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For Elouise, Emilio, Lucky, Marlon, Catty, Swatch,

and everyone else’s beloved furry love slave.

To Mr. B and Hugo

But also...there are places that give you refuge through fear, foes, and even friends—every day, the people who keep them turn up and treat you with the kindest patience no matter how much of an alien you are. Here were my islands through the decade of this project:

Ye Olde King’s Head, Santa Monica, CA

West 4th & Jane, Santa Monica, CA (RIP)

The Shack, Playa Del Rey, CA

Four Quarters, Elephant & Castle, UK

The Roebuck, Elephant & Castle, UK

Prank Bar, DTLA, CA

Benny Boy Brewing, Lincoln Heights, CA

And, of course, 

The Cozy Inn, Culver City, CA

Special mention for the perfectly titled Wildcat, by Ratatat, on the delightfully lyricless Classics, without which I could not have written for literally thousands of fucking hours in these places. Good lord, what a fuckin’ journey. I truly hope you enjoy this pound of well-seasoned flesh.

Dave 

the 

Space Pet
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The Beginning is the End.
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“OWNING OTHER CREATURES is fuckin’ weird.”

The Male was staring at a pet for sale. It was inside one of the white, spherical, holding boxes on the shelf in front of him. There was food to one side, but the animal stared at its feet, all sixteen of them.

“Excuse me?”

He spun on his heels, only to find an empty aisle—both ways. He looked back at the spheres. No change there either. Had he imagined the voice? Weird shit always happened when he was this tired.

“I said, excuse me?”

He breathed out. The voice also now had footsteps, and both were rounding the end of the row. He straightened up, put his four hands in his long jacket pockets and relaxed just in time for one of the most radiant creatures he had ever seen.

“I said, excuse—”

“I heard you.”

Breathtaking

Her skin blurred in the light.

“Damn, looks like you had a rough one.” 

He laughed.

“A rough while actually, thanks for letting me know it shows though.”

The Female had been ready to throw down, give a piece of her mind to the unknown voice, passing its judgment. Now she saw him, it didn’t seem fair. He was tall, had six strong limbs, wore some official uniform, and yet seemed spent.

“Look, I—I’ve been wanting a creature for a while—” 

“No need to explain. I know mine’s an unpopular opinion.”

A spark flickered in his eyes, and he pulled a grin he knew worked for him. She softened.

“Doesn’t make me wrong, though. Owning creatures is fuckin’ weird.”

She rolled her eight eyes, gave a rattle of her tail-tip, and turned off to the other isle. He watched her walk away and remembered he was exhausted to his bones but couldn’t help follow her.

“So you don’t think there’s anything strange about it?” 

She was already browsing new spheres.

“No I think it’s beautiful to love a creature.” 

He cocked his shaggy head.

“Except—you’re not talking about the natural and consenting love between creatures of equal standing, right? You’re talking about love from a creature you bought—a kind of love prostitution.”

“No I’m talking about a loving and binding relationship which—” 

“Oh, ‘bindings’, so it’s regular prostitution—”

“Ha-ha, no. It’s a ‘loving and binding relationship which last a lifetime of peaceful unity’.”

“Lasts its lifetime at least.” 

“Are you enjoying this?”

“Yes—but come on, don’t quote the ads at me.” 

“The jingles are catchy.”

“They are indeed. Still, I’m sorry to break it to you darlin’, they—and you—are wrong about the ‘loving and binding peaceful unity.’ You’re cute, so you get away with it, but you are wrong.”

She scoffed and steadied, but her tail wagged. 

“Oh, am I?”

“Yeah, you’re absolutely cute.” 

“Absolutely?”

“And still wrong.”

She laughed before she could fight it.

“And why is that?”

“Well you have this amazing energy about you, and your skin it blurs in the starlight—”

“I meant, why do you think I’m wrong—”

“I knew what you meant.” 

He grinned. 

“You’re wrong because it’s unethical and—” 

She coughed a laugh in his direction and browsed on.

“For goodness sake, you’re from Vega Solar, aren’t you?”

“I’m what?”

“A Vegan; living proof being too right can make you wrong. Their home system isn’t far from here.”

“I like the sound of these Vegans.”

He grinned again, distracted by another creature in a sphere. She slyly watched. He was calming and exciting at the same time and seemed to sway to music only he could hear.

“You were saying my choices are unethical.”

“Okay, think about it again, except this time accept we are all creatures. Who owns who and why? Who gave who the right? And could you imagine being one of the animals selling these poor bastards.”

“Good evening, Madam.”

The Female barked another laugh and The Male busied himself a few steps away. 

“Well hello, my good attendant—”

“Actually Madam, I am this establishment’s owner. This is my store.”

“My goodness, I apologize, my good ShopKeeper, if I address you correctly?” 

The ShopKeeper nodded, and The Female continued.

“If I may say, this magnificent establishment is a testament to your great species’ mastery of life and nature.”

She gestured, and all three looked up. The Male couldn’t fight his sense of awe. There were shelves lining every wall, floor, and even the ceiling. Every surface was walkable, and bridges led to a maze of shelves floating in the center, crisscrossing over each other and knotting into layers of tunnels on mezzanines on viewing platforms, each with customers idly wandering in all directions. It was hypnotic.

“Good ShopKeeper, I heard something unbelievable the other day: that yours is the only species, in all multiversalspacetime, to have ever naturally evolved the command over gravity. Is that true?”

“Why Yes, Madam, we Pellurians are a proud and ancient race. And what’s more, our greatest gift birthed our greatest achievement. For now we use our great powers of attraction to not just pull together matter and anti-matter, but also life-forms and families creating loving and binding relationships that last a lifetime of peaceful unity.”

It put its three hands on its four hearts, sighed, and closed its eyes, nodding peacefully. The Male badly stifled a laugh, and The Female bit back her own grin. The Pellurians were often a strong-looking breed with a gelatinous lump for a head, five squat legs, three overly articulated arms carrying hand-stumps with too many fingers, and a tough skin of bright purple. This one, though, was small, blotchy-red, and unpopular-looking. The pretense somehow made it even blotchier. The Female recovered and took one of the creature’s arms to wake it from its revery.

“Well, I think it’s incredible in here, my good Pellurian. I see you have every manner of feather, frame, fur, feature...”

“Oh, Madam. I sense you have a true appreciation of all evolved nature. We pride ourselves on having creatures from all corners of existence. If it has ever—or will ever— think, breath, fly, walk, or squawk, we stock it.”

“I think it’s fuckin’ weird.”

The Male was still a few paces in tow.

“Ignore the handsome idiot, good ShopKeeper. Let me tell you what I’m after: I work hard and often so need something I can provide for easily, something which gives love freely and accepts the love I give it happily but is also content doing its own thing so doesn’t require me.”

“Wouldn’t we all, Madam. I have fourteen children and none of them fit such a description.”

“Oh, you charmer. I’m sure you’re a wonderful father, your kind always are.” 

The ShopKeeper chirped happily in response. The Female was enjoying the tour, and The Male understood it—every shelf another color, form, shape, or face. Some were in plain, empty, spherical boxes, others had decorations or training equipment, some even fake habitats—each a living diorama of a being in its place. It made all four of his stomachs turn. 

But he was still drawn forward. This Female had a pirate side, even walking like she was getting away with it. Sure, she sucked up to The Pellurians, so did everyone—all part of the dance with those assholes—but with her, it was like watching a predator play with food. She was a shade of dangerous, and The Male was just about tired enough to make bad choices.

“...Madam, there are so many life-forms out there to discover, every space, time, and universe has its own unique treasure. We Pellurians have cultivated an extensive interuniversal menagerie at huge cost, but still with the single, humble goal of giving you the best price possible. Every species we’ve collected—”

“Abducted.”

The Female snorted her stimulant drink out through her three noses. She placed the liquid’s carry-vessel down on a shelf nearby as The Male laughed and helped her clean up. The ShopKeeper huffed.

“I beg your pardon, Sir, I’m not sure I understand. What exactly is your concern?” 

The Male held up his paws with a tired laugh.

“I apologize for breaking up the pitch, but, ya know, let’s call it what it is. None of these creatures came willingly, right? They were abducted.”

The Pellurian took a deep breath, eyeing both in turn.

“Sir...Madam. I hope this is not improper, but long ago I decided creature ownership was not the solution to unhappy relationships. We recommend households be united on—”

“Ha! No—no—”

“Oh yeah—we’re not—”

“No, I’ve never met this beautiful woman before—” 

“Yeah, I don’t know this guy at all—wait, what did you just—”

The Male grinned and kept contact with her many eyes, somehow all of them at once. The Female couldn’t look away, and the Pellurian didn’t like it.

“I speak because it is not fair on the creature. Returns must be re-homed through a lengthy system, which makes my taxes a nightmare and—”

“My good ShopKeeper, do not be worried. This man and I are not together. I am here for something for myself.”

“Hmmph. Well alright then. Madam, if I have it correct, I am finding creatures that—”

“Hold on ShoppyKeeps—you still didn’t answer my question. They are abducted, right?”

The Male was still looking at The Female, who was dabbing stimulant out of her sleeve. 

“Look, you might be handsome, but don’t be a dick. Creature ownership is one of the most commonplace acts in all mulitversalspacetime. Right, my good ShopKeeper?”

“Why yes indeed, and thank you, Madam. The relationship has been proven to reduce anxiety, improve the cognitive abilities of children, and even bring some of us back from the brink of suicide.”

“Okay, but all of that is about owners, what about—”

“Furthermore, the Pellurian trade in living species spans from the very beginning to the very end of all universes. By our last reckoning, fifty-seven percent of all households everywhere, everyverse, and everywhen have a creature. Creature ownership is, statistically, the one thing we all do more than anything else. The one unifying group connecting us, more numerous than any single religion, civilization, empire, species, sexuality, or even gender. That enormous majority community cannot be wrong.”

The Male sighed.

“Such information deserves an epitaph, not a sales pitch.”

He said it mostly to himself, but The Female heard. Then he spoke aloud again. 

“Just because everyone else does something, doesn’t mean you should do it too. Didn’t your mother ever teach you that?”

“Sir, I don’t understand what my mother has to do—”

“Or maybe you have a TriMother, like the Felorian Fire Warriors over there with their sixteen feet, who abandon young to test their child’s instinct for survival.”

“Sir, if you have a problem please take it up with—”

“The problem is this: the underlying principle of this whole system is a pecking order ranking all creatures, from all possible multiversalspacetime, by level of consciousness—”

“Sir, not all creatures are created equal. Consciousness differentials are a natural part of—”

“I’m not denying that you can rank the psychological processing-potential of every possible creature in all multiversalspacetime in adaptability, elasticity, will, tenacity, empathy, emotional openness, or whatever else—even within or across species—sure you can. What I am saying is, it seems strange to then use that cosmic perspective to then go kidnap one of everything and spend multiversal-eternity selling the lesser-able species to the more-able—especially when the lesser-able usually have no idea what’s going on.”

The Female was still, but The ShopKeeper giggled.

“Oh Sir, this is not about kidnapping. Oh no-no-no. This is about happiness.” 

“Happiness?”

“Yes, happiness. There is an art to what we do. You have to match species in a specific way to create ultimate union, and it relies on two vital elements. The first is finding a difference in consciousness large enough that the owned creature’s species cannot fully communicate with the owner’s, but also small enough that they can emotionally relate. The system has proven over and over to create the most positive experience of the dominion for both parties.”

“Dominion?”

“Yes, Sir. And that is the second element in the longstanding success of the Pellurian craft. It must be true dominion. If the two species are too closely matched in any kind of physicality, capability, or adaptability, the whole relationship will very quickly come unstuck. One species must unequivocally own the other. That is how this works. That is how this is healthy.”

“Healthy?”

“Yes. This dynamic is so important we’ve developed innumerable techniques for training owned creatures for as long as we’ve been trading. They’re all available in the schooling programs we have for first-time owners transitioning into their exciting new roles.”

“Training? Schooling, you say?” 

“Yes.”

The Male had always struggled with Pellurians; was it the total conviction of their own brilliance or the seemingly limitless inability to feel shame? Maybe both.

“Yes. I’m sure it looks terrible when owners get eaten by their love-slaves.” 

The Female gasped. The ShopKeeper fell over.

“It is not slavery, Sir! How very dare you? The level of consciousness differential creates a legal precedent of separation in the eyes of multiversalspacetime law!”

“Oh, so it’s the legality that makes it not slavery—my mistake. Honestly, the fact everyone thinks it’s making them happy and doesn’t think it’s weird, doesn’t make it any less actually fuckin’ weird!”

The shop was quiet. A clear distance had been made between their group and everyone else. Onlookers peered down from corridors on the ceiling.

“Dammit.”

The Male heaved a sigh, stepped back, and slumped to a seat at the end of the row. 

“I’m sorry everyone, it’s not my place.”

The Female sat next to him, putting her tentacle on his wing, and The ShopKeeper approached.

“Sir, if I may? Does it help you to know we Pellurians are both an owner and an owned species? This relationship is just a part of natural existence.” 

The Male laughed and tried hard not to do it into the Pellurian’s face.

“Well, good ShopKeeper, it does help to know the species running this operation are engaged on both sides of its insanity. It doesn’t help any of these other poor fuckers locked up in it, but I can—at least—wish you all a less horrifying end-of-life.”

The Male made to leave, but The Female held his paw.

“Wait. I hear you on the rights to freedom, and the strange hierarchy of life created by all this, but I still want something to love. What if I buy two creatures today? What if we set one free to counter the one I keep? That way I create at least a net-neutral in this universe.”

A glimmer of hope sparked inside him—for decency in the dead wastes, for goodness in the endless wilderness, for his own happiness in the dark.

“I mean, it would be better to free both...” 

He smiled.

“...but, if that’s the deal, I’ll take one free consciousness over none.” 

She smiled.

“Well, I told you, I came here to start a union.” 

“I think you might have done that anyway.”

She blushed, and her tail wagged once more. 

The ShopKeeper heard double commission.

“Well, that sounds like a lovely idea, Madam, though I’m sure I don’t understand it. I know you’re looking for low-maintenance creatures, but are there any other conditions for the collections I share today?”

The Female was locked in The Male’s multicolored eyes.

“I want to see species which have known suffering, genealogies owed a debt of mercy, dignity, enlightenment, or education from their sum experience of multiversalspacetime.”

“Um...Madam, I suppose...I...well, it’s your money.”

The ShopKeeper left the pair facing each other, and, after a beat, she spoke.

“I don’t know if this is improper, but I couldn’t help notice your back feathers. You’re a Gedorian GrandWing, right? You’re a fourth-dimensional being? A time traveler.”

“Yes. Four dimensions. You know your lineages. I have three whole dimensions of space: up and down, side to side, and forward to back, going as far as I please like most do; but I also have one whole dimension of time, forward-to-back through it as far as I wish, with full agency.”

“Full agency?”

“Yeah, I can go anywhen along my universe-stream. Most creatures are confined to what I call three-and-a-quarter dimensional. They can only go forward through their time, which is half of that single dimension, and usually only at the pace time decides, which I count as a half that again.”

“I am one of those.”

“Yes, sort of, but that’s not the whole story, is it? You are also a fourth-dimensional being.”

She smirked a little, and he smiled, rustling his wings.

“Your whole fourth dimension is not forwards and backwards through time, it’s sideways through it—sideways through all the possible permutations of the present— sideways through the multiverse. That is amazing, and something I cannot do.”

“How did you know?”

“You have the markings of a Maglarian on your face and body, but your skin is Feledician. Most people won’t notice, but, as I said, you blur slightly in the starlight. It suits you.”

She put her head on his shoulder, and he lifted his wing around them both in return.

“I expressly came here to buy a creature. I’ve been sliding sideways for most of my life; endlessly sharing and re-sharing information and ideas between species, cultures, and businesses across the various universes I can reach—for decent money, too—all the while weakly committing to one unpromising relationship after another. But I’m done. I need a constant something to love without judgment, cuddle me without conditions, listen to me without having to laugh at their shit jokes, and which is—preferably—furry.”

She laughed ironically but also stroked the thick shag on his back. For a moment, they sat in a huddle.

“What’s it like to travel time?”

It was always one of the first questions when anyone found out, so he wasn’t offended.

“How do you mean?”

“You know, what’s it like?”

He too was exhausted, spent with work and without someone to vent to in his life, so decided to be honest with this soft stranger.

“Well...it’s tough, I’m not gonna lie to you. But your question is also a tough one: there’s lots of ways to take it, with lots of potential answers, especially for me right now.”

“I have time.”

She seemed to really care.

“Okay, well, here goes. Do you mean, how does it feel when your body furiously phase-shifts along the Jump Bridges at searing temperatures with no regard for your health while paying for insurance that only covers accidents and explicitly doesn’t cover the provable long-term health effects of time travel?”

He meant it as a joke, but his long-practiced smile faded. He couldn’t hold it all back any longer.

“Or—do you mean, how does it feel to get somewhere and know you personally created a whole new duplicate fuckin’ universe by arriving?”

The Female shifted. He was used to explaining the logical problems of time-loops to acquaintances so dove in to get it over with.

“The reason I can’t go back and kill my grandfather is, if I were to do it in the exact same universe, then I’d then never exist to kill myself after he died. I’d never have been born. It’s a paradox. This one’s literally called The Grandfather Paradox, you can look it up. Anyway, if I do go back to see ol’ Granpappy, then the universe I arrive in must, logically, be a new one. A whole new universe has splintered off simply by me arriving there, which is as insane-feeling as it sounds. Honestly, being weirded out by it never goes away.

“Worst is, the original universe must still exist. It’s untouched, somewhere; everything how it was. Somewhere I can never go as trying to get back to it would only create more new ones. It’s maddening and tragic in equal measure. Not to mention, I can’t even find out if all those principles are true because I can’t travel sideways like you. I can’t slide back across to the one I started in to see if everything all still happened exactly as it always had. I can’t make sure everyone I love is still okay.”

His breathing got heavy. The Female put her soft palm on his belly to calm him. He looked at a creature in one of the holding spheres, and his eyes welled.

“Or, do you mean, how does it feel to know I’ll always be alone? Because my physicality doesn’t let me travel with another being. It’s just me and my travels, always going somewhere new...forever...party of one.”

His head hung. The Female breathed deep and sat upright, playfully grabbing his chin and talking into his eyes with a caring but unexpectedly chipper tone.

“Well, honestly—I kind of meant all of those, my dear. Thank you, by the way, for condescendingly explaining the paradoxes of interuniversal travel to me, darling—but you also didn’t get all of it right.”

He was thrown, and she smiled.

“Oh, yes—sorry to break it to your ego—but you don’t have the whole picture, dear. See, we sideways travelers have the same problems. We still create new universes. Yes, really. You’re still somewhere you weren’t before, and you have changed things by arriving. By displacing a single atom, we fuck a whole new universe into existence too, just like you. While sliding sideways to a location we’ve come from might appear to be the same place, it can never be the same time—because time keeps moving forward. We can never travel back in time to the moment we left.”

She grinned, mulling over bygone memories.

“Besides, people change, places change, you change—it’s what travel does, it changes you, and I think that’s a good thing. Whether you go forwards, backwards, or side to side, it doesn’t matter. You, the individual, are still a single entity, with your own aging along your own arrow of time. It is your life. Only you can live through what happens to you.”

She’d hit him like a bag of Kleebrekian river rocks but wasn’t done.

“That’s why my species rarely have strong family ties. From the moment you leave, there’ll always be a universe where you never come back. Even if you do return, you’re in a new one, and the other one without you returning still exists. Yeah, I’m not kidding. And if you leave and come back a third time, now there’s two universes you’re never coming back to, and so on and so on. You’re just making things worse, creating more unhappiness in the multiverse. It’s immoral really, especially when it’s something as trivial as going home. You’re just creating more versions of your parents to miss you. Who would do such a thing? Some people never leave, but—oh, did I say something?”

She hadn’t noticed him fighting back tears.

“I—I agree with everything you’ve said. And I like listening to you. It’s nice to have company who understands. Sometimes I think about giving it all up.”

“But aren’t you...um...an Agent of Time?”

Dammit.

“...I saw your badge inside your jacket.” 

“I try to keep it out of view.”

“Why?”

“I’m not part of enforcement. I don’t like being associated with them. Too much they do is criminal. Not to mention it makes my own work harder if people can spot me.”

“How come?

He pulled the disk into his paw, and the store light shimmered across the insignia.

“I’m a Change Agent. I turn up, make an ‘alteration,’ and wait for my next instructions. Lots of cascading consequence but very little action.”

“Who gives you the orders?”

“They come down to us at the Chamber of Time from the different Leadership Councils of Fifth-Dimensional Species.”

“Why do they get to choose?”

“Only fifth-dimensional beings can travel both of our directions: forwards and backwards in Alltime, sideways each way Allmultiverse. Only they can calculate—and actually see—what changes would make a net-positive or net-neutral result in the expanse of all multiversalspacetime.”

“But it must be infuriating to receive instructions like that and be expected to just follow.”

“In fairness, they always tell you as much as they can: what catastrophe will be avoided, what war won’t happen, or what murderous egomaniac won’t get elected. The tragedies still exist in the original universes, but now we’ve created a duplicate where it doesn’t, so in adding them all up to the total net of everything in existence...it’s better.”

“Why do you seem sad? It’s a beautiful thing you’re doing. You’re making happiness—much more happiness than these Pellurians selling love with creatures in boxes. You’re creating whole happier universes. You’re creating a multiverse with a sum positive experience. That’s wonderful.”

The Male burst into tears. 

“What happened?”

She cradled him as he shook.

“It seems noble when you say it all out loud, but...this last change deleted my parents, my family, my childhood friends, my whole planet. It will never exist in this universe.”

“What? Oh, you poor thing, how did that happen?”

“I was born far later in this universe stream. My planet would have come together not far from here, in distance terms. What is now just a giant cloud of space dust a few galaxies away will slowly collect into another new star and its system. In the original universe, a creature on this very planet we stand on invents some fuckin’ gravity weapon which can, and eventually does, collapse whole universes. The technology has, of course, been since banned through all existence. But they finally traced its origins here. I was dispatched to prevent the inventor’s parents meeting. It’s a simple change which saves many universes from being destroyed and many billions of lives. It was a mission I was proud to take.”

He flipped the badge, so the face was against his leg.

“However, when I arrived and began to plan my moves, I remembered a history lesson from my infant days. Our teachers always talked about how our planet was ‘special,’ apparently only existing because the clouds of dust which made our system had swirled in some unusual fashion. For a long time, our cultures thought it was an act of some all-powerful god. Of course, that was quickly put to bed as real knowledge took hold.

“Our scientists discovered the swirling was caused by some ancient gravity machine test they showed by the ripples left in spacetime. Obviously, I forgot about all this until I got here. When I remembered—well, as you can imagine, I was terrified—but I had to know. I dug into when my planet was formed and realized the cosmic timing lined up. The ‘special swirl’ was a burst from early testing of the very weapon I’d been assigned to delete from being. Thus, delete the weapon, delete my planet, too. You won’t be surprised to find out they left all of this out of my Alteration Briefing.”

“You poor thing.”

“I called my dispatcher, paws shaking. They apologized but confirmed. The tradeoff was a simple equation for the higher-ups. A few planets would not exist, but we’d save entire universes full of life. Not to mention prevent countless wars around the weapon’s development. It was the right thing to do. It hurt, but this was my job, exactly the kind of thing I’d been training for: the duty of an ‘Honorable’ Agent of Time.

“The dispatcher took pity, though. As you so eloquently called out, I’ve had a rough run of assignments recently, so they offered to bend the rules. They said it had to happen whether it was me or someone else, but they could pass it to another Agent if I wanted, off the books. I disagreed, I had to do it myself. It was the greatest honor of my career and the saddest moment of my life.”

She took his paws again.

“You did an amazing thing. Existence owes you a debt.” 

“Thanks for saying. I just don’t know if I can do it anymore.”

The two creatures held each other, warm and safe, but then The ShopKeeper appeared in a flourish of puce limbs, hovering awkwardly.

“Sorry to interrupt, Madam, I couldn’t help overhearing just now, you are a fourth-dimensional multiversal traveler?”

The Female stiffened.

The purple fucker had been listening in?

She stayed in the embrace to buy herself a moment.

“...I am sure you must then also be aware that you aren’t physically capable of taking any creature with you while you travel—no fourth-dimensional creatures are—only even a few of the fifth-dimensional species have such a gift. I did not recognize your abilities before, with your Maglarian markings so distinct. Now that I do, I’m afraid there are more—erm—formalities.”

She couldn’t believe she let herself talk so carelessly in the store. She pulled herself into an unconcerned smile and emerged from The Male’s arms.

“Yes, of course I’m aware of this, good ShopKeeper.”

“Oh, that is a relief to hear, Madam. We cannot allow owned creatures to be taken home, only to be left by fourth-dimensional travelers. You will be unable to return without creating a duplicate, and thus, always leave at least one version of the creature to die unattended—or worse, live in indefinite solitude until it dies.”

“I do know, dear handsome ShopKeeper.”

“Such wonderful news. I was worried for a moment. You must then also know company policy requires some form of residential evidence, like a power provider’s invoice of some kind, timestamped to a future date—one after the owned creature’s natural life expectancy, as a proof of its lifetime protection.”

The Female was silent, and The Male took a beat. Ethically, The ShopKeeper was right, but it was exactly this kind of bureaucratic hypocrisy The Male hated most about the Pellurians. It was fine to sell beings into bondage as long as all forms were filed correctly and every liability appropriately covered. Besides, he wanted to help this beautiful creature. She’d listened to him so readily—sticking it to a life-trading Pellurian seemed a happy bonus.

“ShopKeeper, I am an Honorable Agent of Time. I can vouch for this owned creature’s safe life.”

The ShopKeeper eyed the shiny disk. 

“This is not paperwork, Sir.”

“You can take my AgentCode. I am conducting classified procedures in this very area. They won’t tell you what I’m up to, but they’ll confirm I’m here.”

The Pellurian looked uncomfortable, as The Male suspected not all his books were clean.

“I can tell you she stays until long after the creature passes. I’ve seen it.” 

“Hmm—this is most irregular.”

“And consider again; she’s about to buy two animals.” 

The ShopKeeper’s rent beckoned.

“This looks in order. I will be back with our selection.”

It left, and The Female launched a hug around The Male. 

“Thank you so much.”

He paused and squeezed her tightly in return.

“No problem. I want you to know how much being here with you has meant to me today. I can talk with you in ways I can’t with most other people. You helped me through one of the hardest days of my life. This is the least I can do.”

Buried in their embrace again, she could smell his wonderful fur. She had been on the road for a very long time, and he felt like an island.

“I told you I came here to find a loving and binding relationship, one that lasts a lifetime of peaceful unity. If I said I might have found a shot at one, one I didn’t need to pay for, what would you say?”

His eight eyes closed as a smile spread across his chest.

“I’d say: I think I’m done traveling. This last alteration was so much; I don’t think I can do it anymore anyway.”

But then he broke away to look into her eyes. He had to see she was sure enough before throwing out his career, his life, his security, the ragged remains of his future.

“We won’t be able to go anywhere, anywhen, or anyverse together. Neither of us can travel each other’s way. Neither of us can take passengers. We will forgo everything which makes us special.”

The Female got close to him and spoke quietly.

“There’s plenty more which makes us special than where, when, or what-universe we can go. How about we both take a little corner here and now, in this universe and in this time, and make it ours...at exactly the pace that time decides.”

His many eyes welled.

“But, with my level of clearance, to leave early is something they’ll string an agent up for. No mercy. I can let them know I’m leaving and help us hide, but we’ll always be looking over our backs.”

She held him close again.

“You’ve done enough—for yourself, for everyone.”

She was more right than she knew, but she didn’t know the reach of these organizations like he did. 

Throwing all caution to the wind, he sent his beacon notice and led them from the aisles. They began their freedom—happy. But before they’d even set their many feet outside the interuniversal pet store, a giant creature with many tentacles appeared in the doorway. It was burned across nearly a third of its body and one of its tentacles had an amputated hand. 

“Honorable Agent of Time.” 

The Male instantly knew it was a fifth dimensional being and put himself in front of The Female. The beast looked exhausted but unrelenting. It spoke clearly into their minds with all the verve of the ancient universe.

“You are in violation of your oaths...but I have a warrant for your service. There is a small, owned creature, which is taken by these Pellurians, and the fate of innumerable lives hangs in the sacrifices it makes. It must be captured and suffer for the greater good of all, but there are a small group who believe it should be freed. 

If you wish to do the right thing, and stand by the honor of your code, you will both come with me. It may even mean you getting the freedom you seek.”

The Male looked deep into the eyes of The Female, but hung its head, held her hand, and all disappeared.

The ShopKeeper returned to the floor a few minutes later stacked high with the white spherical holding boxes covering its vision, chattering away to itself.

“I have four delightful species for you to look at today. My favorite though, is a very odd primitive species from a backwater bit of the Miliki Whey galaxy which just came in. You’re going to love it. It’s a fascinating beast, a bald biped made from mostly hydrogen-oxide water. It’s peculiar but pretty in an unexpected sort of way; only has two eyes, but you can’t have everything. It has a funny set of behaviors, flapping its food hole even when it doesn’t eat, which creates a pleasant sensation if you have the right audio receptors. It also wears wrappings made from its home planet’s materials, but it only wears them sometimes. I will say, it is constantly masturbating for now. We are milking it to stud out, so you’ll get some discount. The process is harmless enough, but we’ll make sure you get a sterilization of it before purchase. It’s better for their health that way anyway—”

It finally put down the boxes to find the customers gone. All that remained was a half-full cup of dark stimulant drink on a shelf full of beasts.

“Hmm. Shame. But perhaps it worked out exactly as it should have.”

The Pellurians were masters of gravity and relationships, the two forces that pull all things together, and it satisfied something deep in their abdomen to see those powers at work—even if it’d have preferred the money.

He would sell the masturbating biped later.
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DAVE, A HUMAN man, bought a cat. Someone had told him he was lonely in his apartment and his life, and someone else said the answer was to buy a cat, so Dave bought a cat. 

Problem solved.

He bought the first cat he saw. It didn’t have a name, so he called it ‘Dave.’ Another problem solved.

The cat, like Dave, was black and white. There was another cat; orange and black and a girl. He wasn’t cat-sexist; he just couldn’t think of another name, so he bought the boy cat. The problem was already solved.

“...oh, and, by the way, he’s been neutered so he’s—”

The teenage sales assistant loading Dave’s supplies had been talking for a while. 

“Pardon?”

“Overpopulation is a massive issue here, but don’t worry, we’ve taken care of it.”

Dave didn’t understand ‘neutered,’ so he just nodded. 

“It’s good that you’re taking a rescue, too.”

“Pardon?”

“This one was out on the street; got picked up by the city. The ladies here run a program where they go to the pound and save animals from being exterminated. You’re helping.”

Dave was confused. Were ‘the ladies here’ making a problem for the city by keeping something alive that needed to be put to death? Or was the city creating a problem for itself by picking up creatures that were fine to be alive and didn’t need to be processed by officials at all? In either case, inserting himself in the whole ordeal felt like it would just cause him paperwork.

“...yeah, it’s quite brutal, really. They’re picked up and put in tiny boxes they can’t see out of, the poor creatures have no idea what’s going on, and then they’re handed from truck to storage to organizing house to who knows where else before they’re ever shown sunlight again.”

The store’s music was starting to get too much for Dave. 

“What happens if I don’t buy it?”

“Oh, erm—after a while, if no one takes them, they go back to the pound to be put down.”

Dave didn’t understand. 

“As in—put to sleep.”

Dave still didn’t understand.

“For like—forever.”

Dave understood.

“Don’t look at me like that. It’s the best thing to be done if there’s no one to look after them. And the older they get, the less likely they are to be taken by anyone.”

Dave felt that. He was getting older. He also thought this was unfair pressure. He’d wandered in on the advice of a friend, and now he was embroiled in the life-and-death struggle of a creature he only just met.

“Besides, you’ve already signed and paid. He’s your Fuzzy Cuddle buddy for the rest of his days, and the journey’s just started.”

Dave accepted the sales chops of the seventeen-year-old in front of him and took his bag with the long receipt inside. Her name tag said ‘Elouise—Fuzzy Cuddles—Ass. Manager.’ She deserved her position of authority, but Dave thought it was an unfortunate abbreviation as a reward.

Either that or I’m the ass and it’s perfect.

Elouise handed Dave a strip of rough fabric and held the cat against the counter firmly.

“Go on, then.”

“Pardon?”

“Well, you’ve got to learn how to do it.” 

“Do what?”

“Get it around his neck and fix the buckle.”

Dave looked at the cat. It wasn’t having a nice time.

“If he gets lost, you’ll feel terrible, and with this you might get him back. It’s got your name and number on it, see?”

A metal circle, engraved with his details, hung from the fabric. Dave could finally snuff the worries that the Ass. Manager had been trying to steal his identity.

“It’s not going to hurt you. It’s just a cat.” 

The cat hissed.

“Besides, his previous owners got him declawed. He’s got nothing to scratch you with even if he wanted to.”

“Pardon?”

“De-clawed. They took him to the vet and had his claws taken out.”

It was starting to dawn on Dave just how little he knew about buying cats.

I didn’t know they could have previous owners. Fuzzy Cuddles is a dealership.

“It’s to stop them tearing up furniture, but a lot of vets refuse to do it these days. Don’t worry, he didn’t feel a thing.”

Dave wasn’t worried, he was thinking about his overpriced couch. 

“Are you gonna do that, or what?”

“I’m sorry, do what?” 

“The collar...on the cat.”

Dave took a breath and moved toward the creature. The cat didn’t like it at all—wriggling, struggling, and yowling. Applying rope to such a tiny thing was difficult. Dave could feel the muscles, bones, and throat as he mishandled the metal, fabric, and situation.

“You’ve got to learn.” 

So Dave learned.

When the collar was on and the cat was returned to the box, it seemed to go back to normal, even playing with the tag.

Well, that’s fickle. I’m a sweaty mess, and now you’re fine.

“The little assholes can take them off, so we’ve given all of ours implants too. Either a normal person will find him, read the tag, and call you—or the pound will pick him up again, scan the chip, and call you. You’ll get it back either way.”

Dave thought it sounded like doing the same job twice but didn’t sell pets for a living and trusted the adolescent in charge.

“If it starts being an asshole peeing everywhere, biting and scratching you, or making noise all the time, just come back and we can give you sprays to punish it or take it to some of the classes we do. If it gets really bad...”

She leaned in and spoke a little more quietly.

“...we can just give you one of the electric collars we sell for dogs. It sounds tough, but my old boss did it once for their cat and it worked like a charm.”

She leant back and carried on at normal volume.

“They say dogs domesticated themselves, but when it comes to felines, it’s said they domesticated us—funny, right?”

This was a lot of information Dave didn’t need, and the crackling shop radio felt like beetles on his brain.

“When do I feed it?

“What does it eat?

“Where does it go to the bathroom?

“How do I get it to my apartment?

“What does it do when I’m out?

“What does it think about? 

“How do I know if it’s happy?”

Elouise’s expression made Dave wonder if he shouldn’t have asked all the questions at once...or quite so loud.

Her biggest instruction was gentleness when introducing the cat to his home, so Dave obeyed with extra effort. He was careful carrying the small box from the car. He walked awkwardly with two hands on the box to move it as smoothly as possible, before placing it delicately on the floor. The cat didn’t give a shit. It wailed all the way from the linoleum shop to his hardwood apartment. He left the lid closed while he went back for the rest. There was a huge bag of litter, the electrical ‘EasiKleen’ self-cleaning litter tray, a blanket, feather fascinators, balls, water bowls, food bowls, many weeks’ worth of food, meaty treats, and catnip—all precariously balanced in his arms with keys between his teeth.

“One journey, what a relief.”

“Efficiency is king.”

His father’s voice rang out in his head.

Yes, Tim. Thanks for always reminding me.

Elouise said all this cat-tat was essential for first-time owners, but he begrudged having to budget the rest of his month. Worse still, the primary-color plastic somehow matched and cheapened his decidedly not cheap sci-fi collectibles.

I suppose I’ll just have to get used to it. We’re sharing this place, now. Two bachelors. Roomies.

He found reasonable homes for everything and turned his attention back to the complaining cardboard in the center of the room. As he unfolded the lid, the cat went quiet.

“Hello, Cat Dave.”

The tiny furry face was pulled tight against its body. After a long moment during which Cat Dave stared from its haunches at Human Dave on his knees, Dave began to slowly rip the box along the two vertical edges.

“One door. Simple.”

Cat Dave didn’t think so, jumping the far side of the box and running to the opposite corner of the living room, hiding under the couch. All Dave could see of the kitten were its twinkling eyes. They glinted like the distant nebula of stars in the framed Hubble photograph hanging above the same sofa.

“So...what happens next?”

Dave threw a ball. Cat Dave looked at the ball, then back at Dave, and didn’t move. Silence. The stalemate was broken by a message alert rattling against the dusty dining table.

“My phone!”

He winced—the compulsion to talk aloud in a room with no people was almost always against his will.

Of course it’s my phone. There’s no one else here, and Cat Dave doesn’t have a phone because he doesn’t have a social security number or thumbs. It would have been simpler to just look at the fucking phone, Dave.

He opened the message—problem solved. 

“You three wankers coming out tonight? It’s Friday. Cozy Inn.” 

Carl.
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Four Wankers and a Cat.

[image: ]


CARL AND DAVE had been in the same finance course at college. He was boisterous, confident, tall, black, handsome, English, used broad slang, talked about comedians Dave never knew, laughed loudly, and had played rugby in England so did well on their college football team. He was ready to, in his words, “change the fackin’ world, mate.” Dave was not. Dave was unambiguously white, weedy, and mute to the untrained ear.

The unlikely pair only met after Carl’s then-current roommate, Mr. Kieth Vanderwang, was arrested stealing a shipment of sex toys from the side of the road. Dubbed by area news as The Rubber Robber, Kieth had hailed from a wealthy dynasty somewhere in New England but came to his unfortunate capture after crashing the carjacked box-truck full of dildos into the very building Dave was then living. The irony of his name wasn’t lost on anyone when the case was being heard.

“Order in my court! Although, my lad, I suppose rampant giggling is what a Vander-wang should expect, being caught red-handed trying to joy-ride off with a hundred-thousand silicone cocks moments after posting a video of yourself chugging an entire bottle of three-thousand-dollar tequila behind the wheel.”

The judge wanted to curb the privileged posh-boys causing mayhem in their college city, so poor Kieth got the full weight of the law and prison. Carl needed a roommate, and Dave needed somewhere new to stay. Problem solved.

Once they decided who was responsible for cleaning what bathroom when, the house became simple. Dave spent most of his time in his room, but Carl always made sure to invite Dave to party with them.

“Loneliness isn’t healthy, Dave. I hope you don’t feel lonely here, mate...”

Dave would shake his head. Carl thought Dave might be lonely everywhere, so didn’t take it personally and kept trying regardless, which meant a lot to Dave.

After college, Carl landed a position in a high-end investment firm. Within a few weeks, he heard about an opening in their ratings department which needed “a simple numbers guy with exceptional math but asks no questions and makes no noise.” Carl put Dave forward, and another problem was solved.

Just as Dave remembered Keith Vanderwang’s long-passed tragedy for the thousandth time, the group chat on Dave’s phone in the present buzzed with another message.

“I thought you’d never ask, Carl darling. Your girl needs some dick.” 

Heda.

“It’s pronounced: ‘Heh-dah’, with a sharp ‘e’ and hard on the ‘a’. Yes, I know it can be rearranged to spell ‘head,’ yes that joke has followed me since high-school, yes it’s a foreign name—but—because you made the joke, Chad, you’ll never know where from.”

Heda was all the women Dave always adored but never understood: smart, capable, unabashedly excellent, horrendously debaucherous, loved to win, loved the drugs, took no prisoners, and was somehow delicately beautiful. She scared the living shit out of him. She and Carl had briefly dated so Dave defaulted to not being attracted to her from the moment they met. But not being attracted to Heda made life a lot easier. Dave could be in bars with her, eat food around her, and stand lookout for her while she took a discreet shit on the side of a Jack-In-The-Box at three in the morning. He was her friend, that was it, and he liked that. Problem Solved.

The phone buzzed a third time. 

“I’m not coming if Dave is.”

Dave was never sure if Carl or Heda liked him but knew Josh didn’t. He never knew how to react when Josh made him the butt of jokes, but he laughed because Carl and Heda were. He never felt good about it. Josh had been a firm friend of Carl’s since they’d worked together at Carl’s last job. It had taken some adjusting on Dave’s part, but he made it work for Carl.

“Haha. Such a cunt. 20 minutes?”

Carl led the chain, he always did.

“20 minutes? Fuck off. I’m just home. Need at least an hour to get the girl-garden ready for tonight’s drilling.”

“Heda, I honestly thought you had a dick.”

“Fuck you, Carl, baby. My clitoris is bigger than your choad anyway.”

“I thought you were munching carpets.”

“Fuck you too, Josh. Just because I love me some scissor doesn’t mean I don’t fancy being split in half once in a while. That’s the joy of my bi-beautiful flag, honey. You’re missin’ out.”

“I ain’t, I promise you. And Carl, I can be there in 30, maybe sooner.”

“Yes, Josh. Good boy.”

Dave receded during these exchanges. He barely knew what all the slang meant and had no idea what to say. Dave also wasn’t happy Josh could be there so soon. Dave lived closer than anyone to Cozy Inn, and the sooner Josh was there the more time they’d have to spend alone together.

“Dave?”

Carl always pushed Dave.

“I can be there in 10. It’s only a block away.”

He couldn’t help but exceed Carl’s expectations.

“Great. I’ll see you in fifteen.”

“Yeah, he might even let you suck his dick.” 

“Haha. Josh, play nice. It’s Friday night, mate.”

Dave didn’t know how to respond so didn’t. He breathed deeply and remembered he’d bought a cat. He was always hunting ammunition to break the regular silences following him around so took a photo.

“You are cute, Cat Dave.”

He inspected the awkward image.

“Or maybe all cats are cute and this won’t be news.”

Dave, a fully grown man, was paralyzed. He’d only looked at two cats, which wasn’t a large enough sample to draw any conclusion. He was stuck thinking about the other cuter cat when a thick stink hit him.

“Oh, that’s fucking terrible!”

Bored with Dave, Cat Dave had wandered off to shit in the EasiKleen.

“How do you even know to go in there?”

Cat Dave sprayed the litter all over the wall with its hind legs and then sprinted back under the couch. Dave hoped he hadn’t offended his new friend by asking about its habits.

What is it about the mass-production plastic tub that appeals to you all? Or maybe it’s the chalky particulates? Maybe the dust? But damn, it’s so absorbent. Your pee’s is gone and your shit’s already dehydrating.

“When on Earth did you learn to do this?”

The EaziKleen’s electric rake began its march across the gravel to pull the poo from view and stopped Dave musing. The problem was being solved.

“You seem to be as comfortable as I’m going to be able to make you. Besides, I have to be at The Cozy Inn in nine-and-a-half minutes and have to change first.”

Dave was wearing comfort-cut jeans, which were fine for The Cozy Inn, but he had to change his t-shirt. The t-shirt was also fine for Cozy, but it was Friday, and this created a problem. One Friday, long ago, they’d tried to “keep the fire going” (Carl) in the nightclub next door. Dave wearing a similar plain tee instead of a button-up hadn’t been allowed entry. Josh lost track of a girl he’d been talking to and blamed Dave for ruining his chances, despite the girl also giving Josh a fake number. Dave had worn dress shirts every Friday since. Josh, of course, never noticed.

“That’s not the point of solving problems.”

Dave’s tone fitted the pale-blue Oxford being drawn around his shoulders in the one-bedroom box otherwise devoid of humans. It had a cat now, though.

No matter, the Cozy is calling.

​
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Not So Same as Always.
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THE LIGHTS WERE low and the clientele were the lowest but highest in here, the shuffleboard sand was sticky and the floors were slippy from liquor and tears, and it stank of the loudest laughter: The Cozy Inn. It was not so cozy for Dave, but nor was anywhere so he couldn’t blame them for the name.

As promised, Dave arrived first. He always did, every week. He was most eager to please and always had least else to do, so now he was face to face with the behemoth behind the bar once more.

“What can I get you?”

Dave always wanted to say ‘same as always.’ He’d seen a cool guy in a movie say it once. Dave liked how familiar and comfortable it had made the man ordering the drink appear. It made him look like a “regular,” like the bar was his “local,” and this tap house gave enough of a shit to remember its familiar patrons and their tipple of choice.

Same as always.

Dave had always wanted that kind of comfort and familiarity. Yet after exactly eight months this exact same bartender had asked the exact same question with the exact same blank expression on his exactly square face.

Is it worth a try?

Same as always, the flip side interrupted his pleasant fantasy. What if this guy didn’t remember him at all? Would the man be so embarrassed by public failure he’d play pot luck with the bar and assume such a wet character as Dave would want a “Penis Colada,” or whatever Josh called them, and “gay” would be the first of many names Josh would call Dave this long evening.

No.

“Pint of lager, please.”

The bartender paused and his eyes narrowed. This was not the same as always. Was Dave crossing the eternal barrier? Was he entering the sacred hall comfort’s Valhalla? He had to know.

“You know, same as always.”

Goliath looked like he’d eaten men for less, and Dave’s pits poured. But then the giant shrugged. 

“Okay.”

Fucking yes!

Dave’s asshole un-fisted. This was it, Dave was a regular in a place that was local to him; dare he even say, his local. He felt golden light on his skin. He was as cool a guy as he could ever have hoped to wish to dream to dare to beg to be.

“I can’t wait to tell Carl.” 

“Tell Carl what?” 

“Josh?”

Josh was early.

Shit.

Dave was so wrapped up in the exchange he hadn’t registered Josh walk up behind him. He turned and was faced with the tall, distant, and small-eyed Josh who wore a strange outfit of ill-fitting pants, an intentionally misshapen top with too many layers, and ballooned sneakers. He carried it off with the confidence of someone so fashionable it overrode how obviously stupid it made them look. Dave was jealous, normally so bland he was practically invisible but today he was a
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