The system monitors woke Ueno up from his sleep.  
Although he already had slept for about twelve hours, the rabbit still found it difficult to roll out of his bunk.  He only had three weeks to go before his shift ended, and sleep had long since become the best way to pass the time.
The rabbit rubbed a fist over one eye, then the other, and finally focused his mind on the beeping console, finally awake enough to wrap his mind around what was happening.  The console didn't normally beep.  He slid off his bunk and padded over to his chair, then swore loudly.
One of the storage units had developed a defect.  The coldsleep system in that unit would go offline if the problem persisted, and that put the unit's occupant in danger.
Immediately Ueno went to work, jabbing fingers at touch screens and keyboards alike.  He'd spent the last forty-nine weeks awake for one purpose, and this was it. Watchers handled any problems with the ship.
Resources on the ship, particularly this far between systems, were limited.  Ueno checked lists, reallocated what he could to the diagnostic and repair systems.  That alone would add months to his Watch time; that same energy had been gathering to put him in coldsleep when the next Watcher's shift began.
Ueno moved with the grace and sureness of a conductor.  He'd practiced for this―had run extra scenarios over the last months out of sheer boredom.  He diverted extra power to the robot arms that did most of the maintenance work, and the lights dimmed. Another month added to his Watch.
“Come on, come on...damn it!”  Ueno slammed his fist against the top of his console.  There wasn't enough power to fix the problem.  He didn't want to be the first Watcher to lose someone! He ran the numbers. Even extending his time awake for another year, it still wasn't enough to make the repair in time. His ears fell.
There were procedures for this in the manual.  With a gesture, Ueno swept aside windows of data and opened another one.  He began the shutdown procedure for the storage unit.  Left unattended, the coldsleep system would fail, killing the person inside.  But he could bring the person out of coldsleep.
Minutes later, the procedure had begun.  Ueno grabbed the medical kit as the lights dimmed further, leaving only the emergency lights, power diverted to the failing storage unit.  Outside his small pod, he felt the cold of the deck on his exposed footpads, and remembered that he hadn't bothered with clothing yet that morning.  He hurried back into the pod long enough to pull on coveralls and boots, then hurried along on his task.
By the time Ueno made it to the pod, the systems had begun to open the hatch on the storage unit;  there'd be little time to act if there were any problems.  He checked on the monitor attached to the unit's door.  Looked like the worst hadn't happened; any problems with bringing the body out of coldsleep would cause devastating tissue damage.  That didn't seem to be the case here.
Ueno pulled on the manual opening to the hatch.  The air in the hatch was still near freezing, although the body had certainly been flashed by now.  If he didn't get the occupant out quickly, there still remained the danger of hypothermia.  He looked in the hatch, and found a young wolf there. “Just a pup,” he murmured. Poor thing. He  checked vital signs and found no pulse.“Fuck!”  He dragged the body out of the hatch and laid it on the deck. 
The medical kit had a defibrilator.  Ueno set the contacts and pressed the button.  The body twitched.  Ueno checked for a pulse.  Still nothing.  One more push of the button, a silent prayer to whatever could be listening,  so far beyond civilization.  
This time Ueno could feel a pulse.  He let out a breath he didn't know he had been holding.  “Thank goodness,” he said.  The air felt colder; it wasn't just the opened coldsleep unit, but he'd broke out in a sweat, and the fur on his brow had gotten damp.  
Ueno lifted the small body and cradled it in his arms, carried it back towards the pod where he slept.  There would still be the work of getting the wolf pup's body temperature up, but he could manage.  It at least looked as if he wouldn't need to log a cub's death in his report.  All spacers feared losses in the darkness between stars, but none as much as that of a youngster.  Some fears ran deep, no matter how advanced society grew.

“Where am I?”
Ueno swiveled his chair around to face the wolf boy sitting up in the bunk, startled. Then chagrin set in; Ueno realized that he'd grown used to the quiet that comes with solitude.  “Don't panic,” he told the fearful cub.  “You're safe.  I had to bring you out of coldsleep.”
“We're not planetside?”
Ueno shook his head.  “Afraid not.  We're still about ten years off from that.”  
The wolf's fingers clutched at his blanket.  “Where's my mom and dad?”
“Still in coldsleep.”  Ueno leaned forward.  “Your unit was failing.  I'm trying to fix it so you can go back to sleep until the trip is done.”
The wolf pup grew quiet, and Ueno said nothing.  He wanted to give the boy time to absorb this information.  Then he realized that the cub's shoulders were shaking.  He was crying.
Ueno rushed over to the bed, then realized he had no idea what to do.  Manuals didn't cover things like comforting frightened kids. He patted the cub's shoulder.  “Don't worry.  We'll get you back with your family.”
The words didn't seem to help; if anything, the cub cried louder, and noisier, and turned just enough to cling to Ueno's jumpsuit.  
Ueno reached down, startled.  He slid his paws over both of the boy's shoulders and held him in a light embrace, not quite a hug.  He had no idea what to say.  At least the lad felt warm; his body temperature had risen to where it needed to be.  He just held the cub until the crying began to subside, then spoke.  “What's your name?”
“Darien,” came the sniffly response.
“Call me Ueno.  I guess this seems scary, huh?  I promise, it'll be all right.”  He smiled wryly.  “Believe me, in a week, this'll seem boring.”
“A week? When can I go back into coldsleep?” asked Darien.
Ueno looked over at his monitor.  He hesitated; how honest should he be?  “A while.  I'm not sure yet, but it'll be at least a couple of months.”  The cub made noises that threatened another round of tears, and he panicked.  “But it shouldn't be too long.  It only takes a year to save enough power for changing Watch shifts.  It definitely won't take longer than that.”
Slowly, the wolfboy loosened his grip on Ueno, even looked a little embarrassed at his outburst.  “Okay.”  Then he yawned, pink tongue poking out.  “I'm sleepy.”
Ueno gently pushed the boy back onto the bunk.  “You should be.  It's hard on the body to come out of coldsleep.  Rest.”
“Okay, Mister Ueno.”  The boy yawned again, eyelids grew heavy, and he fell asleep again.
Ueno went back to his monitors.  He hadn't wanted to worry the boy too much, but he had a lot of numbers to crunch in order to make things work.  And he had lied. Without extra work, both he and Darien would be on Watch for longer than a year. He'd burned more power than he had intended in saving the cub, more than it took to charge up a storage unit.
Ueno kept at his screens for as long as he could, but even those grew blurry as he worked.  He yawned, them slumped at his console, asleep himself.
He awoke to a little paw on his shoulder, shaking it.  He groaned and sat up.
“Mister Ueno?  Mister Ueno!”  Darien sounded more panicked the longer it took for Ueno to answer.
“Awake.  I'm awake.  What's the matter?”
“I'm cold.  What happened to my clothes?”
Ueno noticed that Darien had wrapped the blanket from the bed around his frame like a toga.  Despite this, the wolf looked the very picture of cold, teeth chattering, ears flat, one foot on top of the other, trying to steal some respite from bare feet on the floor.  Ueno found himself shivering just at the sight.  “Sorry.  Systems can't keep up with the heat.”  He found himself shivering slightly, as well; to conserve power, the computer had probably dropped the temperature ten degrees.
Ueno moved to his bed and knelt at the foot of it.  “You'll have to use one of my extra jumpsuits. They're here in the locker.” Furs went into coldsleep with nothing on, and there was no way he could print something Darien's size, not with current power requirements. He'd have to hem things the old-fashioned way, eventually. He slid his locker out from under the bed and showed Darien how to work the clasps.  
The wolfcub, though, made no move to dress when given his clothes.  Ueno looked at Darien, confused, but then realized the problem.  “I'll be right back,” he said, and exited the pod, stood out in the corridor, which now felt cold enough to put up little white clouds of breath when he exhaled.  The rabbit gave a count of one hundred, then knocked. “You ready?”
“You can come in now,” called Darrien. The cub had not only gotten dressed, but had smoothed the blanket out on the bed in a semblance of making it.  
Ueno suppressed a smile.  He didn't bother to keep his bunk so neat when on watch―who'd see?— but he appreciated the cub's earnestness.  “Come over here, Darien.  We should talk about the situation here.”  He sat down at his console.  
When Darien joined him, Ueno brought up a screen.  “Here's the numbers I ran while you were sleeping.  We need this much in resources to get you back in coldsleep.”  He pointed to one number.  “This other number is what we've got so far.”  The second number he pointed to, the reserve resources, ran far too close to the limits for Ueno's comfort, but he kept silent on that.  
“Is that bad?  That's bad, isn't it?” said Darien, as worry crept into his voice.
“It's―not great.”  Ueno felt bad for telling the truth, even if he felt that he'd tempered it some.  “We can get you back in coldsleep faster if we're extra careful about supplies.”
“What's being on Watch like?” asked Darien. He probably had had a lesson or two on it before the start of the trip. Everyone old enough to go up did, just in case. 
But hearing about it was different from living it. “Well, I've been on watch for eleven months, and it's not easy.”  Ueno heard a sniffle, and hurriedly added, “But a lot of what makes it hard is being alone for so long. So, as long as I'm here, you won't have to deal with the worst part of being on Watch. Right?”
Darien nodded.  The cub looked miserable, but seemed to ease back from the brink of tears. The rabbit eyed Darien. The adult-sized jumpsuit dwarfed the kid, hands and feet covered by sleeves that wouldn't stay pushed up on his little arms and legs. The cub was swimming in that outfit. 
Ueno moved out of his seat. “Sit. Do you like vids?”
Darien nodded. “Yeah.”
The rabbit clicked on a folder. “Here. Should be something here you haven't seen.” That was a guarantee. The ship had run regular downloads from homeworld's network when there was still enough sunlight to power things. There'd at least be something fresh for Darien. 
Ueno sat on the bed until Darien was distracted with cartoons, then got up. First thing he'd need is needle and thread. 
The alarm went off. Ueno sat up in the dark room. The monitors would have to detect movement from a certain height before the lights would turn on, to preserve power. Ueno waved a hand and the lights slowly came up. 
Darien still snored softly on the bunk, dressed in the jumpsuit that Ueno had sewed for him. Ueno turned off the alarm. He wanted to let the cub sleep as much as he could. Sleep passed the time faster than anything. 
For him, the first order of business was to check the resource levels. He sighed. In the month that had passed since Darien's thawing, Ueno had made some alterations to procedure, all straight from the manual. Heavy calculations that weren't safety-critical were delayed. He'd kept the temperature down in his room at night. He dimmed the lights more often, giving up light therapy in favor of saving on the power budget. He figured that having Darien as a distraction might help to offset the depression that the light therapy was supposed to help prevent.
But the manual didn't really cover what to do with two people on Watch. It discussed what to do when one person was on Watch with low power, or when all units failed and coldsleep couldn't be maintained at all. But he couldn't modify the vessel into a generational ship for just one boy, and the low power options didn't take into account a ten year old cub who needed to keep himself occupied all day. 
There was a touch on his shoulder. Speak of the devil. Darien smiled at him. “Didn't hear me, did you?” Rather than boots, Ueno had used the material cut from his old jumpsuit to make Darien some little slippers to protect his feet from the cold floor. 
Ueno smiled and dismissed the charts. “You got me.”
“What's for breakfast?” Darien yawned. “Is it the white paste or the green paste today?” Meals weren't exactly fancy under the low-power plans.
But today, Ueno shook his head. “Neither.”
Darien looked surprised. “We don't get to eat?” he asked, voice rising in panic.
Ueno smiled. “Oh, we do. Come on, out of the room.” He stood up, grabbing an extra jumpsuit, and Darien followed. 
“Where we going?”
“Farm pod.”
Darien barked. “Really? Awesome!” He ran down the hall, sliding on the floor with his slippers, ahead of Ueno, then doubled back. “Which way is it?”
“Stick close, okay?” The more doors they operated, the more air moved around, which meant the more work the air and pressure systems had to do to maintain things.
Walking anywhere took a while, of course. Couldn't get around that when you lived in a giant rotating drum. Eventually, Ueno stopped, touched a door button, and stepped through. 
“An airlock?” asked Darien, surprised.
Ueno smiled. “Plants need bacteria, and we try to keep the bacteria in the farm pod. Saves on cleaning the air in the rest of the ship.” A moment later, the other end of the airlock opened and the pair stepped into the farm pod. 
Darien immediately smiled, looking around at the rows of plants. Some were for crops, to ensure that the colonists didn't have to plant hundred-year-old seeds when they landed. Others were there simply to help cleanse the air, flowering plants and even a few small trees. “This is the best,” he whispered, looking around.
Ueno nudged Darien towards a stand of plants. “This is all pretty much automated,” he says. “But it doesn't have to be.” The rabbit found what he was looking for, the plot where strawberries were being grown. “We've got a surplus of these, so we get some extra snacking. And, if we do it ourselves, we conserve power.”
In truth, the power savings would be negligible. Ueno would have to farm every day to make a real dent in the power needs.
That was on the list of things to try, but only if he got desperate. 
The extra jumpsuit served as their basket, since Ueno didn't want to spend the resources to make an actual one. A little juice staining the cloth wouldn't be the end of the world. 
An hour later, they had both left a pile of strawberry tops to fertilize the soil, and they had a pile of strawberries. Ueno gathered up the ends of the cloth to make a makeshift bundle. “All right. Back home. Lead the way!” He watched Darien's tail wag the entire way back.
Back at their room, Ueno stashed the strawberries where they'd keep—in the hall just outside the room, in this case. It was cool enough there. He straightened up, then looked over his shoulder, surprised, when there was a bump against his hip. It was Darien, coming in close for a hug. The rabbit's ears twitched as he looked down at the cub, startled. “What's this for?” he asked.
Darien held the hug a little longer, then let go, smiling up at Ueno. “That was fun. It's the best thing I've done since coming out of coldsleep. I never even got to pick strawberries back home!”
Ueno smiled some, though he wasn't sure if he should hug back or anything. The adult settled for squeezing Darien's shoulder. “I'm glad you liked it. I'll keep an eye out for other things we can do around the ship, okay?” He smiled at the wolf. “ All right, I need to work a bit. Did you want to watch some vids or play a game?”
Darien nodded. “Okay.” The wolf took the chair by the consoles, and Ueno removed one of the screens to use as a tablet. 
The wolf watched as the rabbit settled on the edge of the bed. “Ueno?”
“What is it?” 
“Can you watch a vid on one screen while doing stuff on the other?”
The rabbit nodded. “Yeah. Here, I'll show you how—“
But Darien shook his head. He slid out of his seat. “I know you don't work as fast as you want to on just the tablet. And that you stay up extra late sometimes so you can just use the console. You could work on two of the screens over here. I only need one for vids and games.”
“Yeah, but where will you sit?” Ueno asked.
Darien rolled his eyes as he slid out of the chair. “Sit.”
Ueno sighed, but this was the best mood he'd seen Darien in since his thawing. He obliged the pup, sitting in the chair. "Yes, sir. I didn't know I had a new supervisor."
And then Darien hopped into his lap. 
“Oof. Aren't you a little big for this?” asked Ueno.
Darien chewed on his lower lip, then tipped his muzzle up, peeking at Ueno upside down. “I don't mind. It'll work. The Watcher manual says we have to make compromises when it will help!”
Ueno couldn't help but chuckle. Quote the manual at him, will he? He'd given Darien some parts to read, just to keep him occupied. “All right. We'll try it.” He slid the tablet back into its base and switched it back to monitor mode. He put Darien's vid on in the rightmost screen, and he took the left two.
If only he could get Darien to stop wagging for a few minutes. The tail batting against his side was pleasant, but distracting. Still, this would speed up his work, and maybe he could watch some of the vids with Darien. It'd been almost a year of awake time to himself, and he had to admit, the change was nice.
Darien's teeth chattered. “I don't like the cold showers,” he whined, even as he tried to towel off quickly. Ueno had dropped the temperature in the pod another five degrees, and the temperature was hardest on them when their fur was wet.
“Cool shower. You haven't found out what a cold shower is like. It's two cool showers or one warm and one cold, and neither of us want a cold shower.” Ueno had tried yesterday, in fact, and that's why they were now taking showers that were merely cool. He was in a bad mood, himself, buried under the blankets in an attempt to stay warm until his own pelt dried. It wasn't working. His clothing was hanging in the corner, drying after a hand washing. 
The two had done their best to preserve resources as much as they could.  Lower temperatures. Cooler showers. No using the clothes washers. Most of the food they ate was preserved and at room temperature, no cooking. They'd given camping out at the farm pod a try, but the automated systems had scheduled a simulated winter so the fields would lay fallow for a while.
Ueno let out a shout as the sheets fluttered up. “Hey, watch it. Drafty! No wet towels in bed.” The rabbit dropped a hand down to his lap; he was naked under there. It wouldn't be the first time Darien saw him that way, but he didn't want to make that the usual thing.

Darien tugged the towel off and tossed it over the edge of the bunk. “I know, I know,” he said. “Lights.”

Out went the lights, leaving the room in blackness.

Ueno closed his eyes, ready to sleep. But a moment later he heard Darien's teeth as they chattered. Then came a sniffle. “Are you okay?” he whispered.

“Yes,” came the response, too heated to be anything but a lie. Then, a louder sniffle. “No. I'm cold. I can't stop shivering.”

Ueno reached out, groping around until he could feel Darien's nose. Still cool. At least it wasn't a fever. That'd be an extra stress on the ship's systems. “You're not sick.” He felt the pup's shoulder. But his fur was still chilly to the touch, despite the blankets. The rabbit sighed. “I'm sorry. I thought we could handle the lower temperatures. It was going to cut another week off the recharge time. But I guess—hey, what are you doing?”

Darien had wiggled his way back until he was pressed against Ueno, instinct guiding him towards the only real heat source available. “Your fur's warm.”

Ueno sighed. He'd already had a talk with Darien about this , back when the cub wanted to sleep naked like the rabbit used to. It was jumpsuits in bed or they kept strictly to their own side of the bunk.

But Darien was cold, and shivering, and sounded more like he did just after his thawing than the rambunctious pup he had turned out to be. Against his better judgment, Ueno reached out, hooking  one arm over the pup's chest, and tugged him in tighter.

The pup let out a few more shuddery breaths, but his sniffling stopped. “Thank you,” he whispered.

“We can't make this a habit.” Not like the lap-sitting during the daytime. Ueno had gotten used to having that little weight in his lap, more than he cared to admit.

“I know, just...tonight, please?” 

Ueno squeezed Darien closer, though he was careful to keep his hips from pressing in. “Tonight,” he agreed. “Now get some sleep.” He stroked one palm over the pup's chest.

Ueno waited until he felt Darien's shivering stop and his breath come slow and steady before he closed his eyes and let himself drift off.

A short time later, his eyes snapped open. It wasn't the alarm that had woken him, but Darien's whimpering. And it wasn't the distressed sort of whimper, either. A jolt between the legs made the rabbit realize that more than just the noise that had woken him. Ueno tightened his arm around Darien. “What are you doing?” he hissed into the cub's ear.
Which made Darien freeze, mid-grind against Ueno's erection. “I just...” He swallowed audibly, then hiccuped. “It was poking, but it was so warm, so I pushed back against it. And then it rubbed across this spot, and it tickled kind of...I don't know. It felt good, so I kept rubbing against it. I think something was gonna happen, and then you woke up and...” The cub trailed off, too embarrassed or too upset to continue.
Ueno listened, jaw dropping more and more with each word. Worse, that wasn't the only effect that this was having on him; as Darien went on, the rabbit throbbed harder against that little butt. He was fairly sure he was dripping on the cub's fur. “Darien,” he warned, voice tight. “You shouldn't do that. It's not right.”
The pup sniffled a little. “They don't say it's against the rules in the Watcher manual.”
“Not everything makes it into the Watcher manual. Nobody would even think of a Watcher being naked like this with a...a cub!”
“It doesn't matter,” whined the pup. “Even if there's more than one Watcher, the one with the most thaw time is in charge. And he gets to decide what happens if the manual doesn't cover something. A-and I know you need it, too. You said so, that time when I was in your lap, and you were poking me.” 
Ueno groaned. He was beginning to regret letting the cub read that manual; Darien brought it up at the worst times. The rabbit tried to keep calm. “I explained why it is males get hard, and how easy it can be to do that after a lot of time alone.” And had eased Darien out of his lap right after.
“But you're not alone,” Darien said. “You have me.” There was a pause, and he added, in a rush, “I know all about it. I found the grown-up vids. I watched some during your last maintenance shift.”
Ueno winced. The entertainment files weren't set up with cub filters in mind. “That's still not—“ He was cut short, instead groaning as the pup pushed back against his erection again.
It felt too good. Darien's fur was so soft. Ueno gripped the puppy's hips to push him away. "We shouldn't," he murmured, even as the push turned into a tug, guiding the wolf back.
"But we can," said Darien. He was panting, eager for that contact.
Ueno swallowed. What had he been like around that age, when he'd discovered these sorts of feelings? How often had he wanted the same things? How much would he explore, given a ship between stars and far too much time to himself?
He knew the answer. He'd do it all the time. Ueno's paws tightened on Darien's wiggly little hips. "What you're asking—it's not going to be easy."
Darien squirmed, pushed back harder, enough to make Ueno's cock dribble slickness onto his fur. "I know."
The rabbit shook his head in that dark room. "No, you don't." Hips tugged back, and he readjusted, guiding his cockhead to the pup's little entrance. "You'll see."
"I can do it, I know I—" The wolf yelped as Ueno put forth enough pressure to start working him open. 
"Still want it?" Ueno asked. 
"I can do it."
Another push from the buck. "That's not what I asked."
Darien whined. "Nngh. I want it!" It was a tone the rabbit recognized, the wolf pup at his most stubborn.
Ueno throbbed. He hadn't realized how much he'd missed anyone saying that they wanted him. If having Darien around reminded him how much he missed another person's company, having that little ring against his hole served as an equally raw reminder of how much he missed another person's touch. 
He pushed forward, sinking his cockhead past that snug ring of muscle. Darien whined, and Ueno froze, just holding there, then started to tug back.
And was stopped by a firm press back from that little rear, sinking him into a tightness that nearly made him spill his seed right then. "I'm a Watcher! I can do it," Darien whimpered.
Ueno shuddered, arms tightening around the pup. Darien was right. He was a Watcher, even if not by choice. He'd earned that over the last several months. 
And so they lay there for long moments, one with a spirit willing for it, the other with the body eager for it. And after those moments, Darien's clenching lessened, and Ueno gave in to that pleasure. When he pushed again, Darien's whimpers were quieter, mixed with little gasps. "Are you okay?" whispered the rabbit, even as he gave another tentative push.
"More, please," the pup panted. "It feels funny—like when it was just rubbing against me."
Ueno obliged, holding Darien's hips to keep the pup from pushing as he slipped an inch back, then pressed forward again. This time, wolf and rabbit moaned in unison. Soon, he increased the pace, while Darien's moans rose, clearly eager for this new pleasure. The rabbit panted as his dick tugged back further and further, and soon each thrust ended with a press of his hips to Darien's trim little butt, every inch buried in that snug little passage. "You're so tight," murmured the rabbit, as he eagerly thrusted forward. He didn't notice the chilliness in the pod anymore. It was humid and warm enough beneath the blankets to make his palms damp. 
Darien started to move, pushing back to meet those thrusts, and it made Ueno throb all the more. If being fucked was still difficult for the pup, he wasn't showing it, eager to stuff his little backside full. "Ueno, the thing, it's happening again. Don't stop, I—" Darien hiccuped, and Ueno thought for a moment that the pup was going to cry, but then that little body shivered, hard, the pup's paws scrabbling against the sheets as a shaky moan welled up in his throat.
Ueno realized that the cub was having an orgasm—maybe his first. And that thought was all it took for the buck. Hips ground forward as he pulsed inside his little partner, spurting, giving the pup his seed, his own moans hoarse, throat unused to making such loud noises anymore. 
They lay there for a while longer, Ueno's arms around Darien, hugging the lad close, and before Ueno could think about pulling back, fell asleep, still joined at the pelvis.
The next morning, Ueno opted for the option of one warm shower, and they shared it, washing each other's backs and tails. Tightly wrapped blankets and no clothes made the time at the console interesting (if a little distracting). And then came the vids, which Darien no longer had to sneak peeks at, and Ueno took inspiration from. 
The pod became much cheerier.
Ueno woke to find the lights on in the pod, and a warm, wet tongue swirling around his cock. He rested a hand on the little head bobbing over his lap. "What happened to the alarm?" he mumbled.
Darien slid up and off Ueno's length. "I turned it off so you could sleep in," he said, then went back down on the rabbit, bobbing until he got a mouthful of cum to swallow. 
Ueno waited until the pup pulled off, then grabbed him, tickling Darien until he was panting and prone, then rolled the cub over and returned the favor of that morning blowjob. He got a watery dribble for his efforts, which he licked away with just as much enthusiasm as Darien had shown witht he rabbit's larger load. He lifted up and touched his nose to Darien's belly. "What do you want to do today?" he asked.
"Well..." Darien trailed off, then smiled at Ueno. "Today's my birthday."

The rabbit sat up, then scratched behind a long ear. "The date probably doesn't match up. You didn't get thawed the same day you went in."
The pup wagged his tail. "I know. I realized that the first time the date went by. But I calculated the actual date. It'd be eight months after thawing. And it's eight months!"
Ueno sat up, startled. "Eight months already?" That meant nearly eighteen on Watch for the rabbit. Already, that was longer than any other Watcher had been unthawed. Four since they'd begun treating each other like lovers.
The pup nodded, smile fading, but not quite going away. "Yeah. I checked the logs." 
Ueno ran his fingers through the fur on top of his head. "Right." He forced a cheerier expression onto his face. "Well, the farming pod should be mimicking...mm, mid-April right now." He was sure of it; they'd been leaching some of that new warmth for their room. "Let's go see if anything's budding."
Darien smiled. "Yes! Green stuff." He hopped up from the bunk.
"Clothes on! It'll be a cold walk to the pod," Ueno called out in warning. "I'll join you in a few." He waited until Darien dressed and left before going to the console. He brought up the logs—the real ones, not the false ones he'd been showing Darien for the last two weeks. "Shit," he mumbled, rubbing his palms over his forehead. He didn't want to believe it. The numbers didn't lie. Darien was ready to go back into coldsleep.
And Ueno had sat on that information, hid it from the pup.
The rabbit closed the logs again. He didn't have to decide today, did he? He was sure—well, mostly—that going back into coldsleep wouldn't be easy for Darien, either. And he couldn't do that to the cub, not on his birthday. 
Ueno tapped his chin. There were enough resources to print something for the pup. He brought up some blueprints in the console. 
A short time later, he found Darien in the farm pod, walking along a row of wildflowers. "Hey, kiddo. You like the scenery?"
Darien nodded, tail wagging. "It's nice in here. I didn't like it when everything was fallow."
Ueno smiled. "Easier to mimic winter and let things decompose for a while. Bacteria are way more efficient than recyclers." He rested a paw between the boy's ears, rubbing. 
"It'll look so cool when we get in-system and can go down to the planet."
"Another ten watches and we should be there," said Ueno. He reached into his pocket for Darien's gift.
"And I'll be grown-up when we get there!" said the pup, tail wagging.
Ueno froze. "Darien, you know that's not how Watch works."
The pup's ears set back. "Yeah, but...it'd take forever to charge two pods, right? If I went off Watch, you'd be all alone. And if you went off Watch, I'd miss you." He slid his paw into Ueno's. "But we could stay on Watch together. It'd be like...a world record!"
Ueno's stomach clenched. That was more than he could stand. But he took a deep breath, let it out, and forced a smile. "Well, let's not think about that right now, all right? Let's get a good walk in, then find some movies to watch. Something new."
Darien smiled. "Sure, Ueno." 
Down along the rows of plants the two walked, hand in hand. And when Darien's legs got tired, Ueno lifted the pup and carried him, piggyback, back to their room.
Ueno was looking for a good movie to watch when something soft impacted with his head; it was Darien's jumpsuit. He turned and found Darien there, naked and grinning. The rabbit raised an eyebrow. "Already?"
"No clothes for movie time!" said Darien, as he pointed at Ueno. "The birthday boy has spoken!"
Ueno rolled his eyes. "Right, right. Milk it for all it's worth." He stood up, stripped to the sound of Darien's cheering, then grabbed a blanket. Warmer it might be, but a blanket would still be welcome. 
They snuggled up for the movie and afterwards, when Darien wanted Ueno in him, the rabbit bounced the puppy in his lap until both were spent and panting. 
Ueno couldn't find a way to print a passable cake for Darien, so afterwards they settled for some sort of candylike confection from the food dispensers.
After, Ueno sat Darien back at the console, eyed the pup for a few moments. He took a breath. "Find a vid to watch. I've got a maintenance to do," he told the pup. Ueno dressed, then left the pod, breath visible in the cold ship hallway. The gift he'd printed just wasn't enough. There was one last thing he could give the pup.
By the time Ueno returned to the room, Darien had gotten sleepy, crashing after the sugar rush. He took a deep breath. He could do this. Out of his pocket came his paw. The second gift, first. He pressed the hypospray to Darien's neck and pulled the trigger. 
The pup's eyes snapped open from the sudden, brief sting. "Ueno? Wha—" His eyes rolled up, and he was out.
Ueno sighed. "I'm sorry, pup," he whispered, though he knew Darien couldn't hear. "It's time to go." He leaned down and kissed the pup's forehead. Up went Darien in his arms, and then Ueno left again, down to the storage units, where Darien's unit was up and running. Ueno opened the door, then set the cub in there. 
He eyed the boy, then took out his other gift, a little Watcher pin. All Watchers received one when they finished their training. Darien had earned it. He wrapped the metal pin in cloth, then set that little bundle near the wolf's feet, at the bottom of his pod. Hopefully, Darien would find it when they made planetfall. 
Ueno shut the lid to the unit, then hit the button, listening to the hiss as it put Darien into a sleep deeper than any drug could manage. "Good night, pup. Good luck at planetfall," he whispered.
Then he turned away. Another year of watch. He'd have to get used to the quiet again.
