal thought to himself. He scratched behind his ears. He’d been sleeping on one side for most of the day, and it definitely showed. His fur was a mess. ‘But I could open it for a minute, right?’ he asked. ‘Just to take a peek?’ It was only at that moment that it really hit home. All of Sakurai was waiting on the other side of that thin sheet of plastic. It was so close, he could practically reach out and touch it.

	But the flight attendant had other ideas. ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ the peacock told him, shaking his head. His blue crown jiggled about like a fine-fletched wattle. ‘I’m sure there’ll be plenty of opportunity for that when we’ve landed.’

	‘I suppose.’ Teal may have received the news grumblingly, but he couldn’t begrudge the flight attendant a helping paw. Once his tray was locked into place, he piled the food containers together and handed the plastic pyramid over.

	‘Is there anything else I can do for you, sir?’

	‘I’m good, thanks. Just looking forward to being back down on Terra Fauna.’

	‘That makes two of us, sir.’

	Once the peacock’s tail had fanned out of sight, Teal had half a mind to flip the shutter up anyway, but he decided against it. In altitudes such as these, it was always better to err on the side of caution. Instead, he straightened his ears and slipped the headphone sleeves over them, twisting the volume knob on the hard speaker shells at their centre. They’d made amazing time. If the information on the map screen was to be believed, the flight had only taken them around nine hours. They were early.

	It was difficult to draw his eyes away from the miniature aeroplane slowly inching its way across an endless expanse of blue. On the fourth of February, at precisely four o’clock in the morning, they were set to land in Nahashi. According to the clock in the corner, it was already 3:52. Teal had never been so ready to plummet thousands of feet in all his life. 

	Anything that rises must also one day fall. It was true with empires, with cutthroat warlords and cantankerous kings, with pious monks tending to abandoned litters, geese migrating home for the long winter, and as Teal proved that morning, even foxes. All across the cabin, ears were popping, stomachs were dropping, beaks were chattering, and there was absolutely nothing anybody could do about it. Teal took a small comfort in that, even as the plane rattled his very claws to the bone, defying every new message of reassurance over the intercom with some fresh turbulent hell. By the time the wheels finally kissed the sweet tarmac below, Teal was all but ready to clamber out and join them, and he was far from alone.

	Some passengers fared better than others. Behind Teal, the old former pilot was barely holding the splinters of his left antler together. The turbulence must have been the final straw. Beside him, as ever, his wife was rolling her eyes. She appeared to be entirely unperturbed, binding off the last row of stitches quite comfortably within her sprawling web of yarn, and yet Teal had never seen anyone move so quickly as when her husband joked about getting blood all over her nice new cardigan. ‘Not if we’ve got anything to say about it!’ the flash of needles seemed to say.

	‘Well sizzle my tenders,’ the old buck grunted. ‘Anybody got a tissue?’

	‘I’ll do you one better,’ Teal said with a grin. He knew there was a reason why he’d bought that roll of antler wrap. He tore the grateful buck a few sheets, politely declining his offer to take the antler home as he helped to dress the stump. The old buck seemed greatly forlorn, but Teal could already hear Melanie lecturing him about just how much of a hygiene horror show a stranger’s unsterilised antler would be. ‘Honestly, it’s an amazing specimen. I just don’t think I have the space for it on my wall…’

	When Teal joined the line to leave, he rifled through his pockets one last time, to make sure he hadn’t forgotten anything. Sure enough, his wallet, keys and phone were still there, along with the passenger card, and the loose glass marble from the vending machine. There were no further items of cutlery to be found either, but there was something else. It was one of the pieces of antler wrap, all wadded up. Unfurling the paper revealed a fine shard of bone, as small as a thorn, white as snow, and pricked with blood. Teal looked back at the old roe couple queueing a few places behind him, but the buck only smiled and nodded. Teal nodded back. He added the glass marble to the sheet, crumpled it up, and stowed it safely away.

	Teal followed the other passengers down a long, ribbed tube that wobbled slightly underfoot, and smelled strongly of rubber. It may have been brightly lit, but it was totally closed off from the outside world. There were no windows or doors to speak of, not even a sliver of light to escape through the connecting segments that wormed this way and that, like the intestines of some long-dead mechanical giant. Teal craned his neck around the sleepy procession, but there was no end in sight. The tube seemed to stretch on forever. Just like a real intestine, he noted to himself.

	Then, he caught a whisper of a tannoy up ahead. It was a female voice, almost certainly feline in nature, but what struck him the most were the words she was saying. He couldn’t understand them. The fur on the back of Teal’s neck slowly crept up, brushing past his yellow hood. He really wasn’t in Lower Britannia anymore.

	Moving further along, he heard another tannoy announcement, and then another, combined with the warning siren of a reversing airport buggy. The air was smelling cleaner too. There was only one more stretch of black rubber tubing to walk down before the next sharp bend, and it was longer than any of the others. Teal had a feeling that this would be the one. The other passengers had taken to whispering amongst themselves, but it was all he could do not to fidget in line as they stepped ever nearer, following the white paw prints, hoof tracks and talon marks printed on the floor. Teal was so close now. Why did it feel so much like a dream? The anticipation grew and grew, until it was almost too much to bear…

	And just like that, Teal swung around the corner, and there it was. The end of the line. With both paws clinging to his rucksack straps, he took a deep breath, and stepped over the metal grating onto solid ground.

	He made it. At long last, he was finally here.

	 

	
 

	13

	Nahashi International

	 

	Teal kept his eyes sharp. He was desperate to see his first cherry blossom tree around the next corner, but behind every clean, fluorescent, glass-panelled room was yet another clean, fluorescent, glass-panelled room. Nahashi International may have been halfway around the world, but at the end of the day, an airport was still just an airport. Teal was beginning to tire of the dry air, bright lights and clinical walls. He wanted to go outside and run, to feel the fresh Sakuranese grass beneath his pads.

	Fortunately, the airport personnel were more than happy to help, courteously funnelling all non-native flyers straight to the immigration desk. It was a prime opportunity to test out his single-digit vocabulary, but one look at the enthusiastic robins leading the charge, and he quickly swallowed his words. Better to save them for when he really needed them. Teal couldn’t imagine a lot of professions that were subjected to as many mangled syllables as theirs. A more adventurous tourist made one such attempt, and was rewarded for their efforts with a shower of compliments. Teal couldn’t help but smile. He’d never seen a tail wag faster. Back at O-Bun Sesame, Dinah and Nidah had advised him that, in their own experience at least, the best compliment a Sakuranese student could receive was no compliment at all. Indeed, for someone truly proficient, they could stand to be corrected. From the way Sakuranese flowed like honey from her tongue, Teal could only assume that Dinah was corrected often. Nidah’s silence on the subject spoke volumes.

	It was at times like these that Teal would have appreciated Dinah’s company, and not only because all of the signs, directions and warning notices were written in Sakuranese, long strings of complex, intricate characters, instead of the Britannian letters he was used to. Nobody could make a shift fly by quite like Dinah. Melanie was wont to talk off an ear or two, but only when the mood took her, and she had some fascinating new insight about mammalian anatomy to share. Nidah was only there for Dinah, more present in body than mind, and though Jules had many a story to tell, the old slow loris was just as happy to hum through the silences as he was to lend his voice to the chorus.

	Dinah was cheerful without ever being oblivious, chatty but never loose-lipped. She could talk fluff day and night, and yet, when pressed, the maned wolf could cut to the heart of an issue like a surgeon. No day had ever been darkened by her presence, nor any night failed to lighten. Teal would have loved to have seen her excitement at returning to Sakurai yet again. The queue for the immigration desk would have flown by. Fortunately, one of the advantages of a truly abominable landing time was that nobody was keen on sticking around for long.

	Soon enough, it had whittled away, and Teal was left on his own. A green pheasant was waiting for him within the walls of the glass booth. There was something of the dragon about him. His impressive green feathers were impeccably groomed, glowing like iridescent scales around his neck and down his back. His wattle was blood red, which only made the gaze of his watchful yellow eyes all the more pronounced. The desks for returning nationals may have been headed by mice, but this was who you wanted weeding out the smugglers from the sightseers. Teal couldn’t stop staring at his beak. It looked like it was a stranger to a smile.

	When the immigration officer first laid eyes on Teal, there was a split second in which his otherwise perfect poise broke. His wattle bobbed at his chin like an Adam’s apple, and a wispy eyebrow arched in confusion, or perhaps it was suspicion. Teal was no stranger to either. It was the reason he’d decided to bring photocopies of his medical documents with him, though he hoped it wouldn’t come to that. He was already self-conscious enough as it was. Nobody liked being stared at. Not like that.

	Luckily for him, professionalism took over, and the look had vanished as quickly as it appeared. Teal breathed a sigh of relief as the officer beckoned him closer, into the examination booth. No sooner had he stepped over the dotted line than the glass door whipped shut behind him. Teal looked to the transparent divide for instructions, and was promptly rewarded with a flash of blinding light. Just like that, the world was gone. ‘A countdown would’ve been nice,’ Teal muttered, rubbing the white fog away until it had coalesced into a maze of rude spirals. He would have understood a countdown, provided it hadn’t started higher than ten.

	The immigration officer said something in response, but Teal couldn’t understand a word of it. He felt his tail drop, and his stomach begin to tighten. He should have spent more time with the phrase book. ‘I’m… sorry,’ Teal stuttered, in his very best Sakuranese. At least, that was what he hoped he’d said. ‘Sorry’ sounded awfully similar to ‘happy’, which wasn’t a million miles away from ‘bored’ either. The more he thought about it, the more he realised that he should have been paying a lot less attention to how the different phrases were written, and a lot more attention to how they were pronounced. As if to taunt him, the characters for each word began dancing in his mind’s eye. He remembered every last one.

	Luckily, the green pheasant seemed to recognise his accent. He laughed, a throaty, stuttering squawk that could have just as easily been the product of indigestion. ‘From Britannia?’ he asked in perfect Britannian. Teal nodded back, flushed with embarrassment. He didn’t think it particularly wise to go into excruciating detail over the different nations of Grand Britannia, and how Britannia itself had ceased to exist when the empire collapsed. The pheasant was amused; that was the important thing. ‘Your Sakuranese? Very good.’

	The immigration officer reached down to tap on a series of instructional pictograms. The first featured a cartoon shiba inu, reeling back in horror from the photo flash coming from the desk. There was a big red cross through it. The second demonstrated how to correctly prepare for your photograph. Teal rolled his eyes. That would have been handy a minute ago. The pheasant’s feathers were pointing towards the third picture, which showed the shiba inu handing over their boarding pass.

	The officer nodded his thanks as he received it. When he was satisfied with his inspection, he tore off a small section of card, placing the rest inside Teal’s passport and stapling it shut. Teal flinched as the stapler’s teeth crunched straight through the book’s thin plastic cover. Hopefully, the customs officer in Wrenway Airport wouldn’t mind a few extra holes.

	The next pictogram showed the cartoon shiba inu pressing both paws into a pair of black casts, like they were having their prints taken during a police interview. Teal followed suit, holding his paws up to the rail as the green pheasant flicked through a series of different cast sizes. For each one he dismissed, he pushed it along the circular rail, until it was hanging at the back of the group. The smallest barely scraped the sides of Teal’s palm, and the largest could have smothered his entire face, with room to spare. Teal shuddered to look at them. The claw grooves alone were enormous. There were feral wilding species living in jungles that didn’t have claws that large. At such a formidable size, it wouldn’t have taken much to separate someone’s head from their shoulders. A foul mood, a slip of the wrist, one too many drinks. Modern society’s a miracle…

	Half a dozen sizings later, when the immigration officer had settled on a cast, he ran it down the rail and clipped it onto the machine. It was a sophisticated-looking device, complete with lasers that glowed forebodingly through the finger-sized grooves. Teal couldn’t help but notice just how much they resembled finger guillotines. He could only hope he’d be allowed to keep his, as he gingerly placed his pads upon the rests, and waited. Luckily, the plasters didn’t seem to pose a problem. Bright lights blinked across his index fingers, and the machine made a strange stuttering sound befitting of its operator. Then, there was a beep. 

	Whether the beep meant that he was cleared to go, or that they’d just detected a world-famous criminal, remained to be seen. Unwilling to risk a stab at small talk, Teal was left frozen in place, straining a smile at the officer while he waiting for the machine to stop laughing at him. The pheasant stared back. Whether he was suspicious, bored, or even mildly entertained, his unblinking eyes gave nothing away.

	When the machine had worked its magic, it printed out a small blue form that the immigration officer slid underneath the glass partition. ‘Welcome to Nahashi,’ he said, waving him on with something resembling a smile as the glass doors drew back. The entire world was waiting for him. Teal stepped through the turnstile in a daze. This was it. Nine hours, and almost six thousand miles later, he was finally here. He slipped a paw into his pocket to check the form that the immigration officer had given him.

	It was a clean bill of health. They’d been scanning him the entire time. Not only was he halfway around the world, the first Arke to leave Lower Britannia in over a decade, but he was also officially one hundred percent disease-free. ‘Well how about that?’

	* * *

	Teal had made a promise to himself not to get distracted, but that didn’t last long. There was an amazing exhibit about the history of Nahashi, featuring ancient paintings, scale models, and even a short film that charted its development all the way from a small fishing island to a power great enough to challenge the military leadership in Sakurai, and back again. He followed the display through the centuries, watching technology and innovation explode from such humble beginnings.

	He was utterly unrepentant of his history student sensibilities, taking picture after picture whenever he could coax his Cherry Logic into working again. Now this was a place where he could lose an afternoon or two. Forget the cinema, or the bowling alley. This was riveting stuff.

	‘The island of Nahashi has long been proud of its independence,’ he read through the glass, following the subtitled Britannian text along. ‘To this day, contentions remain over whether the island is to be considered part of mainland Sakurai, or its own separate, self-governing state. These tensions, which were supposedly laid to rest following a failed rebellion during the Sakuranese Civil War, recently resurfaced when the last natural formations linking the two islands fell into the sea in the early 1940s. Wait a minute…’

	Teal’s eyes narrowed. He hopped back a few paces to double-check the map. ‘Don’t tell me I’m not even in Sakurai yet.’

	But the map did him no favours. It clearly showed the artificial land that had been constructed to link the motorways and tramlines between the two islands. Apparently, there was a border after all, small and unpoliced, but no less real because of it. Part of him had been wondering why the immigration officer had welcomed him to the small island of Nahashi, as opposed to Sakurai itself. It appeared he’d found his answer.

	‘Ten hours,’ he said, heaving a sigh. ‘Ten hours of flying, and I’m still―’ Teal was interrupted by a yawn too great to stifle. ‘Still not there yet.’

	But it did no good to linger on the matter. After all, Takai wasn’t getting any closer. It was with great reluctance that he snapped his last few photos of the Nahashi exhibit, bidding farewell to the fascinating little chunk of history. Luckily, when he left to collect his suitcase, the airport was colour-coded. Even an idiot could have fumbled his way to the luggage carousels, which Teal considered himself living proof of. Clinging to the big, bold pictures for directions had never made him feel less knowledgeable. If he ever found his way back, it was only going to be after attending some lessons first, hopefully from Dinah. Something told him that the kind, empathetic, endlessly patient maned wolf would have made for a good teacher. Failing that, perhaps Nidah could simply yell the words into him. ‘Station four,’ he repeated to himself, thumbing the circled number on his plane ticket. ‘My suitcase should be in the yellow sector at station four.’

	Sure enough, Teal was right. The only problem was that he was looking for a tall, black, unassuming suitcase in a rolling sea of the things. If it hadn’t been for his father’s embellishments, he’d never have found it. The first time he hauled a suitcase from the conveyer, he only realised his mistake when he unzipped the base to put his prize pack away. Blushing from ear to ear, he still wasn’t half as red as what he found within. ‘Evidently not,’ he wheezed, heaving it back onto the machine.

	By the time Teal’s suitcase came around, he was one of the few still waiting. Flipping it onto its backside revealed the embroidered patches, spread across the plain black canvas like an infestation of gaudy colours and questionable tastes. There were flags from corner to corner, a few of which, it amused Teal to note, belonged to countries that no longer existed. The Britannian flag was the largest among them, peeling slightly at the edges. There were vintage beer brands, sports team logos, cartoon catchphrases, and a whole slew of bands so cheesy, Teal wouldn’t have been caught dead listening to them. He hoped that he never would be. There was a reason he never lent Finn his phone.

	Once Teal’s suitcase had been checked out, all that remained was to change his useless blue Britannian notes into sen. Luckily, Dinah and Nidah had given him a few pointers before he left. There were a dozen brand-new cash converters, all of them spotless and glinting in a long line of vending machines that sold almost anything an animal could ask for. There were vending machines for fresh pizza, vending machines for ice cream, umbrellas, cigarettes, flowers, tail gloves, board games, talon stockings, and even one that sported an adorable picture of miniature gecko pets, each in their own unique habitats. Teal had his suspicions about what was really inside, but not enough to find out.

	All of these and more he strode past, and though his tail often tweaked with curiosity at an unusual sound or smell, he resisted the urge to take a closer look. He couldn’t afford to get suckered in. As he descended further down the line, the cash converters began to show their age. Their screens grew less polished, their interfaces less intuitive, and their flat, sleek modern logos devolved into bevelled fonts with garish gradient backdrops. At the beginning, Teal might have been forgiven for thinking that the vending machines stretched on indefinitely, providing succour for hungry, lonely or lusty travellers the world over.

	But there was indeed an end, at the back of a cold room with a blinking fluorescent light that couldn’t have been further from the rest of the airport without being outside. There, Teal came across three battered green machines with pixelated black-and-white monitors. These were the ones Nidah had told him about. It was folly, waiting until you’d already landed in a country to change your money, but now that he was here, they were his best bet. 

	He approached the first, relieved to see that the menu was mercifully subtitled in Britannian. The operating system looked like it was at least twenty years old. If it broke down after gobbling up all his parents’ money, and he ended up starving to death, Teal vowed that Nidah would be the first animal on his haunt list. It didn’t help that, knowing Nidah, she would probably have found it more fun than he would. Holding his breath, he depressed the start button, hoping for the best. It emitted a long dull tone, instructing him to insert the money. He looked around to make sure no one was watching him. For some reason, the cold, dingy, flickering backroom wasn’t among the airport’s more popular venues. He was alone.

	The first ten-pound note he held to the machine like a sacred offering, clutching the rest close to his chest in the small red envelope. The note barely touched the sides. A moment after it had been sucked inside, the machine was demanding more, displaying his troubles numerically on the upper corner of the screen. After the second note, the digits crept up, and they rose higher still with the third. After the fourth, Teal decided to cover the display, inserting the rest blindly. It didn’t feel right, totting up his gift like it was just another wage slip. He had initially planned to split the envelope between the three cash converters, hedging his bets, but with the figure staring him in the face, he just wanted the transaction finished as soon as possible.

	The machine didn’t seem to care one way or the other. It took everything he could give it, eating like it hadn’t been fed in eons, and before long, it had reduced the entire wad of banknotes to a single frayed fiver. Teal was peeking between his fingers as he pressed it to the slot, relinquishing it to the deceptively strong pull of the motors with yet another approving bleep. That was everything. With a thumb pad over the final total, he navigated through the menu to the convert button.

	A loud whirring soon followed, not entirely unlike that of a paper shredder. Then, one of the slots spat a receipt out onto the floor. Apparently, that was all the thanks Teal was going to get for his patronage. ‘A little ceremony wouldn’t kill you,’ he remarked. When he bent down to pick it up, the cash converter spat a coin at the back of his head. ‘Hey!’

	Rubbing the tender spot, he picked the silver coin up and turned it over in his paw, glaring at the converter. But it had no answer for him. There were no beeps or boops, only silence, and the cold mechanical scorn of a blank screen. Teal waited patiently for a few moments, and then a little longer. Doubts began to creep in. Pressing the convert button again did nothing, and neither did the back button, the start button or either of the arrow buttons. It was almost as if… no. It couldn’t be. If the machine was dead, where did that leave Teal? He’d be damned if he was going to let it steal his parents’ savings, just like that.

	Teal mashed every button he could find, and even a few that he couldn’t. He prodded the screen, checked the wiring at the back, and even rocked it from side to side like a faulty vending machine, but no matter what he tried, nothing was working. His own worst fears were being realised. He’d made a terrible mistake. First my Cherry Logic, and now this. Even the worst conversion rates in the world were better than nothing. ‘Come on, damn it!’ In desperation, he lashed out with a savage kick, and suddenly, sen notes were streaming out. ‘Oh god…’

	Teal pressed himself to the machine, but the notes just kept coming, a pink wave of Sakuranese poets and prime ministers that crashed over his fingers, surged down his hoodie and spread across the floor, pooling over his shoes. It was all he could do to kick them back towards the machine as they made their escape. The whole thing was so surreal, like a prize round on some Saturday night game show, that he quickly found himself laughing. He could barely stuff one handful of banknotes into the envelope before thrice more appeared, but he kept going anyway. He had to try.

	The red envelope was fit to bursting by the time the machine stuck out its last pink paper tongue. Teal held his paw up to the dispenser, where it coughed up a few more coins for him to swiftly pocket. Was that it? Was it over? He crouched down to check that nothing had been caught in the mechanism, and the cash converter seized its chance. It belched a final red coin right at Teal’s nose, but this time, the fox was ready. He ducked out of the way, catching it triumphantly between the claws of his thumb and forefinger. The machine made a noise like a sigh, and then it slowly wound down. There. Now, it was over.

	‘Pleasure doing business with you,’ Teal lied, giving the old thing a pat. ‘Consider us even.’ Even or not, he wouldn’t be leaving until every last sen had been accounted for.

	Arranging the notes in order, he couldn’t help but notice some very large numbers. He felt almost like a millionaire, at least until he dug out the receipt. Alright, maybe not quite. But it was certainly closer than he’d ever been in Lower Britannia. He did the maths in his head. His yearly salary working at O-Bun Sesame would have easily made him a millionaire in Nahashi. That was a nice thought. Then again, it probably cost a few hundred sen for a can of Mr Paprika, so it was all relative. At that rate, you’d need a wheelbarrow of cash if you ever wanted to buy a car. And a house? Forget it. You’d probably need another house just to store it all in…

	Teal shook his head. He was getting ahead of himself. There was plenty of time for such fanciful thinking in Sakurai. Until then, he actually had to get there. Grateful for the travel money burning holes in at least two of his pockets, he followed the signs down to International Arrivals.

	It turned out to be the busiest part of the airport. Even at such an ungodly hour as this, the barriers were lined with a menagerie of waving families, whistling fiancés and limp-winged taxi drivers. They were all doing so much to attract the attention of the animals they were due to pick up, it was difficult to know where to look. For a few confused moments, Teal was right back at Wrenway Airport. ‘How am I supposed to know who I’m meeting?’

	Locking the suitcase handle into place, he reached for his trusty prize pack, but for once, it offered little in the way of answers. There wasn’t even a physical description of the university representative. A species might have been nice. ‘They’re asking for the impossible here,’ Teal muttered, looking back up to find someone holding a large cardboard sign with ‘Competition Winner’ scrawled on it. He grinned. ‘But give a fox long enough, and he’ll figure that out too.’

	Sticking the prize pack under his arm, he wheeled his suitcase over, holding up the certificate as proof of his identity. ‘Hey there!’ he called above the ruckus. ‘I’ve just arrived from Lower Britannia, and I’m pretty sure I’m your competition winner.’

	‘Yes, yes, come quickly.’ The representative was dressed far more formally than Teal had been expecting, given the somewhat stingy nature of the prize. Now that he was here, it seemed the University of Takai were pulling out all the stops. His bouquet was arresting, a mixture of mint, jasmine, and stale wood smoke. The chauffeur may have been short, but he looked very official, complete with a slightly baggy suit, dark glasses, a smart cap, two white gloves tucked into his cuffs, and a stout box of documents that never left his side. Most of his face was obscured behind a silk scarf, but Teal could tell that he was a raccoon dog; the eye markings around the glasses gave it away almost immediately. He wondered why he was wearing the scarf. It must have been cold outside.

	 ‘On behalf of the university, I’d like to cordially welcome you to our shores, and yada yada, you know the rest,’ he said gruffly. His accent was utterly unplaceable. It sounded like it came from everywhere and nowhere, and yet there was something vaguely familiar about it. ‘The important thing is that you made it, so congratulations.’

	The representative gave a hasty bow. His black blazer parted, and for just a moment, Teal caught sight of a loose string of coins around his waist. He eyed them curiously. An unusual spot to keep his tips, perhaps? If nothing else, it seemed like an ingenious way of showing your clients exactly how much the previous passengers had paid, putting pressure on them without the driver having to say a single word. That, or it was just some loose change on a string. ‘Thanks for the warm welcome,’ Teal nodded back. He was still staring after it as he filed the prize certificate away, offering the driver his free paw. ‘It’s amazing to be here. My name’s―’

	‘Not half as important as getting there on time!’ The white gloved pads closed over his own, and before Teal knew it, he was being dragged through the crowd. His suitcase clunked along the floor behind him, bouncing from one wheel to the other.

	‘But I arrived an hour early,’ Teal gasped, breathless. The representative let go of his paw to march on ahead. Teal had to break into a jog just to keep pace. ‘I don’t understand!’

	‘You really are new here, huh? Well that’s just how we do things. The plane may have been early, but are we going to make it to our destination an hour early?’

	Teal paused to check the clock on his phone. He’d lost more time at the history exhibit than he wanted to admit. ‘Probably not,’ he said.

	‘Then we’re late.’

	‘Ah.’

	‘Ah is right.’

	‘I’m sorry. I just thought we had more time than that. I still don’t even know your name.’

	‘Good.’

	‘Good?’

	‘What, are you deaf?’

	‘No.’

	‘Good, then you heard me the first time. Frankly, you can call me whatever you want, because I guarantee I’ve been called worse. Plenty of time for introductions when we’re dead, and there’s nothing better to do. Until then, my only mission is to get you exactly where you need to be, when you need to be there.’

	The raccoon dog glanced back at Teal, who was still struggling to keep up. Behind the silk scarf, his expression seemed to soften. ‘Look, if it really matters that much to you, you can call me Ki.’

	‘Ki?’

	‘Yeah, Ki. As in, “Keep on like this, and you won’t have to put up with me much longer, because I’ll be out of a job.”’

	‘Got it. Ki?’

	The stranger sighed. ‘Yeah?’

	‘Forgive me, but you don’t sound much like a chauffeur.’

	Ki laughed. ‘Damn right I don’t. You sound just like my boss. In truth, I’m no driver, never was. Just a janitor, in a manner of speaking, picking up after everybody else’s mess. This whole thing was slapped together at the last minute. Sometimes, it feels like I’m the janitor of the whole damn universe.’

	At long last, they pushed through the crowd and made it to the back of the room. Teal stepped forwards onto a pristine entrance mat. The automatic doors parted, and the cold Nahashi air hit him like a brick. He shivered.

	It was so cool, and clean, and crisp. Even without looking, he could tell that they were surrounded on all sides by pastures. The grass was long and fragrant, dotted with small patches of wildflowers. The freesias were sweet, the daffodils strong, and the tulips refreshingly piquant. Further afield, squat bushes of tart wild berries were showing off their goods. Chittering insects skittered up and down the craggy, blushing boughs of Sakuranese maples, clawing at the bark for its sap. Teal made the most of the opportunity to soak up all the sounds, the smells. After spending so much time stuck indoors, sucking on stale, recycled air, it was like finally being able to breathe again.

	The sights were rather less impressive. A battalion of sickly fluorescent lights guarded the entrance, casting a pale halo around the airport car park. The few roads he could make out were rural, unevenly lit, and overhanging with green shoots. The perfumed paradise dancing in the air was hidden under cover of darkness. But wait! In the distance, just before the faint outline of an arching bridge, there stood a long line of trees. Their trunks were thin, but their boughs were tall and broad, brocaded by a palace of delicate, lightly swaying buds. Were those… cherry blossoms? Teal raised his nose to the air and sniffed, but they were too far out to tell. He’d never seen a cherry blossom tree before. He had to be sure.

	Leaving his suitcase where it was, Teal followed the pavement down, stepping into his own inky shadow. ‘And just where do you think you’re going?’

	‘I’ll be right back!’ he called. ‘I just need to see something first.’

	Ki grabbed his suitcase, tossing it into the back of the boot like it was nothing. ‘You think this is the only place in the country that has trees?’ he said. ‘Trust me, we’ve got plenty of trees. We’ve got so many trees, you’ll be reaching for the wood chopper.’

	Teal’s shoes scuffed against the concrete as he slowed down. ‘You promise?’ he asked him.

	‘Excuse me?’

	‘Some of my friends have been here before. They warned me about just how small the window is, and I don’t want to miss it. The cherry blossom trees won’t be around forever. Do you promise I’ll get to see them in Takai?’

	Ki shuffled around uncomfortably. One of his gloved paws slipped under his suit, combing through the coins on his string. ‘Look pal, I’ve got this thing about promises…’

	‘Then give me a minute. I’ll run straight back to the car.’ Teal picked up his hind paws and broke into a jog.

	‘I promise!’ Ki yelled after him. ‘Cross my heart and hope to croak. Now will you please get in the car already, so you won’t have to explain in your pigeon Sakuranese why you made us both so late!’

	Teal came to a halt, stopping right by the edge of the halo. The white tip of his trainer was still poised over the top, inching into darkness. For a moment, he hesitated, staring out at the shrouded figures of the trees. Then, he turned around, and made his way back to the car. It may not have been peak blooming season in Takai, but at least he’d be able to see them out in full force as they drove through the fields of Nahashi. It was better than nothing.

	He got in the passenger seat behind the driver, and closed the door behind him. The windows were all tinted. ‘Damn it!’
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	A Dark Drive

	 

	The journey was a quiet one. Teal mostly kept to himself, bobbing his head to whatever music he hadn’t exhausted over the course of his trip. Currently, it was an old Chick Cudi album that blared through the earphone clipped to his right ear. The left lay draped over his hoodie strings. Things hadn’t turned out quite the way he expected, but even after such a long day, he couldn’t help but feel excited. He still had a whole week left ahead of him. Takai wouldn’t know what hit it.

	Foliage rustled past the window, crunching underneath the car’s polished silver rims. Those sounds were the only sign that anything existed in the black void beyond the tinted windows. Nothing could be seen, only heard, and even then, the car would fall into long stretches of silence that the world was reluctant to intrude upon.

	The driver was no exception. Ki was quiet, unusually so. He kept his eyes on the road and spoke very little, except to proffer the occasional question.

	‘So, what do you think of Sakurai so far?’

	‘I’ll tell you when we get there.’

	‘Hmm. Not bad.’

	‘I certainly hope it’s better than that.’

	‘You got any relatives, stranger?’

	‘Yeah, my dad. I got lucky. Best dad a fox could ask for.’

	‘You two close, then?’

	‘When we’re not hundreds of miles apart.’

	‘What’s life like back in Britannia?’

	‘No clue – I’ve never lived anywhere else. But it’s alright, I guess. Busy, loud, hectic and all the rest of it, but at least you could never accuse it of being predictable. I’ve got a few friends there, maybe more than I thought, judging from the messages they left me. Now that I think about it, maybe I do take it for granted sometimes. It’s just difficult when the world decides it’s going to throw everything at you. Studying soaks up every second of spare time like a sponge.’

	‘You study?’

	‘Yeah, history. I’ve done a few modules on this place, actually.’

	‘Surprise me.’

	‘I don’t know if I could. It’s mostly recent stuff, like the 1881 Foreign Animals Policy. But there were some truly fascinating battles as well, like the Great Gunpowder Siege in 1568, and the Sakuranese Civil War of 1670.’

	‘1669,’ Ki corrected.

	‘Are you sure you’re remembering that right?’

	‘Positive. I never forget a date,’ he grinned. Even behind the dark glasses, Teal could see the gleam in his eyes.

	‘You know, your voice seems really familiar.’

	‘Yeah, well you westerners all sound the same to me too.’

	‘No, that’s not—’ Teal flushed. His fangs clamped down on his errant tongue, and there they remained.

	‘Easy, partner. I’m only pulling your tail.’

	Teal resigned himself to his window. The view was nothing spectacular, but it was a damn sight better than letting the driver see him like this. It was going to be an age before his cheeks stopped burning. Blushing was the closest to red that he ever came, an irony that hadn’t been lost on his fellow classmates growing up. This time, he was grateful for the silence that followed, though it didn’t last as long as the others. He could practically hear the cogs whirring through the leather upholstery.

	‘So,’ Ki began, and Teal’s heart sank. ‘Uh… what’s it like to have a family?’

	‘I’m sorry?’ Of all the things he could have said, Teal hadn’t expected that.

	‘I never had one. I guess I never really thought about it till now. What’s it like?’

	‘Oh. Well, it’s tough to explain. Half the time, you want to kill them and they want to kill you, but at the same time, you’d do absolutely anything for each other.’

	The raccoon dog’s nose wrinkled beneath the scarf. ‘That sounds torturous,’ he said.

	Teal smiled. ‘It is, but I wouldn’t change it for the world.’

	‘I see. And what are Chocolate Fish like?’

	‘What?’

	‘Never mind. Forget I asked. I’ve got a better question anyway. What do you want? When all’s said and done, where exactly does a fox like you expect to shake out in the grand scheme of things? What are your dreams?’

	Dreams? Teal needed both ears for this. He unclipped his other earphone, pausing Chick Cudi mid-chorus with two taps of the volume controls. These questions were getting stranger by the minute. ‘I recall having a most delightful one on the plane,’ Teal said. ‘I could walk on water, float through the air and everything. I forget how it ended, though…’

	‘You know what I mean.’

	Teal sighed. Of all the times to be asked a question like that, it had to be now. So much for small talk. A kinder driver might have scoffed at the weather, extracted a hypothetical favourite sports team from him and left it at that. ‘I have absolutely no idea,’ he confessed. ‘All I want is for everyone I know to be happy.’

	‘Oh, that’s all?’ Ki retorted.

	Teal shrugged. ‘That’s the only thing that ever mattered to me. I tried my best growing up, but I know I could have done so much more. There are things they don’t know about me that maybe they should, things that could change everything. If telling them would make things worse, maybe it would be better if they never found out. If making everyone happy means living and dying without them ever knowing the real you, then maybe that’s just what it takes.’ Teal had no idea why he was telling things to a stranger thousands of miles from home that he wouldn’t have said to his own father. Perhaps that was exactly why he was saying them.

	Ki whistled in response, a low descending tone. ‘Sounds like you’re at the end of your tether,’ the raccoon dog said.

	‘You have no idea.’

	‘Hey, janitor of the whole damn universe here. I might have a clue.’

	‘Not about this. My life is basically over. I’ve got a job on the weekends to help pay for my history degree, and both are about to go up in smoke. I’ve already screwed things up too much.’

	‘I don’t know about that. It could always be worse.’

	‘How could it possibly get any worse?’

	‘Well for starters, you could be the one behind the wheel.’ Teal looked away. ‘Now I may just be a nobody to you, at least for now, but you don’t seem like a bad kid. Clearly got a working head on those shoulders. Put it to some good use, and you might turn out to be someone yet.’

	‘That’s easy for you to say.’

	‘It is. Easiest thing I’ve said in over forty years of doing work for foxes like you. Does that make it any less true?’ Teal had run out of ammunition to bat back with, so he kept his silence, pretending the non-existent view from his window was the most riveting thing he’d seen all day. ‘I think you’re braver than you realise. Might not see it yet, but you will. One day. And on that note…’

	Ki eased the car to a gentle stop. The glossy walnut handbrake lever glided up. ‘We’re here.’

	Straightening in his seat, Teal kneaded at the corner of an eye with his knuckles. Ki was an impressive driver indeed, for them to have already pulled up outside the luxurious Ten Takai Palace entrance. They couldn’t have been driving for very long. Teal was barely on his third album. Cautious, he loosened his seatbelt, stretching out to plunge the door handle down. Light spilled in through the cracks.

	They may have departed sometime during the night, but it was under the blushing light of day that the blue Britannian fox shouldered his rucksack once more, rubbing the pins and needles from his legs and flexing them from his tail. Once he noticed the soil under his soles, however, the numbness was the last thing on his mind.

	‘We’re here,’ Ki repeated, thumbing his chauffeur’s cap with a grin.

	‘Here?’ Teal spun around, taking in the glinting treetops, the endless dewy meadows, the overgrown grassy fields, and the solitary shack standing nearby in a single comprehensive sweep. Takai Central certainly looked different from the photographs. ‘Where is here? You’ve brought us to the middle of nowhere!’
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	The Middle of Nowhere

	 

	The driver was distinctly unimpressed. ‘Speak for yourself,’ he grumbled. ‘Do you have any idea how hard it is to find a nice bit of nowhere these days? Somewhere on this crowded, shrinking rock where you’re not surrounded by all the honking, shrieking, chewing and weeping? The city’ll drive you mad, given half the chance.’

	After unpacking the last of Teal’s things, Ki trotted down the dust path with both paws on his waist. The raccoon dog regarded the domicile before them, if such a word was even appropriate, with a reverence that more conventional animals might have reserved for a newborn litter. ‘It might not look it,’ Ki reassured him, ‘but trust me, this place is worth its weight in gold.’

	‘I agree,’ Teal said. It didn’t look like it at all.

	The shack was a rundown mess, playing host to a perimeter guard of diminutive grey statues, and thankfully not much else. What little remained of the thatched roof lay in tatters, and one of the sliding doors was hanging diagonally from the top. Over the doorway, beneath the weathered mask of a tusked, blue-faced demon, a wooden plaque had been thrice nailed, but even if Teal could read Sakuranese, the writing had long since worn away. Whatever may have once been inscribed upon it, Teal was certain about one thing. It was very old.

	Ki seemed to be able to read it just fine. He chuckled, clicking his gloved fingers at it as he led Teal around the shack, stopping outside the entrance of a small shelter next door. There was something parked within, protected, however loosely, by the shelter’s partly collapsed roof. One swift pull of the dust cover, and it was on full display for the world to see.

	‘The 1970 Foxtail Duster 340,’ Ki unveiled with a proud whistle. ‘Beautiful, isn’t she?’

	‘It’s something alright.’ Teal inched closer, craning his neck to get a better view.

	It didn’t look like it had moved since the 1970s. Dirt caked what would have otherwise been a resplendent coat of red paint, and the car itself had the strangest look to it. The windows were positioned towards the back, arched with a gentle slope, and the body was so low to the ground that it looked like it could take off at any moment, just like the flying cars envisioned by jealous ground-bound mammals in the 50s.

	‘If you’re going to be travelling through my land,’ Ki told him, ‘you’d better do it with style. I’ve been saving this beaut for a long, long time now. Twist my tail and pinch my silver if she isn’t the most stunning car you’ve ever set eyes upon.’

	‘It’s alright, I guess.’

	‘What? You don’t like it?’ The raccoon dog seemed genuinely taken aback.

	‘No, she’s lovely. What a fascinating piece of automobile history.’ Teal was in no great hurry to cause offence. He had no idea why his opinion mattered so much anyway. It wasn’t long ago that they’d both been in a terrible hurry. ‘I’m just not a big fan of cars in general.’

	‘Or in particular, clearly.’ Ki sniffed. ‘Ah, well. It’ll be interesting to hear what you are a fan of. We can talk about it on the way, over a few bottles of good sake. If you can still talk after a bottle of my sake, it’ll be well worth hearing whatever it is you’ve got to say.’

	‘That’s very kind of you, but I’m afraid I don’t drink.’

	‘Not like this you don’t!’

	The raccoon dog disappeared inside the shack, remembering to duck underneath the wooden plaque an instant before it took his head off. Teal could hear his muffled voice through the walls. It was too faint to make much out, save for the tinking of glass bottles, and what sounded like water swishing to and fro, but he could tell that he was talking to someone. Teal waited diligently by the doorway, rolling an earphone between his two plastered fingers. Before long, his patience was starting to wear thin. Were they going to be late, or not? If the driver thought he was going to get away with swigging from a paper bag all the way to Takai Central, he had another thing coming. Teal would sooner have walked.

	Just when he thought it might be worth taking a peek inside, Ki burst through the shack, sending the sliding door flying. ‘I screwed up!’ he barked, shouldering through a cloud of wood chips and paper flakes. There was an old key fob in his glove. ‘Listen, I’ve gotta go right now.’

	‘I guess we’d better get a move on then,’ Teal said. He took a few leading steps towards the car.

	‘Yeah, you really should,’ the raccoon dog replied, tossing the key fob at him. He barely caught it in time. Alongside the key was a flaming 340 keychain, wreathed in plastic. 

	‘What?’

	‘It’s not far. Come on, where’s that independent spirit of yours? You already came halfway round the world. What, you don’t think you could manage halfway round the block? Don’t make me laugh.’ Ki was generous enough to offer him a single pat on the back before he made for the university car, which was still running quietly in the background, eager to be away from this strange place.

	‘You can’t just leave me like this. The prize booklet said that someone would be there to help take me to Takai.’ Even though he knew he didn’t need to, Teal found himself rummaging through his rucksack all the same. ‘I don’t even know where to go.’

	‘There’s a map on the front seat.’ Teal was speechless. ‘Look, I know it sounds like a lot, but you really can’t go wrong. Just follow the road, and it’ll take you all the way. I’ve got a colleague up ahead that’ll get you where you need to be. Don’t take any detours, and don’t get distracted.’

	Teal dropped the prize pack. It landed with a puff of dust at his trainers. ‘This is crazy.’

	‘No, what’s crazy is that I should have been back at the airport by now. There’s something I forgot to take care of, and I’m not gonna get any thanks for it either. Like I said, janitor of the whole damn universe. But we made good time, and you’re already most of the way there. You’ve got this. Just… you know, be quick about it. And don’t scratch her up too bad. It was hell and high water finding her.’ Reaching the driver’s side, he grabbed at the door handle.

	‘Please don’t leave me here.’ 

	For the first time, Ki faltered. He let the handle slip from his fingers as the car door crawled open, bounced once on its hinges, bounced twice again, and came to a full stop. ‘Look, I’m sorry,’ he said to Teal. ‘Really, I am. I wouldn’t be leaving if I didn’t have to. If I had my way, things would be more different than you could imagine, but this is just how it shakes out. Me, I’m at the bottom of the heap. You didn’t hear me say this, but it’s the fox at the top you should really be blaming.’

	‘The fox at the top?’

	‘Yeah.’

	‘And who’s that?’ Teal asked.

	‘My boss.’ The raccoon dog shuddered at the word. ‘You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. He’s a real piece of work. Count yourself lucky you’ll never have to meet him.’

	Teal looked around. It was fields, trees and dirt tracks for as far as the eye could see. The horizon was veiled behind a faint mist. ‘But I can’t even read the street signs,’ he said, as much to himself as the driver. His voice was less emphatic than ever. ‘What if something went wrong?’

	‘It won’t.’ Ki stuck a thumb through the string of coins around his waist. He bowed low, brushing the dust with his silk scarf before he straightened up and closed the door behind him. ‘All you can do is what I’m doing, and trust the plan,’ he told him through the window. ‘The best of luck to you, Teal. Godspeed.’

	The university car tore off down the road, kicking up enough dust to smother the entire shack. Teal coughed, waving it from his face with a paw. The other groped around for the prize pack. By the time the cloud had finally settled, the car was gone, and he found himself on his own, his father’s suitcase by his side, his rucksack on his back, the prize pack in his arms, and the key fob for the old Foxtail Duster dangling from his knuckles.

	‘You didn’t even ask for my driving license,’ Teal murmured. Once the prize pack had been safely stowed away, he prised his wallet open. ‘It’s here, by the way!’ he yelled suddenly, holding the license up until it was glinting in the light. After a while, his arm started to ache, so he let it fall. The keys clinked against his waist, as if to remind him of their presence. So, a familiar cynical voice piped up in his head. Now what?

	The shack was as good a place to start as any. After a cursory glance, it seemed to be empty, but Teal was still hesitant to snoop around inside. He didn’t want to be caught underneath the debris if its poor excuse for a roof felt like giving up. Still, when he plucked up the courage, he was relieved to find practically nothing of note inside the single room, save for an unsavoury smell. Stacks of old newspapers lined the wall beneath the window, wrapped together with twine. Nourishment for an avid reader, kindling for the flames, or perhaps a place to stay? Elsewhere, yellow straw littered the floor, providing a bed for a couple of cloudy white bottles weeping pale tears from their corked rims. Sake, Teal presumed. In the centre of the room sat a broad, half-empty water bucket. That was everything. Teal vowed never to think of his home in Dreamer’s Eyrie as being too small, or too humble, ever again. His bed may have been a little on the small side, but at least he had one.

	On the way out, he noticed that around each of the shack’s wooden posts, a bundle of dry holly leaf branches had been tied. It didn’t strike him as particularly unusual, at least until he took a closer look. Sitting on top of each of the branches was an old sardine head. Ah, Teal realised with dismay, wrinkling his nose. That’ll be the smell. Against his better judgement, he walked up to one of the bundles, breathing in through his mouth. The tiny sardine heads were just sitting there with their mouths wide open, gasping for breath even in death. Their eyes were hard and callused, unseeing even as they stared straight through him. Teal found himself shuddering at the sight. The poor things. He didn’t need to remind himself not to touch them. There was no danger of that.

	One of the shack’s stone statues resided at the steps to the entrance. Originally, Teal thought that they resembled orbs, but now that he was closer, and he saw the tapered shape, they looked more like ostrich eggs. All of them appeared to share the same design, with a smooth, flat surface upon which hundreds of tiny, jagged, intricate grooves had been painstakingly carved. They put Teal in mind of a pineapple, though it was certainly unlike like any pineapple he’d ever seen. He dared not pick it up for fear of cutting himself on its many edges, but there was a certain charm to it. It was even cute, in an odd, plump sort of way.

	What was just as interesting was what he found at its base. There were small, caramel-coloured chocolates strewn in the dirt, and the more he looked, the more he noticed them all around the entrance, scattered about like somebody had thrown them to the wind. He picked one up, rolled it between his pads, gave it a tentative sniff and quickly recoiled. They weren’t chocolates at all. They were beans, though he wasn’t sure what sort. ‘Strange, strange and stranger still…’

	Brushing the dust off his fingers, it was finally time to stop procrastinating. Over by the Foxtail Duster, Teal shook his head at what little of his warped reflection he could discern beneath the crust of dirt. A single paw scored through it like he was wiping thirty years away. Luckily, the door itself opened without much of a fuss. There was a crumpled map page waiting for him on the front seat. ‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ he said. Was he really about to do this?

	Picking it up, he ducked inside, shocked and relieved in equal measure to discover that the interior was utterly pristine. When it was fully unfolded, the map covered almost the entire windscreen. ‘I suppose it worked for my grandparents. Then again, leeches and child labour also worked for my grandparents…’

	It felt strangely satisfying to sit his tail in the driver’s seat. Teal hadn’t driven a car since he got his license. You didn’t drive in Opus City unless you cared more about the journey than the destination, because no matter how desperately you needed to be somewhere, you wouldn’t be getting there in a hurry. At least here, the roads seemed to be empty. He hadn’t seen a single vehicle since he arrived.

	‘You’d have to be a real screw-up to get into trouble on a road without any cars,’ he reasoned. The Sakuranese even drove on the same side, so there was no learning curve there. All the same, he found himself reaching for something wooden to pat. Just in case. ‘Now let’s get this old dinosaur up and running. Shouldn’t be too difficult.’

	As with most things, the first step was the simplest. All Teal had to do was insert the key into the ignition. Unfortunately, it didn’t want to fit. He tried turning it around, but it still didn’t fit. He turned it around one more time, and it went in smoothly. The car sputtered into life, awakening from its long sleep. ‘Third time’s the charm,’ Teal breathed. This was going to be an interesting experience.
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	The End Where It Begins

	 

	‘What the hell am I doing?’

	Teal heeded the advice of his driving instructor carefully. His paws grasped the wheel at nine and three o’clock precisely, thumb pads resting on the rim, and he made sure never to cross them. The firm grip helped to keep him centred, reducing the extent to which his tail ‘mirrored’ the steering wheel’s movements behind him. Much like with video games, he had been told that mirroring would fade naturally with time, but that it wouldn’t make for a very good impression on the day of the test. He’d rather have heard it from his father than anyone else. Being unable to afford private lessons turned out to be a blessing in disguise. He couldn’t remember the last time they’d had so much fun together. ‘The good news is that you drive just like your old tod,’ Emmett had told him, as they eased back down the yellow lines, jumping onto the pavement.

	‘And the bad news?’ Teal remembered asking, to his father’s sombre amusement.

	‘You park just like your mother.’

	Keeping his father’s words in mind, Teal checked his wing mirrors periodically, but every time, just like the last hundred times, there was nothing for him to see save for a long line of old telephone poles. The narrow path stretched endlessly in both directions, surrounded by still water and a thick layer of fog. Not a single car had gone by since he started driving. No trucks, no motorcycles, not even a bike. It was a dead road.

	The windscreen wipers groaned up and down, flicking aside any small flecks of rain that fell from the grey sky. It was enough of a surprise that they worked at all. So much for that weather forecast.

	The map was sitting on the passenger seat, its four corners curled up along the creases like the legs of a withered spider. Keeping an eye on the road, Teal reached over to pat it open. The view from the windscreen was identical to how it looked an hour ago. Had he even moved?

	According to the map, he should have been less than twenty minutes away from the capital. He’d followed the road just as the stranger said, a road strangely devoid of any street signs or landmarks to break up the long, lonely drive. If memory served, there were four international airports in Takai alone. You would think he might have heard an aeroplane or two by now, even if it was too cloudy to see them flying overhead. But instead, Teal heard nothing, and he saw even less. Eventually, he pulled up on the side of the road, shutting the car door behind him. Maybe he was missing something.

	But if that were the case, how would he be able to tell? There was nothing behind him, and nothing ahead of him; the thick, swirling blanket of fog saw to that. It was impossible to see further than a stone’s throw in either direction. He decided to take a short walk, leaving the car purring away so he’d still be able to hear it. It was his only comfort in the gloom.

	He paced down the side of the dirt path, careful not to stray too near the water’s edge. There was so much moisture in the air. Before long, he had to squint to make out the tail lights whenever he looked back. After a few dozen steps, the Foxtail Duster had vanished completely, and the scent of petrol with it. All Teal could smell was dust. Even when he raised his trusty nose, opening it in ways that were otherwise reserved for flowers, countryside visits, and his favourite dishes, the fox found that somehow, the queer stillness of the air had rendered him practically anosmic. As a last-ditch effort, he pricked up his ears, to similar effect. Aside from the engine hum somewhere behind him, and the slow, steady chirping of insects unseen, there was no sound at all, not even from the water. In different circumstances, it might have been considered serene, but not today. Today, every footstep sinking noiselessly into the moist, uniform dirt bed felt like an intrusion.

	Teal sighed. He wished Finn had been there with him, by his side. It was his prize, after all. Finn would know what to do; he always knew what to do. In fact, he probably wouldn’t have let them get caught up in this mess in the first place. He may not have been able to flawlessly memorise hundreds of years of dates and times in history class, but on the streets, his instincts were unparalleled. One look at that eccentric hermit of a driver, and they would have been on the first train to Takai.

	But it was too late for that now. All of this was wishful thinking. Teal was on his own, lost in a country he’d never known, and no amount of feeling sorry for himself was ever going to change that. Still, it didn’t hurt.

	‘I should’ve stayed home.’ That said it all, really. He turned around, brushed a fine layer of rain from his muzzle, and made his way back to the car.

	The first thing he did when he was safely back inside was to check on his phone. Rooting through the prize pack way back at the shack had yielded entire pages of useful numbers. The university contact information was at the tips of his blue pads, along with the short codes for the police, ambulance and fire department. There was no shame in asking for help when you really needed it. The only issue was being able to make the call in the first place. He reckoned a single bar would have been enough to get through to the emergency services.

	He was unsurprised, then, indeed almost amused, to find his phone still stuck at zero. The Cherry Logic couldn’t even detect a working network. Teal was left staring at his father’s old text message, which his lock screen had opened to reveal. His reply was still sitting underneath, greyed out. Unsent. Unseen. He sighed again, reaching for his seat belt.

	This time, there were no bones about it. Not only was Teal well and truly lost, but he was also on his own. It was even worse to be alone. What he was going to do when that final, fragile sliver of battery dwindled down was anybody’s guess. Perhaps it would be better simply to give up now, to turn tail. He could make for the shack before night fell. From there, he could head back to Nahashi International, and finally, from civilisation, find someone in charge that could make sense of all this.

	‘That sounds good,’ he told himself. It did. It was comforting to hear a voice again, if only his own. But his words rang hollow. Before they had even left his lips, he realised that he had no idea where the airport was. The stranger’s blacked-out windows had seen to that. Just how far had Ki taken him? How many hours of anonymous winding roads had they woven down? Teal rushed to check the map, but of course it was only a local one. The shack sat at the bottom of the page by the faded legend, circled in red, and Takai Central wasn’t far from the top, one of the few locations lucky enough to be graced with a label, albeit in Sakuranese. Nahashi International was nowhere to be seen.

	If he couldn’t turn back, there was only one direction left for him to take. For better or worse, he had to press on. ‘Onwards and upwards,’ as Teal put it, even if it felt like anything but. A little bit of optimism never killed anyone, he resolved, promptly ignoring the names of numerous military generals that floated to mind. With a sharp turn of the key, the car spluttered into action, and he was back on the road.

	While he drove, Teal held the map open on the passenger seat beside him, tracing the route with a finger. No, he couldn’t possibly have taken a wrong turn back there. It had been more or less a straight line since the beginning. He was starting to wonder whether the stranger had even given him the right map. Perhaps it was the right map, and it was just severely out of date. Why not? It looked every bit as weathered and beaten down as the car that it came with. The only thing Teal didn’t want to believe was what his mind was telling him. When it came to someone new, Teal usually decided on their character within the first few moments of meeting them. After eighteen years of open mouths, frozen tails and double takes, he liked to think he’d gotten pretty good at it, and yet despite all evidence to the contrary, something was telling him that however strangely Ki had been acting, however incompetent or overworked, he hadn’t been acting in bad faith when he sent Teal off on his own. He couldn’t explain why he was so sure, or how he knew. He simply did.

	‘But then why give me his car?’ There was still too much that didn’t make sense. No sane university would throw a car at a foreign student and expect them to make their own way around, even if there were a thousand representatives stationed on the road to help. In what conceivable world would that be considered a prize? Certainly not the world Teal was living in. If anything, it was a punishment, especially when a single train or bus ticket to the capital would have solved the entire problem. Just how cheap could they get? At this rate, they were as bad as OCU.

	A small part of him even harboured the hope that this was all part of some obscure Sakuranese game show, even if he knew he wouldn’t be able to refrain from swearing repeatedly on-air. A social experiment, virtual reality, anything that suggested that somewhere out there, someone was keeping an eye on him. Somehow, however, he knew it not to be the case. Even Teal wasn’t that optimistic.

	The next thoughts came slowly, hesitantly, one sentence at a time, separated by long, sober stretches of silence on the empty road. They were quiet enough that speaking them aloud made very little difference, but he spoke them all the same. ‘I shouldn’t be here,’ was one such thought. ‘I’m sorry,’ was another. There were a lot of those, mostly directed at family and friends he knew well, with one exception that he wished he’d gotten the chance to know a whole lot better.

	‘I knew I should have just stayed home.’ Teal’s trainer pressed slightly firmer on the pedal. The dial was wavering on fifty-five kilometres per hour. Outside, the rain was growing heavier. Telephone poles swept past the window in a blur. The fog was thicker than ever, swirling over the calmest water.

	‘I’d rather be juggling fries at O-Bun Sesame right now. Heck, I’d rather be studying, and I never thought I’d catch myself saying that!’ He forced himself to laugh. It helped a little.

	At that moment, Teal must have hit the mother of all potholes, because it felt as though the entire Foxtail Duster leapt into the air. The map sheet flew straight off the passenger seat, disappearing into the floor space, and in the boot, Teal heard his suitcase slam onto its side. He could only hope that it wasn’t his poor laptop it had landed on.

	‘Great…’ Keeping one eye on the road, he patted around the floor mat for the map. When he finally found it, his pads curled around it, and he brought it back up. He stole a quick glance at the sheet. It was practically blank, a faded grey going on yellow towards the cracked edges. He must have been holding it the wrong way round. All the publication information was printed on the back. The publisher, the edition, the date…

	The date! The date of publication was right there. ‘February 6, 1970.’

	‘I knew it was an old map!’ he yelled, looking back at the windscreen. ‘That guy sold me down―’

	Someone was standing in the middle of the road. Teal immediately slammed his hind paws on the brakes. The Foxtail Duster screamed, swerving dramatically to one side. It was too quick to process anything. He saw a flash of yellow, and then everything was spinning, and smashing, and crunching, and turning.

	After a few seconds, there was a colossal splash. And then, nothing.

	
[image: The adventure continues with...
Lone Sole]

	
 

	 

	SNEAK PEEK

	 

	The first thing he felt was surprise. Surprise at the lack of pain, and surprise at the serene sense of stillness, certainly, but most of all, Teal was surprised by the fact that he could still feel anything at all.

	That was a nice surprise.

	The next thing he felt was his chest expanding outward, as his body worked to draw in a slow, steady breath. You couldn’t breathe properly if you didn’t have a chest, not to mention a working set of lungs. Things were getting better and better.

	The only thing he knew was that he was slumped over, his face pressed down into the dirt. He moved each of his fingers one by one, just a touch. Sore as they were, they seemed to be working just fine, and at the very least, they were all still attached. He was in no position to complain.

	He continued from paw to paw, carefully manoeuvring each wrist around before moving down to his ankles. After that, he tested both of his ears before giving his tail a tentative flick. It was agonisingly slow work, but it had to be done. The alternative was getting up, only to discover that he’d left a bit of himself behind. He would have shuddered if he thought he could risk it.

	Instead, he let his body take over the breathing, and handled everything else as slowly as he dared. There was no punishment for being too careful. Until he opened his yellow eyes, and had to face up to the aftermath of the crash, he had all the time in the world. For now, he was just a fox in the dirt. 

	Teal regretted not talking more to Melanie. Unsurprisingly, their conversations had rarely broached the subject of roadside accidents, but all the same, his brain scrabbled for any titbits the medical student may have shared with him, even in passing. It was a small comfort how much he remembered. For example, the fact that adrenaline and system shock were probably the only things keeping him lucid right now. On second thought, perhaps he’d been talking to Melanie too much.

	It was so easy to believe that if he simply lay there, and waited for long enough, he’d wake up back home in the den, flopped over his tiny undersized bed. He’d have given just about anything for it. The reality was that Teal was afraid. He had never been more afraid in his whole life. He could feel bits of broken glass underneath him, needling his skin through the fur. The stench of burning caught at the back of his throat, clinging like half-melted rubber. What if the car was on fire? What if someone out there needed help?

	Only one thing was certain. Lying there, with his arms wrapped around his head and his tail curled up tight, wasn’t going to help anybody, least of all himself. His arms and legs seemed to be working okay. It was time to put them to use while he still had them. 

	After a deep breath, he opened his eyes, only to be greeted by a faceful of moist, earthy dirt. In fact, it felt like his whole body was lying on the ground, instead of being strapped to his seat like before. Where am I? With considerable effort, he levered himself onto his elbows, and looked around for the first time.

	Glass was everywhere. Much of it was as fine as dust, glittering like early morning frost, but there were small, jagged chunks of it dotted around, crunching underneath his arms. It littered the road, extending right up to the water’s edge, beyond which there was nothing but the swirling fog.

	But what happened to the figure Teal had seen? And where was the car? As if to answer his question, there was a horrendous groan behind him. Maybe he didn’t want to know. Teal shuddered, slowly twisting onto his back.

	The Foxtail Duster was right there, submerged in the water with a single blinking headlight flashing an SOS beneath the surface. What was left of the front half was already underneath. If he didn’t know any better, Teal would have sworn he saw something in the front seat, bobbing away beneath the obfuscating ripples of the water. The thought of it made him shudder, like someone was stepping over his grave. But it was difficult to make out anything for certain. The water was so dark.

	The rear tyres groaned, teetering back and forth. The only thing keeping the battered metal monstrosity on the roadside was a net of tangled wires from the broken telephone pole nearby.

	Levering himself onto his elbows and knees, Teal managed to climb to his feet. Once or twice, his legs threatened to give way, and he stumbled. His paw shot out to grope through the dirt, or a fistful of the pink mulch that used to be his parents’ treasured savings. As he straightened up, dust and glass shards raining from his yellow hoodie, he saw that the shredded remains of the sen notes had been scattered to the wind, like pale pink ticket stubs. There must have been thousands of them.

	Somehow, after a slow count to five, he remained standing. That was a good start. Now, onto the car…

	Wiping his forehead, Teal took a reluctant step towards it. The Foxtail Duster gave a shrill mechanical whine and tilted forwards, the tyres spinning in the dirt. The black wire webbed around the boot and back wheels was barely holding on.

	‘Easy now…’ Teal’s voice sounded unreal, echoing around him. But sure enough, the teetering of the car slowed down. Even the fog seemed to linger lethargically in the air. It was just like being in a dream, the ones where everything moved at a tenth of the speed. He held out his paw and took another step. A whole swathe of telephone poles lay toppled in the car’s wake, disconnected and half-buried in the dirt. That meant that it was safe to approach, right? Right?

	The wires were so taut, it felt like they could snap back at any moment. Dark water lapped at the Foxtail Duster’s doors, scrubbing decades of dirt and grime from the red paint. A few more steps, and Teal would be able to rest a paw on the boot. Glass crackled underneath his soles. He was so close now…

	The car groaned again. This time, Teal froze. It was a deep, guttural noise that reverberated through the very earth beneath him. For a moment, all was still. Then, the car juddered forwards and nosedived into the water, taking the telephone pole with it.

	‘No!’ Teal raced after it, stumbling over hunks of twisted metal and broken license plate, but it was already too late. Helpless, he stood at the water’s edge, and watched as the car disappeared in an explosion of bubbles. Gradually, they dwindled down, until finally, with one last great gasp, the Foxtail Duster was gone. Teal was on his own.
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