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PROLOGUE
The sun's rays filtered through the canopy of trees, warming the snow leopard while he shoveled more dirt from the ground. The hole was shoulder deep now, but Mikhail hadn't found any sign of the chest. He pulled out the map from the inner pocket of his Thinsulate vest, his eyes darting back and forth from the tree, with its thick roots and wide trunk, to the map and its handwritten notes.
Even as sure as he was, could he have made a mistake? Might his search, which spanned several weeks--precious time he could have spent with his wife Victoria and little Ivan--be in vain? If so, then he had failed his family, and surely they would suffer even more for his foolish endeavor.
"Nyet," Mikhail mumbled as he folded up the map before returning it to his vest pocket. The thoughts stubbornly clung to him, trying to slow down his efforts. They tried to make him give up and go back to the motherland. Perhaps he should. He missed his wife and son. Maybe they could make do with their meager wages. Maybe they could--
The shovel clanked against something hard. A rock, perhaps? Or...
The dirt flew away from Mikhail in wide arcs, the shovel a blur of motion in his excitement. What he struck was no rock. He saw wood, then the glint of gold.
It was the chest, the reason he had spent weeks traveling and endured days of seasickness. All for this moment.
As Mikhail pulled the chest out of the earth, he was surprised by how new it looked. The gold plating lacked even a spot of tarnish. The iron lock was absent of rust. Even the dirt failed to cling to its surface. If he had not known of the chest's origins, he would have believed it had been buried a few hours ago.
He easily picked the lock, then drew his revolver. A quick flick of his wrist revealed the chambers were full of bullets. He snapped the cylinder shut before carefully lifting the lid open.
A white blur leaped out of the chest, followed by the deafening thunder of his shot. Damn, it was quick! Still, he scored a definite kill. He quickly took aim at the dead rabbit that bled into the ground. So far everything he read was true. So next would be--
There was a fierce flapping of wings as the duck miraculously emerged from the rabbit's muzzle. Mikhail ended its struggles with another shot from his pistol. Heart beating thunderously within his chest, he approached the fowl.
In front of the dead bird was an egg; its shell was a perfect white, like the snow that blanketed his homeland in winter. His ears swiveled around, and his eyes squinted as he made a quick circle around him. He was certain that he was being watched--the hackles on his neck were certainly raised enough to prove that--but after minutes of silence and seeing nothing but the trees and the dead rabbit and duck, he finally dismissed it as paranoia. The only living thing was himself.
Mikhail scooped up the loose dirt under the egg, placing his other paw on top of it as he cradled it against his chest. Everything he'd been told about this chest since childhood had been true. He had found the egg. He had found his family's future.
His life would not be the same again.
CHAPTER 1
"Hey dude! Look! I have a road on my arm!"
Ivan glanced up from his textbook to see his roommate, a white rabbit, flexing his arm. He had a new tattoo, a highway dyed around the fur of his biceps muscle. He was wearing nothing but a pair of boxers with hearts decorating the fabric. This was nothing new, but Ivan immediately pulled his attention back to the textbook.
"Ain't it sweet, Latté?"
Ivan grimaced, his round ears flattening against his skull as his fur started to floof. "Please, Brady," he growled, "do not call me by that nickname."
"Aw, come on, dude. Call me Hopper."
Brady...Hopper...claimed to hate his first name for the reason it made him feel like a grandfather. Ivan could not understand why. His own grandfather was loved. Didn't Hopper want to be loved?
"Hey Hopper!" A hyena, slightly larger than the rabbit, entered the bedroom. He was wearing blue bikini briefs and a green hat with the UNR logo. He held a beer can between thumb and forefinger as usual. "Did I just hear you say you got a road on your arm?"
Hopper nodded, turning to face the hyena as he flexed again. "Yeah, man! Check it! I have a road on my arm!"
"Fuckin' sweet!"
Ivan's thick, spotted gray tail swept across the floor as he started to finger the yin-yang pendant on his necklace. He never had this kind of habit until he came to America on his student visa, and the habit grew worse when he moved into the dorm.
"Hopper. Dude. You gonna go to the party this Saturday?" the hyena asked after taking a long swallow of his beer.
"Heck yeah, Eric. It's gonna be awesome!"
"Gonna be a fuck-ton of bitches there."
"Aw, yeah. And a lot of hot guys."
Ivan stole a glance at the two, his eyes gravitated to Hopper's sculpted, muscular butt. He could make out half of the name dyed on the rabbit's fur: Larry? Labby? Before he could decipher it Hopper started to turn around, so he quickly looked away.
"Dude, were you looking at my ass?" Hopper asked.
"N-nyet. I vas going to ask if you and Eric vould please to leave bedroom." Ivan glanced up. Both Hopper and Eric were smiling toothy grins. His tail lashed even faster.
"Hopper, I think our snow leopard buddy needs to get some tail."
"Hell yeah! When's the last time you had a good lay, Latté?"
"Lay? Vhat is lay?" Ivan hated asking for definitions.
Hopper grinned. "Sex, man. When's the last time you had sex? Back in Russia?"
"I...I do not have sex. Too busy for studies and going to gym."
Hopper slapped a paw on Ivan's shoulder, squeezing it. "Dude, you can afford to skip a day. You're, like, solid muscle under all that fluff!"
"I...I just vant to continue my studies, please." Ivan lifted up his book, trying to read the same page for the fifth time.
"Dude! You know who would be perfect for a big guy like you?" Hopper didn't wait for an answer. "My cousin! He's big like you. He'd be just the guy!"
"Please do not be going through trouble--"
"It's no trouble, dude! Trust me!"
Bozhe moi, thought Ivan.
Hopper lived up to his name as he hopped in place on his long, wide paws. Ivan looked on nervously at his little bookshelf on the wall, certain that the rabbit's eagerness would cause the books to fall. "Dude, I'm totally going to call him right now before he goes to work!"
"Doesn't he work as a bouncer at a bar?" Eric leaned against the door frame, taking a long swallow of his beer.
"Yeah, I better hurry. The cell reception there's lousy as shit." Hopper ran out of the bedroom, and Ivan released a breath he hadn't realized he was holding all this time.
Eric smirked down at the snow leopard. "Dude, you are so wound up."
"Vound up?" Some American slang went over Ivan's head. This one left enough room for Eric to walk under.
"Yeah. You're tense. You worry too much."
"It is hard not to vorry."
Eric tittered rapid, high pitched laughter. It hurt Ivan's ears. "You have a killer accent, Latté."
"You have killer accent as well."
Eric tilted his head, looking blankly at Ivan. "Huh? I don't have an accent."
"To my ears, you have accent. All Americans have accent."
Eric's ears perked up, and his tongue almost lolled out of his muzzle as it split open into a grin. "Oh! I getcha now. Yeah, I guess I would have an accent to you."
"Yes. Now, if I could ask you to be leaving." He tapped the page he'd been trying to read. "I need to finish studying."
Eric looked at the book, and for a moment stood there silently as if he were trying to grasp the concept of studying. He finally blinked, and nodded. "Oh yeah, sure thing, big guy! No problem."
As Eric closed the door behind him, Ivan felt himself relax. He could finally finish his reading assignment for World History and--
The door flew open, slamming up against the wall as Hopper bounded in. Ivan held up the book in front of him as a shield. "Dude!"
"Vhat?"
Hopper flinched, ears folding back. "Dude, you don't gotta yell. You scared the shit outta me."
Scared him? Ivan's fur had fluffed out thanks to him! He'd need to find his brush and spend at least an hour coming himself down. "Vhat is it, Hopper? Please, I must finish reading assignment!"
"I just called my cousin, and he said he'd come over tomorrow before work to meet you."
"I do not vish to meet people." It was a lie. A bad one, and Hopper knew it.
"Dude, you were saying last week how you wanted to meet more people. Here's your chance."
"I do not know if I can be meeting your cousin."
"Listen, Latté, if you meet my cousin I'll buy you your lattés for a week."
Ivan perked his ears forward. "For a veek?"
Hopper nodded. "A whole, solid week."
"Starting tomorrow." Lattés were expensive. If he didn't have to buy his favorite coffee for a week, it might be worth meeting someone, even someone like Hopper's cousin.
"Deal!"
"So hey, you wanna go grab a latté right after I call my cousin?"
Ivan almost said yes, but the textbook in his hands reminded him of his obligation. "Nyet. I really must study."
"You sure, dude? You've been studying ever since you got home."
"I am certain. After studies, I must go to gym to exercise. Then come back to study more."
"Geez, dude, you study more than me and Eric both."
"I must keep good grades to keep student visa. If I do not, I vould have to go back home. To Russia."
Hopper's ears flicked a bit, then drooped down. "Oh yeah. I didn't think about that. It'd be, like, embarrassing to you, huh?"
"Poppa has worked all his life to make certain my momma, my brother and I vould be taken care of. I must honor his dedication."
"I guess I'll leave you alone, and get you a latté later if you need to pull an all-nighter. That okay with you?"
Ivan smiled. "That vould be acceptable. Thank you."
The soft click of the door closing shut brought a sigh of relief from Ivan. Now he could finally study without any interruption from his roommates.
But his thoughts were not so considerate. Now he imagined going home in failure. To face the disappointment of his family. A mother who worked just as hard as his father to keep the house together. A younger brother who looked up to him. Could he stand to return home in shame and disgrace?
No, he couldn't.
He closed the book, keeping a finger on the page he had continuously failed to study. The weight of familial obligation was heavy on his mind, and he could almost feel the weight on his shoulders. He shoved away those dark thoughts and left the bedroom to get to the phone in the living room. Ivan was going to get his wallet out for his international phone card, then wondered if it was too early to call his family. He was terrible at converting the time. Would they be sleeping?
As he padded into the living room, Hopper and Eric were bent over the aquarium near the kitchen. They looked as tense as he felt, and there was a faint scent of worry from Hopper.
"She doesn't look good, dude," Eric whispered.
"I think she's dying," Hopper said. Was there a hitch in his voice?
Ivan moved over to the two, looking over their shoulders to view Hopper's pet iguana in the aquarium. She was still as a pond, which was nothing new. She rarely moved unless it was time to eat or she wanted to move to a warmer spot. What differed this time was she was on her back, her eyes looking upwards at nothing. "Perhaps," he said quietly, "she is just sleeping."
Hopper shook his head, glancing up at Ivan. "She never sleeps with her eyes open."
Her scales were a light green, with the dewlap on her chin a darker coloration. Ivan wondered how she could rest on her back like that. Wouldn't her spines cause her discomfort?
"Dude, give her a nudge. Maybe she's sleeping."
Hopper shook his head. "I think she's dead, man." He looked up at Ivan. "Does she look dead to you, dude?"
Ivan blinked, glancing down at the iguana. Her eyes were black pools. Empty. Lifeless. "She is not breathing," he finally said. His mouth felt strangely dry.
Hopper flinched at the news. "D-damn," he said, biting down on the knuckle of his thumb.
"I guess we need a garbage bag," Eric said, taking a swallow of his beer.
Hopper turned on Eric. "Dude!" His eyes were open wide, a scowl on his face. Hands were balled up into tight, trembling fists. "Cannon is not going into the garbage!"
Ivan placed his hands on Hopper's shoulders, wedging himself between the two. "No fighting. You are both friends. You will be calming down now, Hopper."
Hopper pointed at Eric around Ivan's broad shoulders. "He wants me to get a garbage bag for Cannon!"
Ivan eyed Eric, who was shaking his head during Hopper's tempest. "No, dude. I wasn't suggesting throwing away your iguana. We just need to put her in something to take to the vet."
Hopper's eyes were angry, yet glassy, unspent tears pooling up around the corners. "The vet? She's dead. Why would I take her to the vet?"
"Because the vet can take care of the body, man."
Hopper suddenly tried to lunge past Ivan to grab Eric, but the snow leopard's grip was firm. All he managed to do was press up against Ivan. "I'm not letting some stranger bury Cannon!"
Eric took a step back, hands held up in front of him. The empty beer can bounced along the carpet. "Jesus, dude. Okay. Calm down, we'll bury Cannon somewhere, but we should at least put her in the bag. Keep the smells out and stuff."
The explanation seemed to calm down Hopper. He lowered his arm and backed off of Ivan. "Yeah. I guess that'll work."
"I didn't mean to piss you off, Hopper."
"It's...all right. Cannon was with me for a long time. Ten years." His voice wavered. "Maybe...maybe she was just old."
Ivan released Hopper, hoping the rabbit would remain calm. "I am sorry for your loss."
"Thanks, Ivan. I'm gonna...I'm gonna go lay down after I put Cannon in..." He sank to his knees, his outstretched fingers brushing the glass of the aquarium. "I need to be alone here, guys. I don't know if I'm gonna cry, but I might. I don't want you guys to see that."
Eric nodded. "Okay." He disappeared into his bedroom, closing the door.
Ivan took the cordless phone with him, turning it on as he entered his room.
Nothing happened.
He tried again. The phone was dead. He quietly returned to the living room and saw Hopper with his head against the aquarium glass. Either he didn't notice Ivan, or was ignoring him. The snow leopard placed the phone on the charger and returned to his bedroom. He would call his family tomorrow.
Ivan put on a tank top, grabbed the gym bag next to his bed, and saw Hopper was no longer in the living room. The front door was ajar. Hopper forgot to shut it behind him again, but it was understandable. He still hoped Hopper hadn't left in his boxers.
Ivan looked at the dead iguana staring at the ceiling. A strange chill started to fill his body, but he shrugged it off.
He was still relieved to be away from the apartment.
The nighttime sky had almost overwhelmed the last vestiges of the day, but the red skies clung to the Sierras, illuminating Ivan's walk to the gym. It was a short walk, even shorter when he jogged, and it gave him time to decompress his tired, over-studied mind.
His tail was now elevated and swaying to and fro as he approached the gym, his ears perked forward. He found it easier to breathe now that he was out of the stressful situation inside the apartment. His father would approve of a decision to take a break from studies--working hard was a good thing, but overworking one's self was not.
"One must remember to feed the inner child, or else suffer its tantrums," the elder Andreev would frequently say.
Even though he was a history professor at the Saint Petersburg University, his father would take time for his hobbies. There was a shelf filled with his collection of dice. Six siders, four siders--even a seven sider, which always fascinated Ivan when he was a child.
"God does not play dice with the universe," his father once said, "but I do."
Ivan would call his family as soon as he returned to the apartment. The phone would be fully charged, and he would be able to catch up on the family's events. Granted, he could email them, but that was so impersonal. There was nothing better than to hear the gravelly voice of his father, the doting tone of his mother's, and even the annoying voice of his little brother, whose body was quickly filling out into the shape of manhood.
A low, droning buzz soon distracted him from his thoughts, and a small, black-banded bumblebee, its legs coated with pollen, flew around his head. His ears twitched, and he fought to keep from panicking. Bumblebees could sting multiple times, and he was deathly afraid of being stung. He was mildly allergic to them, and while his thick coat might protect him, it could always sting him in the less protected areas like his nose. So being stung was something he wanted to avoid at any cost.
Ivan wasn't even sure the bee was still buzzing around him. He did not want to take the chance of being stung, so he broke out into a run, leaping over the small ditch that separated the apartment complex from the shopping center that had recently been built. From there, the gym was across the street, and he slowed down when he reached the gym's parking lot. He leaned forward, hands on his knees as he caught his breath.
Then he heard the buzzing growing louder again. Looking up in alarm, he saw the fuzzy gold and black insect flying towards him. He rushed inside, then felt a sharp pain on his tail. At first he thought he was stung, but then saw his tail had gotten caught by the closing door. He pulled in his tail, the blush burning his ears.
Something moved out of the corner of his vision. The bee crawled up the glass, as if saying I'll be waiting for you.
He swore it winked at him.
There was a trio with their backs to the door, wolves from the brief glance Ivan gave them. His progress temporarily blocked, Ivan watched the bee crawl up the door, its yellow body stood out against the darkening night sky. He forced himself to take slower breaths and smoothed down the fluffed out tailtip, but what if someone came in from the outside? What if there was a crack in the door? What if this insect discovered the crack, and continued its relentless pursuit of the snow leopard?
What if. What if. Ivan chuckled at his foolish fears, but then felt a bit of fright as the bee turned around 180 degrees and moved downward towards him. It paused once it reached his eye level, and stared at him. He knew it was staring at him, though with its multifaceted eyes there was no real way he could prove his tiny six-legged stalker was indeed focused on him.
It then spread its wings, and took flight into the night. Ivan sighed with relief, shoulders slumping from the ease of tension.
The tension returned when the bee suddenly thudded against the glass; Ivan immediately stepped back, startled. What was wrong with this bumblebee? Had Ivan unconsciously committed some terrible wrong against it or its hive queen? "Bozhe moi!" he muttered as he struggled to tear his eyes away from the bee. Certainly it would leave if he moved further into the gym. The trio was no longer in sight, so he quickly made his way inside.
Standing behind the reception desk was a large white rabbit in a black tank top and pants. Broad shouldered, ears erect, and grinning warmly at him. "That bee has it in for you, huh?"
Ivan set his gym bag down at his feet, nodding. Something about the rabbit was familiar, but he couldn't place it. He had never met him before. "I am afraid of bee stinging." Ivan didn't know why he was explaining this, but he felt it was proper.
"Allergic?" the rabbit asked as he handed Ivan the sign-in sheet.
Ivan nodded as he put down his name and ID number. "It is not pleasant, being stung. Hurts to swallow after for some time. At vorst, I go to hospital." Why was he being so talkative? Perhaps it was the warmth the rabbit radiated from the smile. It was a good smile.
"Don't worry..." The rabbit's voice trailed off briefly as he glanced at the sign-in sheet. "...Ivan, is it? I'll swat any bee that comes near you."
Ivan chuckled sheepishly. "Spasiba."
The tall rabbit quirked an eyebrow as his grin faded. "What?"
"Oh. I am sorry. It means thank you."
"Huh. So you're from another country?"
Ivan nodded. "Da. Am Russian."
The grin returned. "Now you're just showing off."
Ivan's eyes grew wide, and he shook his head quickly. "N-nyet! I did not mean to offend!"
"Hey, relax. I was just kidding." The rabbit chuckled weakly, scratching his head. "Guess I look too serious." He then extended a hand. "Name's Angus, but my friends call me Tank."
Ivan took the hand. The rabbit's grip was firm; Ivan also noticed he had to look up at Tank, and he was seven feet tall! "Pleasure to meet you, Tank."
"Pleasure's all mine, Ivan."
As Ivan went to the locker room to change, he suddenly thought of haystacks and how Tank was as big as one. An odd thought, but one to make him chuckle.
He then sobered up as his mental gears shifted to Hopper. Where did he go? Ivan hoped his roommate would not do anything foolish like suicide. That would be quite the extreme reaction over the death of a pet, no matter how loved it was. No, Ivan would not--could not--believe Hopper would ever get that distraught. In many ways, the rabbit reminded him of the surfer people in the movies. They lived life without any worries, and so did Hopper.
And yet...was that not false? Hopper certainly did have worries. The death of his iguana was proof of that. It was the first time he'd seen Hopper emotionally distraught. The iguana was like family to him.
Family. He was reminded of how far apart he was from his own. They were on the other side of the globe. Did they miss him as much as he missed them? Most likely, as they were a close-knit unit. It was difficult for them to decide that Ivan should go to America to study, and he almost refused to go.
It was ultimately his father who gave him the motivation to come overseas.
"It will be good life experience, to go to the land of opportunity," his father said. "It is a land of freedom. Something Russia is still trying to become."
So Ivan gave in to his father's request. He tried his best to embrace the culture with some success, but his home, his heart, would belong to his family. He would call them as soon as he returned to the apartment. It would chase away the growing homesickness in his heart.
The workout went without difficulty, although Ivan exercised alone. No one offered to help spot him, so he usually went to the machines for the heavier routines. But whenever possible, he used the free weights. They were far more challenging to use, since he was forced to use the proper form on his own rather than be assisted by mechanical devices.
His thoughts moved to the old barn at home. Inside was a workout bench with several weights. His father owned that bench, and started training him when he was old enough to understand the responsibility and dedication required to get in shape. Then his younger brother was introduced to their workout routines, and soon all three were determined to get stronger and healthier.
Now he was alone. His father and younger brother most likely worked even harder in his absence. But they only needed to replace him. He had to replace both.
He would talk to his family soon, and the conversation in their native tongue would lift his spirits, and perhaps their own.
He hoped his run home would be free from stalker bees.
The locker room was empty, which was fine by Ivan. He preferred privacy for his post-workout shower, but it was usually too crowded for his comfort levels. He quickly undressed and entered the stall. The water was ice cold against his fur, and he kept it that way. The temperature reminded him of the times he and his father would go swimming in the dead of winter. It was something only he and his father were willing to do--his mother and younger brother didn't care for that particular winter activity.
He remembered the odd looks Hopper and Eric gave him when he asked where the apartment pool was located. It was January, and the ground had been colored white with a recent snowfall. To his dismay, he learned the pools were closed in the winter. Apparently the apartment manager was of a like mind with Ivan's mother and brother. It was a shame, but given the mild temperatures, the water would have felt almost tepid.
He finished his shower, then stepped into the fur dryer provided by the gym, basking in the heat for as long as he could stand. This was a luxury few people in Russia could afford, and was one of many reasons why he did enjoy studying in America. When he felt like he was about to roast in his fur, he padded quietly to his locker, towel wrapped around his waist, and under his long, thick tail. He put on his hat and caught something moving out of the corner of his vision.
A bee flew at him, and would have hit him on the nose had he not stumbled back out of surprise. It buzzed around him, as if searching for a chance to sting him where he was most vulnerable. The towel fell to the floor as Ivan tried swatting the bee away, but it flew around his paws, avoiding the blows like a prize fighter in a championship bout.
Desperate, Ivan grabbed the towel from the floor and swung it blindly in front of him. He then saw the bee drop to the floor, its legs twitching, the wings buzzing once, then twice, then nothing. He never intended to kill it; he just wanted it to leave him alone.
"What's with all the racket, Ivan?" Tank stuck his head into the locker room, and Ivan hastily returned the towel around his waist.
"I was trying to stop bee from stinging me," Ivan said as he pointed at the floor where the bee lay.
Tank entered the room, smirking. "The bee's out..." His voice trailed off as his eyes caught the dead insect on the floor. "Huh. I guess we had an unregistered guest and didn't know about it." He grinned at Ivan. "What did you do to piss off the bee population?"
Ivan shook his head. "I do not know." He smiled weakly at Tank. "Perhaps they think I am silly old bear from children's book."
"Yeah, bees don't much like Winnie the Pooh."
Ivan stared at the bee, but it still had not moved since it last buzzed its wings. It was missing a leg and what seemed to be all of its right eye, though he wasn't certain. He was not willing to crouch down to look closer at it. He was satisfied he'd won the battle of snow leopard versus bumblebee.
"You really are scared of those bees," Tank said, grinning. "Don't worry, I'll sweep up the little bug and let you get dressed in a bee-free locker room."
Ivan murmured his thanks and the lapine departed. He collected his belongings from his locker and moved over to a secluded corner to get dressed. The bee was gone when he left the locker room. Tank was a lapine of his word, apparently. He was back behind the counter, and as Ivan signed out, Tank gave him a warm grin.
"Be careful of the nighttime bees, Ivan," he said.
Ivan merely smirked. "Bees do not come out at night."
"The bee in the locker room did."
Tank had a point, but it was one Ivan did not care to think about. Daytime bees were bad enough today, but ones at night? All he would hear would be the ominous buzz before the painful sting, followed by the allergic reaction.
"If I am stung, I hope you vill to be rescuing me."
Tank winked. "I'll be sure to do just that should a bee attack you outside the door, but when you vanish into the night, you're on your own." He then looked up at the clock hanging over his desk, then added "Of course, you could always run back here before we close at eleven."
"I vill remember that." Ivan said, then said his goodbyes and left the gym. The air was starting to cool down, which was fine for him. After he jogged to the apartment complex, he took off his tank top and paused to enjoy the cool air around his body. It felt wonderful, and rejuvenated his spirits a bit. The phone call to his family would be the perfect end to an otherwise dismal day.
After he entered the apartment he reached for the cordless phone on its cradle on the counter, but a slight movement from the aquarium caught his attention.
Cannon had her front paws on the glass and was staring at him with unblinking eyes.
Ivan blinked, all thoughts of the phone now forgotten as he returned Cannon's stare. He moved closer to the aquarium, then paused. "Hopper vill be happy you are not dead, Cannon."
Cannon flicked out her tongue in response.
"You gave him good scare." He felt silly for talking to Hopper's pet, but it had been a strange day. Iguanas who played dead. A bee that was determined to sting him. And a rabbit who flirted with him. Tank was the only person to do so since his arrival in the States.
Maybe this day was not as dismal as it started.
The iguana crept along the aquarium, tongue frequently flicking out. It was hard to believe before his workout, Ivan thought the iguana had died. The sight before him was very contrary to the fact. Cannon actively tried to climb the glass wall, even though her claws slipped on the glass. When Ivan approached the cordless phone, her attempts at scaling the wall increased. She almost seemed frustrated, and he thought he heard her hissing.
She had never been this active before. Perhaps her playing dead, then climbing the glass wall was an odd game for her. But Hopper's reaction was no game. He thought Cannon had died! Or was he playing some odd game as well? Was Eric in on the game?
He turned on the cordless, and was pleased to hear a dial tone. When he entered his bedroom he pulled out his international calling card and dialed the number to his family's phone in Russia. They would most certainly be awake.
It was one level of waiting after another--the clicks of the connection being made, the ringing of the phone. In fact, it rang so many times that he was about to hang up before he heard someone pick up. Instead of an immediate query phrased as a hello, he heard nothing but silence. Did the connection cut him off? He hesitated a moment before saying "Hello?"
A woman's voice replied. "Ivan?" His mother.
"Yes, mama." His heart leaped with joy at the sound of his mother's voice. They always spoke in English when he called, to keep him in the practice of speaking the language.
"Ivan, you are all right?"
The question was unusual, if only because she would usually gush for a minute or so before asking it. "Yes, mama. I am all right." Instinct prompted him to respond with "Are you all right?"
"Nyet. Something very tragic has happened. Your papa...your papa is dead."
Ivan suddenly felt cold, his fingers grew numb and it was only through sheer force of will that he kept his grip on the cordless. He sank, almost stumbled, into his desk chair. "Dead? Mama...how?"
"Son, do you remember vhat he brought home from Buyan?" There was no grief in her voice, only the steel of determination. The same determination that guided him to manhood. "Before he died, your papa sent it to you."
Ivan's thoughts were muddled in a mire of confusion. The tears would soon come, but first he had to know why. "Mama, how did papa die?" Ivan hadn't heard of his father succumbing to ill health. Was it an accident that took his life? Or was it something worse? He had many friends, but he also made his share of enemies.
"I am sorry, my son. I did not mean to burden you with the news, but...I think your father vould have vanted you to know. For your safety."
"My safety? Mama, vhat do you mean?"
"He vas murdered, and his murderer is coming for you."
"His murderer is coming for me?" Did he hear that correctly? His father's murderer was going to travel thousands of miles to murder him? "I velcome the chance to avenge my papa."
His mother choked off a sob, a heart-wrenching sound that made his heart sank. "No, son. Your papa would not vant you to be a killer, even to avenge him. This enemy...if vhat your papa said vas true, you vould be helpless." Static was starting to develop.
"Vhat did he tell you, mama?"
"For you to run if he finds you." There was a lengthy pause; Ivan heard his little brother's voice say something, but he could not make it out over the static. "Promise me you vill run, Ivan."
The static was getting worse. "Mama, vhat did Pitor say?" Somehow he felt it was important to know what his brother said. As if his life might just depend on it.
"He said you must not fight vhat killed your father."
Ivan shivered; though his fur was more than enough to keep him warm, this chill came from the very depths of his soul. "Vill you two be all right, mama?"
The static was now a raging storm, but he thought he heard the reply of yes. Or perhaps it was just his hope she said yes. He could not ask her to repeat herself, because a few seconds later, the phone went dead. No dial tone, and the power light was dark.
He muttered a curse, barely aware of the front door opening, followed by Hopper's voice.
"Cannon! You're alive!"
Ivan kept the door closed, leaning up against it and slowly sank towards the floor. His father was dead. A cruel twist of fate, swapping the iguana's place in the afterlife for his papa.
"Aw, baby! Who taught you to play dead, huh?" Hopper's voice grew louder as he heard the lapine run up to his door, rapidly knocking on it. Ivan! Are you there? Cannon's not dead!
Ivan did not respond. He could not share in Hopper's joy. It hurt him just to hear it in his voice; he would not ruin it by sharing his newly discovered tragedy. He would tell Hopper the news later. For now he would put on a brave front.
As he rose to his paws, he noticed something out of place on his desk. Next to the phone was an object that had not been there when he put the phone down. An egg lay there, its shell a perfect white, like the snow that blanketed his homeland in the winter.
It was the egg his father found on the island of Buyan twenty-three years ago. How did it get to America? Had it been delivered to him, and either Hopper or Eric opened the package without his consent? Even if that were true, Ivan was certain it had not been on the desk until now.
"Aw, you want out of your aquarium, Cannon? Okay."
Then Hopper started screaming.
CHAPTER 2
Ivan scrambled to his feet and almost ripped the door off its hinges when he opened it. He ran down the hallway and entered the living room, and froze in fear when he saw the reason for Hopper's screams.
Cannon was thrashing about in Hopper's grip, her jaws clamped down on his eyebrow, clawing at his face. Hopper was on his knees, trying in vain to pull her off of him. "IVAN! Fuck, man! Help me! She's trying to gouge my eye out!"
Ivan stepped forward, but hesitated. The blood dripping down Hopper's cheek...the color so vibrant; it made both the room seem brighter and him feel light headed. He had to force himself to take deep breaths before he started hyperventilating.
"God dammit, Ivan! Fucking help me!"
He lurched towards Hopper and grabbed the iguana with both paws. She resisted his efforts at removal, since he was trying his best not to hurt Hopper. "She von't let go!"
"Come on, man! You're a fucking Hercules! Pull this bitch off of me!"
"I do not vant to hurt you!"
"She's killing me, man! Pull this bitch off of--"
Cannon ripped some flesh from Hopper's eyebrow, and some of his blood splattered on Ivan's face. He fell to the floor, his grip on Cannon lost. He heard the iguana fall to the floor with a heavy thump, and for a moment feared he would be attacked next. After wiping the blood away from his face, he frantically searched the area for the suddenly murderous pet, and found her laying on her side, her lifeless eyes staring at the wall. She hadn't moved, but he still kept his distance.
She had played dead before.
He moved over to crouch beside Hopper. The bleeding had already stopped, and this worried Ivan--shouldn't Hopper still be bleeding from such a terrible wound? Iguanas had sharp, serrated teeth; being bitten by one was like being slashed with glass. Hopper was also staring off into the distance, eyes wide open. Was he in shock? "Hopper?"
"Get...some ice..."
Ice would help stem the blood flow in normal circumstances, but this... "All right, I vill." Ivan rose to his paws, moving towards the kitchen. He grabbed all the ice trays in the refrigerator and put as many as he could into a plastic sandwich bag, zipping it shut. "Ve need to put this on your wound," he said as he turned to face Hopper...
...who was no longer there. He had vanished.
"Hopper?" Where had he gone? He crept forward, an uneasy feeling building in his stomach. Was this an elaborate prank, perhaps inspired by that celebrity and his televised pranks on other celebrities? Hopper loved watching it. Maybe Ivan was being set up for one.
No. The fear and pain in Hopper's eyes when Cannon had her teeth in his flesh were real. The wound was real. The blood was far too real.
But where had he gone?
"Hopper?" Ivan called out into the empty room.
<Behind you.>
Ivan knew he would see Hopper when he turned around, but the sight of him standing there unsettled him. Something was wrong, but the stress and confusion from the events of the last few minutes left his brain in shock.
<You have something that belongs to me, little kitten,> Hopper growled.
Little kitten? Hopper was almost a foot and a half shorter than him, but Ivan found any protests dying in his throat before he could utter them. Something was terribly wrong about Hopper, and he struggled to put the pieces together for an answer.
<Give it to me,> Hopper lifted his arm, palm upwards, fingers curled in a mimicry of a claw.
Ivan stepped back, his tail lashing around behind his back. He barely felt it strike the aquarium where Hopper(?) kept his former pet. Cannon was still lifeless on the floor, but he kept away from her nonetheless.
Hopper stepped forward, his lips pulled back into a snarl. His eyes seemed darker, as if a light behind them was dimming. <Give it to me now!>
It then clicked. Hopper was speaking perfectly accented Russian when before his knowledge of the language was limited to da, nyet, and comrade. He never had the heart to tell Hopper that the latter was not a word found in Russian. <Give what to you?> he said, unconsciously lapsing into his native tongue.
<I want what your father stole from me. Give me the egg. I know you have it.>
Ivan swallowed the lump trying to form in his throat. <It is in my bedroom. Take it. Go away.>
Hopper, or whatever was posing as Hopper, emitted a raspy chuckle in which the lapine could never duplicate in life. <No, little kitten,> he said with a shake of his head. <You will get it for me. You will place it in this paw and then I will leave you to mourn for your deceased father.> His eyes were now darkening into pools of midnight. <If you do not...> his words trailed away as he glanced at Cannon.
To Ivan's horror, Cannon was rising to her feet again, but she was undergoing an inner transformation. Her bones cracked as they shifted into new positions, allowing her to stand up on her hind legs. Her shoulders broadened, and she grinned up at Ivan. He could feel the unearthly hate in her gaze, and could not withhold the mewl that escaped his throat. <W-what are you?> he asked the thing that was once Hopper.
The question seemed to surprise him; his eyes widened in disbelief. <You do not know? Did they not teach you cubs anything?> He shook his head, almost sadly. <I did you a favor, it seems, killing your father. He should not leave you ignorant of the true history of the old country.>
A shiver of realization washed over Ivan. <You killed my father.>
<Yes.>
Ivan remembered his mother's words:
Promise me you vill run.
Ivan ran past Hopper towards the front door.
<You vould run, eh?> said the thing who was once Hopper as Ivan hurriedly opened the door and entered the cool night. The darkness seemed oppressive, as if there would be no safety found in its depths. The exterior apartment lighting was too bright. Running seemed futile. Hopeless.
Ivan ran as fast as his legs could take him regardless.
A screech came from behind him, from the apartment he just fled. He knew the transformed Cannon would chase him, but he hoped it would not prove to be faster than him. As he ran towards a dumpster, Ivan almost passed it, then realized the garbage there might mask his scent. Could iguanas track by scent? Perhaps not, but this new form of Cannon might have the ability.
There were two dumpsters in a granite enclosure. He squeezed in between the two and ducked down, curling up his tail in front of him. If Cannon could track his scent through the smell of garbage within the dumpsters, he would be in trouble. If the Once Hopper went looking for him, he would be in fatal trouble. This thing murdered his father. Ivan had no hopes he could overcome such an enemy.
Another screech, but this one died down into a low growl, followed by a quiet hiss. Cannon was near. Unnervingly so. He thought he saw its shadow cast from the fluorescent bulbs on the awning above. The shadow looked too big for such a small creature, but perhaps that was from the illusion of size shadows sometimes cast.
Then Cannon came into sight. She was several feet away, but the shadow she had cast was perfect for her. Her size had increased. While he couldn't make out too many details, he could see those claws and those teeth. Those sharp, deadly teeth.
She hadn't seem him yet, and he tried to scrunch himself deeper between the dumpsters. She swept her head around, and for a moment he thought his movement had exposed him to her. She continued her sweep, then moved forward until she was out of sight. Ivan released a quiet sigh of relief.
What to do now, though? Stay there until he was certain he could slip away? And then where would he go? Who could he trust with his dilemma? There was a Bullseye retail store next to the apartments, but would anyone in there believe him? He was certain they would call the police, and he was not sure the American police were any better than their Russian counterparts.
Then he remembered something Tank said at the gym:
Of course, you could always run back here before we close at eleven.
Ivan had no logical reason to believe Tank would truly assist him, nor was he certain the rabbit would believe him. For all he knew, Tank would throw him out of the gym and leave him to the cruel fate of whatever the Once Hopper had in mind.
Still, was there any other choice?
Ivan sat there, his body rigid with tension. There, between the two dumpsters, he wondered if he should dare to sneak out from his hiding spot and run for it. He was in excellent shape, but he was no runner. Jogging was effortless, but could he outrun the monster that was once Cannon? When she was small, he would have harbored no doubts whatsoever, but what if she'd grown in the minutes he'd seen her?
He felt his heart thudding against his ribcage. The thumps felt as powerful as a heavyweight boxer's blows. Just the thought of being caught by the monstrous Cannon was enough to frizz out his fur. How long had he waited between the dumpsters? A few minutes? An hour? He didn't have a watch. The flow of time seemed to stretch out into infinity.
Something had to be done; if he remained in his hiding place, he would be found. If not by Cannon, then perhaps by the Once Hopper. Neither fate was desirable. He would have to make his way carefully and quietly. His gray fur would betray him, as it stood out in the darkness. Why could he not be in the snowfall of Siberia? At least then the cold would slow down the Once Cannon. Or maybe not--perhaps the power which granted her the ability to walk upright and the increase in size also gave her a resistance to the cold.
Something still needed to be done. Inaction would only lead him to his doom. Ivan slipped away from his hidey hole, looking left and right for any signs of the Once Cannon. He saw no signs of her, nor did he hear any telltale sounds which could give away her location. This did not make him feel any safer. Around every corner, she might be laying in wait. Every shadow could be concealing her from sight.
He ran towards the Bullseye store, wincing with every click of toe claws against the concrete sidewalk. His eyes darted at every movement both real and imagined. And there were so many of the latter. A leaf drifting by startled him. The wind which blew against his fur chilled him on a spiritual level, as if it were the breath of Death itself.
Ivan had wanted to fight his father's killer, but instead he chose the path of escape. He felt cowardly, afraid to sacrifice his own life to avenge his father's.
But there was Hopper to think about. Was he gone? Was his life snuffed out when the thing possessed his body? Could Ivan save his friend as well as avenge his father, or would he be avenging two lives?
Ivan's thoughts suddenly focused on Eric. Where was he? Was he all right? What would happen if he came home and the Once Hopper was still--
A shriek from above the Bullseye store interrupted his thoughts. Crouched on the roof like some demonic gargoyle was the Once Cannon.
It had been waiting for him.
Ivan froze at the sight of the Once Cannon leering down at him until it started scaling down the wall like a spider. Its claws sank into the bricks like a spoon into frozen ice cream; the progress was slow, but when Ivan ran past it and around the corner of the building, his ears picked up the sound of its increased descent.
It was playing with him. Mocking him. I can catch you anytime I want, its actions told Ivan, but first we will play.
Ivan hoped he would prove to be a very poor player. He moved with an increased, frantic pace. The parking lot of the Bullseye was empty--he must have remained hidden between the dumpsters for hours after all. A hurried glance past the entrance doors showed only darkness. No one would be in there. He had a hope, however slim, that he might have been able to find shelter inside.
He moved faster, fearful that if he slowed down, or looked over his shoulder, the Once Cannon would be leering scant inches behind him. The unearthly shriek of his pursuer did sound closer now. It was gaining, and he already felt himself getting a stitch in his side. He was not built for running, but running was the only thing that could save his life.
He had almost reached the street that separated the Bullseye parking lot from the gym's when he saw Tank locking up. There was no mistaking that large figure which gave him his nickname, and for a moment his heart leaped with joy, giving him the second wind he so desperately needed. The stitch in his side was gone and his feet seemed to fly across the parking lot, the streetlamps blurring past him. Did he feel the air behind him part, as if from a swipe of claws?
Ivan knew the thing was behind him now, as the absence of shrieks were paradoxically deafening to his ears. Fear brought out the will for more speed. He had never run so fast for so long before. He would pay for it later...if he survived. It would be a price he would gladly pay if he lived.
But first he would have to reach Tank before--
The parking lot suddenly ended and Ivan stumbled off the curb, his arms windmilling to help him keep his balance as he raced across the street. Somehow he kept himself from falling as he reached the gym's parking lot and Tank.
"Ivan?" Tank looked at him as he walked down the steps, casually tossing his keyring into the air and catching it. He paused in mid step, cocking his head. "What the hell's wrong?" He narrowed his eyes as Ivan quickly grew nearer to the steps. "Is that blood on your--"
"Tank! Please! You must help me!"
Tank's eyes widened as he looked past Ivan. "Behind you!"
The warning came too late as something slammed against Ivan from behind, the weight bringing him down.
Ivan expected the claws to wrap around his throat and either choke him or rip into his flesh. Instead Tank reached down to grab at his hand, pulling him up to his feet. "Come on!" the rabbit said as he starting running towards the parking lot. "It's not going to stay down for long!"
The snow leopard was slow to follow, so Tank simply dragged him along for a second before instinct took hold of Ivan's legs, and he started to run. The adrenaline was still coursing through his system, but it would not last for much longer. "Vh-vhat happened?"
Tank reached a blue GMC truck that was parked in a remote spot away from the gym. It suddenly roared into life when he pressed on a remote attached to his keyring and briefly chirped once as he pressed the remote again.
Tank opened the door in a rush. "Hurry, get in!" he said as he followed his own advice.
Ivan looked over his shoulder as he entered the truck. The Once Cannon was already rushing towards them, and in the fluorescent lighting of the streetlamps, there was no question she...it...was larger. Almost equal to his own seven foot height. But where he was bulky, it was lean--moving so lightning quick Ivan expected it to grab the door and prevent him from closing it.
It didn't happen; Ivan quickly slammed the door shut as the truck sped forward, going over the curb and onto the street. They were already on Sparks Avenue moving quickly towards I-80 when the snow leopard looked behind him for any signs of pursuit. The darkness prevented him from seeing clearly, but there seemed to be no sign of the Once Cannon.
"I think we lost it, whatever the hell it is," Tank said as he glanced in the rear view mirror.
"Vhat happened? It tackled me at parking lot, but..." Ivan was starting to feel exhausted as the adrenalin left his system.
"I drop-kicked the freak after it knocked you down." Tank glanced at Ivan, and a guilty look crossed his face. "I should have moved faster, but you kinda freaked me out with the blood on your face. I'm sorry for that, but it won't happen again."
Again? Ivan hoped that was the last he would ever see of the Once Cannon, but some voice inside his head whispered a different thought. It would find him, and perhaps not even Tank's strength could stop it in their next encounter. The Once Cannon was changing rapidly. Growing in size, speed, and what else? Perhaps strength. Perhaps intelligence? It definitely had no lack of cunning, since it had known he would be moving towards the Bullseye.
"So you mind telling me what the hell that thing was?"
"It vas my roommate's pet." Ivan hoped Tank would believe him. He certainly would not have, had it not happened to him personally!
"Your roomie has a deadly taste in pets. Next time maybe he should just adopt an alligator."
Ivan stared at Tank for a moment before he spoke. "How did you know my roommate is male?"
Tank kept his eyes on the road ahead. "You don't seem the type to have a female roomie. Now, what the hell was that thing back there, and why do you look like the survivor of a horror film?"
Ivan certainly felt like a horror victim. He still hurt all over from falling on the asphalt, and he could only imagine how his face looked with the dried blood. "It is long story. I am confused by many parts of it."
"Just try me, Ivan," Tank said as he stopped at a red light. Ivan almost wanted to scream at him to keep on going, but certainly they were far away enough from the Once Cannon that they could afford this brief pause.
So Ivan told Tank the bare bones of the story, realizing that details wouldn't help a skeptic believe his tale anyway. The lapine didn't interrupt with any questions during Ivan's story, nor did he look at the snow leopard. When the light turned green, Tank eased the truck forward, getting into the turn lane for I-80 West and continued to listen.
"So your roomie is possessed."
"Da."
"And he wants this egg that somehow appeared in your bedroom."
"Da."
"This egg was in Russia before."
"Yes." Ivan wished Tank would stop asking questions he clearly knew the answer to, but he kept silent on the matter. The rabbit saved his life. He owed him.
"I think this problem is bigger than what I can handle." Tank glanced at Ivan as they merged onto the freeway. "We gotta get some help."
Ivan felt gratitude swell in his heart. Tank was going to help him. There was hope after all. "Vhere are we going?"
"First of all, I gotta call two guys I know. They're brothers. You'd like them if the circumstances weren't so drastic."
Ivan's ears twitched. "Drastic?"
Tank nodded. "Yeah, this thing that possessed your roomie and turned the dead pet into a monster...you don't think that's the limit of its power, do you? Who says it can't do more stuff?"
Ivan had not considered it in his haste to escape the monster. "So I am still in danger?"
"Not just you, Ivan. I helped you out, so I might as well assume I'm in trouble with you." He reached over to pat the snow leopard's thigh. "But you couldn't have picked a better guy to help you. I got rabbit's feet, and you know how lucky they are, right? After all, they got that monster off your back?" He winked over at Ivan and grinned widely.
Ivan looked away, watching the lights of Reno grow closer. "I did not mean to put you in danger."
"I know you didn't, but I'm not the type to turn people away when they need help."
Ivan's reply was swallowed up by an unearthly shriek behind them.
"Shit!" Tank glanced at the rear view mirror. "How did it catch up with us?"
Ivan looked over his shoulder and found the Once Cannon's eyes on him. They were glowing a dull red, and he could see the ridge of horns along its eye ridges. It slapped its open palm on the rear window, and looked surprised that the glass did not shatter. It unleashed an unholy shriek as it balled up those long clawed fingers and repeatedly pummeled against the glass.
Tank laughed. "I think our little monster's getting frustrated."
"Vhy is glass not shattering?" Ivan asked as he shied away from the rear window as best he could.
"ALON ceramic. Transparent armor. They use it in tanks." The truck suddenly accelerated as they approached the Rock Boulevard exit. "Lean up against your door!"
Ivan did as he was told, but his hands also went for the dashboard, his claws sliding out as they gripped the edge. The truck barreled down the exit ramp towards the intersection. The light was against them; the red glow baleful to Ivan's eyes.
Tank wrenched the steering wheel to the right, the truck screeching around the corner so sharply that for a second it rode on just two wheels. Then it crashed back down to all four and sped towards the intersection of Rock and Prater.
Ivan found himself struggling to catch his breath. "You are crazy driver!"
"Tell me something my driving instructor never told me, or better yet, how about seeing if it's still back there?"
Ivan stole a glance, and even in the darkness he knew the Once Cannon was no longer there. It must have been dislodged from the sharp turn. The snow leopard slumped against the seat, closing his eyes as relief flooded his system. "It is gone."
"I'll believe you if it doesn't attack in the next five minutes." Still, Tank slowed down the truck as he turned north down Prater Avenue. "I think I know what happened."
Ivan opened his eyes to look over his shoulder and into the darkness again. "It hid behind bed, vhere ve could not see?"
Tank nodded grimly. "Exactly. Clever little freak, ain't it? Whoever did that mojo to it must have knocked it up a few rungs on the ol' evolutionary ladder." He met Ivan's gaze for a second before turning back to watching the road ahead. "And it's a continual climb up said ladder. Freak's bigger now, more dangerous. We're going to need some big help to get rid of it and its master."
"You are very calm."
"No sense in losing it. That'll just get us both killed."
"You should be monster hunter instead of vorking at gym."
Tank grinned. "Oh, the gym is just for tax purposes. My real job is saving innocent people from the terrors that try to disrupt the natural order of things."
Ivan's eyes widened some. "You are kidding."
"Yeah, I was kidding."
"Good."
"I only save innocent people part-time. Like tonight, for example."
Ivan squinted at Tank. "So you have encountered such things before?"
"Not anything like what we just got rid of, no, but I've seen some things that'll make your spots turn white." Tank grew quiet for a moment, then said, "That would be an awesome look for you, you know."
"I am surprised my fur is not already vhite after all that has happened."
"Aw, come on. You're a lot stronger than you give yourself credit for. I've seen people break down over trifling stuff, like their computer dying on them. You're scared, sure, but you've still got it together."
Ivan looked down at his hands. "I do not feel like I have it together."
"Then you sure do hide it pretty damn good," Tank said with a sidelong grin plastered on his muzzle.
Ivan raised his hands to his face. They were steady, without a tremor in sight. He had expected them to be shaking nervously. As he balled up his hands into fists and returned them to his lap, he murmured "Perhaps you are right."
Tank smirked. "Of course I'm right."
"How are you so sure of yourself?"
"I blame my parents." Tank said.
"Vhat are they like?"
Tank shook his head, the grin still on his face. "I'll tell you later when this is all over, or maybe I'll just introduce you to them. Mom's gonna love you."
When, not if. Tank's confidence was infectious, but Ivan still harbored doubts. What would the Once Cannon be like during their next encounter? He could still see those demonic features in his mind's eye. Where once there was a dull look to Cannon's eyes, the Once Cannon had a crafty intelligence to them. "I...I miss Poppa."
"You loved him a lot, didn't you?" Tank asked quietly.
Ivan nodded as his vision blurred with tears that stung as they trailed down his cheeks. "I c-cannot believe I vill not see him again." He closed his eyes, wiping away the tears with the back of his paw.
The weight of Tank's arm spread out along his shoulders before the lapine rubbed the side of the snow leopard's head. "It's okay," Tank whispered, "just let it all out. I'm here. I won't leave you."
Ivan buried his head against Tank's shoulder, his paws clutching against Tank's side as he released the tears that had been building up since he had learned of his poppa's murder. There was nothing he could do about that. His poppa was gone. Ivan prayed it was a painless death, but doubt darkened his thoughts.
He pushed the doubts and thoughts of his poppa to the side. He had to live in the now, which dealt with surviving the monster which pursued him, and, with luck, defeat it. Then he could deal with the Once Hopper, and avenge his poppa.
To do that, he would have to deal with the Once Cannon.
And if he were to die in the process, he could die knowing he tried his best.
Tank drove the truck into a Sav-Mart gas station. "Stay inside the truck while I make sure your pet monster isn't here," Tank said as he opened the door. He paused, ears swiveling around while he peered into the darkness. The parking lot was well lit, but one bulb dimly flickered, ready to go out at any moment.
What if the Once Cannon could emerge from the darkness caused by a burnt out street lamp? It would then attack Tank, who would be caught unaware, and slice his flesh open with its razor sharp talons. Then as he would watch his lapine savior fall, it would come for him. The glass would no longer an obstacle to its increased power. It would shatter the barrier that kept it from Ivan, and--
Tank rapped on the driver's side window. "It's safe. Come on, let's grab some essentials."
Ivan welcomed the interruption of his dire scenario. Certainly not even the Once Cannon could bring down Tank, who lived up to his name. He seemed unstoppable, and could adapt to situations quickly. Unlike himself, Tank could bring down the monster, and do it with style.
As he followed Tank inside, he took one final glance at the darkness that surrounded him. Did he hear a distant cry? Maybe it was the wind...only the air was still.
"Ivan? You shouldn't be outside," Tank said. "This kind of neighborhood isn't the friendliest one to be alone in."
Ivan scampered inside, rubbing his face with both hands. Flecks of dried blood spotted his fingers. "I should go to restroom," he said.
"Good idea. I'll pick up some energy drinks and some beef jerky. We might need it to keep up our inertia."
The restroom was recently cleaned, and the sting of bleach which filled Ivan's nostrils was so strong it forced him to breath through his mouth. It was a small price to pay to get cleaned up. His facial fur was speckled with dried blood, so he dampened a paper towel in the sink and was able to wipe it all away. It improved his appearance, and he mustered up a small smile to his reflection.
"Everything vill be all right," his reflection 'said', and he almost believed it.
Tank was at the register, his purchases already in a bag except for a tall energy drink in his hand. Ivan could make out the label "Creature". A picture of a fierce wolf sliced at the logo. "It just feels right," Tank said as he caught Ivan's questioning look. As he moved towards the entrance, he retrieved a red ball cap from the bag. "Here, I thought you might want a replacement."
Ivan had forgotten he had not worn his old cap since the start of his dreadful adventure. "Th-thank you," he said as he put it on.
"No problem, Ivan," Tank said as he got into the truck. "It looked weird, you going without a cap."
Maybe Fate was trying to tell him something...
Everything will be all right.
"Too bad they didn't have any shirts in your size," Tank said as they pulled out of the parking lot and into the darkened street, "because they had some nice ones...well, for convenience stores."
Ivan fingered the brim of his new hat. "The cap is enough, Tank. Thank you again for it." None of his friends in America had ever bought him anything. Except Hopper, who bought him lunch. As he recalled the memory of his smiling face, Ivan felt the pang of loss. It was almost as great as the loss of his poppa. Hopper had done his best to make sure Ivan was comfortable during orientation. It was his idea to room together with Eric, and it had worked out up until...
"You thinking about your poppa?"
Ivan slowly shook his head, keeping his eyes on the road ahead, as if some sort of co-pilot. "Nyet. I am thinking of my roommate. Do you..." Ivan's question died on his lips, unspoken. Did he really want the answer? Would it be better to just focus on the matter at hand and hope Hopper could be restored?
"He's going to be fine, Ivan. I bet that guy's got a lot of good karma he can cash in."
"How do you know?"
"I just have faith, and I know some things you don't. I've seen things, remember?" Before Ivan could reply, he suddenly heard wind chimes coming from Tank's pocket. "Someone left me voice mail. I'll listen to it when we get to the twins. I tried calling them, but their phone's been disconnected again." He chuckled at that. "Not very organized, the twins."
"What if it is important?"
Tank shrugged. "I'm sure it is. Otherwise they wouldn't have left voice mail, but right now you're more important."
Ivan felt a wave of emotion wash over him. This rabbit barely knew him, and yet he was risking his life for him. Would he do the same for Tank? As he watched the lapine calmly drive the truck, he thought--no, he knew--he would. A bond was forming between the two, and hopefully they would survive this trial so that they could continue to develop it. "You are good Samaritan."
"Didn't we go over this one already? I'm just a rabbit. What kind of person would I be if I'd just let the monster have at you back at the gym's parking lot, huh?" He didn't wait for Ivan's reply. "A damned piss-poor one."
Ivan felt the smile on his muzzle. It seemed to warm him, encourage him. "You are good Samaritan." The thought of the Once Cannon catching up to him no longer held him captive with terror. Of course, the situation might change when they did face it again, but Tank would not abandon him. He knew this as fact. And he would not abandon Tank either.
"We're almost there. They live above a soup kitchen in downtown Reno. Own it themselves, and--"
The truck suddenly skidded across the lane as something crashed into it. As the tires squealed, they were joined by an unearthly shriek.
Another shriek accompanied it.
"Ivan?" Tank's voice sounded shaken, but not weak. "Are you okay?"
Ivan, on the other hand, felt weak. He had hit his head on the window during the impact, and now the pain crept in behind his eyes. "Nyet, but I will manage."
A car had smashed into the passenger side of the truck. The driver was slumped against the steering wheel, unconscious or perhaps worse.
"Alright, we got to get out of here," Tank said.
Ivan kept his eyes on the driver. "But driver may be hurt."
Tank looked over at Ivan as if the snow leopard might be transforming into another species. "You did hear the double shrieks out there, right? Your pet monster has a friend now, and both of them are coming after us."
The driver started to get out of the car; his movements were slow, as if he had sustained injuries from the impact. "He is hurt. Ve should not leave him alone."
"Ivan, I can't take anymore strays with me. You and me, we're not small guys, and that guy that hit my truck and thus increased my insurance payments doesn't look like he's small either."
The driver was overweight, his belly bulging from behind the button-down dress shirt and coat he was wearing. He rubbed the back of his head, as if in pain. "Ve cannot leave him."
"No, we can leave him and we should leave him." Tank put the truck into gear. "And guess what? We are going to leave him."
As the truck moved forward and away from the crash, Ivan unbuckled his seat belt and shoved the door open, hopping out of the vehicle.
"Ivan! What the hell are you doing?"
Ivan had no idea, but he ran towards the driver, ignoring the pain which thumped inside his skull. He could not leave this man in jeopardy. He would never be able to sleep at night with the knowledge that he did not at least try to save an innocent.
"God dammit, Ivan! Get back in the truck!"
Ivan ignored Tank's demands. He had to at least warn the driver of the impending danger. He stopped just out of reach of the driver, who was bent forward as if trying to catch his breath. "Sir? Are you all right?"
Another unearthly shriek echoed in the distance. It sounded as if it were coming from somewhere close, but with all the buildings downtown, it was difficult to judge. Ivan knew he was losing precious time.
"Ivan, don't make me come out there and drag your spotted ass back in the truck!"
"Sir, please. It is not safe to be here. You must leave quickly." Ivan took a step back. He had given the warning. Now he could flee.
This time, the shriek he heard was right in front of him.
The driver looked up, his eyes red like blood and his muzzle split open into a grin far too wide to still be considered anything but a monster.
It shrieked at Ivan before it lunged at him.
Ivan stumbled back, which saved him from being knocked down as the monster landed where he once stood. The Once Pug's teeth fell onto the road, and to Ivan's horror he could see new ones growing in. Jagged daggers that dripped a greenish goo. Acid? Venom? Whatever it was, Ivan had no desire to find out. He backed away towards Tank's truck. So very close, but if he turned around...
The thing jumped towards him, and Ivan instinctively swung his arm to defend himself. It shrieked, and Ivan was surprised to see it was cupping its cheek. He could barely make out the blood welling up between its fingers.
"Ivan! Look out!"
When Ivan saw the Once Cannon emerge from an alleyway, he turned to run towards the truck. His heart was racing faster than him, but he managed to get into the truck just as Tank stepped on the gas. Ivan scrambled to get in, shutting the door behind him, somehow managing to keep from slamming it against his tail.
Ivan looked behind him. The Once Cannon and the Once Pug were both gone. Vanished into the night.
"I'm not going to say it," Tank said, his voice in a hushed growl. He was shaking, but from anger over Ivan's actions or fear for Ivan's life, the snow leopard could not say.
Ivan, however, knew what Tank did not want to tell him. "Go ahead," he said, trying to catch his breath as he put on his seat belt across his chest. "I deserve it."
"All right, then. What you did was stupid and risky. You could have been killed."
"I vas hoping for something like they say on television."
"Like 'I told you so'?"
"Da."
"Tough luck, kitty. I don't watch television." Tank's expression then softened as he relaxed, the truck slowing down to safer speeds. "Still, I can't fault you too much for your big heart."
Hearing that lightened Ivan's spirits, but when he looked at his paws, he discovered his claws were out, and they were wet with blood. The Once Pug's blood. He hissed as he drew in a sharp intake of breath.
"Ivan? What's wrong?"
"I...I bled thing."
"You're bleeding?" The truck screeched to a halt before Tank grabbed Ivan's hands, searching for signs of injury.
Ivan pulled his hands away from Tank. "No! I...I cut monster. Vith claws."
"Oh. Good for you."
"I...I have never used claws before on anyone." His stomach slowly churned, and he started to roll down the window.
"Ivan, what're you--"
Tank's words were drowned out by Ivan's stomach emptying itself onto the road, followed by the dry heaves when it had nothing else to lose.
"--forget I asked," Tank said when Ivan turned away from the window, leaning forward to tuck his head as close between his legs as the seat belt would provide.
"May I have vater?" Ivan rasped.
"Sure thing, and we're almost at the soup kitchen."
"Vill they help us?"
"Won't know until we get there."
Ivan's heart sank into a pit of fear. "But you said ve were going to get help."
Tank gave a slight nod of his head. "I also said we were going to these guys first. They know where we need to go." He turned left, down North Virginia street. They passed the three major casinos, all linked together: The Carnival Carnival, the Golden Regency, and the El Diego. At the final one, Tank drove the truck into the parking garage. "Vhy are ve going here?"
"Because the twins live close by, and I don't want to have our monsters find my truck. It's been damaged enough for one night." As Tank found a spot to park the vehicle, he frowned. "So you think that pug guy was already a monster when he hit us?"
Ivan had not considered it. "I thought it vas accident that killed him, and then he became monster."
Tank got out of the truck. "I doubt the accident killed him. I bet he had a heart attack or something."
They took the stairs down to the street. Tank kept his eyes in front, while Ivan glanced nervously around until the lapine placed a hand on his shoulder. "Relax, Ivan. You look this nervous, we might get mugged."
Ivan looked up at Tank with wide-eyed alarm. "Is it that dangerous here?"
"Compared to being chased by a monster? Probably not. And come to think of it, I don't think anyone would mug us. Well, you they might mug if you keep on acting skittish." Tank gave Ivan's shoulder a friendly rub. "So come on, act like you're not afraid of anything."
Ivan rubbed his shoulder once Tank's hand left it. "But I vould be lying. I am afraid. For me and for you."
A deep chuckle slipped out of Tank's throat. "You're a sweet guy, Ivan, and it takes someone who's brave to admit fear."
Ivan blinked. "Is that not contradictory?"
"People are full of contradictions. They go to war in the name of peace. Parents spank their children and tell them not to hurt anyone smaller than them. They vote for someone who offers them hope and criticizes him the minute he tries to change things." Tank chuckled again. "So yeah, it's contradictory, but that's one reason why I love this crazy life." He suddenly thrust a finger across the street at a two story building nestled between a condemned motel and a dilapidated movie theater. A sign above the doors proclaimed it to be the Soup Kitchen for Wayward Ponies. "There we are."
There were no lights on inside the first floor, but there was a single window lit up above it. Before Tank could cross the street, Ivan grabbed his wrist.
"Can they help us? Vill they help us?"
Tank paused, looking into Ivan's eyes. Whatever he saw made him purse his lips, followed by him cupping Ivan's cheek.
"I don't know, Ivan, but I'm going to help you all the way through this."
CHAPTER 3
Tank and Ivan crossed the street, both of them watching for possible incoming traffic (though Ivan was on the lookout for things with claws and teeth). There was an intercom set next to the door, and Tank stabbed the button with his thumb. A few seconds later, seconds which were filled with Ivan constantly glancing around despite Tank's advice, the intercom crackled to life.
"Hello?"
"Brent, it's Tank. Lemme in, please."
"Sure thing, Tank. I'll send my brother down in a second."
The darkness seemed to close in on Ivan, the slightest noise caused him to flinch before Tank placed a hand on his shoulder. "Relax, Ivan."
"It is hard to."
Tank was quiet for a moment. "Yeah. I know."
The lights came on downstairs, and the door opened. A horse stood there, his dark chestnut brown coat gleaming in the artificial light. He wore his mane in a long, thick braid. "Hey, Tank," the horse smiled, showing a row of flat teeth. He looked up at both them, but his gaze lingered on Ivan. "Who's your spotty friend?"
"Brooks, this is Ivan. He needs my help."
"Hi, Ivan. How about you two come on in? You don't mind me saying so, but you both look kind of frazzled."
Ivan looked over at Tank, who seemed as confident and calm as when he was in the gym's parking lot. Frazzled? Ivan knew he was ten times as frazzled-looking as Tank.
The area looked like a cafeteria. The walls were of a muted blue color; Ivan almost thought them to be gray. Rows of picnic tables lined the floor, and there was a food line at the far back of the room. "What kind of help do you need?" Brooks asked as he led them to the kitchen area.
"I'll tell you when we see Brent."
"That bad?"
"I'll tell you when--"
Brooks waved off the comment. "Geez, it must be bad if you're acting stubborn like your dad."
Tank shrugged. "For my dad, it's not an act."
The mention of Tank's dad sent a pang through Ivan's heart. Tank, at least, still had a father. "Tank said you vould help."
Brooks glanced over his shoulder, his grin transformed into a full-blow smile. "That is a kick-ass accent...Ivan, was it? Where you from, big guy?"
"From Russia."
Brooks opened a door, revealing a stairwell going up to the second floor. "Neat. Always did want to visit there. Lots of folklore and history, even if it does get freakin' cold over there. I just hope we can help you, big guy."
Ivan had no response for that. He wanted to be in familiar territory and not in this city, which now seemed very alien and dangerous to him. He simply nodded, which Brooks seemed to accept as he clopped up the flight of stairs ahead of them.
Tank, who took up the rear, reached over to rub Ivan's shoulders. "We're going to make it."
Ivan wished he had Tank's confidence.
The second floor was a studio apartment. Ivan could see a bed, a kitchen, and a living room with a large flat screen television mounted on one wall. Behind the sofa the windows showed off the view of the Sierras, though they were hidden away by the night. Seated on one of the two sofas was the other twin, Brent. They looked identical, but where Brooks had his mane done up in a long braid, Brent had his styled in a mohawk. Not just any mohawk, though. Where most were thin, his was thick and broad. Ivan idly wondered how much hairspray or styling gel it took to keep such a monumental hairstyle.
"Who's your friend, Tank?" Brent asked as he stood up. They even sounded alike, but fortunately the hairstyles and different colored shorts (Brooks wore a pair of black shorts whereas Brent wore blue) kept the confusion to nil.
"This is Ivan. Ivan, this is Brent."
Brent extended his hand. "Pleased to meet you, Ivan." He even had the same charming smile as his brother.
"Thank you for letting us in your home."
"Oh my. He is from Russia." Brent looked over at his twin. "You weren't--"
"--bullshitting you? Of course I wasn't." Brooks took a pair of sunglasses from the coffee table in front of the sofa and put them on. "That would be, like--"
"--totally rude. Yeah, I agree." Brent went over and sat on the floor, putting on the second pair of sunglasses. "Have a seat, guys--"
"--the sofa's very comfortable," Brooks said, sitting beside his brother, leaning on him.
Ivan felt dizzy as the two completed each other's sentences. When did Brooks tell his brother where he was from? He looked to Tank for assistance, and Tank mouthed the words I'll tell you later.
"Oh, go on, Tank. Tell him," Brooks said, smiling. "We don't want him--"
"--to think we're odd," Brent said.
"Even though we are," Brooks continued, nodding his head.
"Total agreement," Brent agreed with a similar nod.
"I'd love to tell him, but it'll have to wait," Tank said, his tone a bit gruff. "I need to know where Jolly is."
Brooks and Brent's eyebrows both raised simultaneously. "You're going--"
"--on a pilgrimage?" Brent asked.
"I have to. Jolly's got the safe house. The faster we're out of here, the safer you two are."
Brent frowned. "How bad is it? Are you going--"
"--to be all right? We can help. We have--"
"--our own special talents."
Tank shook his head. "I'm risking too much already. Just tell us where to find Jolly, and maybe lend us your Mustang. I parked my truck at the El Diego."
"It must be bad--"
"--if you're trusting casino parking," Brooks said.
"It's bad. Life-threatening even, since--" Tank's words were cut off as suddenly there was a thud down below, as if something heavy hit the door. "Crap. They're here."
Ivan curled his fingers into fists. "Do you have baseball bats?"
It was time he armed himself and fought back.
"Yeah, we've got a couple of bats in the closet." Brooks peered through the window, his back to the wall. He then moved in closer to get a better look, his breath fogging up the pane of glass. "I think someone's sprawled out--
"--in front of our door?" Brent asked as he approached his twin.
"Stay away from the window," Tank said as he pulled Brooks away and blocked Brent's from getting too close, but he stole a quick glance down at the street. "It might be watching us." He pulled down the window shades then began to move towards the stairs. "I'll sneak down there and check it out."
"Wait," Brent said, moving towards a door in the hallway. "At least--"
"--take one of the bats with you," Brooks said, nodding in agreement with his twin.
"We know you have one hell of a dropkick," Brent continued as he opened the door and pulled out a silver bat, free of any brand names. "But still--"
"--every little bit helps, right?" Brooks said.
Tank looked at the offered baseball bat, then took it. "Yeah. Every little bit helps." It seemed as if he was reluctant to admit this fact. As if he wanted to be free and independent of such devices.
As Ivan was watching the entire scene unfold, something in the back of his head--instinct, perhaps, or just plain common sense--told him to take action. "I am going vith you," he said, taking the second bat he saw in the closet.
"Like hell you are," Tank said. "You're staying here with the twins, and that's final."
Ivan moved towards the rabbit, holding the bat in a two-handed grip, as if it were a sword. His tail was twitching furiously and he fought to keep from nervously playing with his yin/yang pendant. The memory of Cannon attacking Hopper came unbidden. What if something similar were to happen downstairs? Would even Tank be caught off guard? Unlikely, but Ivan did not want to chance it. "Nyet. You may need my help. As you say: Every bit helps."
Tank frowned, but Ivan continued to meet the rabbit's stare. The memory of Cannon and Hopper could not be dismissed from his mind's eye. For a moment, Ivan thought Tank was going to be stubborn and continue to refuse his assistance, but then Tank's expression quickly changed into a warm grin. "All right," he said, rubbing Ivan's head, "but you listen to me, okay? I tell you to run, you run. Understand?"
Ivan took a moment to readjust his ball cap on his head properly, then nodded quickly. "Da. I understand."
"All right, then," Tank said as he opened the door, inspecting the stairs before motioning Ivan to follow. "Let's go. But if I tell you to run..."
"I vill run, da."
The twins watched as Ivan and Tank entered the stairwell. "I have no idea what's going on--" Brooks said with a shake of his head.
"--but I totally, absolutely love Ivan's accent!" Brent smiled.
Tank crept down the stairs, resting the baseball bat on his shoulder. Ivan, on the other hand, held his bat with both hands, ready to swing at a moment's notice of danger. The lights were off downstairs; Tank moved past the light switch, leaving the room in darkness. He spoke in hushed whispers. "You take the right side," he said as he crept his way to the door. "I'll take the left."
Ivan quietly did as he was told, pressing his back against the wall. The cold he felt was not from the weather. It was from fear. Fear, which he struggled against. He couldn't let Tank down now, not when he pleaded to help him with this. He had to be strong for Tank. For himself.
Tank craned his neck as much as he dared, looking through the pane of glass that separated them from the outside and the body. The frown that furrowed his brow was not a good sign. Ivan involuntarily swallowed--his throat felt dry from Tank's expression.
"Fuck, I knew it." Tank nodded his head at the stairwell. "We need to get back upstairs. It's not there any--"
Tank's words were cut off as the window shattered, scattering glass all over the floor. Time seemed to slow down for Ivan as a hand from outside grabbed Tank's neck, followed by its owner, who tried to push his way in. He was a bear, but the change had already taken effect. A ridge of bone started to emerge just above his eyes, and a pair of horns slowly grew from his temples. There was a glow that leaked out from behind his eyes--a sickly emerald green that hurt Ivan's own eyes to look at them.
Tank's eyes rolled up to the back of his skull and his body started to convulse. The baseball bat fell from his limp hand, and were it not for the monster that clutched at his neck, he would have collapsed to the ground. Ivan knew Tank would want him to run.
The monster howled in pain as Ivan swung the bat two-handed on the thing's forearm. The shriek of the monster sounded exactly like that of the Once Cannon, and there was also the satisfying sound of bones snapping. The monster released Tank, and swiped at the open air where Ivan once stood. He circled around the glass as best he could, grabbing Tank's arm and dragging him away from the monster as fast as his strength could allow.
Tank was already starting to recover; the loss of his strength must have been dependent on continued touch. "Th-thanks, Ivan," He looked for the baseball bat, but it was too close to the monster, who was battering down the door. It wouldn't last under such an assault. "We gotta get back upstairs."
Ivan did not need to be told twice. He pulled Tank to his feet, and pushed him toward the stairwell.
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