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    To all who have lost and all who have lost their way. Things get better. Stay strong.
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    Part I:

    LIFE IN THE NOW


    

  


  
    Chapter One


    Arden


    A slow, melodic song drifted to a silent close, giving way to a far louder, faster number. The sudden change jerked Arden awake. He paused the music and looked outside. Trees rushed by, other cars passed them, but Forest Road was about as telltale to the young otter as an endless ocean. A quick glance at his watch confirmed Arden’s hopeful suspicion. “Almost there.”


    “That’s right!” Mr. Halinen gave his son a brief glance through the rear-view mirror and focused on the road once more. “I thought you didn’t sleep in cars.”


    “I don’t.” Arden stifled a large, protesting yawn. “Well, sort of.” He shrugged. “I’m surprised you don’t look tired. Are you sure you don’t want me to drive?”


    “It’s a hundred miles, Ar.” Engvard winked. “I think I can handle it.”


    “Alright, Dad.” Arden yawned again.


    In the seat next to him, Mark stirred, his head balancing precariously on the cross-strap of his seatbelt. Finally, the wolf’s head rolled off, fell, and he awoke with a start.


    “Morning, Sunshine.” Arden smiled and nuzzled his boyfriend’s cheek. “Sleep well?”


    “Yeah. I sleep like a cub in cars.” Mark kissed the otter’s nose and went about reassembling the rest of his post-dream world. He glanced outside, much like the otter had. “Exit sixty-four. We’re about ten miles away, now. Right?”


    Arden nodded. “Something like that.” A quick check of his iPhone’s GPS confirmed the fact, and the inevitable butterflies began their dance inside the otter’s stomach. “Orientation, eh?” Freshman orientation at Elton High felt like it had only been a week ago. Bottom of the totem pole once again.


    “Yeah.” Mark kept his eyes on the passing trees. “Weird, right?”
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    Mr. Halinen looked again through the rear-view mirror, his gaze in a faraway place, this time, probably reliving a few memories of his own. “It’ll be over before you know it. But have fun while it lasts, boys. These four years will be the time of your life, for better or worse of it.”


    “Let’s hope there’s more better than worse, then.” Arden lay his paw gently atop Mark’s and squeezed. He’d heard the cynics. He’d heard of puppy love. Theirs, it seemed, was different. Over the summer’s course, it had only grown and become stronger than before. Giddiness had turned to gratification, trepidation to trust.


    Mark squeezed back, turning finally to look at the otter. “And if it’s not, we’ll be just fine. You, me, Sam, Danny. Safety in numbers, right?”


    “Yeah, we’ll figure something out, whatever happens.” Arden edged closer to getting lost in the wolf’s deep blue eyes when a loud honk of a passing car caused him to turn.


    The SUV sped by with Sam riding shotgun and waving furiously, the ever-present grin plastered across his short muzzle.


    The boys waved back. It would be a good year, Arden knew. College, freedom, new friends, and lots to discover.


    In some ten minutes, the forest road they traveled on widened, and the trees grew sparse. The first signs of Lakeforest University appeared. Senior apartments with little shops nestled on their ground floors, and a grandiose, old building with ‘AGRICVLTVRE’ chiseled in the stone block above its broad double doors.


    Arden cared little for agriculture, but it didn’t matter. “We’re here.” The words left his muzzle in a torpid whisper.


    And there is where they stopped. A long line of cars had formed, stretching all the way down the main road and forking off in the direction of Lakeforest’s many dorm buildings.


    Mr. Halinen let out a dry chuckle. “Looks like everyone has decided to be smart and get in early. And we’re all stupid for it.”


    “Well, at least we’re here.” Mark snuggled up against Arden and shut his eyes. “Maybe another nap is in order.” Within minutes, he was fast asleep, snoring gently with each inhalation.


    Arden did his best to follow the wolf’s example, but the excitement was just too much for him to simply ignore. So, the otter turned his attention to watching the road. From standstill to standstill, they crawled. The upper-class students weren’t due in for another couple of days, but already, the sidewalks of Lakeforest University had begun to bustle with activity. A pair of male foxes, dressed in skimpy jogging shorts, ran by, huffing and panting in what was probably their first and last run of the semester. They soon disappeared around the corner, their long, well-groomed tails wagging to and fro in near-perfect unison. An otter on a skateboard followed. The poor guy had clearly never ridden before, but this was college – everyone skated, at least for a day or two before realizing that walking was faster. Arden chuckled at a wisdom he didn’t know he had.


    “Help me watch for the turn to your dorm, Ar.” Mr. Halinen craned his neck to see around the massive van in front of them.


    “Sure.” Arden reached into the seatback pocket and pulled out a map of the university. “We are in Cranston this year. Hmm...” He drew a claw up the road down which they were driving. “There! Next right!”


    “Got it.” Mr. Halinen clicked on the car’s right blinker and began the odious process of switching lanes in gridlock traffic. Fortunately, the day was young, and the other drivers had yet to grow jaded and angry. One fox even stopped to let him through. Mr. Halinen waved a cheery thanks and merged in. “Fantastic!” He followed the other Cranston-bound cars right and towards a four-story building of red brick that bore the name.


    Outside, on the sidewalk, a crowd of people milled like bees over their many possessions. Furniture, clothes, refrigerators, TVs — like pharaohs, the students had brought their most prized belongings with them into this new life.


    A prim fox armed with a clipboard and megaphone waved the Halinens’ car over. She knocked on the window, which Mr. Halinen promptly rolled down. “Good morning! Name, please.”


    “We actually have a two for one, here.” The otter nodded towards the back seat, “Arden Halinen and Mark Heeley.”


    “Fantastic!” The fox scribbled something on her clipboard. “Room thee-oh-six. Unload your car as quickly as you can, and then go ahead and park in that lot over there.”


    Mr. Halinen followed the fox’s extended paw. “Got it, thanks!”


    “Just doing my job.” The fox smiled warmly and made her way towards the next car.


    Hearing their cue, Arden and Mark hopped out and made quick work on the contents of their trunk. The pair had just finished unloading Mark’s TV, when a familiar voice echoed behind them. “Hey guys!”


    Sam slowed his run only slightly before pulling his two friends into a tight embrace. “I missed ya!”


    Arden let the beautiful warmth pass over him. Of all the people he knew, Sam was one of the precious few who never failed to make him smile. “It’s great to see you, Sam.” The joy was contagious.


    Mark parted the embrace first. “Where’s Danny?”


    Sam shrugged, carefully scanning the crowd of new arrivals. “Haven’t seen him all summer. And that nature camp he worked at doesn’t even allow cell phones. Ever since that place let out, I’ve been trying to get hold of him. Call once every few days. But I’ve only ever gotten voicemail. And ever since they moved to Lockfort, I don’t even have a landline to try.” He looked down at his paws, a sheepish grin playing over his muzzle. “So, uhh... We might request a bit of alone-time tonight.”


    “Of course!” Arden giggled. “Trust me, that’s totally understandable.”


    “Thanks!” Sam beamed at his best friend and then turned to Arden and Mark’s belongings. “Let’s get these up, then! Our suite is gonna be awesome this year!”


    “You bet!” Mark helped the otter lift their new TV. “Kinda sucks that we all know each other, though. It’d be cool to have someone new around.”


    Arden grabbed as many bags as he could heft and followed the other two into the building. “I’m sure we’ll meet plenty of new people without that. Wouldn’t be too worried!” He stopped at the tail of a long line winding from the elevator doors. “Oh boy.”


    Mark shrugged. “Screw it, let’s just take the stairs.”


    With a nod, Arden backpedaled towards the stairwell and held the door for the others.


    Sam walked slowly, keeping his eyes glued to the crowd of new arrivals. “Maybe Danny already got here.”


    “We’ll find out when we get to the room.” Mark stopped and adjusted his grip on the TV box. “Come on, focus now.”


    “Right!” Sam turned his attention to the stairs, and the three friends were soon on the third floor.


    Arden led the way down the tiled corridor. “Third door on the left, I guess. 302, 304, ah!” He walked into the suite and took a look around. A brand new leather futon stood flush against the far wall, and a particularly loud Bob Dylan tune emanated from a closed door on the other side. The otter padded towards the music and knocked. “Danny?”


    Three knocks later, the door opened, and a russet muzzle peeked out. “Oh hey there!” The fox in question, while certainly not Danny, looked no less happy to see Arden. “I’m guessing you’re one of my new roomies! Sweet!” He opened the door fully and embraced the otter.


    “Hi.” Arden returned the hug halfheartedly. The fox was more than pleasant, his large green eyes and broad smile betraying nothing but good will. Despite all this, an unasked question hung on his lips. He chose to let it remain unasked. “Err... I’m Arden.”


    “Tommy! Pleasure to meet ya!” The fox parted their embrace and hurried to help Mark and Sam with the TV. “Very cool! 60 inches?”


    “That’s right!” Mark smiled at Tommy and then shared a confused glance with Arden once the fox had turned towards Sam.


    “Hi, I’m Tommy!” He hugged Sam just as warmly as he had Arden.


    But Sam had far greater difficulty suppressing his confusion than his friends had. “Nice to meet you. Err... So, you’re our roomie, huh?”


    “Yup!” The fox beamed. “It was a last minute thing. I was supposed to get one of the sucky dorms near the dining hall, but they called me like last week and said they had an opening. Naturally, I went for it!”


    “Of course!” Some of Sam’s bouncy nature returned, but concern still lingered in the wings. “Awesome to meet ya!” He fished through both pockets of his cargo shorts until he found his phone. “Hang on, I’m gonna try and call Danny again.” With a friendly smile towards the room’s other occupants, the otter padded out into the hallway.


    Tommy nodded knowingly. “Roommate troubles?”


    “Boyfriend troubles. But yeah, close enough.” Arden sighed. “Danny was supposed to be rooming with us, but we haven’t heard from him all summer. Something could be wrong.”


    The fox’s playful, russet tail ceased its excited wagging. “Oh. I hope he’s OK.”


    “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.” Arden tip-pawed towards the door, canting his short ears in the direction of Sam’s muffled voice. “I can’t make anything out.”


    “Nor should you.” Mark grabbed his boyfriend’s paw and tugged the otter back towards the center of the room. “Sam clearly wanted a private convo. He would’ve stayed in here if he didn’t.”


    “You’re right.” Arden plopped down onto the couch with a heavy sigh. “I hope Danny didn’t get hurt.”


    “Me too.” Mark sat next to him, his tail curled meekly around his legs.


    They waited together in silence until Sam returned. The otter’s usual smile was absent. “He said he changed rooms. Wanted to talk to me privately after we finish setting up.” He sniffled. The tears weren’t far behind. “He assured me it was OK, but it clearly isn’t.”


    Arden hurried to Sam’s side. “It’ll be fine, don’t worry.” Like he had many times when they were young, the otter cradled his friend in a warm embrace, wishing he could do so much more. “When are you guys supposed to meet?”


    “As soon as we’re done here.” Sam wiped away a stray tear and composed himself. “We’ll meet in the student center.”


    Mark stood. “D’you want us to go with you?”


    “No, no.” Sam sniggered. “It’s not like I’m doing a drug deal or anything. At worst, he wants to dump me. I’ll be alright.” He looked far from alright. In fact, the mere mention of that worst case scenario saw his whiskers droop as the poor otter fought back tears.


    Arden hugged his friend tighter. “Well, we’ll wait for you outside, then. We’re here for ya, Sam.”


    “Thanks.” The otter smiled reflexively at the warmth. “Let’s finish setting up and go.”


    The conversation ended there, as the three friends went quietly about their business.


    Only when the last of Arden’s books had been brought up and shelved, did the otter notice Tommy standing awkwardly by the TV. “Hey, sorry you had to see that.”


    The fox smiled weakly. “It’s alright. I get that sort of thing, trust me. You guys go on ahead. I’ll pick up our keys from the RA. Maybe we can hang out afterwards?”


    “Definitely!” Arden returned the smile, but he could not quite think far enough to imagine what hanging out with the fox would be like. Everything stopped at Sam’s talk with Danny. Torn between politeness and reality, the otter headed out the door before making any more promises he wasn’t sure he’d be able to keep.


    Mark and Sam were waiting out on the sidewalk, both blank-faced and silent.


    Arden stopped between them, casting his gaze towards the Student Union. “Ready?”


    Sam heaved a shaky sigh. “Sure.”


    Mark and his boyfriend waited patiently for the otter to lead the way. At first, Arden thought it polite, but he soon realized that it might only have been because neither of them wanted to go first. They stood there, huddled together, waiting for something, but not one knew what it was.


    Danny was waiting, and whatever he had to say would be said whether they went now or in several hours’ time.


    Finally, Sam took the first step. “Let’s take a walk, guys. I wanna get this over with.” He strode with the gait of someone who lacked all the confidence in the world but also lacked any other choice.


    Arden wondered, as he followed his friend, what surprise Danny had in store for them. Sam’s relationship with the cheetah had been a strange one, and Danny always seemed very meek and afraid of the prospect of making their business a public one. It was hard not to sympathize, however. The cheetah still bore scars of a beating that landed him in the hospital, even a year after the attack had occurred. They were far from noticeable, these scars, but those who knew of their existence would never be able to keep from seeing them.


    The trio reached the Student Union far too quickly, as such walks always were, and a lead weight settled at the pit of Arden’s stomach. He squeezed Mark’s paw unconsciously, as they stood by the metal-framed glass doors, looking in.


    Small groups of students milled around the food court tables, chatting amongst themselves, most still too frightened to make new friends. Only two tables were unoccupied, but Danny was not hard to spot.


    The cheetah sat upright in his chair, stiff, as if a Catholic school nun were standing just over his shoulder, menacing him with a ruler. His tail thumped nervously by his side.


    Respectfully, Arden took a step back from the door, pulling Mark along. “Go on, Sam. We’ll be right out here.”


    But Sam’s nerve failed him. “Can you guys come with me? I just- I don’t know if I can do this alone.”


    “Of course!” Arden gave his friend’s shoulder a brief squeeze and pulled open the door. “We’ll be right behind you.”


    As they stepped inside, Danny’s green eyes fixated upon them. Arden didn’t think it possible, but the cheetah sat up even more, wrapping his tail around the leg of his chair. He greeted the trio with a nervous wave. “Oh, h- hey, guys. Erm, Sam, I said in private.”


    But the otter stood his ground, at last. “Whatever you have to say, Dan, these two will find out about it as soon as I see them. Why bother with the secrets?”


    “Fine.” Danny sighed, his eyes darting between the two adjacent tables. Safe in some conclusion that he was not being spied on, the cheetah began. “Sam, the camp I spent my summer at... well, I wasn’t volunteering. I was one of the campers. They taught me how-” He bit his lip, his eyes stubbornly refusing to meet Sam’s. “-how to deal with my problem.”


    “Problem?” Sam knew exactly what the supposed problem was, Arden could see that much and much more in the otter’s tear-filled eyes.


    “Yes.” Danny sighed again, more weary than last time, resigned. “I’m not gay anymore, Sam.”


    A sudden giggle burst from Sam’s muzzle. “Dan, you can’t just stop being gay. It doesn’t work like that. I-”


    The cheetah’s eyes narrowed, stung. His voice lowered to a hiss. “No, maybe you can’t. Maybe you can’t because you weren’t beaten to within an inch of your life. Because you didn’t have to live through your parents refusing to speak to you for months.” The scars that Arden had remembered not long ago stood out in stark contrast against the cheetah’s fur, as if arguing his case. A thin and jagged line coiled around his neck, another white gash at the tip of the nose. They were there, alright. “And worse yet, I’m not like you guys. Do you remember that day in the hospital? I said I wanted the whole thing to be buried and put to rest. But you went out and held a protest in front of the school.”


    Seeing Sam standing without a retort, Arden stepped in to defend his friend. “We didn’t mention your name. No one knew it was you!”


    Danny let out a dry, tired chuckle. “Do you know how many people asked me about the goddamn beating after that? ‘Ohmigosh, are you the gay kid that got beaten up?’ I had enough to deal with already. But I didn’t wanna be mean to you guys, so I kept that to myself. But how do you think my parents felt, when people asked them?”


    Sam’s fear turned more cautious. Something dark lingered just out of reach. He probed further. “Did your parents put you up to this?”


    “No.” With one last sigh, Danny, had turned calm. He’d let the bomb drop. The rest was just aftermath. “I asked them. Did the research myself. I thought, ‘This is college. No better time to start fresh and work towards the life I want.’”


    “So, that’s it, then?” Sam held his tears to the last. “We’re done?”


    “Well, we have to be.” Danny bore no evident guilt at the otter’s sadness. Frustration emerged, instead. “I mean, I really want to stay friends. You’re a great guy. But we obviously can’t have a relationship anymore. I don’t want to end this on bad terms, Sam. I really, really don’t. But I made a decision that I knew would impact my life but also knew would improve it.”


    Arden had walked in prepared to be angry at the cheetah, prepared to hate him and tell Sam how the asshole didn’t deserve happiness in his life for what he did; but the scars. They were there, and Arden understood. He didn’t want to understand, but he understood. Whether or not Danny had miraculously turned straight didn’t matter. This was where he wanted to be. This was where he needed to be.


    That realization seemed to dawn on Sam as well. “Alright. I- I understand.” Through the impending tears, a smile broke. “Friends?”


    “Absolutely!” Danny stood, relief blossoming across his features. “Thanks for understanding.”


    “Don’t mention it.” Sam’s smile remained. “So... I’ll see ya around.”


    “Yep.” Danny gave his ex a brief hug. “We’ll hang out, for sure!” He turned and walked off towards the school bookstore.
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    When the last of the cheetah’s spotted tail disappeared behind the door and into the crowd, Sam’s gaze fell. “Well, that’s that.” No tears came. He merely shrugged and gave the others a wan smile. “Let’s get back to the dorm. Floor meeting in like thirty minutes.”


    The emotional outpouring Arden had been expecting was curiously absent. The otter had spent the conversation with Danny mentally steeling himself for a night of tears and comforting his best friend; a tough job that involved forgetting his realization — forgetting that Danny had the right to do as he chose.


    “C’mon, Ar.” Mark tugged the otter out of his daze. “Sam seems pretty excited to get back.”


    “Yeah, unusually excited.” Arden allowed the wolf to lead him out of the Student Union and into the August sunshine.


    Once he was sure the otter was fully aware, Mark let go of Arden’s paw and reached into his pocket. He wrote a brief text on his phone and shoved it back into his khaki shorts.


    Arden’s phone vibrated moments later. The otter fished it out of his slacks and glanced at the text. ‘D’you think he’s OK?’ He looked up at Mark, meeting the wolf’s blue eyes. “I think so.” A quick text back elaborated. ‘He seems to be fine. Let’s keep an eye on him. We can talk later.’


    The wolf gave him a brief nod, and the two boys hurried after Sam.


    They caught up at the front door of Cranston Hall, still crowded with freshmen and their families, all eager to move in.


    Mr. Halinen pushed through the drove, followed closely by Tommy. “Ah, there you are.” The otter gave his son a momentary look of concern. “Run off without saying goodbye?”


    “Sorry, Dad.” Arden lowered his ears. “We had-”


    “Don’t worry about it.” Engvard was far too good at reading his son to ask any more questions. “You forgot some of your stuff in the front seat, but we brought it upstairs. Tommy helped.”


    The fox stepped out from behind Arden’s father, beaming. “I figured you guys wouldn’t be in the mood for much more moving in.”


    Neither Arden nor Mark answered, both feeling entirely unqualified.


    Sam just shrugged it off. “We’re OK! Has the floor meeting started yet?”


    “Not yet.” Tommy pointed towards the throng of freshmen by the door. “Won’t start ‘til all of those guys are in and registered. Probably not for another hour or more. But here, I got us the keys. Signed for all of them, so please don’t lose yours. They’re holding me responsible. Maximum security prison, if I don’t give them all back at the end of the year.” He gave each of his new friends a key and a fob for the door. “So, what now?”


    “Lunch?” Mark’s suggestion was met with unanimous approval.


    As the group departed in the direction of the Student U, Arden turned to see Tommy standing awkwardly by the sidewalk. “Dude, you’re coming with us, right?”


    “If it’s OK.” The fox’s high school shyness had yet to leave him. “I wasn’t sure if it was a family thing or not.”


    “Nah, just lunch.” Arden waited for Tommy to catch up. “So, tell me about yourself. Where are you from?”


    “Tellyson.” Tommy unzipped his hoodie, revealing an Elton White Knights shirt. Before Arden could display any signs of amazement, the fox added. “I was home-schooled after sophomore year. Cancer.”


    “Oh.” Arden did his best to think of something to say before the pause became too heavy. He never knew how to continue after something like that.


    Thankfully, Tommy picked up the conversation again. “It’s all good. I got through. It’s been gone for almost a year now. The doctors said there’s little chance of it ever coming back, since I got it so young.”


    “That’s really good to hear.” Arden smiled from relief more than anything, watching the fox. From his bright eyes to his constantly wagging tail, Tommy was the picture of happiness. Why were the happiest people always those who’d suffered most? The otter let the thought drift through the air, unanswered. They found the others waiting by the door.


    Mr. Halinen held it open eagerly. “Don’t know about you lot, but I’m starving! Breakfast was way, way too long ago.”


    “Me too!” Sam walked bravely through, the familiar smile broad across his short muzzle, a polar opposite of what he’d been when he last visited the food court.


    While his father, Mark and Tommy got in line for food, Arden and Sam walked off in search of the restrooms. Alone, Arden made his move. “So, how are you feeling?”


    Sam returned the question with his newly characteristic shrug. “Not too bad, honestly. Like, I was getting ready for a good week of being miserable, you know? But nothing.” He sighed, his short ears folding. “It’s not like I didn’t have feelings for Danny, but he’s been conflicted for a while now, even before the attack. I get that. And it’s not like he did anything horrible to me. We broke up. People do that – more often than not, in fact.” The smile returned. “Besides, this is college. Time to start fresh. And I’ve seen a lot of guys around here to start fresh with.” He giggled, dispelling the last of Arden’s worries.


    “Speaking of, we should go to the GSA meeting tomorrow.”


    “Yes, let the cute, gay boys come find us.” Sam’s giggles were infectious. “I’ll be your wing-man!”


    “And I wouldn’t have it any other way!” Sam stopped by the restroom door and embraced his friend. “Thanks for caring, Ar. It really does mean a lot.”


    “That’s what I’m here for.” With his half of the embrace, Arden resolved to find Sam a guy the otter truly deserved. For everything Sam had been through, he’d earned it. More than that. He’d stood by all this time, a true friend, watching Arden and Mark live the happiest days of their lives. And jealousy had never once made an appearance, as natural and understandable as it would have been.


    Paws washed, Arden and Sam found the others seated around one of the caf’s larger tables.


    “Mark shared a brief kiss with his boyfriend. “Got you a burger and fries. Same for you, Sam.”


    “Excellent!” All the hunger had taken a back seat to the morning’s events, but with their resolution, it quickly made a comeback, and in full force. Arden attacked his burger.


    Of the people at the table, only Tommy had yet to experience the otter’s feral eating habits. The fox giggled. “In a hurry somewhere?”


    “Mmmhmm.” Arden smiled, making sure to keep his muzzle shut, and returned to the food. College grub didn’t taste nearly as bad as he’d been led to believe. Maybe the other negatives he’d been told about weren’t nearly as bad, either. Around him, conversation slowly ensued.


    Mark finished his food first. “So, any clubs you guys were looking at joining? Besides the usual.” He gave Arden a broad wink. “I’m thinking of joining the soccer club here, since playing on Lakeforest’s team fell through.” After a month of mulling over the D-1 offer, he’d decided to concentrate on school. A D-1 sport of any sort was a job, and something in Mark’s life would’ve had to give in order to accommodate it.


    Sam paced himself on the burger enough to chat. “Maybe a ski and snowboard one, if they have it. And the pre-med society.” He rolled his eyes at the wolf’s surprised eyebrow. “That one’s Dad’s decision. Trust me. At least I didn’t let him talk me into becoming a lawyer.”


    Arden snorted into his food. “Yeah, I can’t imagine you as a lawyer, bud.”


    Sam stuck his tongue out mockingly. “And I can’t imagine you as a doctor, and yet you’re doing premed.”


    “Hey, who scored the five on the bio AP?” Arden nudged his friend playfully. He never held his marginally better grades over Sam, only in jest.


    “Oh God, don’t remind me.” Sam sighed. “Dad’s lecture on that went into the wee hours.”


    Arden bit his tongue several times in punishment. Things between Sam and his father were on a constant roller-coaster. They loved one another dearly, but the pressure to succeed was a never-healing sore spot. “Hey, not like it matters! You got into Lakeforest, and they don’t give college credit for AP classes related to your major. No harm done.”


    “Yeah, I know.” Sam’s good mood had been visibly teetering, ever since the talk with Danny, but it crept slowly back. “Guys, we’re in college!” He closed his eyes dreamily. “I’ve waited all high school for this!”


    “Me too!” Tommy spoke up for the first time since they’d sat down. “I sorta missed out on the whole high school thing, but I’ve been looking forward to college, nonetheless.”


    “Eh, you didn’t miss much!” Arden recalled the past four years. What had been so crystal clear not too long ago had become a blur. It was as if his brain had rolled up a finished watercolor and put it into storage. It was time to paint on a fresh canvas.


    Tommy shrugged. “Going to prom would’ve been cool.”


    Mark’s paw found Arden’s beneath the table. The wolf smiled, his gaze never leaving his boyfriend. “Yeah, prom was pretty awesome, not gonna lie to ya there.”


    At that, Tommy smiled even broader. “Aww, you two are adorable! I can’t wait to start dating in college. So many cute guys!”


    Mr. Halinen’s guffaw turned into a coughing fit. He took a swig from his water bottle and held his breath. “Went down the wrong pipe. Whew, sorry about that. Just funny how gay people seem to be magnets for one another.”


    “That’s what Gaydar is, Dad.” Arden caught the giggles from his father.


    “Oh, I know all about Gaydar.” Engvard winked. “It’s not like I didn’t figure you out even before you did. Won that bet from your mom, too. And I’ve held it over her since.”


    “Guess my parents aren’t as attentive.” Tommy chuckled. “I had to come out to them. Went well enough, all things considered.”


    “It’s good when it does.” With his faraway gaze, there was only one person Mark could’ve been thinking about, Arden knew. Donnah Heeley was still serving her prison sentence at Torrington. Neither the wolf nor his father had visited her. They had a new life, a life they wanted desperately to paint over the old one. It all fit well enough, and Arden didn’t object. Donnah’s imprisonment was a dark day in Mark’s life, but the months that followed quickly became his happiest.


    Unaware of the slight pause or not showing it, Tommy continued the chat. “Yeah, gonna check out the GSA. Should be fun! Never got to be part of a gay community of any sort.”


    “Yeah, that’s on our list tomorrow!” Sam drained his soda, stifling a burp.


    Arden knew exactly what was on the otter’s mind. Tommy was far too good-looking to miss. It was as if some fates had decided that Danny was easily replaceable. And that was for the best. “So, how about it? Floor meeting?”


    “Let’s do it!” Tommy sprang up from his seat, tail wagging. Yes, he and Sam were perfect for each other. The match with Danny had always felt forced. Opposites may attract, but the cheetah was always much too reserved for someone as constantly full of cheer as Sam. But now, there was hope.


    As the fox rushed for the door, Arden typed up a quick text and sent it to Sam: ‘Gonna go for it?’


    Sam had run ahead to be with Tommy. He read the text and glanced over his shoulder with a shrug; but his smile was answer enough. He’d understood as well. The year’s bumpy start might have just been a new beginning.


    Mark halted Arden with a quick squeeze of the otter’s paw. “You two go on ahead. We’ll circle back to the car and send Mr. Halinen on his way.


    From afar, Sam gave a thumbs-up in agreement. “See you at the floor meeting!” He turned back to Tommy, and the two continued their conversation.


    Mark watched them go with a satisfied smile. “Nice guy, Tommy.”


    Arden couldn’t agree more. “Alright, Dad, let’s find your car.” They circled around Cranston and its perfectly-manicured lawn. The last of the students, or at least the last of the crowd had moved in. There would be stragglers, but that was likely for another week, if not more. But already, both the dorm and the campus around it had settled into a sort of quiet rhythm. The hum of college life had begun.


    The Tuareg stood squeezed between two compacts, its doors precariously close to its neighbors.


    “Don’t laugh. Don’t you dare.” Engvard popped the trunk. “But before I make my way in-” He pulled both boys into a loving embrace. “Stay safe, you two, OK? I know there’s gonna be drinking and partying, and I trust you both to do what’s right.” He sniffled, still maintaining composure. “And hey, Thanksgiving break is right around the corner!”


    “It sure is!” Arden hadn’t planned on crying, but a stray sob broke through. “Keep an eye on Mikey!”


    “Don’t worry, I’ll keep two.” Engvard chuckled. “That one’s developing quite a rebellious attitude, but he’ll turn out alright. They all do.”


    Having been forced into an awkward, semi-kneeling position to be at an even height with the two otters, Mark was first to break up the family hug. “Maybe you guys can come visit us some weekend!”


    “That’s an idea!” Mr. Halinen clambered into the trunk and over the back seat. “But for now, adieu. You have a floor meeting to get to!”


    “Safe drive, Dad!” Arden slammed the trunk lid shut. He stood off to the side, his paw around Mark’s waist, watching the car pull deftly out of the parking space and drive off towards the exit.


    Mark placed two fingers under the otter’s chin and guided Arden’s muzzle gently to his. The kiss was quick, as far as their kisses went, but that didn’t matter. The wolf smiled. “I love ya.”


    “Thanks, Captain Obvious.” Arden licked his boyfriend’s nose. “And maybe tonight you can elaborate on this.” His paws snaked their way down the wolf’s back, stopping at the taut rump.


    “Maybe.” Mark did nothing to keep his tail from wagging. “I’ll have to think about it.”


    Arden gave the wolf’s rear a hearty smack and turned towards Cranston. “Come on. We’ll be late!”


    “Oh, we are already late.” Mark reclaimed the otter’s paw. “Why not be fashionably late?”


    Even outdoors, Arden smelt the wolf’s arousal, wafting through the air like a rich perfume. He giggled. “So eager to elaborate on what you said earlier? Well, then... Maybe I can pencil you in. Maybe.”


    Paws linked, the happy couple hurried to their room. The floor meeting could wait.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Sam


    Their relationship had survived for almost an entire year. That was a good deal longer than most had. The life expectancy of a high school crush was a week. With that in mind, he and Danny were damn near immortal. Guinness World Record Material, at the very least. From the outside, Sam had always wondered why high school relationships rarely lasted long. You had someone you could call your own. Someone you could love. What could go wrong? The otter couldn’t resist a chuckle. Maybe one of the people involved suddenly swapped sexual orientations – frogs did it, so why not the more evolved animals?


    Arden had expected him to feel sad. But beyond the first shock, there was not much to be sad about. They had their run, they parted on good terms, and none of it was his fault. More likely than not, they’d never ‘hang out’ or ‘do lunch,’ but no one expected either of those things. Mentioning them was politeness, a figure of speech – like asking to ‘borrow’ a stick of gum with no intention of returning it, chewed and covered in saliva.


    So, really, the only reason to be sad was the thought of having to go out on the dating market again. But Tommy was gay, and Tommy was very clearly interested. Either that or Sam’s fly had been undone the entire time. He checked. It wasn’t. So, maybe-


    “You two go on ahead. We’ll circle back to the car and send Mr. Halinen on his way.


    Sam turned around. He’d gotten so lost in daydreams of Tommy the fact that both Arden and Mark had fallen behind only now registered. The otter gave his friends a thumbs up. “See you at the floor meeting!” Knowing those two, he wouldn’t. Sam smiled. If he could ever find love like that, any trial passed to attain it was more than worth the while.


    “Man, I wish I could swim well enough.” Tommy paused by the door and dug through his pockets. “Key fob, key fob... Ah!” A quick swipe, and the door hissed slowly open on its hydraulic hinge.


    “Yeah, being on the team was pretty fun.” Sam tested the waters. “Lots of swimsuit-clad guys weren’t exactly a negative, either!”


    “I can imagine!” The fox did nothing to hide the fact that he was imagining quite a bit more than that. “Maybe we can go, sometime!”


    “Well, this place’s gotta have at least one pool, right?” Danny hated swimming, which made a relationship with an otter that much more strained.


    “Exactly!” Tommy jogged briskly up the linoleum steps. “And hey, we have the rest of the weekend before classes start. Plenty of time to go exploring!”


    The stairs opened up to a broad foyer, where a bulk of the third-floor freshmen sat encircling a group of four older students. Those four wore professional smiles and T-shirts with Lakeforest Residential stenciled in green letters across the front.


    The tallest among them, a brilliantly-orange tiger, gave the arrivals a friendly nod. “Welcome, guys! Just have a seat anywhere. Someone pass them the sign-in sheet! We are going over some dorm rules. Common sense, mostly, but you won’t believe how many people will accidentally break them this year.”


    Sam and Tommy padded around the circle and took a seat between a raccoon and wolf. As the tigress resumed her safety speech, Sam turned his attention to figuring out Arden’s entrance plan. Their room was much too close to the floor meeting for any sort of sneaking. Would they be horny enough to scale the side of the building to the third floor? He couldn’t resist a snerk.


    “And last but certainly not least...” The mouse, who stood several heads shorter than the tiger took his turn to speak. “No cooking in the dorms. Microwaving is fine, but there is a reason we don’t provide you with stoves. We don’t trust you. Hell, I don’t trust anyone. Last year, a fox in my old dorm decided to cook Ramen. She put the noodles in a pot, then turned up the gas, and she went off to do her hair. Notice what I’m forgetting?”


    A ditzy fox, probably the freshman prototype of the one in the story, raised her freshly-manicured paw. “She forgot to season? Gotta season!”


    The students around her erupted in laughter, Sam and Tommy among them.


    The mouse maintained his trained smile, all the while, no doubt, making a very loud mental note to keep several pair of eyes on that fox. If anyone this year ended up torching the building with a curling iron, it would be her. He sighed. “Well, I guess that’s two things she forgot to do. The correct answer was water. I would’ve also accepted leaving the stove off and then heading off somewhere you can safely ignore it.” He looked up at his colleagues. “Did we forget anything? No booze, no drugs, no cooking, no loud parties – but college kids are incapable of partying without booze, so I don’t even know why I mentioned that last bit. Oh yeah, and we will have monthly room inspections!”


    A collective groan of kids hoping wrongly for freedom echoed around the foyer.


    The tiger petted his friend on the back. “Now, now, Marty. We have to knock and announce ourselves, remember? So if you have a kilo of coke sitting on the counter, you’ll have several minutes to flush it.”


    “Or just, you know, put it into your fridge or maybe the dresser.” Marty shook his head. “We aren’t actually allowed to inspect thoroughly enough to check. So yeah, don’t leave hard drugs on the coffee table. Then again, if you’re used to doing that, you probably wouldn’t have gotten into college. You’d come to Denville for an entirely different reason – our lovely abandoned thread mills.”


    Again, the ditzy fox raised her paw. “Thread mills?”


    “Yup!” Marty gave the tiger a wink. “Unofficial story time? You’ll have to pitch in, Dom.”


    Dom sighed. “Fine. But don’t scare them.”


    “I’ll see what I can do.” Marty plopped down to the floor and motioned for the others to draw in closer. “About a hundred years ago, having a huge and fast river like Denville does was a huge boon for factories. Denville in particular got flooded with thread mills. There are at least fifteen that still survive. A bunch, they’ve managed to convert into cool little apartment buildings, but the three across the river, hell no!” He drew a finger across his throat. “People die over there.”


    Little surprise that they’d neglected to mention all of that on the Lakeforest brochures and website. Sam giggled.


    Dom shook his head. “I wish it was funny, but it ain’t. We’ve had a couple kids vanish last year.”


    Sam straightened up, flushing from embarrassment. “I’m sorry about that. So, what goes on in those thread mills?”


    “Heroin.” Dom spoke the word with an audible bitterness. Whether, friends, relatives or personal experience, there was something there. “They cook it up here. People forget that we are at most a two hour drive from six major cities.”


    Marty cut off any questions the freshmen were getting ready to ask. “Heroin Capital of the Northeast! And no one is suicidal enough to try and clean those thread mills out. Yet another small-town convenience. Everyone knows it’s there, but everyone lets it slide.”


    Dom did not let the silence drag. “Anyway, let’s not think about that stuff too much. The Lakeforest campus is one of the safest in the nation. Just don’t go across the river at night. There’s really nothing to see there, anyway.”


    And that was that. The RAs took questions and dismissed everyone with one more cautionary reminder to follow the rules.


    As the students parted and headed for their dorms, the stairway door opened, and Arden peeked in.


    Dom saw him. “Ah, stragglers. Room three oh six, I’m guessing?”


    “Yeah. Sorry about that.” The otter emerged fully, dragging Mark along. “We were saying goodbye to my dad. Lost track of time.”


    “No worries. Just sign in and read these over.” Dom gave each of them a printed packet with the meeting’s minutes. “We’ll be having a quiz on this at the next floor meeting. Everyone who gets all the questions right gets to play our raffle.” He beamed. “Cool prizes! You know you want ‘em!”


    Arden scanned over the printout. “Thanks. We’ll definitely prepare!”


    “Good!” The tiger collected his sign-in sheet. “I’m Dom, by the way. Looks like I’ll be your RA. If you have any questions, just come by room three-oh-one. If I’m not there, I have a schedule hanging on the door.”


    “Thanks!” Arden shook paws with him, feeling, no doubt, entirely dwarfed. “I’m Arden, and this is Mark.”


    Sam approached and waved to them. “Hey guys!”


    “Oh, hey!” Arden hugged his friend. “Did we miss much?”


    “Nah. Common sense stuff, mostly. I think you’ll figure it out... somehow.” Sam gave the otter a quick pat on the back. “Gotta say, I was wrong. I thought you and Mark were gonna be off... Doing stuff.”


    “That’s where we were headed, actually.” Arden turned a few very noticeable degrees warmer from the comment. “But since the floor meeting’s done, might as well put it off ‘til tonight. Too much other stuff to do!”


    “Well, you have about two hours ‘til dinner.” Sam winked. Arden had picked the wrong time to be polite. “Why don’t you go do your thing, and I’ll wander around for a bit with Tommy.”


    Arden clicked immediately. “Good plan! Let’s meet back in the dorm in an hour.” He grabbed hold of Mark’s paw, dragging his boyfriend eagerly along. “Come on, Wuffles. Clock’s ticking!”


    “Oh, I’ll show you Wuffles!” Mark growled playfully as he followed the otter into the hallway.


    Alone at last, Sam gestured to the door. “After you.”


    “What a gentleotter!” Tommy giggled. “Where are we going?”


    “No clue.” Sam took the stairs one at a time, intent on not rushing places as he usually did. “Just wander around campus for a while, I guess?”


    “Hey, it’s a nice summer day. Don’t see why not!” Tommy let his tail wag excitedly behind him.


    Sam moved to take the fox’s paw but hesitated. Even if Tommy were interested, the fox was shy. He’d never dated anyone before. Going too quickly would only spook him and make things awkward. But how quickly was too quickly? He’d gone slowly enough with Danny, and things still fell apart. But all the biochemists in the world couldn’t figure relationships out, and he hadn’t even had his first class. Making mistakes seemed to be the only road. But mistakes hurt; and so, the otter opted to wait. “Let’s see if we can find a map somewhere, first.”


    “Good idea!” Tommy shielded his eyes from the bright afternoon sunlight, as the boys emerged outside. “Can’t wait ‘til we can navigate this place on autopilot!”


    “Sooner than later.” Sam chuckled. “Imagine if we’d gone to State. That place is like ten million times bigger.” He had imagined going to State – over the summer. He loved Arden dearly, strictly as a friend now, but the feeling of being a third wheel despite having Danny – it wore thin for an hour or two one sunny June day. Arden and Mark were together, as usual, wrapped snugly in each other’s arms, while Sam sat off to the side, his boyfriend away at some summer camp. There was no bitterness; he was happy for them. He just wished he could also be happy for himself. But in the end, he did go to Lakeforest – because he wanted to, because he loved Arden, because he loved Mark, and because losing them over an occasional lonely pang would be the stupidest decision of his life. Besides, there was always Danny…


    “Found it!” Tommy ran for a large display board planted neatly at a fork in the road. Below Lakeforest’s elaborate logo, sat a not-at-all-to-scale diagram of the campus. Among the cartoon trees and caricatures of buildings, a bright red dot denoted their position.


    Sam looked around for a fitting place to go. “How about the science building? I’m bound to have at least a few classes in there.”


    “Right on, let’s do it!” Tommy ran his left paw up the index of names printed neatly beside the map. “Roger E. Helmers Science Building. Quadrant C7. There!”


    Orienting by a poorly-scaled map and without a compass was tough, but the boys managed. They walked side by side along the broad path, enjoying the weather and chatting about anything that came to mind. All the while, Sam worked on getting up the courage to make some sort of move. It didn’t have to be much – just something the fox couldn’t possibly misinterpret for a regular friendship. Once Monday came, and they went to the GSA meeting, others would swarm Tommy. All the previous self-advice of going slow evaporated. He took the fox’s paw.


    Tommy’s large green eyes met Sam’s. He smiled. “I was wondering when you would go for it.”


    “So, you’re OK with this?” Sam squeezed tighter, still in disbelief that it was all so easy. He’d imagined looking for love as something a lot more painful and time-consuming.


    “Well, duh!” Tommy leaned over as he walked. “You’re way too cute to refuse.” He kissed the otter’s cheekruff, making Sam’s heart beat staccato.


    The warm summer air became unbearably hot. Blushing from his ears to the tip of his rudder, Sam held the fox’s paw tightly, as if letting go would break some magic and Tommy would change his mind.


    But the fox showed no signs of regretting his actions. He just strolled merrily along, his smile even brighter than usual. “Ooh, that’s one hell of a view!”


    They had stopped by the shore of a small lake, an even smaller wooded island in its center. Weeping willows draped their dread-like branches into the still water, casting a pleasant shadow over the shore. Someone had been considerate enough to place a bench right beneath the biggest willow.


    Sam and Tommy sat down. The fox shuffled close, resting his velvety head on Sam’s shoulder. He sighed blissfully. “That’s nice.”


    “Yeah. It is, isn’t it?” Sam snaked an arm behind Tommy’s back and pulled the fox in close — content, at last.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    


    Together, the boys sat like this with little intention of moving or continuing their walk. Walking implied wanting to be somewhere, and at that moment, both Sam and Tommy were exactly where they wanted to be.


    But time, like it always did, strove to make sad moments long and happy ones fleeting.


    Reluctantly, Sam glanced at his phone. “It’s been about an hour. Dinner?”


    “You read my mind!” Tommy pecked the otter’s cheek and stood. “Not like we won’t be able to cuddle afterwards.”


    “And now you’ve read mine!” Sam sprang to his feet, bouncing excitedly up and down, a happy, youthful energy coursing through his body. There was only one more step to seal the happiness for good. “So, do you wanna try the whole ‘boyfriend’ thing?”


    Tommy giggled, his sizable tail wagging to and fro like a feather-duster. “Absolutely! Yes!”


    Sam wrapped both arms around the fox and squeezed tightly, the bright swell of emotion bringing with it happy tears. “Thank you!” The words came out in short sobs. Things would really be alright, he knew. Danny had been scared, Danny had been apprehensive, but Tommy was different. That fox had spent his life lonely, Sam could tell. And if they both wanted each other this badly, that bond was a powerful one.


    “I should be the one thanking you.” Tommy ran a gentle paw down the otter’s back. “After what happened with your ex, I was afraid to even ask. I was getting ready for one hell of an awkward year. Rooming with a crush never ends well, from what I hear.”


    “Yeah, would’ve been weird.” Sam wiped his tears and gazed deep into the Fox’s gorgeous, green eyes. He knew all about puppy love, but maybe one day he could have a love as incredible as Arden’s. ‘Fingers crossed.’

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Arden


    The incredible rush of lovemaking hadn’t gotten old after almost a year, and Arden doubted it ever would. With each new exploration of the wolf’s body, there came new sensations, but that wasn’t all. Something more had also started happening. There bloomed an intimate familiarity; a comfort that mingled with the new feelings and created something wonderful. The otter rested in his boyfriend’s strong arms wrapped in the warm afterglow of a sensational orgasm. Neither of them spoke. At times like these, neither of them wanted to. The two boys simply lay together, in silence, grateful for what they had.


    There, beneath the blankets, with Mark’s nude form pressing against his own, Arden felt the safest. Around them, the world went on as it always did, but together, they could escape it – if only for a short while.


    But the escape was fleeting. In the darkness of the curtained room, Arden’s phone lit up and the sing-song chimes of its alarm broke the spell of their isolation.


    Mark stirred behind the otter, coming out of his light doze. “Well, guess it’s time for dinner.” He showed no signs of moving. Instead, the wolf wrapped his arms tighter around the otter, his paws coming to rest on Arden’s chest. And the alarm rang on, unheeded.


    A knock on the door brought with it the kind of urgency the alarm was meant to but hadn’t. Sam’s voice came muffled and cautious. “You awake in there, guys?”


    Arden sat up with all the reluctance in the world. “Yeah, we are. Hang on a sec. We’ll get dressed and meet you in the common room.”


    “Kay.” Two sets of paws shuffled off.


    Arden hopped out of bed and looked around for his clothes. “Boy, we really undressed in a hurry.”


    “Of course, we did.” Mark sat up and rubbed his eyes. “Can’t decide if I’m sleepy or hungry.”


    “Hungry.” Arden balled up the wolf’s boxers, shorts and polo, and threw them towards the bed. “And lazy.” He slipped into his own shorts and buttoned the clasp around his tail. “Do we smell OK?”


    Mark raised his nose and sniffed. “Nope. But meh. We’re college students. Not like people don’t know what goes on behind closed doors, right?” Nevertheless, he padded sleepily over to the dresser and opened its top drawer. “Mr. Fox?” The familiar tube of scent-muting cream made its way out of the dresser. The wolf rubbed some cream on his groin, massaging it carefully into the sheath. “A bit better.”


    Arden took the tube and tossed it back into the drawer. “D’you know something? You’re right. Smelling like my boyfriend isn’t so bad.” He licked the wolf’s nose. “Come on, Sam and Tommy must be out for blood by this point.”


    But they weren’t. The two boys sat on the couch in the common room, far too close for friends. They were chatting about Sam’s classes when Arden peeked in. “All set?”


    “Yup!” Sam followed the fox out, stopping only briefly to nudge Arden. “Talk later?”


    “Sure!” Things had gone better than well, Arden knew. Maybe pretty soon, Sam would be asking for an hour of privacy, after all. “So, what’s on the menu after dinner?”


    “Dunno.” Sam waited for Mark to get out into the hallway and then locked the door. “Maybe a movie or some Monopoly?”


    “I’m game for either of those.” Arden took the lead, although the campus map was still mostly fog to him. “Let’s start with Monopoly, I guess. Not like we don’t all know who’s gonna win, though.” Mark always won. No matter how rotten his luck was when it came to landing on good streets, the wolf never failed to pull a win out of nowhere.


    Sam shrugged. “Well, there’s a reason he’s a business major, I guess. Besides, we can always vie for second place, right?”


    “We gotta go right down this street. Second turn on the left, I think.” Tommy picked up Arden’s lead. “And Monopoly sounds awesome! I’m pretty good at it.”


    Mark brought up the rear, as likely to win a game of Monopoly as he was to get hopelessly lost. Tommy’s comment awakened the wolf’s competitive nature. “Oh, a new challenger? I accept!”


    Arden rolled his eyes in mock-annoyance. “Oh jeez, don’t encourage him.” He met the wolf’s gaze with a frown. “I hope that fox wins. In fact, I hope he annihilates you.”


    Sam clapped Tommy on the back. “So, there you have it. If you don’t win, the world ends.”


    Tommy caught on and ran with it. “If I must. I do hate embarrassing people this badly.” He winked. “But if you say so, I guess I’ll do it. Should I force everyone out of their properties before it’s done?”


    “I like your style!” Mark threw an arm around the fox. “Tell ya what. Let’s team up against these two first. Filthy otters. They’ll be easy pickins. Once they’re done, we can figure out what’s what.”


    “Deal!” Tommy’s tail wagged back and forth in near-unison with Mark’s, so happy to be accepted as one of the group. Being the new guy was always tough.


    Arden split up from his boyfriend and went to walk by Sam. “They’re already siding against us. Unbelievable!”


    “We’ll show ‘em!” Sam took Arden’s paw and raised it high. “Otters prevail!”


    Their game continued well into the dining hall, where the boys each put together a custom dinner out of the available buffet items before finding a quiet table by the window.


    At first, Arden had had second thoughts about not trying to mingle with the other kids, but it seemed like everyone’s plans of mingling had been put off to second thoughts or less. Much like they had at the Student U, kids sat in their own little groups, usually of four – roommates, most likely. The mingling would begin with the start of classes.


    Among the sea of new faces, Arden spotted several familiar ones from his high school. He waved a few hellos before sitting back down. There was only one pair of eyes he avoided. Danny sat in a small group of students, watching Arden’s table intently. He made to stand several times, but each time, he sat back down until the conversation finally swallowed his attention whole.


    From the corner of his eye, Arden watched Sam, but the otter looked far too absorbed in Tommy to care. He really was over it.


    The boys ate with short breaks for conversation and then headed back up to their suite, where Mark brought out the Monopoly board. “Shoddy the battleship.”


    “Won’t help!” Tommy dug through the available pieces until he found the money bag. As the two resident pros, he and the wolf set everything up, while Sam and Arden looked on.


    “They haven’t even started their business majors, and already, they’re planning to rob us blind.” Arden giggled. He whipped out his phone and sent Sam a quick text. ‘So, how’s it going with Tommy?’


    ‘Going alright!’ Sam grinned with adorable embarrassment. ‘I guess we’re dating.’


    ‘That’s awesome!’ Arden gave his friend a quick hug and joined the others at the table.


    Their game ran well into the night with Sam excusing himself only once to take a call from his dad.


    Arden turned away from admiring his most recent hotel purchase when the otter returned. “Everything OK?”


    “Yeah.” Sam smiled, but something was off. He was usually very cheerful, but it was also painfully obvious when he was overcompensating.


    Arden cast him a cautious glance. “Alrighty. Well, it’s your turn.”


    “Right.” Sam cupped the dice in his paws and rolled. The questioning was over.


    The temptation to text the otter and keep prodding was strong all through the evening, but Arden resisted. Whatever news Sam had received, it was his to share or his to hide. Instead, Arden concentrated on the game. He and Sam had immediately fallen behind, with Tommy and Mark teaming up to dominate the board. Four hours later, the wolf and fox had divided the board between them, sinking the two otters and pilfering their property.


    Sam and Arden sat back and watched the other two go at it, carefully calculating their moves and purchases, never giving quarter. Soon, even the bank was empty, and the game became a series of swapping money.


    Finally, at around three in the morning, Sam awoke from his doze enough to call a halt. “Alright, guys. Let’s just say it was a tie.”


    Everyone let the obvious joke slide, and the four occupants of room 306 split up with a quick good night.


    Arden and Mark retired to their room, their door slamming shut behind them. The otter shed his clothes quickly and climbed beneath the soft, down blankets. The air conditioning had done wonders, and the room had cooled to a beautiful sixty degrees.


    Mark stroked his boyfriend’s chest fur absentmindedly. “Did you hear who called Sam?”


    “No.” Arden tried to let the sensations take over. Thinking about tense subjects this late at night would mean not sleeping. He closed his eyes and felt the wolf’s blunt claws trail their way through his fur. Just like the first time they slept together, the sensation was electric. But the touch had come to mean so much more since then. He felt safe there. And that feeling was stronger even than the rush of passion had been.


    But Mark persisted. “It wasn’t his dad, was it?”


    “No clue.” Arden sighed and then rolled over to face the wolf. “Seriously, I have no idea. But Sam will tell us when he’s ready.”


    “I know, I’m just worried.” Mark kissed his boyfriend’s nose. His embrace tightened. “I hope Sam finds someone like you in Tommy. He deserves to be just as happy as I am.”


    “As happy as we are.” Correction made, Arden kissed the wolf on the muzzle and turned back over. “Nighty night.”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Sam


    The call had riled him up some, but Sam let it drift to the back of his mind. No reason to give it much thought. Alcohol did weird things to people, that much he knew. And things had gotten weird even before that.


    “-pretty chilly?” The tail end of Tommy’s question drifted through.


    “Huh?” Sam looked up.


    The fox had stripped down to a pair of boxers. He looked just as perfect as the otter’s imagination had painted him. Lean muscle beneath a sleek coat of auburn fur. “I said it’s pretty chilly with the AC on.” For a moment, his smile lost its seemingly ever-present innocence. “Maybe cuddles would help.”


    “Yeah!” He realized then that getting close to Tommy would make everything easier. He’d have his excuse. The doubts would be gone. Together with the fox, he clambered underneath the covers. The urge to do more cropped up. His briefs tented.


    The thought of resisting, a residual one, let itself be glimpsed, but it didn’t stay long. Sam tore his eyes away from Tommy. Arousal was fighting for control, and the otter let his grip on that control loosen. He unbuckled his shorts and slid quickly out. Coy was the way to do it, but with the throbbing erection pushing it’s way out if his briefs, Sam knew he looked anything but. “So, cuddles?”


    “That’s what I was hoping for!” Tommy played polite as well, keeping his gaze away from the otter’s maleness. He slid back the covers and hopped into bed.


    Eager, Sam joined him, wondering all the while how far he should take things the first time. Tommy was clearly the sort who went with the flow. The thought of control made Sam’s briefs tighten even more. The otter shuffled in close and let his arms snake their way around his new friend.


    “Oh, this is nice!” Tommy had given up on keeping his tail still. It wagged uncontrollably against Sam’s groin. He rested his paws on the otter’s strong forearms and closed his eyes.


    Sam trailed trailed a paw down the fox’s belly, stopping just short of the waistband. The excitement of something new coursed through him. His entire body begged for Sam to continue, and that ache only pushed the electric glow further. Slowing down on something he wanted so badly, fighting instinct, it made the young otter’s head spin. His paw made its way up to the fox’s chest and lingered. “Yeah, it’s pretty nice to relax like this.” The smalltalk did nothing to break the sexual energy that had come to dominate the room.


    “Mhm.” Tommy only smiled broader, his eyes still shut in bliss.


    Running its claws through the fox’s smooth, russet fur, Sam’s paw made it down Tommy’s side and came to rest on his thigh. The otter spread his fingers wide, cupping the hip and then moving back to the rump.


    Tommy giggled. “Boy, somebody’s excited.”


    “I-” Sam let the hot flush of embarrassment creep up his cheeks. “Yeah.” He undid the Velcro that held the fox’s boxers around his tail and pulled the garment down past Tommy’s engorged member. “Looks like I’m not the only one who’s excited.”


    “I deny nothing.” Tommy turned his head and have the otter’s muzzle a teasing lick. His maleness had long since grown to its full hardness. It throbbed tantalizingly just beneath the sheets, smearing the cotton fabric with pre.


    With one paw on the fox’s stomach and the other gently exploring the curvy rump, Sam knew he’d long since crossed the point of no return. He turned Tommy over, and their muzzles met in a kiss.


    Tommy gasped but quickly caught up and leaned into the kiss. His eyes fell closed, and his paws came to rest on the small of the otter’s back. He licked lustily at Sam’s tongue, pressing his hips forward.


    The passion intoxicated Sam. Everything had gone from a crawl to a sprint, and the otter let the runaway sensation carry him. He pulled Tommy close, his pawpads probing the short, soft fur of the fox’s rump. Being with Danny had felt like this, Sam recalled it vividly. Same build, same texture of fur. But the scent was far too different, a stark contrast that rendered a clear line that would not allow the memory of holding the cheetah to bleed any further into the present.


    The otter pushed hard against his bedmate, grinding his member against Tommy’s with a pleasurable moan escaping his parted muzzle. The sensation of bare skin touching skin pushed all others away and blended them into a symphony of background noise. Sam grasped both his shaft and Tommy’s, already slick with pre with pre. He stroked up and down the length, encouraged by Tommy’s throaty moans. Each time he reached the fox’s knot, Sam found it more engorged than before.


    “I- I’m getting close.” Tommy let the words out in a breathless whisper and leaned in for another kiss. His maleness quivered in Sam’s paw, spurring drop after drop of pre, as the fox struggled visibly to hold back climax for just a little bit linger.


    Vaguely, somewhere between the myriad of electrifying sensations, Sam realized he wasn’t far behind. The otter pushed Tommy against the bed and straddled him, grinding his sheath against the fox’s.


    Tommy gasped in surprise and came only moments later with one last growl.


    Coated in fresh seed, Sam’s paw stroked into a fervor, and climax finally hit. The otter’s stomach tensed, his eyes shut, and he released. Jet after jet of warm seed spurted from his tip, landing in splotches across Tommy’s white fur.


    With the last of his warm seed spilled over the fox’s belly, Sam collapsed atop his boyfriend. The call had rendered him full of doubt and strange remorse, but none of it remained. Everything was finally alright. Tommy said something about cleaning up, but the otter merely shrugged it off. “Tomorrow.” He drifted to sleep before the fox could reply.


    Morning came and went unnoticed in room 306. Her occupants slept through the whole thing, each lost in their own dreams. For once, Sam’s dreams were restful. He was exactly where he wanted to be, and that was amazing.


    The otter finally awoke. He pawed sleepily for his phone, getting a firm grip on the fourth try. “One PM.” He tossed the device back onto the bedside table. “Not bad. Not bad at all.” Behind him, Tommy stirred awake, his nude form hidden enticingly by the cotton sheet. Sam followed the furrow of the fox’s stomach muscles down to the bulge. “Morning!”


    “Hey!” Tommy’s eyes crept open. “Are we late anywhere?”


    “Don’t think so.” Sam allowed himself to be pulled back beneath the covers. It was Sunday. And they really weren’t late anywhere at all.


    Lazy Sunday had drifted by in a pleasant haze. The boys took a late lunch, watched a movie together, and then libido took over and the four parted in pairs again. Monday was much more hectic.


    

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Arden


    The alarm had never been Arden’s friend, but after the many years of six AM swim meets and even earlier ski trips, the otter grew to grudgingly accept it as a necessity. When the familiar jangly tune went off – first, in his head and then somewhere nearby – the otter reached instinctively out for his phone and silenced it. The excitement of the first day of college helped pull him out of bed. “Sweetie?” He prodded Mark’s sleeping form.


    The wolf tossed this way and that, the last of his dream fading. He opened his muzzle, escaping a huge yawn. “Hey.” His teeth shut with a click. “’Time is it?”


    “Six thirty.” Arden checked his phone, some small part of him hoping he’d made a horrible mistake and they still had an hour to nap. No such luck.


    “Remind me to never take an eight o’clock class ever again.” Mark pawed sleepily at his eyes.


    “Well, lucky for you, most business classes seem to start after 9. It’s just this Intro to Health thing you need to get through.”


    “Yes, where they will teach us all about how sex is grody, and how we shouldn’t do it because we’ll get everyone pregnant.” The wolf’s sense of humor usually awakened last. This was a good sign.


    “Not like we have anything to worry about in that department.” Arden crawled back onto the bed and gave his boyfriend a teasing lick. “I’ll be in the shower.”


    Mark stuck his tongue out. “Don’t rub it in. And no, I’m not getting up several hours early just to properly wash and dry my fur.”


    “I didn’t say a word. You smell fantastic to me!” Arden inhaled the wolf’s rich musk, careful to not let himself be pulled in. Fun as it would have been. He hopped off the bed and padded to the bathroom. The shower walls had yet to dry. ‘Sam’s up early.’ Arden didn’t give it much more thought than that, as he turned up the hot water.


    Dressed and dry, he found Sam out in the common room. “Someone’s excited!”


    “First day of classes. Of course I’m excited!” Sam bounced twice on the couch and hopped to his feet. “And the GSA meets today!”


    “Don’t you already have a boyfriend?” Arden glanced back towards Sam’s room. The door was ajar.


    “I do. Still, it’s cool to meet the other gay kids.” He winked. “Honestly, I’m hoping to see some of the ‘totally straight’ guys from high school.”


    Arden nudged his friend playfully. “Just don’t forget, Sam. You were once a totally straight guy from high school.”


    The otter waved him off. “I know, I know. Not like I’m gonna give ‘em a hard time. I just wanna see if I was right about any of them...” He smiled sheepishly. “And alright, maybe I’ll have a giggle to myself here and there. Cuz come on, if a guy like Chris showed up, wouldn’t you laugh?”


    “You mean a convict?” Arden shivered. “Actually, I’d be horrified.”


    Sam shrugged. “Oh, he’ll get off eventually, if he hasn’t already. Charges for his stuff amount to maybe six to eight months. And chances are good that Daddy stepped in and got him out in less than half of that.”


    “And I hope to never find out any more about it. Out of sight, out of mind.” If there was one other person Arden wanted to see less, it was probably Donnah. His thoughts slipped at the shuffling of paws behind him.


    Tommy had gotten up. Clad in only his briefs, the fox made his way across the small hallway and into the bathroom, eyes half-open, murmuring something to himself all the while.


    Arden waited politely until the bathroom door slammed shut before laughing. “Wow, he is worse than Mikey, isn’t he?” Remembering his brother brought a pang of longing. It had only been a few days, but the two otters were rarely apart for long.


    Sam shared a few of his friend’s chuckles. “Looks like it, yeah. But he and Mark are business majors. Once this semester is done, they’ll never have to be awake before 8.”


    “Unlike us, eh?” Arden threw a comradely arm around his best friend. “Science majors til’ the end.” He’d heard all about kids who switched their majors within the first year. ‘Its why the biochem department is so pathetically tiny,’ his freshman advisor had said. ‘Not many have the stones to last.’


    “And morning classes ‘til the end, too.” Sam rested his head on Arden’s shoulder. His short ears canted towards the bathroom door. “Ar, how can you tell that you’re happy? In your relationship, I mean.”


    Arden could do nothing but shrug. “I guess you just know it. It’s something deep inside.”


    “Oh.” The answer was not a scientific one, and the disappointment on Sam’s face showed just how badly the otter had wished it were. “I’m just trying to figure out if I’m happy.”


    “Give it time.” Another horrible answer. Arden cringed inwardly. “You’ve only known him for a couple of days. A few months in, maybe more, ask yourself this same question. It isn’t like you are in any rush.” Arden paused, thinking Tommy was about to join them, but the faucet turned on, and the otter continued. “There’s only one thing to keep in mind. Rather than just waiting and watching. Be happy. You of all people know how to do that. Enjoy your time. If you find the relationship failing despite your efforts, then maybe it’s time to part. You’ll know that, too.”


    “Thanks, Ar!” Sam turned to his friend, embraced him, and then ran to do the same to Tommy, who’d just emerged, still more asleep than awake, from the bathroom. “Ready for class?”


    “No.” The fox let himself go limp in his boyfriend’s strong arms. “I just wanna nap. Five minutes.”


    “You can nap after this, hon.” Sam kissed Tommy’s cheek. “Class ends at nine, and you’ve got nothing ‘til eleven.”


    “Won’t be the same.” Tommy straightened up, standing without the otter’s support. “Alright, then. Guess we go once Mark is ready.”


    “Two seconds!” The wolf slammed the bathroom door shut behind himself. He reemerged ten minutes later, fur groomed and smelling faintly of lemon. “Alrighty.”


    Arden and Sam led the other two out of the dorm and towards the dining hall, Mark and Tommy following on auto-pilot. Some coffee and an omelet each served to perk them up enough to function. The boys finished their food and got up to leave.


    “Hey, Sam!”


    They turned towards the voice.


    It was Danny. The cheetah walked over, beaming. “How are ya, guys? Off to class?”


    Arden waited for Sam to answer, but the otter kept silent. “Er, we are, yeah.”


    “Cool, cool!” Danny put his tray onto the conveyor belt of the caf’s massive dishwasher. “Wanna hang out tonight? Maybe go to that game night thing they’re doing!”


    This time, Sam beat the others to the punch. “We have our GSA meeting tonight. Maybe another night this week or next week?”


    “Sure, just text me!” Danny waved merrily, chewing on the last of his blueberry muffin, and headed towards the bathroom.


    The pressure to get Sam alone and prod him was strong, but Arden resisted. “Come on, we’ll be late to class.” But he promised himself that one more weird situation, and the prodding would happen, even against his logic to not intrude.


    They found the phys-ed building quickly enough. It was far larger but also far more run down than the others.


    “Definitely not pamphlet material,” Arden observed.


    The others nodded in silent agreement.


    Arden sighed. The first class of the first semester of freshman year. The thought brought with it a shiver of nervous anticipation. Lecture halls, professors and never again another hall pass. Elton High already felt an eternity ago.


    When they finally made it through the labyrinthine building and into the classroom, Arden realized that he was, at the very least, wrong about the lecture halls. Intro to Health resided in a room no different than something every high school student had seen far too much of – rows of desks, a clock on the wall, and a bored marmot sitting in front of the whiteboard.


    A fennec shuffled past, his large, sandy ears bobbing up and down along in rhythm with his tail. “Welcome to high school, version 2.0.”


    Arden chuckled at the mind overlap and went to find a seat.


    Class went by far quicker than Arden had thought it would, mostly because the marmot in charge merely introduced herself as Dr. Friday, passed out BMI calipers, and instructed the class to partner up and measure each other. “Don’t forget to account for fur thickness. The charts are in your textbooks. You are all of the more common species, so this should be easy.” She nodded approvingly and returned to reading a book at her desk. The next words out of her muzzle were homework and a good-bye.


    As they parted outside of the physical education building, Mark finally woke up enough to try a proper smile. “This’ll be a thorough class, I can tell.”


    Sam already had his textbook cracked open. “Definitely thorough on the homework. Have you seen this? Thirty questions about body mass and all that nonsense. I’m not a phys-sci major!”


    “We’ll do it together.” Mark glanced over the otter’s shoulder at the textbook. “And hey, at least you’re a science major of some sort. When AP Physics let out for the last time, I thought I was done with this stuff.” He shrugged. “Oh well. Life.”


    “Yep.” Arden smiled. “Life.”


    The four of them split up there, with Sam and Arden heading off to the Chem building, while Mark and Tommy returned to Cranston for some jealousy-inducing sleep.


    “Room one-twenty-six.” Arden opened the door and peeked inside. “Ah, that’s more like it!”


    Inside, some hundred, or so, students had gathered in a cavernous lecture hall. A few of the more eager ones sat up front, intent on pleasing the professor. The rest chose the furthest seat back they could find. Sadly, by the time Arden and Sam arrived, the furthest seat back was far too close to the front for any semblance of privacy.


    At nine-thirty on the dot, a door at the front of the auditorium swung open and a primly-dressed fox sauntered out. “Good morning, class. My name is Professor Sharp. Welcome to Intro to Biology for Majors. You’d better all be wide awake because unlike some other professors, I start my class on day one. If you miss even a single lecture, you better get very good at reading that textbook of yours, or you will fail. I don’t do extra credit, and my only advice to the eventual and inevitable stragglers will be the tutoring center across the street from the Student U. Now, let’s see what you still remember from last year…”


    “Wow, I’m gonna fail that!” Sam collapsed at the nearest table in the dining hall, paws over his head. “Not ready. At. All.”


    “We’ll figure it out.” The lecture had been brutal and nowhere near as entertaining as watching the expression on Sam’s face go from giddy excitement to utter horror. But that reaction was far from unique. One of the students, a small mouse, grew so dejected that he stood and walked out in the middle of the lecture. Arden patted his forlorn friend on the back. “We got through AP Bio just fine, remember? This is basically the same thing.”


    “Not even close.” Sam peeked out from between his crossed arms. “Buxton was an idiot. Scratch, still is an idiot. This guy, though. Sharp. Aptly named.”


    Arden prepared himself for another round of comforting, when his phone rang. “Yup?”


    It was Mark. “You guys ready for lunch?”


    “Way ahead of ya, Sweet-butt.” Arden cradled the phone against his shoulder. “Come to the caf. We’re hungry!”


    “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Mark faked a yawn. “Well, unlike some people, our class just let out!”


    “So did ours!” Arden held back a yawn. “And unlike some individuals I won’t mention, our class is a double period, and we didn’t get to spend an hour napping!”


    “Love ya!” Mark hung up the phone.


    Arden giggled and went back to Sam. “So, besides dreading bio. How are ya?” Mark and Tommy wouldn’t show up for a bit, and none of the other diners were too keen to listen in. The otter hoped that his friend would see this as a chance to talk.


    But Sam didn’t take the bait. “Pretty fantastic, actually! When that thing with Danny happened, I was down for a bit, but now… I mean, Tommy, you guys, college! I’m excited!”


    Arden did his best to figure out if the excitement was genuine. Either it was, or Sam held a damn good poker face, as incapable of it as Arden had always found him. He would talk when he needed to. “Good!” He checked the calendar on his phone. “Oh crap, I forgot that Bio counted twice. That’s three classes, and I’m all done for the day! You?”


    “Err…” Sam fished around for his phone. He flipped to the schedule. “Yeah, actually! And the GSA meeting isn’t ‘til six. Nap?”


    “You read my mind!” As if part-canid, Sam swished his rudder merrily. It was a habit he’d picked up very recently – a habit Arden was secretly incredibly fond of.


    Mark and Tommy wandered in some ten minutes later, each clutching a brand new copy of Business Development for the Modern World. They split up at the table, sitting down by their respective boyfriends with a nearly synchronized kiss.


    Arden never failed to marvel that after all the kisses shared, each one still felt like something special. He parted the kiss much quicker than Sam, who had leaned in, still unused to the strange and wonderful sensation.


    But Sam did eventually remember that he was in public. He parted the kiss reluctantly, blushing from tip to tail at having gotten maybe a bit carried away.


    Mark tossed his book atop Arden’s. “Fun bio class?”


    Sam chuckled dryly. “If by fun, you mean ‘a class that Sam Fardin will fail with flying colors,’ then yes. It was definitely fun.” He gripped the first half of his bio text book and flipped through it. “This is all gonna come in one ear and out the other, I just know it.”


    Tommy shifted closer to his boyfriend, massaging the otter’s shoulders. “Well, not to be too blunt, but why did you decide on doing a science major?”


    “Premed,” Sam corrected the fox. “It’s one of those things. I love medicine, and stuff. But having to do bio and chem to get there is just something annoying I decided I’d deal with.”


    The reasoning was sound, but Arden knew there was more to it. Pre-med was a decision he’d made first. Sam, who had been undecided at the time, quickly followed suit. But there was a time and a place to dredge up things like that, and neither of those was at that moment. “We’ll get through it. Then, come med school, it’ll be smooth sailing.”


    Mark shook his head. “You have a weird definition of smooth sailing, Ar. Residency, staying up crazy nights.”


    “Meh.” Arden slid an arm around the wolf’s waist and drew him close. “With present company, I think I’ll be OK.” His stomach growled menacingly, and the otter stood. “Right. Food. And you guys have class in less than an hour. Let’s do this.”


    After a quick trek around the heat lamps, the boys gathered back at the table and ate their lunch in relative silence. College food was far better than any of them had been led to believe, so taking breaks proved entirely unnecessary.


    The realization that classes were done for the day finally dawned upon Arden, and a drowsy haze that precedes sleep slowly washed over. “Alright, I think it’s time for a siesta.” Arden piled his empty plates atop Mark’s. “You gonna be at the GSA meeting tonight?” Some old ghost dredged up its ugly head. The otter hesitated. “You don’t have to if you don’t wanna.”


    Mark merely chuckled. “Well, seeing as how I just made out with you in public about a half hour ago, I think I’ve gotten over the gay thing enough to do a GSA meeting.” He picked up the tray and gave Arden’s nose a teasing lick. “I may be a bit late, though. Depends on how late our class gets out. Student U, right?”


    Tommy helped the wolf clean up. “Yup. Right in the dining area. Their site said the Pride Room was getting a new paint job and furniture, so we’re without a base of ops this week, as it were.”


    “I’ll find you guys, don’t worry!” Mark waved Arden and Sam a quick goodbye and padded towards the dishwasher.


    The two boys, meanwhile, hurried back to Cranston.


    No sooner had Sam shut the door than Arden’s phone came to life, vibrating and blaring one of its many generic jingles.


    The otter picked up. “Yeah?”


    Danny’s voice, just as chipper as it had been that morning, sounded on the other end. “Hey man! D’you guys wanna come to a party Thursday night? We’re gonna have booze, and lots of it! I dunno if you’ve done Jager Bombs yet, but they’re pretty sweet!”


    “Hang on a sec. Let me check to make sure we’re not doing anything.” Arden muted the phone and turned to Sam. “Danny’s inviting us to a party. Wanna go?”


    “No, thanks.” Sam cleared his throat, embarrassed. “You can go ahead, if you want. I’m just-”


    “We can’t go, Dan.” Arden grasped for a good enough reason, wishing he’d thought of one in advance. “Sorry, dude. We’re actually heading home early, since the three of us don’t have classes. Gonna go see the fam!”


    “Aww!” Despite the casualness, Danny sounded remarkably sad for someone who got turned down for a party by his ex and a few friends. “Alright, maybe next week. Parties happen around here all the time. I’d happily be your guide! Hell, I went and partied the first night!”


    “Cool!” Arden let the phone conversation drift to the back of his mind, trying to figure out what to say if the cheetah caught him in the lie. “We’ll chat next week. A party does sound awesome!”


    “Alright, talk to you soon.” Danny hung up.


    Arden, meanwhile, recalled his promise to himself. Something weird happened. The time had come for a chat. “Sam, what’s up with you and Danny? I mean, you broke up, I get it. But you claimed it was OK, and yet you seem to be going out of your fur to try and avoid the guy.” He grasped his friend’s shoulders and looked him in the eyes. “Did it hit you that hard, after all?”


    “Harder than I thought, yeah.” Sam held his friend’s gaze until a heavy sigh forced him to look down. “I’ll be OK, Ar. I promise. I just… I don’t know if I’m ready to hang out like nothing’s happened, you know? That’s how Danny seems to operate. ‘Hey, guy I hung out with casually in high school!’ But it was more than that, you know? Like, feelings and stuff. I thought I’d gotten over it completely, but when I saw him this morning, I... Yeah, there’s still something there.” He shook his head mournfully. “And I’m trying. I’ve got Tommy now. And he’s really fond of me – The way I used to be fond of Danny. That’s awesome! A bit more of that, and I’m sure Danny and I will be hanging out as friends. But… not yet.”


    “I get ya.” Arden leaned in for a hug, wrapping his paws gently around the otter and squeezing in an effort to try and impart all the warmth he could. Sam needed it. “And I’m with you no matter what. When you’re ready to hang out with Danny, we’ll hang out. ‘Til then, we’ll avoid him. It’s all good.” He grinned guiltily. “Gotta avoid him this weekend, anyway.”


    Sam giggled. “You’re a horrible liar, Ar; that’s for sure. Well, we got a few choices. We can stay in the room and play Monopoly, skip town for real and go visit the folks, or we can just tell Danny when we see him that we ended up staying on campus.”


    “Yeah, we’ll figure it out! Hang on a sec!” Arden ran to his room and grabbed a blanket. “Cuddles?”


    “Absolutely!” Sam wagged his tail again. Rudder still wagging, he unfolded the futon and plopped down. “Napping in the middle of a school day? High-schoolers would be so friggin’ jealous of us!”


    “And the kindergartners would tell us we’re stupid and that nap time sucks.” Arden climbed in next to his friend and tossed the blanket over them. When Sam had just come out to him, and the issue of a long-held crush loomed dark over their friendship, he would’ve thought more than twice about cuddling with him. He loved the otter dearly, but the thought of an unrequited attraction made him shudder. Most of it was guilt at not being able to reciprocate. But there was more, Arden knew. He’d never admit it to anyone, but a tiny bit of disgust sat somewhere deep in there – that thing straight guys probably felt when someone gay hit on them. But that had long since passed. Sam had proven himself to be nothing more or less than a fiercely loyal and supportive friend. When he and Mark broke up, Sam could easily have coaxed Arden into a relationship. Instead, he worked behind the scenes with the wolf to get the two lovers back together. Arden never forgot that, and he swore he never would.


    And so, the two otters wrapped their arms around each other and fell peacefully asleep.


    “Crap, it’s almost six!”


    Ironically, unlike the calm chimes of his morning alarm, Sam’s startled exclamation did little to get Arden’s heart racing. “Huh?” He slitted one eye open, watching the otter run off to the bathroom and slam the door shut in his wake. And then it dawned. “GSA meeting!”


    Fortunately, getting ready wasn’t nearly as much of an ordeal as the morning had been. A quick spray of fur deodorant, and the two otters hurried to the U in a brisk jog.


    The GSA table was by no means a tough find. Its members had situated themselves against the far wall. A huge rainbow flag swayed in the artificial breeze of the air conditioning, tacked to the wall with several swatches of masking tape.


    Arden nodded towards the small group. “Well, either that’s them or someone forgot their Pride flag.” As he drew closer to the table, some fear from a year ago surfaced. It was less the fear itself but more something residual – like a memory of a fear. Coming out was terrifying, but it was also firmly behind him. “Hm, seven other people. Not bad. And hey, that’s Dom!”


    The tiger sat at the head of the table and watched them approach. He towered over the others by at least a head, his broad frame concealed only by a deliberately too-tight polo. A brief gleam of lust flashed in his eyes, but they were civilized creatures, so the fire quickly died and gave way to a more friendly gaze. “Are you brave souls joining us?”


    “You bet!” Arden took a seat across from the tiger. “And we actually got two more recruits on the way for ya!”


    “Beautiful!” Dom smiled, showing his perfectly white teeth, his voice a rumbling bass. “Well, you already know who I am. Guys, meet Arden and Sam. They’re on my floor this year. Let’s go around the table and introduce ourselves.”


    The lithe fox seated to his right spoke first. “I’m Terry.” Unlike the tiger, Terry was much, much less shy about checking the two newcomers out. His violet eyes traveled down Arden’s torso, and then back up. He smiled. “Welcome to the club.”


    On Terry’s nudge, the beaver next to him waved. “I’m Jessica!”


    Her neighbor, a tall, thin coyote that reminded Arden an uncomfortable lot of Chris, did not wait for a signal. “I’m Alex. Or Lex.”


    Arden pushed past the unpleasant association. The guy seemed nice enough.


    Before anyone else had a chance to speak, Terry let out a low whistle. “Oh shit, hottie at twelve o’clock. He better be heading over here. If he’s not, I may just have to abandon our little meeting early and go hunting.”


    As Mark drew closer, the fox almost fell out of his chair. “Holy fuck, he is! Shoddy. You all heard it!” He waved. “Hey there, GSA?”


    “Yup!” Mark grabbed a chair from the adjacent table. He sat down next to Arden and gave the otter a kiss. “Hey hon.”


    Arden felt a hot flush creep up his cheeks. Almost everyone at that table wanted a piece of Mark, but the wolf was his. “Hey! This is Mark, guys. My boyfriend.”


    Mark drew back in mock horror. “Boyfriend? Eww! Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m gonna go home and have very straight sex with my very straight girlfriend!” He kissed Arden again. “Just kidding. Yeah, I’m his.”


    Terry rolled his eyes, keeping a poker face on whatever was really going through his mind. “Murphy’s Law. Of course, he is!” He chuckled. “But it’s still a pleasure to meet ya!”


    “Ditto.” Mark leaned over to Sam. “Tommy’s coming. Just had to hit the head.”


    Sam nodded. “Yeah, I saw him.”


    “Four new recruits and all taken,” the mouse seated next to Arden squeaked. “Boy, this is just not your year, Terry.”


    Terry stuck his tongue out in defiance. “Shuddup, Troy. Not like you’re getting any!”


    Troy harrumphed. “Anyway, nice to meet ya, guys! I think I saw ya in my bio class this morning!”


    The mouse who broke down and walked out in mind-lecture. Troy had certainly made a first impression. Arden smiled politely. “Oh yeah! That class is gonna be a pain to get through.”


    “It will. Especially with my anxiety.” Troy took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He waited in silence until the pause became way too pregnant for what evidently little comfort he had. “Eric? Yoo-hoo!”


    The bobcat in question looked up from his cell phone. “Right. Hi, I’m Eric. Sorry. My mom’s tearing down my phone. She’s… possessive.”


    “Protective, babe.” The stately black wolf, last to introduce himself, snaked an arm around Eric. “Your ex was possessive. Oh, and I’m Ken.”


    “Whatever.” Eric returned to his texting.


    Dom glanced over at Eric and shook hid head. “Anyway. So, this meeting is mostly to just introduce ourselves, maybe grab dinner. We don’t go into full motion until next week. Club fair! And congratulations! You have all just volunteered yourselves to work our booth! Nah, I kid. But if you do volunteer, it’s much appreciated. This is a pretty small school, so our GSA isn’t exactly State U’s size. Every member is valuable.”


    Thankfully, the group agreed unanimously to pitch in, with Ken raising Eric’s paw for him as the bobcat typed furiously away at his cell.


    Tommy showed up, then, and the introductions were made again. Neither the order nor the mood changed, although Eric eventually got off his cell phone and joined in the conversation. His curiosity was especially piqued when Mark mentioned joining the soccer club. “Nice! Lex and me are also on the team. It’s a good time. Not quite D1, but we have a lot of fun.”


    Mark had been wagging all the while, but the mention of soccer made him wag even harder. He thrived on the field. “Looking forward to that, then! Is there a schedule of games yet?”


    Lex shook his head dismissively. “With Eli in charge, hell no. I hope to god he submitted our club as a contender, this time around. Last year, we had to plead and beg to be allowed to play.” His paws moved with Italian expressiveness to demonstrate his frustration. “I mean, nice guy. Love him to death, but his mind is just on another planet, somewhere. Probably asleep, too.”


    Eric patted the coyote’s paw. “Aw, come on, come on, dude. It’ll be fine. This isn’t some official league. This is some asshole giving us a hard time. In the end, we are just twelve local schools who agree to play one another. Not quite MLS, here.”


    Mark shrugged. “If the guy’s so horrible, why not can him?”


    Troy adjusted his chair to be more visible. “Because sports clubs work a bit differently than most places. They’re full of jocks who just wanna be out on the field. No offense. There are plenty of contenders for captain, QB, whatever. But when it comes to paperwork, everyone is suddenly too timid to raise their paw.”


    Lex nodded. “Exactly. And the people who would step up are usually already doing something for other clubs. Can’t be on more than one club’s board. School rules. But I guess we’ll find out the state of things next Tuesday.”


    The conversation drifted away from sports and over to other subjects, as the tables around them filled with diners and then emptied again. At Dom’s insistence that they eat something, they ordered and split four large pizzas.


    Satisfied, the tiger swallowed the last of his pizza and wiped his long whiskers on a napkin. “Good meeting, guys. Same time next week. We’ll be discussing the club fair, then.”


    The club’s seven old members and it’s new recruits all swapped phone numbers and called it a night.


    On the way back to the dorm, Arden stopped Mark in the glow of a street lamp. “Hang on. I wanna-” he didn’t bother finishing the rest. Instead, the otter drew close and his muzzle met Mark’s in a passionate kiss.


    Their arms enraveled each other’s bodies, and the two boys stood kissing with suddenly no better place to be. Their tongues explored and tasted one another, and the incredible warmth he had grown to crave spread through Arden’s body.


    The otter traced his paws down his boyfriend’s strong back, feeling the smooth muscles beneath the fur and t-shirt. Being happy wasn’t a difficult task, when every once in a while he was hit with the realization of just how perfect life was. Most had to wait a lifetime for love, and for many, it never came. But he had his love already. All that was left was to enjoy it. Enjoy every moment.


    When the kiss finally ended, Mark parted with a reluctant chuckle. “Wow. Remember the last time we made out like that?”


    “Yeah.” Arden recalled that winter night in the vivid detail reserved for only the brightest and darkest of memories. “It was colder then.”


    “I didn’t feel the cold at all, to be honest.” Mark squeezed the otter’s paw. “Anything prompt that?”


    Many things had, but Arden chose one. “Terry wasn’t kidding about being disappointed. When he first saw you, everyone at that table stared. And when you walked over and kissed me, I-” Tears of happiness welled. “I just felt like the luckiest otter – hell, the luckiest person – alive.”


    “Well, not like people weren’t also staring at you.” Mark nuzzled the otter’s ear as they walked. “I think we’re both pretty lucky.”


    “Even your very straight girlfriend?” Arden nudged the wolf.


    Mark’s smile changed quickly from content to lustful. “Well, maybe not girlfriend, but I think the rest of that idea I had was a pretty good one.”


    “So, off to bed early, then?” Arden sped up his walk, his arousal already growing.


    Mark matched the otter’s speed effortlessly. “Well, it is a school night.”


    Still holding paws, the boys ran the rest of the way to Cranston. Sleep could wait, but other activities were much less patient.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Sam


    A week had passed. Classes continued as usual, and Sam’s certainty of failing out lessened. The lectures got tougher, but the otter poised himself to win. He had glimpsed the perfect life – career, husband, success. It all felt so close that failure just had no room in the picture.


    With Arden’s help, Sam studied his rudder off for the first exam and even managed to ace it.


    Sharp, who looked entirely absent as he passed back the tests, muttered a hasty congratulations before disappearing behind his prof-room door, entirely ignoring the students who had questions about their grades. They gathered around the door, Troy in the lead, but the loud, demonstrative click of the lock informed everyone that their professor was out for the day.


    Thankfully, both Arden and Sam were too happy with their grades to pursue.


    “I still can’t believe it!” The otter clutched his graded test in both paws as he and Arden sat at their usual table in the caf. “This is just beyond anything I was expecting.”


    Arden smiled warmly. “Told ya you could do it!” His smile faded. “Don’t look now...”


    “What’s up, guys!” It was Danny, looking cheerful as ever. “Good first week?”


    They’d managed to avoid him the week before, but the luck of coincidence had to run out eventually. Sam embraced that fact and pushed himself to be friendly. “Yeah, it was pretty cool! Yours?”


    “Super! Partied lots! Didn’t get as wasted as the first night, though. That was heavy! But there’s plenty of time for a repeat of that! I’ve been doing other stuff, too.” Danny shot a nervous glance around the room. He leaned closer. “Tried some pot once!”


    Imagining the timid cheetah baked out of his mind was enough to give Sam a good chuckle. “How was it?”


    “Great!” Danny reached into his pocket. His paw emerged tightly clutching a small bag of weed. “We’re smoking tonight, again! Wanna come?”


    “Nah.” Sam eyed the dime-bag curiously. He’d heard a lot about weed, and trying it was not off his list, but not with Danny. Definitely not. “I’m not big on smoking. But thanks for offering to share! I hear that stuff is expensive.”


    “Not this time.” Danny slipped the bag back into the pocket of his jeans. “Many of the local dealers are doing sales for freshmen. They say it’s a way to build clients.”


    Arden frowned. “I thought pot wasn’t addictive.”


    “It isn’t.” Danny winked. “But it’s too damn good to just smoke once!” He stood silently for a few moments, clearly waiting to be offered a seat, but Sam didn’t pursue. Danny nodded. “Alright, I’ll see you guys around!” He left with a smile and a friendly wave.


    Arden waited until the cheetah’s spotted tail had vanished around the corner. “Danny the pothead. Who would’ve thought.”


    “Eh, college.” Danny seemed very withdrawn back in high school – shy, timid. People like that frequently lost their shells in college and really blossomed. Turning straight wasn’t usually part of the blossoming process, but there was always a first time.


    “College.” Arden voiced his agreement and got up. “Nap before GSA?”


    “Hell yes!” Sam carried their trays to the dishwasher and raced after his friend. “You know I never turn down a nap. Not since we were like six.”


    They made it back to their suite and cuddled up on the futon.


    Just as Sam had begun to drift into a sleepy haze, Arden asked an incredibly weird question. “If Danny ever changed his mind and you were single, would you give him another chance?”


    The question nearly made Sam sit upright. “I- what do you mean?” Memories of the call returned. The tears; the weird, pitiful groveling. Did Arden suspect? The otter relaxed when he realized how calm his friend was.


    Arden yawned. “Nothing. I was just curious if he’s fully out of your system or if you had to step on a few of your own feelings to let him go. I was honestly ready to console you for weeks. But you just sorta – poof – and let go. I mean, you still avoid hanging out with him, but I totally get letting the wound heal. You did pull out the splinter pretty quickly, though. That’s what I’m amazed about.”


    Sam spoke, choosing each word like a poet. “He’s a nice guy. I suppose I’d have to treat him like a stranger or just a friend to start with. There isn’t much left in the pit that can be rekindled.”


    “Gotcha. So you are over him.” Arden squeezed his friend closer. “Good. Tommy is way better for you. I hope it works out for you guys. You look amazing together.”


    “We do.” Sam smiled, inwardly at first, but the grin soon spread across his muzzle. “I think I’m starting to get what you mean about knowing, Ar. Like, knowing if you’re working out with someone.” He’d taken some time over that week to think about his relationship with the fox. Arden had told him not to think, but thinking was what gave him the answer. He and Tommy were compatible on every level. Waiting and seeing was no longer necessary. The relationship made sense.


    “I figured you would.” Arden’s voice had grow muffled and distant. “I figured.”


    Sweet as sleep was, it didn’t last long. Sam’s phone sprang to life, blaring Otters in America, and the otter knew it was time to go. Still drowsy, he pushed Arden awake and swung by the bathroom for a quick cleanliness check. He returned to find Tommy and Mark sitting on the futon.


    The fox sprang out of his seat when he saw Sam. “Hey!” He ran and pounced so excitedly that Sam nearly toppled over. “Class let out early. How was your nap?”


    “Too short.” Sam licked Tommy’s nose. “And it lacked a certain fox who would’ve made it even better. No offense, Ar.”


    “Well, maybe we can turn in a bit early tonight, then.” Tommy rested his head on the otter’s shoulder, his smile calm and blissful. “I’d certainly like some cuddles before bed. It’s only Monday, and I already miss the weekend.”


    Arden sighed wistfully. “Don’t we all. You guys ready to go?”


    Mark helped the otter with the tail clasp of his pants. “Let’s hit the road.”


    Ten minutes later, the four boys and the rest of Lakeforest’s GSA gathered in the newly-painted and furnished Pride Room.


    Dom counted heads. “Wait a sec, where’s Lex?”


    Terry shrugged, too busy reading over a thick, stapled stack of paper. “Haven’t seen him. Sick, sleeping off a hangover, fucking, fucking with a hangover. Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”


    Dom crumpled up a piece of paper and promptly nailed the fox with it. “Lex is a dedicated GSA member, unlike certain others.”


    Terry picked up the balled-up flyer and returned the favor, hitting Dom squarely on the nose. “Hey, I’m here, he’s not. How’s that for dedication, bitch?”


    Dom hardly flinched as the projectile bounced off and fell to the floor. “Yeah, yeah. Booth all set?”


    Troy tossed a rolled-up poster in the tiger’s direction. “Banner.”


    Terry nodded towards a large cardboard box. “Giveaways.”


    “And I’ll form the head.” Dom leafed through a series of garishly colored pamphlets. “Alright, just gotta do the scheduling, I guess. Let’s start off with times you guys definitely can’t work. Class conflicts are a bitch to explain, so we try to avoid them. Who’s first?” He produced a blank scheduling form and a pencil.


    Before anyone had time to raise their paw, the door flew open, and a pair of wolves in campus police uniforms walked briskly in. One stood back as his partner took the lead. “Good evening, my name is Officer Karen, and that’s Officer Karnitski. We are looking for an Alex Dametto. Numerous sources have mentioned him being part of your club.”


    Arden didn’t think Terry was capable of worry, but the fox showed him otherwise, his features suddenly grave. “We haven’t seen him all day, Officer. He’s in my English Lit class, and he didn’t show up to that, either.”


    Karen nodded, the testimony vanishing into his notepad. “Anyone else?”


    The students all shook their heads in unison. The scent of fear and nervousness lingered all around the room, so thick that even Arden could smell it. A painful weight had settled at the pit of the otter’s stomach. Something wasn’t right. “How long has Lex been missing?”


    “Since Friday.” Karen’s sharp blue eyes drilled deeply into Arden’s, analyzing the otter with machine-like acuity. The law may have been ‘innocent until proven guilty,’ but it was clear the wolf saw potential culprits in everyone until the case was closed. Erring on the side of cautious paranoia. “We first thought he went home, but his parents hadn’t seen head or tail of him, either. So, when he failed to show up to each of his classes today, we got concerned.” Finished with his examination, the wolf looked back down at his notebook. “Alright, if you see him, be sure to alert the campus police immediately, so we can call off the search. At this point, we are slightly nervous but still maintaining hope that Mister Dametto simply went on a trip with some friends and neglected to inform anyone. That has happened to students before.”


    This was an attempt at calming, Arden knew. He was only unsure whether the attempt was at calming the students or the police. “We will let you know as soon as we see him, Officer.”


    “Thank you.” Karen allowed himself a rare smile towards the otter. “Good evening.” He and his partner departed with a formal tip of their hats.


    Dom shut the door behind them. “Well, how do you feel now, Terry?”


    “You want me to feel bad about accusing Lex of bedtime adventures? Wouldn’t be his first time.” Terry winked. “And we all know that.”


    Mark took a seat for the first time since they’d walked in. “Sleep around a lot, does he?”


    “Hell yes.” Terry shrugged. “Not like that’s a bad thing or that I don’t do a bit of that myself, mind. I’m not criticizing. Just pointing out some facts to clear the air. Lex could very well have gone off to visit a ‘friend’ upstate somewhere. Some far off cabin, where no one would hear them moaning and wearing out their knees.”


    Dom sighed, eyes hooded. “Thanks for that image.”


    Terry petted the tiger’s paw in mock affection. “There, there. Not all of us can be as straight as you, Dom.”


    The other club members giggled knowingly.


    “Or as overkill gay as you, Terry.” Dom smiled, showing off his pearly-white fangs. “Anyway, as weird as Lex’s disappearance is, we gotta press on. Club Fair’s tomorrow. I’ll make some calls afterward to check if anyone’s seen that yote.”


    Eric scribbled his name in several of the slots. “There we go. I’m all done. I’ll see you guys tomorrow.” He made for the door but turned with his paw on the knob. “Oh yeah, Mark. Don’t forget that we have our soccer club meeting from six to seven. Keep your schedule free.”


    “Right! Thanks, man!” Mark waved to the bobcat, as the door slammed shut. He signed his name in a couple of the free slots and passed the pencil on to Arden.


    With club duties complete, the members of Lakeforest’s GSA went their separate ways. Arden, Mark, Sam and Tommy grabbed a quick dinner and got busy with homework. Lex’s disappearance was left undiscussed. Conjectures led to rumors, after all.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    


    The next day wandered by at an awkward and askew pace. The morning classes went by quickly enough. But the more awake two otters became, the more time seemed to slow to a painful crawl. Sam and Arden’s chem lab came at a point when time sputtered and finally broke down completely by the roadside.


    Their professor felt it, too, the otter was sure. Doctor Kohler’s large feline eyes watched the clock intently over the rim of her half-moon spectacles, as the lynx did her best to stay busy with grading papers. Finally, she let out a long sigh. “Forget it. Get outta here, guys. The Dean and his new rules can just eat me.”


    Among the cheering and applause, Kohler bowed, collected her papers and padded out the door at the front of the class.


    Sam followed her happily, urging Arden along. “Come on, dude. Gotta work our time-slot.”


    “Yeah, yeah.” Arden grabbed his backpack and ran after the otter. “What’s the hurry, anyway?”


    “I wanna see Tommy.” Sam winked, his smile wide. He finally had the perfect relationship, and the thought made his head spin. All those ‘it gets better’ speeches finally made sense. It did get better, and he was there to be a part of it. Life was beautiful.


    The two boys ran excitedly down to the quad, where tables and booths had been set up. In a vicious battle for the school’s rec budget, each club worked its hardest to recruit new members. Smiling faces and giveaways drew students from one table to another. The school was alive.


    Sam and Arden wandered around the displays, collecting a few choice pens and a bouncy ball each, until they found the GSA table.


    Mark and Tommy were already seated there. The wolf reached into a brightly-painted rush basket and produced a pawful of foil squares. “Free condom, gents?”


    Sam giggled, examining the package. “That’s our giveaway? Doesn’t do a thing cross-species, anyway. Biochem’s too different to transmit most STDs.”


    “Most.” Mark eyed Arden playfully. “Maybe we should start using one. You never know.”


    “Sure thing!” Arden tore the foil and examined the condom. “Yep, I like this. We will use em from now on.”


    Sam bit his tongue to hold back the giggles at Mark’s suddenly worried expression.


    The wolf pulled the basket away, stammering. “I- I mean, I wasn’t serious, Ar. I really w-”


    Arden leaned across the table and kissed his boyfriend’s frightened, quivering muzzle. “That’s what you get for trolling me, sweetheart.” The condom and its package quickly found their way into the trash.


    Sam paid Tommy the same treatment, kissing the fox boldly. Doing something like that in the middle of Elton High would’ve fried his nerves from the fear and the palpable sensation of many eyes staring and the endless judgment. Here, no one cared. There were even a few cheers from the passersby.


    Tommy almost toppled onto the table, as he leaned in to try and make the kiss last just a bit longer. He recovered quickly, blushing from tip to tail. “So, er- did you get my text?”


    “I-” Sam patted his pockets. That nervousness of kissing a boy in the high school hallway came back but in the flesh instead of a dim memory. “My phone! Shit!” He turned and sprinted off towards the science building without another word. “Crap, crap, crap, crap!” Like a slalom racer, he dodged around groups of students as he ran. That phone was way too expensive to stay in one place for long. The otter prepared for the reprimand from his father.


    Already rehearsing a heartfelt apology, he stumbled into the building and huffed his way up the stairs. As the third floor came into view, Sam doubled his speed, only to come to a dead halt. Through the fire door’s meshed glass, he saw Lex. The coyote walked briskly down the hallway and turned into the office wing.


    His heart racing, Sam pushed open the door and followed on tip-paw. Something was not right. He peeked cautiously around the corner. The coyote was gone. Stunned, Sam walked the length of the short corridor, past the professors’ offices. Dead end.


    “May I help you?” It was Sharp, cup of coffee in paw, watching the otter with wary eyes. “Mister Fardin, is it?”


    “Yes, sir.” Sam turned quickly around, biting his tongue hard to keep from stammering. “I was looking for Doctor Kohler. I think I left my phone in her chem lab. I don’t know if the door’s locked, but her office was closer, so I thought I’d find her and-”


    “Doctor Kohler left early today.” The fox reached into his office and produced a ring of keys. “Which lab?”


    “Five eight six.” Sam muttered the numbers from memory and fell into step with the prof. “Thanks!”


    “Don’t mention it.” Sharp smiled. “Nice job on the exam. With your tardy arrival the first day, I had you pinned as a straggler. I am impressed.”


    “Thank you!” The tension he had felt around the fox dissipated slowly. “Say, have you… never mind.”


    “Have I what, Mister Fardin?” Sharp’s violet eyes darted towards the otter. “Go on, I don’t bite.”


    The thought to ask about Lex evaporated. Whatever the coyote was doing there, it was far from kosher. If Sharp was unaware, he’d merely shrug. If he was part of this, he’d- “Just wondering if you’ve heard much about the bio club here. Not sure if I should join.” Sam chuckled. “I wasn’t gonna ask since, no offense, but you don’t look like the sort to involve yourself in school activities.”


    At that, Sharp lost his characteristic composure in a bout of laughter. “Damn right, I don’t! Doctor Kim runs that one. No idea how he runs it or what they do. I’m here to teach and then catch a nap in the office. But don’t tell anyone else that.” He unlocked the lab door and pushed it open. “And that appears to be your phone.”


    Sam ran inside and grabbed the iPhone, absolved of the last of Sharp’s suspicion that he’d been up to no good. “Thank you so much! Gotta get back to the Fair.”


    “Right, right.” Sharp locked the door and headed for the elevator.


    Sam, meanwhile, took the stairs, sometimes as many as four steps at a time. He had either lost it completely, or something really weird was going on. Having stopped himself twice from falling and tumbling to a broken neck, the otter made his way back to the quad.


    Mark and Tommy had left for their last class of the day, but Arden was still around, flipping laggardly through one of the pamphlets. He looked up and smiled when he saw Sam. “Found it?”


    “Yep.” Sam showed the phone and went to sit next to his friend. “Dude, promise you won’t turn me into the insane asylum.”


    Arden blinked. “Huh?”


    “I…” Sam leaned closer. “I saw Lex. Saw him walking through the science building.”


    “Wha-?” Arden’s eyes widened rather than growing narrow and suspicious of his friend. “I don’t think you’re crazy, dude. But what could this mean?”


    “Dunno.” Sam kept a cautious eye on the passersby. “He came back, hasn’t told a soul, and now he’s sneaking around the science building. Something’s up.”


    Silence drifted in, as the two boys sat around, unsure of how to proceed. They minded the table, chatting with a few interested students, although most passed the GSA table right by without much more than a glance. Acceptance and involvement were not quite the same thing, it seemed.


    Soon, Tommy and Mark returned. They dumped their bags underneath the table and greeted their respective boyfriends.


    Tommy sniffed the air. “Sam? You OK? I smell a lot of nervousness coming from ya.”


    Caught, Sam told the two new arrivals what he’d witnessed at the science building. “I have no idea what’s going on. But that was definitely him. My nose may not be as good as yours, Tom, but I’m decent enough with scents to spot one that’s that familiar.”


    Mark joined the others in believing, at last. “Alright, so it was him. Now what?”


    Arden sighed. “Nothing. I mean, we could go to the cops, but let’s be serious. If the guy doesn’t want to be found, they won’t find him.”


    “True.” Sam waved to Dom, who’d entered the quad and was fast-approaching.


    The tiger waved back as he jogged over to the table. “Any sign-ups?” He picked up the clipboard and answered his own question. “One. Hm, not bad. More than I got, I’ll say this much.” Mistaking the downcast looks for disappointment, he smiled. “Aw, come on. You guys did super well! What do you say we close down this place and go get a pizza! My treat!”


    Mark checked the time on his phone. “Can’t, sorry. Soccer. We got our first scrimmage today.” He ran off with only a brief pause to smooch Arden. “Save me some pizza! I’ll try to be quick.”


    Sam, Arden and Tommy, meanwhile, each put on a smile for their leader and helped him pack up. It wasn’t the time for truth, Sam knew. Besides, Dom would be in no way useful, if he were told. He’d be just as clueless and helpless as the rest of them.


    So, the three friends followed the tiger down to the Pride Room.


    There, seated on the floor by the locked door was Lex. He looked up at the approaching party with a smile and a casual salute. “What’s up, guys!”


    While Arden and his friends stood flabbergasted, Dom was not about mincing words. “Dude, what the hell? D’you know that the cops are looking for you?”


    “Cops?” Lex’s gaze widened. A distinct scent of fear floated past Sam from the coyote’s direction. “Why?”


    Dom either did not smell the fear, which for a tiger was pretty unlikely, or he chose to ignore it. “Because you disappeared. No word to anyone. After almost four days, they called the police to investigate.”


    “Oh.” Lex’s ears folded quickly back. He looked away. “Shit.” An embarrassed pause later, the coyote glanced back up. “Look, I’m sorry, guys. I had some family shit to take care of. As soon as I heard the news, I got into my car and drove off. I should’ve told someone, I know. I just- I really didn’t think anyone would care. My roommates never give a shit about where I am, and the teachers don’t miss me much.”


    Dom crouched beside the coyote, an amicable paw on his shoulder. “Your friends care. We really do. And let’s not forget your parents. So, let’s go tell the police that you’ve been found, and then promise to never do that again, OK? You scared the hell out of us!”


    “I’m sorry.” Lex pushed up against the wall and stood. “I’m really sorry, guys.”


    While the others simply nodded, Sam wasn’t satisfied. “Is that you I saw in the science building?”


    “Yeah, it was.” Lex hefted up his backpack. “Had to go pick up the homework I missed from the profs.”


    “Oh.” The extent of his own stupidity made speaking difficult for Sam. He went off and suspected shady deeds for no reason at all. Had Chris left such a mark on him that he simply distrusted all coyotes? The otter made a silent promise to keep stupid assumptions like that under control. Lex was a perfectly decent guy, and he had friends who cared about him.


    Dom led the coyote off, stopping only to toss Arden his keys. “Get the room open, order a couple pies. We’ll bill the club.”


    “Alright.” Arden let the others inside and closed the door behind them. “Well, that was interesting.”


    Sam slumped down into the nearest chair, afraid to even look up at his friends. “I feel like an asshole, guys. I immediately assumed the guy was up to no good.”


    Arden pushed a chair up against Sam’s and gave his friend a comforting, one-armed embrace. “Dude, I thought the same thing. Don’t sweat it.”


    Tommy sat down on the couch, digging through a box of menus he had picked up from Dom’s desk. “While jumping to conclusions was not the best idea, it’s not like you did it without reason.” Confronted with silence, he looked up from the box perched on his lap. “Well, I can’t be the only one who thinks it weird, right? The guy comes back after a sudden trip away, and the first thing he does is go grab his homework, even though he won’t have those classes for another week. Hell, I mean, maybe he’s just very diligent, I dunno. But what I’m saying is that you had a right to be suspicious.” He sighed, shaking his head. “Whatever, it’s done. Let’s just forget it happened.”


    The others nodded their agreement. They ordered pizza and waited in silence for Dom to get back.


    The tiger arrived, together with Lex, Jessica, Eric, Mark and Ken. “Picked up a few stragglers. How many pies did you get?”


    “Three.” Tommy tossed the menu back into its box. “Cheese, anchovies, all-meat for the carnivores.”


    Dom beamed at the mention of meat. “Beautiful! All this running around, and I could eat an army.”


    With the tiger’s immense size, Sam was entirely willing to believe that Dom had only mildly exaggerated.


    They all found seats and chatted until the pizza arrived.


    Lex wolfed his food down the quickest. “Gotta run and make sure everyone else knows I’m back safely. Totally missed the scrimmage, too! Good night, guys!”


    “Mhmm!” Dom nodded and gave the coyote a thumbs up, his muzzle too full of pizza for proper words.


    Arden savored his anchovy slice, eating far slower than the tiger. “Man, this is awesome! We should have these pizza parties once a week, or something.”


    Dom nodded, swallowing his food. “Good idea! We can bill them as activity days. I think we can make it work!”


    And so it was settled. Every Tuesday became pizza night. No new members showed, but the usual eleven gathered in the Pride room for pizza without fail. Sometimes, a movie made it into the DVD player; other times, Lakeforest’s finest simply sat around and chatted, enjoying each other’s company and happy to have had something to look forward to so early in the week.


    September passed them by. The university’s namesake abundance of trees turned from green to a palette of bright yellows, oranges and reds. Classes went along surprisingly well, too. Sam finally stopped worrying about every test he took. Some of this new calmness came from watching Troy turn magically from a nervous wreck to someone entirely calm over the span of those weeks. “If that mouse can do it, so can I.” Life had, at last, hit a stride that the otter wouldn’t trade for the world. Tommy was amazing. Arden and Mark were a constant pair of close friends he could trust with anything, and that phone call from many nights ago was never repeated – relegated to a dim memory. He and Arden swam daily and pushed themselves to keep in shape, while Tommy and Mark spent their evenings jogging around campus. Life was great. A more cynical person would’ve said things like this were never meant to last, but being cynical was the furthest possible thing from the otter’s mind. He lived every day like the greatest day ever, and that was that. College really was the time of his life. The best time.


    He and Arden attended a few pre-med society meetings, but the other members were so snobby and elitist that the boys quickly abandoned ship. Lakeforest’s pre-med society, it seemed, had been formed solely for students to meet weekly and pat each other on the back for a good hour before calling it a day.


    Sam curled his muzzle into a frown, with a perfect imitation of the marmot who’d stuck out most during their latest meeting. “Well, I already have three internships planned. And I spent all summer shadowing a doctor, and I’m clearly smarter than all of you, especially you otters.”


    Arden giggled into his fries. “Yeah, so done with that. Anyway, come on. We’ll be late for Mark’s first game!”


    Mark’s soccer club started off with a bang. Just like in high school, the wolf quickly showed himself to be a natural leader. The captain kept his rank, but just a few practices in, Mark was calling all the shots. Bryan, the team captain, was all too happy to oblige. He’d inherited the role from his brother, and it never seemed to fit. He and Mark quickly became good friends. All those stories Chris had told about homophobic teams and ostracized players turned out to be a load of crap.


    Many Tuesdays later, towards the end of October, the GSA again met up in the Pride room for pizza, and to celebrate Tommy’s birthday.


    No one seemed in much of a hurry, except for Lex. The coyote choked down several slices of pepperoni before grabbing his backpack and heading for the door. “Room inspection in a few hours, and I haven’t cleaned since move-in day.”


    Amidst the laughter, he departed, only turning around briefly at the door. “Don’t forget the party tomorrow night, Mark!”


    The wolf nodded. “I’ll be there!”


    Arden finished off his first slice. “Party?”


    “Yeah, the soccer one.” Mark reached for the pizza box again. “Some of the seniors are hosting it in an off-campus place. Frat house. Wanna go?” His tail wagged excitedly at the idea.


    But something wasn’t right. Sam flipped through the calendar on his phone. “Wait, that’s the night we’re supposed to go to Danny’s party, right?”


    At breakfast that morning, Danny caught them again and invited the boys to play some drunk scrabble. “Nothing crazy. Just you three, me, my roommate and two six-packs.”


    This time, Sam coaxed himself to go along with it. There was no longer a reason to push the cheetah away. He had Tommy. Maybe with a bit of work, Danny really could become a good friend.


    “Oh, right!” Arden slapped his forehead. “In that case, I’ll have to take a rain check, hon.”


    Reading the disappointment in his friends’ faces, Sam interjected. “Just go ahead. It’s not like Danny’s thing will be nearly as fun.”


    Arden beamed. “Nah, I’ll come with you!”


    Sam knew why. Arden wanted to be there for him. To stand by his side, in case things got awkward. The realization made him smile. “Thanks, Ar.”


    “Don’t mention it!” Arden kissed Mark’s nose. “I’m sure I can trust you to behave on your own.”


    Mark chuckled. “I’ll do my best. But I’m definitely dragging you to the next one!”


    “Yeah, yeah.” Arden did what he could to his last slice and then tossed it in the trash. “Bed time?”


    “Good plan.” Mark hopped to his feet and helped the otter up. “Thanks for the pizza, Dom!”


    “You bet!” Dom spoke the words through a muzzleful of pizza and then went back to his food.


    Sam and Tommy followed their friends outside.


    The fox walked pensively behind his boyfriend, until he finally gathered up the courage to speak. “So, this Danny. What’s the deal with him? I didn’t really wanna bring him up, but since we’re gonna be hanging out with him tomorrow, it might be a good idea for me to know what’s going on.”


    Briefly, Sam told the fox about Danny’s coming out as straight and their breakup. “What I really wanna do now is patch things up to a point where we can hang out as friends and not have it get weird. Not sure if we’ll get that accomplished with just one game of Scrabble, but it’s a start.”


    “Fair enough.” Tommy drew his arm around the otter’s waist. “That’s one of the many things I like about you. You’re friendly. I think that’s pretty cool!”


    Sam leaned his head against the fox’s, letting the soft fur graze his own. “As are you! I guess that’s why we get along so well. You’re coming tomorrow, right?”


    “Absolutely!” Tommy wagged. “I know this whole ‘staying friends’ thing, despite sounding pretty cool on paper, is really tough to execute. And I’m here to help!”


    “Thanks, hon.” Sam kissed his boyfriend, and waved Arden and Mark good night. When he first agreed to Scrabble night with Danny, he immediately began to regret it. Now, things didn’t look so bleak. Everything would turn out just fine.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Arden


    For Arden, Hump Day started with just that. The otter awoke to find the wolf playing with his sheath. “Wow, someone’s awake before eight. What is this sorcery?”


    “It’s the magic spell a certain otter weaves on me.” Mark trailed his claws down Arden’s taut stomach and over the emerging member. “No complaints, I see?”


    “Hell no!” Arden rolled over atop his boyfriend, grinding against the wolf’s already engorged knot. Time was short, he’d regret it later, as he sprinted to class, but those were retrospective concerns.


    Arden gasped one last time, as the knot slid out of him. “Well, we’re definitely late to class.”


    “Correction: You’re late to class.” Mark kissed the otter’s neck and reached for the tissues. “I’m gonna take another nap, methinks!” He stretched luxuriantly and let out a very comfortable yawn.


    Arden rolled out of bed and hurried to find wearable clothes among the pyramid that had formed over the past week. “Gah, I hate you so much right now!” It was true. Relative to his usual infatuation, he did like the wolf just a tiny bit less. “Make yourself useful and do laundry, then! You only have one class, and you better not sleep all day!” He wore an expression of mock anger. “Or else!”


    “Yeah, yeah!” Struggling to keep a straight face, Mark slid back into his briefs and climbed underneath the covers. “If I wake up, I’ll do it. Maybe. Just throw everything into a washing machine and go back to sleep, right?”


    Arden reached for the nearest padded projectile and lobbed it in the wolf’s direction.


    The boxers hit their mark and hung like a defeated flag from the wolf’s ear. Mark sighed. “Fine.”


    Arden removed the offending unmentionables and kissed the wolf’s cheek. “I love you.”


    “I know.” Mark turned over and pulled the otter into bed. “Just skip class. You know you wanna!”
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    “More than you can imagine.” Arden buried his nose in the wolf’s soft chest fur. He inhaled the decadent musk and almost let instinct get the best of him. “But we have a test. If it was just a lecture, I’d skip it.” Reluctantly, he freed himself from Mark’s embrace. “I’ll be back in a few hours. Or actually, just meet me downstairs for lunch. We-”


    A knock on the door interrupted him. “You ready, Ar?” Sam’s voice brimmed with nervous impatience.


    “Coming!” Arden grabbed his backpack and hurried out.


    He and Sam set a brisk pace towards the science building with Arden in the lead and the other otter walking on autopilot, his nose buried in a notebook. “I’ve stayed super positive about classes, but I gotta say... I’m gonna fail this.”


    “Whenever you say that, you never do.” Arden glanced over his shoulder with a smile. “That’s called a pattern. And I’m pretty sure that you won’t fail this one, either. Call it a hunch.”


    “Yeah, but it doesn’t mean I can’t be nervous, right?” Sam shut the notebook and rushed to get in step with his friend.


    Arden shrugged. “You can be as nervous as you want, but what’s the point? You’re gonna do well, anyway. Might as well save your nerves and just cut excess worrying.”


    “I guess.” Sam opened the lecture hall door, and the boys slunk quietly into class.


    Inside, the students were already busy scribbling away at their exams. Doctor Kohler gave them a reproachful glance each and passed over two copies of the test.


    Both Sam and Arden were forced to stay later than the others. The test was a curveball.


    Surprisingly, Sam looked totally serene when they finally left the lecture hall. “Not bad.”


    “Really? Sweet!” Arden let the thought of his own performance drift to the back of his mind. “In that case, we can drink worry-free tonight!”


    “You bet!” Sam’s gaze shifted. “Have you ever been drunk?”


    “Nope.” The nervous butterflies appeared one by one at the pit of Arden’s stomach. “Can’t be that bad, can it? I mean, I haven’t heard anyone complain.”


    “True, true.” Sam let the conversation go slack, as the pair made their way to the day’s last class.


    There, the boys got their karmic reward for the day. A hastily-scrawled sign read: Professor Brown is sick. Class is canceled. Contact him at dbrown@lakeforest.edu with any questions.


    Even Arden, who usually preferred to leave the wagging to the canids, couldn’t resist a few swishes of his tail. “Sweet!” He pushed through the crowd of students, who’d gathered around the door, reading the sign, as though in utter disbelief of their good fortune. “It’s nap-time!”


    “Right behind you!” Sam followed the otter back to their dorm.


    Both Mark and Tommy were still fast asleep. With a hug, the two otters split up, and Arden tip-pawed into his bedroom. He slipped out of his clothes and into bed, wrapping his arms around the wolf.


    Mark stirred. “Huh?”


    The shades were tightly-drawn, casting the room in darkness, despite the sunny day outside. Arden took the opportunity for sweet, sweet revenge. “It’s midnight, hon. You slept all day.” He held his breath to keep the giggles back. “Might as well sleep into the night, then.”


    “What?!” Mark sat bolt upright. “Shit!” He fumbled for his phone.


    Arden counted down the seconds until detonation. ‘Three, two, one-’


    “Wait, wha?” Mark stared dumbly at his phone as the last bits of sleep wore off. Realization dawned. “Oh, you little-” Turning quickly, he pinned the otter down. “Hmm, what shall I do with this one?”


    “Pinning an otter? Really?” Arden moved his legs slowly to one side of his body. With a quick smooch to stun the wolf, he kicked out.


    Mark rolled off, already far too busy laughing to retaliate. “Not bad, not bad. So, laundry or nap?”


    Arden looked longingly at the wolf, and then at the pile of dirty clothes on the floor. “Guess we have our answer.”


    “Gah, responsible adult stuff.” Mark climbed out of bed and threw on a clean shirt and pair of jeans. “Let’s do it, then.”


    Sam and Tommy were also awake and also plagued by dirty laundry, so they agreed to come along.


    Despite some initial grumbling, the boys got their clothes washed and folded in just a few hours. With the worst behind them, they ate lunch and busied themselves with all the homework that had piled up over the course of the week.


    Mark’s alarm went off at 6. The wolf put away his work and stood. “Welp, meeting and then party time. Not sure when I’ll be back, but I’ll text ya.”


    “Have fun!” Arden pulled the wolf down by his shirt collar and gave him a smooch. “Don’t get crazy.”


    Mark’s blue eyes met Arden’s green. “Do I ever?”


    The spell never failed. Those eyes. Arden had fallen in love with them at first glance. “Alright, alright.” He managed another kiss before letting the wolf go. “Just text me to let me know when you’re heading back. If I don’t hear from you, I’ll assume you crashed there for the night. Better that than walking home by yourself drunk.”


    “Right on!” Mark grabbed his charger and headed out, trailing the cord behind him.


    Before Arden could go back to work, Sam knocked on the door frame and wandered in. “You sure you don’t wanna go to the party with him?”


    “Nah.” Arden was determined to keep his friend company. He’s seen how uncomfortable Sam was around Danny. But there were selfish reasons, too. “I’m not much of a partier, you know that. And going from never drinking to a party where everyone is wasted off their ass just feels weird.”


    “Oh, I heard that.” Sam sat down in Mark’s chair. “That’s why I’m almost happy about tonight. We’ll get to hang out with Danny, so he doesn’t feel like – scratch, realize – that we were avoiding him, we’ll get to drink but without it getting crazy.”


    “Win, win.” Arden tossed his pen down atop some unfinished calc homework. He’d done as much as he was gonna do for the night. Sitting pen in paw and staring at the paper wouldn’t get anything accomplished, he knew. “So, when are we doing this?”


    Sam held up his phone, a text from Danny dominating its screen. ‘Let’s do 8:00. K?’ “Dinner? Tommy says he’s starving.”


    “Might as well, yeah” Arden packed his bag with supplies for Thursday’s classes and joined his friends in the caf. He’d expected to stand in line for everything from a sandwich to some mac and cheese, but the dining hall was strangely empty. “Where is everyone?”


    Sam ladled several slices of baked salmon and passed the spatula along to Tommy. “Well, normally, Thursday is the big party day around here, but since Friday is a staff dev day for the profs and a weekend for us, everything is getting pushed up.” He chuckled. “Not like people wouldn’t be partying tomorrow, too. But hey, an extra excuse to get wasted early is not something most college kids would pass on.”


    Arden pictured Mark at his party. The wolf was not one to lean into peer pressure, and that thought alone kept Arden completely calm. The last thing he wanted to do was become a ball and chain. He’d seen possessive relationships, and they never ended well. Trust, he realized, was an amazing thing. That’s what those clingy relationships lacked. It had only been a year, and- “Oh shit, we forgot our anniversary!”


    Sam shrugged, helping himself to another morsel of fish. “Are you any worse off for it? Anniversaries are for people who count days. But you- you guys are in love. You don’t need to.”


    The sentiment warmed Arden, like few things could. “Yeah, but I guess it would be nice to celebrate. Maybe I can surprise him tomorrow, after class.”


    “I’m sure he’d like that!” Tommy smiled. “Let me know if you need any help.”


    Arden ran a quick search on his phone. “Ooh, there’s a nice upscale place nearby. And they deliver! I figure I’ll order a nice three-course meal, and we can eat it with candlelight and all.” He giggled. “I’m way too excited about all of this.”


    “Can’t blame ya!” Sam scooched closer to get a better look. “Oh, the pics make it look delicious!”


    “You bet!” But Arden’s mind was already elsewhere. He couldn’t remember his last romantic dinner with the wolf, but the thought made his fur tingle. Being sappy and romantic was a beautiful thing.


    Dinner drew to a quiet close, and the boys met up with Danny outside the dining hall.


    The cheetah walked with an extra spring in his step, smiling brightly. “You guys will love this! Summers may be a party dorm, but we are definitely down for a quiet game night every once in a while.” He winked. “But if you wanna know the truth, it’s because the building’s gonna be heavily patrolled by the RAs. My roomie found that out last night. So we sit quietly, let everyone get into trouble, and earn some brownie points with the law. Brilliant!”


    “Sure is.” Arden hadn’t noticed Summers Hall on the map, and seeing it, he knew instantly why. The place looked like a converted school, freshly renovated but unmistakable.


    Danny confirmed that theory. “Summers High, ladies and gents! It’s way nicer than it sounds, trust me. And if you ever wanted to bunk in a classroom, this is your chance!”


    Sam took Tommy’s paw in his. “Never been on my to-do list.”


    “Spoilsport.” Danny glanced back at the happy couple, his eyes not showing the slightest hint of jealousy, despite their bright green color.


    Sam must’ve realized that very same thing. He relaxed. “Are the lockers still there?”


    “Nope.” Danny swiped his fob and held the door for the others.


    Walking in really did feel like a step back into last year. Arden looked around. The lockers really were gone, but something about the tiled hallway was unmistakable. It could’ve been Elton High, it could’ve been Bruce Danvers, it didn’t matter. Again, a few reflexive fears and insecurities that he’d left behind briefly showed their ugly heads. The otter shook them off and walked on.


    Danny’s place entered like a classroom but ended the similarities there. Whatever strange changes had occurred to the cheetah, his cleanliness and love for order had weathered the migration into college life. There was a neatness about the place which Arden had never expected to associate with a college dorm. In the middle of the tidy little room, a coffee table stood with the Scrabble board all set up and ready to play.


    Danny’s roommate, a short, pudgy beaver, introduced himself as Aaron and seemed to be of few words, otherwise.


    The cheetah passed out the beers, and the boys dove into their game.


    Every hour or so, Arden reached instinctively for his phone, hoping each time to see a friendly text or voicemail from Mark. But patience was unkind to the otter. Each glance at the phone revealed nothing more than the fact that yet another hour had gone by without answer.


    Several times, the otter started up a new text. But a few words in, he stopped himself. Trust. That word echoed loudly in his mind and was sometimes the only thing standing between his pawpad and the send button.


    Sam shot his friend glances, but he did not bring up Mark’s absence.


    When three AM rolled around, and several beers in, the boys called it a night. At the very least, Sam seemed happy. The otter even went as far as hugging his ex, looking perfectly sincere as he did so.


    More goodbyes were said, and the three boys left for home.


    They were within a few pawsteps of Cranston, when Arden finally lost the last of his patience. “I’m gonna call him.”


    Sam took a cautious hold of his friend’s paw. “Just wait ’til we’re in the room. Maybe Mark just got in drunk and fell asleep. I’m sure at one point, he’d start feeling too embarrassed to call. If he’s back, you can go to sleep and then give him hell in the morning.”


    Arden had to agree. “We’re only a few steps away, anyway. You’re right. Might as well wait a bit. If he really is back, I’d just wake him up.”


    “Let’s hurry, then.” Tommy held the elevator for the others.


    They ran up to the room, but the lights were off, and Arden’s bed was empty.


    Again, Arden pulled out his phone. “That’s it. I need to know where he is. I’m just worried now.”


    Sam nodded. “Yeah dude, you’ve waited way too long at this point.”


    Vindicated, Arden dialed the wolf’s number. Each ring felt like an eternity, as the otter waited, only guessing what had become of his boyfriend with one part of his brain, all while hoping for the best with the other. ‘His phone died, he got too into the party, he drank too much and passed out on a couch somewhere.’ Those were the hopeful thoughts. The less savory ones, Arden pushed back. Staying sane was the key. Sane and patient. The rings carried on...

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Mark


    The headache is where it begins. Splitting, splintering. When they talked about an iron bar hitting rotting wood, they didn’t even get close. Next, comes the curiosity. Where am I, and why I did I choose this horrible moment to become cognizant? The phone. Right. That stupid, fucking ringtone. So familiar but so grating. It really needs to shut the fuck up and let me sleep. But the damn thing just won’t stop. Every time it quiets down, relief floods in, but that relief is a damn tease. When it leaves, it goes hard, and the pain floods back in with a vengeance. ‘Did you miss me, Mark? Because I sure as shit missed you. Here’s a nice fork to the frontal lobe to demonstrate my love. Remember this? Hurts, don’t it? Good. Fucking great, in fact. Wallow in it.’


    But the phone doesn’t stop. I have to get my eyes open, or the damn thing will just drive that spike right into my head and split me down the middle like a ripe cantaloupe.


    I squint one eye open. The blue light from the screen is some sort of hellish sun just for me. It goes dark, only to come back again, accompanied each time by the ringtone. Fuck. I reach out and grab the phone.


    It’s Arden, worried sick. “Mark?”


    His voice is painful like I never heard it before, digging nails into my skull, but I cling to it as the only familiar thing around. Where I am doesn’t even start dawning on me. I don’t want it to. It’s like a badly-broken leg. It was there, it was busted to shit, but it didn’t hurt yet, so you looked away. That was a present for later. I clear my throat, dry and parched. “Yeah, babe. It’s me. I just... I partied a bit hard. A bit too hard.”


    A sigh of relief. “I figured. I’m so glad you’re OK, though. Gonna be crashing over there?”


    “Yeah. That’s probably safest. I’m already on a couch. I’ll see you tomorrow. God, I’m never drinking like that again, that’s for sure. Holy shit.”


    “I hope so.”


    I feel like the biggest asshole in the world. “I’m so sorry I didn’t call you, hon. Things just started moving so quickly.”


    “Don’t worry. You’re safe, you’re conscious. That’s a start. I’ll see you when you get up tomorrow.” A pause. “I love you.”


    “I love you too, Ar. So much. Thank you for not being mad with me.”


    “Eh, it’s college. Wild parties will happen. Sleep well.” With a kiss, he hangs up, and so do I, reluctant to say goodbye but happy that the noise and light have finally subsided.


    The last thing going through my mind is putting my phone down somewhere safe. Then, the world goes black, and thank fucking God.


    The next time I awake, the headache is actually gone. Its absence is like some kind of lottery meant just for me. Is there a god? Apparently. Because I feel great! Eyes slitted open, I look around. It’s the frat house. So, I haven’t magically gone off to some hovel miles away from school. Good. And my phone is there. Two for two so far. Pocket check. Wallet is in place, and so are the keys. I slump back against the bed, satisfied. For such a weird return to reality, things are going very smoothly. And then, they stop.


    A muffled moan next to me heralds the end of that.


    I turn.


    It’s Terry, face down and stark naked, his ass crusted over with dried cum.


    Primal fear strikes first. I’d seen movies like this, but being in that position is enough to give me a heart attack. Next, I dig around my burned-out shell of a head for some shred of memory. What happened? I remember walking into the party, hanging out a bit with the guys from the team, and then... nothing. On one paw, it’s better than remembering having fucked that fox. That would probably have been worst of all, in fact. But remembering nothing at all means that I might have done it. I might have betrayed Arden’s trust. The thought of it turns my stomach worse than any hangover I can imagine.


    But a conveniently-placed garbage can saves me from embarrassment. I reach over and puke my guts out into the little gray container.


    Terry finally wakes. With just as much pain as I had, he sits up and looks around. “Wha-” Seeing my naked form and his own, he smiles. “Well, well. Would you look at this, now.” His paw reaches for my sheath. “Ooh, big boy. My ass is still definitely feeling it. Mph. Worth this fuckin’ headache, for sure, and the neck bruises.”


    Reflexively and in disgust, not sure which came first, I draw back. “What happened?”


    “Well, I can’t actually remember, but we are both naked, your sheath is crusted with cum, and my ass feels like It’s been thoroughly used. I’m not a math major, but I can add two and two together well enough. And you’re a business major, so I’m pretty sure you’ve added that shit up already.” He smiled. “Math is power. And so are you. Oh my friggin’ god!”


    “Maybe something else happened, maybe-” My laggard brain scrambles for some answer. Some way to get out of this locked room. Something had to be wrong. There had to be some clue.


    “Oh, stop it, silly.” Terry’s groggy smile turns alluring, as his member peeks out once again. “I don’t remember a goddamn thing, but I have a little theory: You got drunk, found the nearest available person — me — and you fucked my brains out. It’s a college party. I know you’re taken, so I would never have agreed to it willingly — vengeful boyfriends and all — but the thought of a guy just using me without permission is kinda hot.” He giggles. “And besides, this is a liberal arts university, with emphasis on liberal. Not even the jocks here give a fuck. Hell, most of them are bi, anyway. And many are up for a good ass-pounding, like you won’t believe.” Again, those unfitting, innocent giggles. “I’m not even a top, and I’ve fucked a half-dozen of them. And about five times that number have fucked me.” His paw slides down to his taut rump. “But you, my friend. You are a king and country all to yourself. Damn!”


    I’m sure he means well. Flattery is rarely malicious. But all that only serves to get me thinking about one person: Arden. If all of this really had happened, I fucked up. I fucked up more than I ever had before. Even more than that time I dumped him out of pathetic, self-righteous pity. Again, I reach for the bucket, dry-heaving, this time. My otter trusted me implicitly. He didn’t call or text once, until way past god-knows-when. And I fucked up.


    Terry must’ve guessed my current train of thought. “Oh, regretting, eh? Well, shit on a stick, man. That’s gonna be a tough one to explain to your otter. That one’s a keeper, alright. Killer bod, nice, funny. But shit happens.” He strokes his slowly-hardening member into form. “But I’ll say this to you, I’m a reasonable fella. This doesn’t have to end with a breakup. I know you guys have that whole love thing going on, and that’s pretty cool.”


    A glimmer of hope. But the moment I see his conniving smile, I realize that glimmer was full of shit. “What?”


    He shrugs. “Well, you know that whole rule of ‘what happens in Vegas,’ right? Well, let’s pretend we’re in Vegas. None of this needs to get out. I go and clean up, you do the same. We’re all set!”


    “But?” There was a but. If there wasn’t, I’m still dreaming. I’d be OK with that, but I wait patiently to be proven right.


    “Well...” His eyes narrow and his smile broadens. “As I said, judging by the aftermath, you pound like a champ. So, maybe a sweaty session every now and then, y’know? Have some fun, put on some scent muter, and that’s that. Sound good?”


    Why the fuck did I think it was gonna be something else? Money? Some dumb request? Of course not. He wanted me to fuck him. And in return, Arden would keep seeing me as the perfect boyfriend, which I certainly wasn’t. Worse yet, with every fuck session, I’d become less perfect, until I was just a flat-out liar and a lowlife. Everything Sam had warned me about when he decided to give me a second chance last year – I would embody it all perfectly. He had protected Arden from the very monster I became. But what if Arden and Sam never found out? Things could be easy. The choice is clear. “I don’t think so.”


    Those narrow, seductive eyes widen in shock. “What?”


    “I said no, Terry.” I find my boxers strewn on the floor and slip them on.


    The last of the sensuality drains from his face. “Wait, are you serious? Dude, you know what you’re risking, right? You could lose your boyfriend. Don’t you love him?”


    “Yep. I love him more than you could possibly imagine.” I buckle on the pants and reach for my polo. “I love him so much that I’m gonna walk down to our room and tell him everything. Right now. I swore I’d keep him close. Every lie is a barrier between us. Every lie is a piece of me he no longer knows. I can’t have that. Not now, not ever.”


    Terry plops back down on the bed. Are those tears? “You’re fuckin’ crazy, you know that? Seriously. Like, I’m giving you a chance to bury all of this. You could live nice and happy with your boyfriend. And what’s a few fuck sessions? Not like I wouldn’t make them worth your while. Totally bragging, but I’m a hell of a bottom! But you’re just gonna use me and leave me? I can’t fucking believe it.”


    “Honesty, Terry.” I fling open the door. “You should really try it sometime. I really hope, for your sake, that you find a person like that one day. A person you want to be honest with, no matter what happens. And if you never do, I feel sorry for you. Fuck buddies can only fill so many holes.” And I leave him there, naked and disappointed. Fuck him.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Mark


    The walk through campus feels like some obscene circus act. I’m definitely not as fresh-faced and bushy-tailed as I first appeared. The spins hit hard. How much did I drink? Either a lot, or I’m just that much of a lightweight.


    Stumbling and praying to avoid the campus police and RAs, I make my way back to the dorm. Not sure which I want more at this point: to find Arden sitting there or to find the place mercifully empty. When confronting Terry, the choice seemed all too easy. It still is, too. I have to tell Arden everything. But the thought of making that move is enough to get me puking again. I run into our suite and straight for the toilet. Dry heaves again. At which point was drinking ever fun? Not once during the night do I remember feeling good or happy. I know where I do always feel happy, though – with Arden. No booze required. Just the two of us, sleeping, cuddling, sitting around and chatting, whatever. For the first time, it truly hits me: I could lose all of that. I almost did once, and I swore I’d never let it happen to me again.


    Terry’s offer floats by. It’s so easy to bury everything. But only easy on paper. I’m not even sure if I cheated on Ar. It’s possible, but even if I did, it was unintentional – part of some alcohol-fueled nightmare. But if I went with that fox’s plan, I would knowingly be cheating on my otter, and probably once a week. If I can’t live with myself now, living with myself after a few months of that would be unthinkable.


    I make it back into my room and collapse on the bed.


    “Mark?” My otter. “You in there?”


    “Yeah.” I steel myself for impact. As I ponder everything one last time, the choice only grows clearer.


    He walks in, dropping his books immediately on the floor. “Oh my God!”


    I must look like a real mess. Makes sense, of course. I hadn’t seen my reflection all morning. Blood-red eyes? Probably. Vomit crusted all over my muzzle and shirt? Check.


    Heedless of all of that, he embraces me. “I’m so glad you’re OK.” Seeing me alive and speaking, his worry eases visibly. “Went a bit overboard, huh?”


    “That’s putting it mildly.” I close my eyes and wish for more time. More time to stall. That’d be nice. Just not thinking about it. But the longer I wait, the more suspicious my confession would look. That much is certain. “Ar, I... I need to tell you something.”


    His eyes meet mine, frightened. “What’s up?”


    I can’t lie to him. He’s grown to trust me implicitly. The only way to be worthy of that trust is honesty. So, I tell him everything I remember. There’s not really much to tell, but I don’t hold back. The whole time, I keep his embrace loosely. If he wanted to run, I would not have blamed him.


    But he stays, tears forming in his eyes, but nothing more.


    I finish my story. “So, that’s all there is to tell, really. I have no idea what happened.” I sit there, expecting more tears, sobs, reprimands, but none comes.


    Instead, he smiles. It is a weak smile, but it’s genuine. “Thank you for telling me.”


    “Ar, I swear to you that whatever happened, I didn’t-”


    “I know.” His embrace tightens. “If you meant to cheat on me, you wouldn’t have said a thing, first off. Second, if you had made up this story and gotten Terry to go along with it, why not just get him to pretend it never happened and risk our relationship? I trust you, Mark. I trust you more than enough to know you’d never do something like that to me. The fact that you came clean like this vindicates my trust more than you know. Even with what happened, you could’ve hushed things up, but you chose to be honest.” He kisses my nose. “I love you.” The smile grows.


    And I know he means it. “So, what now?”


    “Well, let’s get you showered, first off. No offense, but you reek like I can’t even describe.” His paw deftly undoes the buttons of my polo. “I’d like to supervise, if that’s OK.” A hint of slyness seeps into that smile, and I know exactly what he wants.


    We make it into the cramped shower, as he undresses me and I return the favor. In that moment, I love my otter more than I ever had. So many others would’ve let emotion overcome them. They would’ve ignored reason and freaked out, but not him. My otter believes me.


    As the shower water comes on, and Arden slips out of his briefs, he wanders aloud, “What really bugs me is this: What the hell did you guys drink? I mean, I’ve heard of people not remembering the night before, but this is ridiculous. Like, did you really drink that heavily?”


    “I... I’m not sure.” Again, I walk mentally through the events of the night. “We had a beer, first. Then the music started. I saw Terry here and there, but I don’t think we talked at all. He was hanging out with a group of four other foxes. Uhm...” Desperately, I dig against the haze, like a miner trapped in a collapsed tunnel. The light’s somewhere damn close, I know it. “I think we got a wine of some sort next. Maybe? The beer’s where it all stops.”


    Arden soaps up a loofah and stands behind me, one paw on my stomach and the other scrubbing my back. “Just two drinks?” The loofah wanders down to my rump. “I’m not a pro drinker, but I don’t think blackouts work like that.”


    “Me neither.” I lean into him, feeling my otter’s arousal brush up against my leg. “But I don’t know what else to think.”


    “I think we need to go investigating.” Arden’s paws travel around to the front, cleaning the vomit from my fur. “Ask people what they saw.” He embraces me from behind. “I don’t care what happened. I love you, and no matter what went on, I won’t stop. But I know this’ll gnaw at you until you figure it out. So, let’s go back tonight and see what we can dig up.”


    I turn around, meeting his bright green eyes. “You’d really do that for me?”


    No pause, no deliberation. “Duh.” His muzzle finally touches mine for the kiss, and I feel like the luckiest person alive. Because it’s not just about the people who love you but the people who will love you no matter what happens. People like that are impossibly rare, and I have one in my arms. I’d sworn to never let him go, and my plans are not about to change.


    We stand in the shower, warm water cascading over us. And everything is perfect. “I love you, Ar. I’m so sorry this happened.”


    “Don’t be.” Again, his eyes meet mine, completely genuine and happy. “None of it was your fault, and by being so honest, you’ve proven just how much you love me.”


    We part eventually and finish our shower. There’s no fur dryer, so I make do with brushing myself and getting powdered. “Well, looks like I’m not going back to bed. Don’t wanna get the sheets wet.”


    He towels off and sprays some fur deodorant. Mint. The scent mingles perfectly with his own. “Let’s take a walk. Just around campus. It’s such a nice day out.”


    “Yeah!” I don’t remember when I started wagging, but right here and now, my tail’s going crazy. The relief that should’ve gotten to me a while ago finally comes. I did what I thought was right, rather than what was easy. And he loved me for it. “I don’t know how I’m gonna face Terry after any of this.”


    “Me neither.” Arden rams a fist into his paw. “Without beating the shit out of him, anyway. What happened last night was one thing, but the way he tried to blackmail you is just pathetic. I saw he was a slut from day one, but holy shit!”


    I make a mental note of keeping my otter well out of striking range. If anything, I pity Terry for being so desperate. Arden? Arden would probably tear out that fox’s throat, given even half a chance. He’s far from a violent person, but Sam never struck me as terribly violent, either... until he almost broke several of my ribs. “Ar, I know you’re pissed, but let’s not do something that’ll get you expelled or arrested, kay, mister attack-otter?”


    “Yeah, yeah.” His frown turns to a smile and then to giggles. “Just don’t pretend you wouldn’t wanna do something like this in my place.”


    “I...” With the glove on the other paw, he’s probably right. “Yeah.” I’d probably kill Terry, in fact. Probably.


    “I will say this, though.” He pulls on a fresh pair of briefs, wiggling his ass teasingly. “If we have to, I will question him myself.”


    “Honestly, I’m not even sure how much he knows. He woke up even after I did.” Unless he was pretending. Was this all a ploy to get me to sleep with him? If it was, that fox needs a transfer from college to a mental institution, and fast.


    Dressed, we leave Cranston and walk with no particular destination. The campus is gorgeous, no other word to describe it. Trees stand covered in blankets of golden leaves, and birds sing somewhere among the branches, enjoying the last warm days before deep fall and then finally winter.


    Students seem to be in the same mentality as the birds, some walking down the wooded paths, others sitting around on the grass, studying or just napping.


    Holding paws, Arden and I find a quiet, sunlit trail and walk silently side by side. A year ago, I would’ve been terrified of such a gesture. Now, being able to hold his paw feels like the greatest gift in the world. “You know, we don’t take enough walks.”


    “You’re right, we really don’t.” His paw squeezes mine gently. “I think we should head back in a bit. It’ll turn cold soon, but I’m game for a short stroll!”


    “Me too.” Holding paws just didn’t feel like enough, so I let go and wrap an arm around his waist.


    He leans his head on my shoulder, and our meanderings continue. We walk up and down the shore of the small lake that was responsible for the former half of our university’s name. Someone thoughtful had placed a bench right near the water.


    Arden guides our way towards it. “Wanna sit?”


    “Sure!” I sit down, letting him rest his head in my lap. A faint breeze blows by, rustling the weeping willow above us. “It’s beautiful here.”


    “Yeah.” His kiss, slow and relaxed, speaks volumes of what he’s thinking. “I’m so happy I get to share all of this with you. Wouldn’t have been the same alone.”


    “Yeah.” Terry comes back to mind. “I really do pity that fox. He tries so hard to get into people’s pants, but when he wanders over to this bench, he’ll be sitting here alone. That’s pretty sad.”


    “It is.” He turns, watching the water ripple in the afternoon sunlight. “Never thought of it that way.”


    “Yeah.” The conversation drifts into silence, but that’s OK. Arden and I, we can spend hours just sitting quietly together. Nothing needs to be said. We have each other, and sometimes words can ruin a perfectly serene moment. So, we sit there, him resting on my lap and watching the water, and me stroking his head and watching him.


    An hour passes, maybe more, before my stomach starts to grumble.


    Arden giggles. “Well, I’d say someone’s hungry.”


    I try to remember my last meal. “Yeah, I haven’t really eaten at all today.”


    “Let’s go fix that!” He pushes up to standing, giving me another kiss in the process. “A hungry wuff is a sad wuff. That’s the rule.”


    “Actually, I’m not sad at all.”


    I pull him down into another kiss.


    His paws rest on my back, and his tongue licks mine eagerly. We kiss until my stomach growls again. Defeated, I sigh. “Fine.”


    When we get there, the caf is jam-packed with all the students who spent the day recovering from last night. My stomach pushes me towards the food line, but a couple guys from the soccer team catch my eye. “Hang on a sec, Ar. Gotta check something.”


    We pad over towards their table.


    After a few high-fives, I make my way over to Bryan. “Hey, man!”


    He greets me over a bowl full of lo-mein. “What’s up! Crazy party last night, bro. Where the hell did you vanish?”


    “What do you mean? I was there!” Again, I try to think back to how it all happened.


    He shakes his head. “For like a half hour. I saw ya walk in, grab a beer. Didn’t see much of you after that.”


    “Do you know anyone who has?” Seeing his confused expression, I lean in. “I kinda have no idea what happened at all. Totally blank.”


    He laughs heartily into his noodles. “Wow, did you drink that much? Damn, Freshman. Way to go hard! Well, if you wanna reconstruct, I’d ask Cal. He’s the one who mentioned seeing you.”


    I glance over the table, but that raccoon is nowhere to be found. “Is he in line?”


    “Nah, back at the house, cleaning. He’s desperate to get into good graces with everyone after the whole almost-being-busted-for-pot thing. As a first year pledge, his staying in the frat depends on it.”


    “We’ll go have a chat with him after dinner, then.”


    Arden meets my eye and nods.


    We grab some food and eat with the soccer guys, but now that there’s some hope of finding out what went on last night, I don’t taste much of anything at all. Something happened, and I have got to find out what it is. Arden put a finger on it perfectly. Not knowing would gnaw at me for a very, very long time. I know I’m faithful, my otter knows I’m faithful, but there’s a chunk of my head that I went and left behind somewhere, and that’s just not cool.


    Food gone, Ar and I make our way over to the frat house.


    The place is trashed from last night, but that’s no surprise. I’d been told all about the craziness of frat parties, and if I could ever remember what the hell happened, I might be able to say I’d experienced it myself. Climbing over a mountain of beer bottles, we make it inside to find Cal soldiering on all by himself.


    When he sees us, the raccoon’s tired and very hungover face lights up in a smile. “Oh, they finally sent someone to help! Thank The Lord!”


    Arden looks over the remaining mess, a very forced grin on his face. “Well...”


    But then, it hits me. “Yeah, we’ll help. But if we can ask you a few questions while we do so.”


    “Hey, if that’s what it takes to get this place cleaned up faster, then hell yes!” Cal struggles to tie a bulging garbage bag, gives up and pushes it into the corner with his foot. “What sort of questions? Wanna score some pot?”


    “No, thanks.” I take up tying the bag Cal had abandoned. “It’s about last night.”


    He looks up from emptying a garbage bin full of puke into another trash bag. “What about last night?”


    “Well, anything you can remember, really. I blanked out so hard that I only remember getting a beer and then nothing at all. Did I drink much?”


    “I don’t think so, no.” The smell wafting around the room grows sickeningly strong until Cal seals the bag. “You’re not twenty one yet. The only way for you to drink much is by mooching off other people, and that would require going to the booze table. I was working the booze table, and I can personally vouch for the fact that you never came by. Whatever you got, it was away from me, and that can’t be much. We have a policy at Alpha-Gamma: Keep your booze in one place. If anyone raids, hiding it takes less than a minute.” Cleaning forgotten, he guides us across the living room and into the kitchen, where an array of half-empty bottles sit on the counter. “And here we are. People are only allowed to take one drink at a time, unless you’re doing a beer-bong or something. In that case, you’d still do it here.”


    With that explanation, things have gone from weird to really fucking weird. I stab blindly for answers. “Could anyone have brought their own booze?”


    “In small amounts, yes. Flask, maybe.” Cal slips a flask out of his jeans pocket and takes a sip. “How’s that for a demonstration? Oof, hair of the dog. Hair of the dog. Anyway, it’s gotta be in small amounts because A: we share our booze here, and B: with the whole raid preparedness thing, the seniors would tear your fucking head off and play soccer with it, if you brought a keg without telling them.”


    Another dead end. And looking at all that booze is bringing me dangerously close to how I felt this morning. I head back to the living room, hoping the others follow. “Well, shit. All I know is that I went to the party, had a beer, and that’s it. That’s all I remember.”


    A knowing “Ah.” escapes Cal’s muzzle. His eyes meet mine. “Dude, don’t you get it?”


    I shake my head. “Enlighten me?”


    “Someone slipped you a roofie.”


    All those movies come back. Tiny pill – drink it and pass out ‘til morning. And just like that, everything makes way too much sense. Feeling relief would be nice. We figured it out. I didn’t get drunk out of my mind, I didn’t fuck Terry. Of course, relief is still a mile off. “Who the hell would slip me a roofie?”


    Cal sits me down on the couch. “Before we go any further, rule number one at large parties: Make your own drinks or let people you trust make them for you. Did you at any point accept a drink that you didn’t personally make or open?”


    “Yes.” The beer.


    “So, there you go. As for who, that’s a whole ‘nother bag of shit. From what I heard, roofies are tough to get. Most clean dealers don’t carry them because the only real use for them is rape and other shady shit. Pot, mollies, coke, I can hook you up with. But not that shit. Whoever got it knows some folks. Some of the shadier guys, like the sort what hang out up on Summer Street. The ones that sling heroin.” He reads my next step of attack perfectly. “Dude, don’t go to Summer, seriously. You will be stabbed to death by some crackhead, I guarantee it. That is not the place to be if you don’t know people. I’ve heard some deep shit.”


    Arden takes my paw in his, steering me back to sense. “He’s right, hon. And really, what’s the point? We know you were drugged. Whoever did it is fucked up, yes. But what’ll finding them do?”


    “You know what? You’re right!” I stand with that final resolve. “I just wanna get this whole thing behind me.”


    “Right on, man.” Cal jerks his thumb towards the garbage bags. “Help me get these out, and we’ll call it even.”


    Arden and I grab a few bags each, and within twenty minutes, the house is decently clean. There’s a metaphor in there somewhere.


    I knew I’d never cheat on my otter, but having it as a definite feels amazing. Finally, we can put it all behind us and move on to better things. We pal around for a bit longer with Cal and then head out.


    The sun has set, and the night smells of summer. I inhale deeply. “I like this. For as weird as the day started, it’s ended pretty well.”


    “Yeah.” Arden walks with his paw in mine. “You know, if we hadn’t done any of this, I wouldn’t have cared. I trusted you way too much to let something like that get in the way.”


    “I know.” I kiss him behind the ear, giggling as it twitches instinctively. “But honestly, I’m glad we did it. Having even a tiny piece of my life erased like that just felt weird.”


    “All’s well that ends well, then.” His expression hasn’t changed at all. He really did believe me as soon as I told him. I love my otter.


    Just one thing still gnaws at the back of my mind. “I don’t know how I’m gonna be in the same room as Terry ever again, though.”


    “Yeah, Pride meetings won’t be fun.” His short ears droop. “And I was really growing to like those guys. They’re a nice group.”


    “Honestly, I think once they find out about what Terry did, they’ll disown him, just like we have.” I was never much on ostracizing, but that asshole deserves it. “Once that’s done, we can go back to hanging out with them.”


    “Sounds good.” He smiles. “We can hang out with Danny and his group for now. They’re good people, actually. The pot thing is a bit weird, but it’s college.”


    “So Sam made up with him?” To this day, what Danny did to that otter scares the shit out of me. You love a person, and suddenly they can’t love you back. I know that ‘turning straight’ is a load of shit. I know Danny only did it because he’s terrified of the implications of being gay, but I’d be lying if I said I never had the obvious nightmare. ‘I’m not gay anymore, Mark. I know I wanted to spend the rest of my life with you, but I can’t anymore. I’m gonna find myself a girlfriend, get married and have kids. But don’t be a stranger. Call me.’


    I shudder and clasp my otter’s paw tighter. He’s still there, he’s smiling, and he loves me. And we’ll live like that for as long as we can. I used to be a huge fan of freeze frames back when. They still come up once in a while. That crazy, impossible wish of pushing a pause button on life and staying in a perfect moment forever. That time has passed. If I’d gotten my wish, I would’ve just had one moment for the rest of my life. I’ve already made countless. Countless perfect moments that make all the previous ones pale in comparison.


    We get home, and I fall asleep with Arden in my arms. Another perfect moment that I let linger for as long as it cares to before moving on. More bright days are ahead.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Arden


    The first week of November flew by before Arden could even register it. The second week passed in much the same way. Mark’s weird party was in the past and forgotten, and classes went on in full force. It was as if the professors were afraid of the students forgetting everything over break. Class after class, they crammed lectures and labs to the brim. The tests suffered as a result. They grew longer and more complex. Rather than hanging out nights and playing boardgames, Arden, Mark, Sam and Tommy spent their free time behind piles of textbooks and notes. But there was just one week left before some semblance of freedom, so the four friends persevered.


    On Monday, Arden’s phone went off in the middle of one of Sharp’s longer and more involved lectures. The otter shut the ringer off, flushing a bright red beneath his thick winter fur.


    Sharp glared daggers in his direction and then went back to the lecture, probably regretting Lakeforest’s cell phone policy. In high school, that phone would’ve been on his desk in a heartbeat.


    Arden let a few seconds tick by. Convinced that a reprimand wasn’t in order, he checked his texts.


    It was Dom. ‘Hey man. Missed ya at the last club meeting. Hope you’re OK. Cya tonight?’


    Reluctant to leave the tiger hanging, Arden texted back: ‘Yeah. Definitely!’ His finger had barely left the send button, and doubts already crept in. If Terry showed up, a confrontation would be nearly unavoidable. At the very best, things would get awkward.


    Dom either read his mind, or the grapevine grew that quickly at Lakeforest. ‘Terry won’t be there, in case you were wondering.’


    Arden knew that wasn’t a conversation to have over text. It would crop up eventually in person. ‘See you there.’ He slipped the phone into the pocket of his jeans and went back to the lecture.


    With fifteen minutes of class left, Sharp had gone into a furor, writing formula after formula on the board and tapping each twice with his ruler to accentuate it. “These will all be on the take-home. Understood? All of them. Oh, and it’s due Friday before you leave for Thanksgiving.”


    The chorus of disappointment was music to his ears. “If you go home before passing it in, don’t bother to pass it in at all, clear? No lates, no ‘I forgot, Mister Sharp.’ None. Friday by six. My desk. At six on the dot, I lock my office and head to my sister’s place for turkey. Once the lock’s been turned, you’re out of luck.” His quick eyes surveyed the class, as the tests got passed around. “Oh, and this’ll be worth twenty percent of your semester’s grade. So, treat it as such. You’re all majors here. This isn’t some elective you can afford to take pass/fail. Everyone got a copy? Speak now or forever hold your peace.” He made one more pass of the crowd. “Nobody? Going once, twice. And get out!”


    In a unisonal shuffle of papers, the students hurried for the door, lest Sharp decide to make the test an in-class affair and fail them all.


    Sam read over the test as they walked to lunch. “Y’know, that’s not too bad. Wow, did I just say that?”


    “I’m glad you’ve decided to be optimistic about it all.” Arden patted his friend on the back. “Sharp said nothing about not doing it together, right?”


    “You’re right!” Any doubts in Sam’s demeanor vanished instantly. “Oh, there’s no way we’ll fail now! Gonna ace the hell out of this thing!”


    “Yup, yup!” Arden let the other otter’s confidence buoy him. Those formulas looked pretty mean, but they did have each other – and the text book. “So, Dom texted me. Looks like Terry’s skipping out on today’s meeting.”


    “Good.” Sam’s excitement about the test bled seamlessly into an angry frown. “If I see that guy, he’ll wish I hadn’t.”


    “Dude, I know how you feel, but-” Arden rested a paw on Sam’s shoulder and squeezed, just as Terry’s bushy tail bobbed by. “Don’t. Seriously. Don’t.” He recalled what happened the last time Sam Fardin got close to someone who’d wronged his friend. Mark almost wound up in the hospital.


    Sam tugged but feebly. “I-” He sighed. “Fine. You’re right. But that prick needs to suffer, one way or another.”


    “I’m gonna go ahead and hope for Karma.” Arden watched the fox disappear into a dense crowd of students. Out of sight but not out of mind. “Honestly, I just don’t feel like sacrificing my college career on that prick. He’s not worth it. He’s not worth anything at all. Besides, that news will spread. He’ll be an outcast for what he did.”


    “True.” Sam shut his eyes and shook off the red mist. “I’m so glad you were there just now.”


    “Me too.” Arden looked back over his shoulder, not expecting to see Terry but knowing the fox was somewhere back there.


    They ate a quiet lunch with Mark and Tommy, took a nap, and headed down to the GSA meeting. The question of the day was, of course, what had happened at the party. Mark was shy at first, but then he told them everything. “Dunno who drugged us, but someone’s got a sick sense of humor.”


    Dom shook his head mournfully. “You said it. And Terry... man. I know that fox loves to act like a total horn-ball, but sometimes it feels larger-than-life, y’know? Like, he’s putting on an act. To actually do that to someone. Shit.” He opened his muzzle to say something else but fell silent, instead.


    Lex broke the silence. “I’m really happy you and Arden stayed together through this, though. That’s pretty awesome!”


    Jessica nodded, smiling broadly. “Yeah, I guess that’s what real love looks like.”


    Arden and Mark could only blush, sitting side by side on the sofa.


    Troy was the only one unsatisfied. “You know, that party thing still weirds the hell out of me. Forget about the ‘who.’ Why would someone slip you guys roofies? Judging by Terry’s condition, maybe someone fucked him, sure. But what about you? Can’t really get hard when you’re passed out cold like that, so they couldn’t’ve done much with you. Why go through all that trouble?”


    “I-” Mark stared off into space. “I don’t know.” He drew Arden closer. “But really, I don’t care”


    Troy hardly heard him. “What about you, Lex? You were at that party. See anything?”


    The coyote scratched the back of his head tentatively. He shrugged. “Not more than anyone else, I don’t think. I mean, I got there, had a few drinks, danced with some cute guys and left. That’s it, really.”


    Troy turned to Eric. “You?”


    “I didn’t go.” The bobcat shot his boyfriend a sly glance. “A certain someone decided to cook anniversary dinner. And dinner with the boo is always preferable to getting shit-faced at some dirty frat house.”


    Arden made a mental note to finally throw Mark that anniversary party. “Anyway, how about a change of topic, guys? This is the GSA, after all, not the gossip club.”


    Troy chuckled. “What do you think the G stands for? If anyone wanted to be in the know of all the shit that goes on around here, this is the place to be.” He was about to conduct more interrogations, no doubt, when the startling red and blue of police sirens whizzed by. “Holy shit!” He and the others scampered towards the window.


    They watched in awed silence as three police cars and a blacked-out SUV flew down the main campus road and made a sharp left towards the science building.


    Dom snapped out of the trance first. “I motion we move the meeting to the quad, outside Helmers. No reason in particular.”


    A unanimous “Carried!” followed, and the meeting was moved. Walking at first and then breaking into a jog, the party made their way over to the science building, its facade lit up like a colorblind Christmas tree with the red and blue of police lights.


    A perimeter had been formed, and sleepy students had already begun to gather in droves around the yellow tape.


    Dom’s imposing size allowed his friends easy access to the front. The tiger found one of his buddies in the crowd. “Yo, Benny! What’s going on?”


    The puma leaned close and still had to yell over the wail of the sirens. “Nothing official, but it looks like the storage room was robbed. A bunch of new equipment stolen. Huge loss for the school. Millions of dollars, it looks like.”


    Dom shrugged. “Better than a murder, I guess.”


    Ben let out a barking laugh. “Wow, way to keep it positive. But I guess you’re right. Not carting out a body is a pretty good thing. One of the guys from my high school’s on the case, it looks like. Low level grunt work, but I’m sure they at least told him a bit about it. I’ll text him in a few and ask what’s up.”


    “Keep me posted.” Dom gave the puma another clap on the back and then turned to the others. “D’you guys wanna keep watching?”


    Lex and Jessica immediately declined, claiming homework. The others slowly drifted off as well, Arden and Mark bringing up the rear. Despite the anti-climactic ending, the otter still felt the last of his energy draining as he walked. “Yup, definitely gonna have to do that take-home thing tomorrow... or maybe even Wednesday. Today calls for bed. Immediately.”


    “You said it.” Mark drew the otter close as an unfriendly gust of wind blew in, and the boys hurried home.


    The next day, a quick news search revealed a loosely-written article on the night’s events. It seemed Bobby’s rumors were 100 percent accurate. The storage room had, indeed, been robbed. Nobody knew what had happened, and there were no witnesses. Worse yet, the security cameras had conveniently blanked out at just the right time. Had the alarm not gone off, no one would’ve found out about any of it until the following morning. With no real clues and no suspects, the local authorities quickly wrote the case off as unsolvable, despite formally saying that the investigations would continue until a suspect was identified.


    Arden and his friends dismissed the news with a shrug. Some of the more adventurous students would’ve gotten involved, no doubt. But this was as far from their fight as it got. Still, the otter pulled up the news-feed once in a while to check on developments – that is, until Sharp’s take-home consumed him and Sam entirely.


    The pair worked tirelessly on that test. Sixteen pages of question after question that Sharp seemed to have formulated bent on making sure everyone failed. Even the magical power of the internet did little to help. This was application, and how-to guides could only do so much.


    But as all things do, the test finally came to an end. It was early morning on Friday, and both boys had been forced to entirely substitute sleep with coffee and energy drinks. Wired and awake only bodily, they wrapped up the last of the questions.


    Sam tossed his pen down triumphantly. “Well, I figured it out. Sharp just wants us to retake his class, so he can get paid more.”


    Too tired to agree, Arden poked his friend’s theory full of holes. “I’m pretty sure professors get evaluated on how well students pass their classes. If everyone is forced to retake, it doesn’t look good on the prof.”


    “Well...” Sam threw up his paws in defeat. “Then, I guess Sharp just wants to get booted out without looking like a quitter. I dunno. I don’t care. Let’s close it at that. Ditching classes today?”


    “Hell yes.” Arden stuffed the thick packet of questions into his backpack. “Let’s go turn these in and then spend the rest of the day passed out somewhere. At least, until Warren gets in.”


    Sam collapsed into a hug with his best friend, nearly knocking Arden off his chair. “Best plan your fertile mind has ever crafted!” He sighed. “Oh, I just wanna stay like this. Just close my eyes and nap. Nap, nap, nap, nap. Shit.” He straightened up. “Alright, let’s do this. Short walk, toss these into Sharp’s sneering face, maybe some breakfast, and then bed. Oh, that bed has missed me, I can tell!”


    Behind him, Mark stirred. “Keep it down. I’ve still got another hour before I gotta be up.”


    Arden crumpled up several sheets of scrap paper and tossed them one at a time at the offending commenter. “Dude, shut up! You got to sleep!”


    “Pshh! Sleep?” Mark slitted one eye open, forcing his muzzle to stay curved down in a frown. “With your racket, barely a wink.”


    Sam nailed the wolf’s nose with another wad of paper. “Oh, and was the snoring meant to ease our conscience by making us think you’re asleep and we’re not disturbing Your Royal Highness?”


    “I don’t snore!” The wolf harrumphed and threw the blanket over his head. “Now, go away.”


    Arden grabbed his eraser off the desk but didn’t lob it. “Fine. Let’s go, Sam. I know where that wolf lives. We’ll have our revenge.”


    They left Cranston and set out across campus to the science building.


    Arden spotted the cops first. “Uh-oh. Did they forget something?”


    Two more police cars stood parked at the building’s entrance, their lights going, although not producing the same entrancing display they had at night. There was no yellow tape this time, however, so the boys entered the building unchallenged. They jogged up to the office wing and found Sharp’s office.


    Sam tried the door. “Really? He left, already? Shit.”


    “He couldn’t have. There’s no way.” Arden checked his phone. “It’s not even noon yet. Sharp may be a bit prickish, but he’s not just gonna shave six hours off like that. If he did, we have enough witnesses to go straight to the Dean.” A voice from behind made him turn. “Are you boys looking for Doctor Sharp?”


    It was Professor Kohler, looking more harried even than usual. “He’s uh... not sure how much I’m supposed to say...” She glanced to and fro, as if expecting to see someone ready to reprimand her. “Between us?” Seeing the boys’ nod, she padded closer. “He was arrested this morning. Looks like he was the one who arranged the equipment theft. Anyway, I was sent here to collect any tests that the students bring. I’m guessing that’s why you’re here.”


    Arden took Sam’s test and passed it to the lynx, along with his own. “Here they are. Thanks.”


    “Don’t mention it. Happy Thanksgiving!” Kohler smiled, but her eyes were far from smiling. The arrest must’ve been violent. Or maybe they were friends. “How are you boys handling that class, by the way? Not breaking under the stress, I hope. I’ve had a few of the students crumble already. Recommended them to a counsellor.”


    Sam shook his head. “Nah. Started out a bit worried, but we are getting through it bit by bit.” He and Arden wished her a happy Thanksgiving and hurried back to Cranston, their plans to eat and sleep forgotten.


    Mark was still snoozing when Arden came in. The otter shook him awake. “You’ll never guess what happened!”


    “Sharp is sick and you all got As because he didn’t feel like grading the test.” Mark turned towards the wall and tried to fall back asleep.


    “No, he was arrested.” As tense as the situation was, the otter couldn’t help but giggle at his boyfriend’s response.


    Mark turned, nearly falling off the bed, his eyes wide. “What?! Jesus, where did this come from?”


    “He helped steal those supplies, apparently.” Knowing how quickly things like that spread, and wanting to protect Kohler, he added: “Let’s keep this on the DL for now. We weren’t exactly supposed to hear that.”


    “Right.” Mark scratched his head, yawning. “Wow. Well, that’s one way to spend Thanksgiving – in a jail cell.”


    “Tell me about it.” The shock of the news slowly wore off, and Arden shrugged. “Then again, if he really did arrange that robbery, he’s getting his dues. It’s not like some tale of the wrongly accused. And Sharp is a prick, so I’m not exactly surprised.”


    Mark giggled. “Yeah, I’ve heard... and witnessed. So, what now? Off to bed, or are you gonna join me for breakfast?” He grabbed the otter’s shirt collar and pulled him close. “A smooch would be nice, too.”


    Arden was all too happy to oblige. Morning breath or not, kissing the wolf never failed to make him feel warm and at peace. The kiss was a confirmation of love, and every confirmation of something so beautiful was more than welcome.


    By the time they got to the dining hall, rumors had already circulated. Dom waved them over to his table of seniors. “Have you guys heard? They arrested some guy in relation to the case. My boy on the inside says the scent specialists, after at first finding nothing, got an anonymous tip to check again, did a repeat sweep and found the guy’s trace. Apparently, he wasn’t supposed to have access to any of that equipment. Not yet, anyway. Only the department head and technicians were allowed in, and those, under strict supervision. Makes sense, considering how much that stuff it worth.”


    Arden nodded. “That guy was one of our professors. We just got back from the chem building, actually. Troy had him, too.”


    “That’s nuts, man.” Dom took a bite of his hamburger, chewing busily. That effectively ended the conversation, and Arden went off to get food.


    Baked salmon and potatoes were on the menu, so the otter left the food line satisfied.


    By the time he got back, enough of the seniors had left for the boys to sit with Dom.


    The tiger, meanwhile, had moved on to a gargantuan cup of coffee. “So, I saw Terry earlier this morning. He seemed pretty distraught.”


    Tommy chuckled. “Not surprised at all. Bet he was counting on Arden and Mark to have a huge falling out. To him, even the suspicion of cheating was cause enough to break a relationship. But when those two stayed together, that must’ve really screwed with him.”


    The possibility that Terry had set up the whole thing just to get Mark to sleep with him had occurred to Arden, but it seemed like a very long shot. Still, even if the fox had initially been innocent, what he did the next morning was unforgivable. “Good riddance. And I really hope he doesn’t decide to show his face around here again.”


    Dom took a long draught of his coffee. “Yep, his reputation is pretty much in tatters right now. Oh, are you guys staying around for Thanksgiving?”


    Arden pushed the last remaining potato to and fro with his fork. “Nah. We are heading to visit the fam. Haven’t seen them since move-in day.” As if listening in, Warren rang up.


    Mark talked to him for a few minutes before muttering an embarrassed ‘I love you’ and hanging up. “He’ll be here in three hours. So pack my stuff, hon. We’ll have to go right after Tommy and I get back from class.”


    The thought of seeing his family cheered Arden enough for a groggy smile. “What am I packing? Just your computer and all the chargers, right? We have clothes and stuff at home.”


    “Yep, sounds about right to me.” Having eaten as much of his fish as he could, the wolf hopped to his feet, kissed Arden and bolted off to class with Tommy jogging after him.


    Before Dom could also leave, Arden stopped him. “Hey, about that party... Could you keep an eye out for any news? I know I told Mark I wanted to bury this, but if we do find out who was behind it, I’d like to know.”


    The tiger’s sharp eyes scanned Arden’s. “Yeah, I’ll keep an ear to the ground. I’m sure I needn’t tell you not to do anything dumb with any information I might obtain.”


    “Of course not.” Arden had made the promise to himself as well. Petty revenge wasn’t worth expulsion and arrest. “Just curious.”


    Dom picked up his tray. “You and me both, bud. You and me both.”


    Food finished, Arden and Sam returned to their room and packed. It wasn’t quite Christmas break, so the boys only grabbed their necessities. They sat around and shot the breeze until Mark and Tommy got back.


    The wolf dumped his books onto Arden’s desk. “Dad’s already downstairs. Let’s hurry up!” Like it always did when he was blissfully happy, his tail wagged up a storm. Warren and James had been the sort of family to him that he had always deserved.


    Not needing a second bidding, Arden and Sam hurried downstairs.


    Warren stood, dressed as sharply as he always was, leaning against the diver’s door of his SUV. Just like Mark, the fox had a good deal of trouble keeping his tail from wagging. “Long time, no see.” He held his composure well, but only until Mark and Arden drew close enough. “God, I’ve missed you guys.” The tears came, and Warren embraced his son, and the otter he’d no doubt get to call son in due time.


    “Hey, Dad!” Mark wagged ecstatically, all too happy to return the hug.


    Caught in the warmth, Arden didn’t say much. He held the fox and wolf close, enjoying the moment.


    No doubt not wanting to make Sam and Tommy feel left out, Warren parted the embrace quicker than he usually did. “Heya, Sam!” He turned to the fox next. “Ah, and you must be Tommy. Heard of you through song and tale, of course.”


    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir!” Tommy shook paws with him, already bonding through the sheer power of species familiarity.


    “Likewise!” Formalities addressed, Warren unlocked the car and climbed in.


    Mark took shotgun. “You sure you don’t want me to drive, Dad?”


    “Nah.” Warren reached for the cup holder, producing an enormous travel mug. “I’ve got enough coffee to get me to Canada and back! And I took the day off work, so can’t say I’ve had much to do today besides the two hours on the highway.” He started the car and pulled out of the parking space. “Should’ve asked this a few minutes ago, but does everyone have everything? And that includes empty bladders.”


    One by one, the car’s passengers voiced their agreement.


    “Wonderful!” Warren beamed at Arden through the rear view mirror. “Next stop, Tellyson!”


    Short of some stop and go traffic, the fox’s prediction had proven entirely correct. He started the drop offs with Tommy. “Have fun with your folks! I’m sure we’ll see each other before you head back to school!”


    “Thank you! I’m sure we will.” Tommy gave Sam a quick kiss on the nose. “I’ll text ya.” Smiling and waving at his friends, he walked up the driveway and headed into his house.


    Warren put the car into drive and turned back to face Arden. “Shall we do you next?”


    “Sure!” The thought of seeing his family after all those months made the otter grin from ear to ear. Mikey had, no doubt, grown even taller than before.


    Soon enough, the SUV pulled up in front of the familiar pink flamingo.


    Warren unlocked the car doors. “Call us and let us know what your plans are for tomorrow. We were thinking of going out to eat.”


    “Will do!” Arden hopped out of the car and scurried around to Mark’s window, which the wolf had preemptively rolled down. “Love ya!” He kissed Mark on the muzzle and waved the others goodbye.


    Before Warren had a chance to drive off, the Halinens poured out into the lawn.


    Tarja immediately embraced her son. “Oh, it’s so good to see you, dear!”


    Mr. Halinen, meanwhile, shook paws with Warren. “Thanks for the prompt delivery, sir!”


    The fox saluted. “I do my best, Captain! Pizza night tomorrow?”


    Engvard chuckled. “If there’s fish on it, I’ll eat it!”


    “Good sport! We’ll see you guys then!” Warren rolled up the window and drove off.


    Next, Engvard turned his attention to Arden. “How was the drive?”


    “Pretty smooth.” Arden shared a warm hug with his father. “Where’s Mikey?”


    Tarja checked her watch. “He should be here in about twenty minutes. He had ‘some after school thing.’” She accentuated the air quotes sarcastically. “More like ‘some girl thing.’ But at that age, I don’t blame him. He knows what he’s doing.”


    “Sweet! Can’t wait to see him again!” Arden swished his rudder in canid imitation.


    Tarja wagged her finger reproachfully. “If I catch you two playing videogames at three in the morning, you’re not gonna hear the end of it, are we clear?”


    “Yes, Mom.” Arden sulked his head in mock piety and followed his parents into the house. Hearing about Mikey’s girl thing got the otter smiling. “So, how are you guys liking the bride-to-be?”


    Engvard had already seated himself in his favorite armchair. “She’s alright. A bit headstrong, but that’s admirable. And Warren said she is a very precocious student. That’s always good to see. Overall, he could’ve done so much worse that I’d even go as far as to say I’m happy.” He winked. “Sufficed to say, I like Mark a hell of a lot better, but that’s a given.”


    Ever since the wolf had proven his devotion by willingly agreeing to take time apart from Arden and then going through with it without a peep of argument, Mr. Halinen had taken an immense fondness to him. Back then, Arden hated his father for it – he even somewhat resented Mark for not just rebelling. But that was then. The small sacrifice had been more than worth it. They were together and proving time and time again that Nothing could pull them apart. Even Arden’s extended relatives, who scoffed at first, soon got on board.


    Arden chuckled. “Heh, hope Mikey’s girl thing goes well, then.” He shared a knowing wink with his father and then went off to help Tarja prepare dinner.


    But Mikey had not been entirely honest. In truth, he was as far away from dealing with girls at that very moment as he could’ve gotten. In fact, it was a boy he was dealing with…
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    Chapter Thirteen


    Mikey


    Ayo, otter-bitch!” Sean’s latest taunt reached across the crowded hallway. Mikey turned, entirely fearless. Tired, if anything. “What?” Out of nowhere, this started. He’d ignored countless taunts over the past few months, and something finally snapped. Detention or not, he’d put the prick in his place once and for all.


    The coyote pushed through the crowd of milling students. “I’m done playin’ games with you!” He stood toe to toe with the otter, forced to crane his neck in a desperate effort to meet Mikey’s eyes. “Right now, you and me. Gonna fuck you up and give you a few bruises of your own to wear.”


    The challenge was called, and Elton High’s students heard it. Some backed instinctively away. Others drew in close, excited to see a proper fight. They watched the two boys intently, whispering back and forth, probably spreading rumors about why it had come to this.


    Mikey sighed. “Dude, what the hell is your problem with me?” From day one of freshman year, the coyote refused to leave him alone. Mikey was popular enough to just stick to his friends and ignore it, but week after week, the assaults continued.


    “Because of your faggot brother and his cock-buddy, mine ended up in jail!” Sean glanced back to see his friends lining up behind him. A coward with backup, and feeling safe, he continued. “That fucker ratted Chris out. And since I can’t deck him personally, I’ll just have you pass along the message. I’m sure if I beat ya bad enough, he’ll get the point.”


    Over the summer, working hard to make the lacrosse team, Mikey hit the gym almost daily, and it showed. “Try it, go ahead. Tell you what, though. If your punch doesn’t do much, I’ll punch back. And if you end up in the ER, promise you won’t have your daddy start writing angry letters to the school board, kay? Either settle it like a champ or get the fuck out of my face.”


    “No one’s gettin’ involved but me.” Another glance towards his buddies.


    Mikey watched the coyote’s right carefully from the corner of his eye. “Good. So, what now? Gonna stand around for a bit?”


    “No, gonna fuck your pretty little face up!” Sean swung a wide right hook.


    Mikey stepped back and let the punch graze harmlessly by. With both of Sean’s arms out of the way, the otter lunged forward and put the coyote into a headlock, much to the cheers of his classmates.


    As expected, the coyote’s so-called backup bailed immediately, not even bothering to watch the rest. They were done with him.


    Sean growled and bucked, trying valiantly to throw the otter off, but fact was fact. He was far smaller and in way over his head. “Fuck you! Fuck you! You cocksucking son of a whore! Fuck your whole family!”


    Mikey tightened his grip. “Alright, buddy, here’s what we’re gonna do.” He crossed his left foot and swept the coyote to the ground. Amidst the cheers and Sean’s cursing, Mikey straddled the coyote. “Who is your daddy, and what does he do? Nah. That’s boring. What am I gonna have you say to really humiliate you?” And then, it came to him. “Okay, you’re gonna say, ‘Hello, I’m Sean, and I’m a homosexual.’ You really hate the gay community, for whatever reason, but you can’t hate yourself, can you?” He jerked back to avoid a headbutt. “Go on.”


    “Fuck you, I ain’t saying I- AAH!” With his head bent at such an unnatural angle, the coyote could only ignore the searing pain for so long.


    “Come on, be a sport, Seanny.” Mikey pushed the coyote flat against the dirty linoleum floor while lifting the unfortunate’s head even higher. “Just say it. You’ve already lost. You’re gonna be a joke for the rest of the year, at least. Probably longer. Can’t fall much more than this.”


    Hot, shameful tears welled up in the coyote’s eyes, as his thrashing grew weaker and more pitiful. “I- I can’t.” His anger crested, and the tears came full force. “Please. Please stop. I can’t-” His body went limp, and the little coyote wept openly, oblivious to the laughter around him.


    Mikey gasped. Somewhere along the line, the tables had turned. He had become the bully. Dazed, he let Sean go and stood up. Some teacher ran up, yelling at him, but none of it mattered. He was the bully. “Dude, I’m-” But Sean was gone.


    Burning with shame, Mikey allowed himself to be led away to an unoccupied classroom. He sat down behind one of the desks and only then looked up.


    It was Alex Kingsley, one of his favorite teachers. A young fox, fresh out of college. He clicked with Mikey the way few other teachers had. At that moment, the otter wished he could be facing anyone else. Anyone. Mikey fought to keep his paws away from his face. It burned with such feverish shame that the otter was sure Kingsley had noticed.


    Kingsley looked him up and down. “What in the world was that all about?” The fox’s usual casual, friendly demeanor was entirely absent. His gray eyes were cold. “We do not tolerate bullying here at Elton. And you of all people should know never to do that to another student.”


    “I know, I-” Mikey sighed. “I’m sorry. It’s just that he’s taunted me for months, he started the fight, and I wanted to teach him a lesson. To make him stop.”


    “Well, he stopped.” Alex sighed. “He’s probably gonna be ashamed to show his face in the school again. Are you happy?”


    “No.” Resentment crept in. “What would you have done?”


    “Probably the same thing.” Kingsley chuckled dryly. “Doesn’t mean it’s right.”


    “Yeah.” Mikey wrapped his tail around his legs, afraid to face the teacher. “What now?”


    “Well, no one was harmed.” Alex shrugged. “You’re free to go, I guess. I won’t tell your parents because I know they’ll not appreciate it. Just don’t do it again.”


    “Thanks.” Mikey stood. “I promise, I-” But he knew how little the fox cared for words. “I’m sorry.” He shuffled out of the room, looking nowhere in particular. The day was almost over. Only Spanish class remained. And all he wanted to do was get it over with and head home.


    As it always happened on days like that, the last class stretched off into infinity. Mikey stared out the window and watched the lazy clouds drift by. Spanish had never interested him, and never less than now. The teacher droned on and on about conjugations and past tense, but none of it registered.


    Finally, the bell rang.


    Mikey hopped out of his seat and rushed for the door, more grateful for the day having ended than he’d been in a very long time.


    John, one of his lacrosse buddies, waved him over to the lockers, where the rest of the team had gathered. “Comin’ to the party tonight, man?”


    “Can’t.” For once feeling entirely anti-social, the otter sighed, grateful to have an excuse to bail. “My brother’s coming back from college tonight. We’re gonna hang out.”


    The wolf gasped. “Holy shit, it’s Thanksgiving break, already! Totally forgot. Alright, dude, have fun!”


    “I will!” Mikey acknowledged the rest of the team with a quick wave and headed for the door. Going through the main entrance meant doing a huge loop around Hugh Street. Far too excited for that, the otter opted to cut time by taking the emergency exit that let out near the football field. He jogged down to the ground floor and broke out of the usual crowd, heading into a rarely-used hallway, dubbed ‘Rape Village’ by the students thanks to its creepy lighting and weird smell. His bladder chose a poor time to act up, but sprinting the last half mile home was not a pleasant thought. Mikey found the nearest bathroom and pushed open the door. He was greeted by a sob that faded quickly into a frightened silence.


    “Hello?” The otter proceeded cautiously, unsure of what he’d just walked in on.


    Only more silence greeted him.


    Walking on tip-paw, Mikey inspected the nearest stall and then proceeded down the line. “Anyone there?” As he neared the middle stall, a sharp gasp echoed from within. “You alright?” Mikey knocked on the flimsy wooden door.


    Sean’s voice answered through another broken sob. “Go away!”


    “Look, I’m sorry for what I did.” The apology was as sincere as it was reluctant. “But after all these months of taunting, what was I supposed to do?”


    The answer came quiet, unsure. “I dunno. I don’t know what I’m gonna do now, either.”


    Reputation, in high school, was all most kids had, and in one fell swoop, Sean’s reputation had disappeared entirely. The next four years would be painful. Still, it wasn’t the time for that kind of honesty. “It’ll be fine. People forget that sort of thing. You win a fight, you lose a fight.” He shrugged. “Not like I’ve never gotten my block knocked off.”


    “I don’t care about the fight.” Sean’s voice quivered as he held back more tears. “Now, everyone’s gonna know I’m gay.”


    Mikey opened his muzzle to try and console the coyote some more. Rumors of sexuality could be deadly in high school, but someone like Sean could easily get a girlfriend and put those rumors to rest. And then, it hit him. “’Know’ you’re gay?”


    With another gasp, Sean fell silent.


    Mikey pressed on, determined to make things right. He didn’t need to be told by the likes of Alex. “I know you hate my guts right now, and that’s probably putting it mildly. But my brother is gay, and you know it. If anyone in this entire school isn’t gonna judge you, it’s me. I was there for Arden. I know just how tough it was to get through something like that.” He remembered his brother’s struggle for acceptance, and even more vividly, he remembered Mark’s. But the boys had each other. Sean was all alone. In that one, short moment, he grew to pity the coyote. “And if you want, I’ll be there for you.”


    This time, the silence was brief. “Why are you doing this? I’ve been a total asshole to you all year.” Sean sighed. “You were right to do what you did. I fuckin’ deserved it.”


    “Because my brother went through what you’re going through.” Mikey leaned against the stall door, tired. “You’ve been an asshole to me, but you’re going through a lot.”


    “I don’t even wanna be gay.” Sean stifled another sob. “I spent years pushing it to the back of my mind. Chris always told me that fags never get far in this world. I didn’t wanna be a part of it. And it worked, to some extent. I even managed to hold down a girlfriend. But today, when you made me say it. I- everything came back, and-” he broke down again, sobbing pitifully.


    “It’s alright.” Mikey let the strangeness of the situation pass him by unnoticed. “You’ll make it. You’ll find love, and you’ll be just fine. Arden’s life turned out alright. And he told me that once you get to college, none of it really matters, anyway. People don’t care. Gay, straight, bi, whatever.”


    Slowly, the sobs quieted. “Really?”


    “Yeah!” Happy to see he was making progress, Mikey pushed on. “Even in high school, it doesn’t matter. Just gotta find the right friends.”


    “Have you seen my friends?” Sean chuckled, his sense of humor returning. “They’d eat me alive. I don’t stand a chance.”


    “Maybe it’s time for a change of friends, then.” Befriending the enemy felt weird, but the otter knew it was right. “I’d definitely not give you crap for it.”


    “You’d- you’d really be my friend?” The words came slowly, as the coyote fought his own disbelief. “After I treated you like shit for three months?”


    “Sure, why not.” Mikey sighed. “Now, come on. I’m gonna take a piss, and you get on out of that stall.” He padded over to the urinals and relieved himself.


    Behind him, the lock clicked, and the door creaked cautiously open. Sean peeked out. His dark green eyes were still rimmed with red from crying, and the fur on his cheeks was matted, but his muzzle wore a cautious smile. It was small but far more genuine than Mikey had ever seen.


    The otter turned. “So, feeling a bit better?”


    “A bit.” Sean shook his head mournfully. “I dunno how I’ll face my old friends.”


    “As much as I’d hate to suggest it, maybe coming out isn’t the best idea just yet.” Mikey remembered what had happened to Danny.


    “Nah, might as well.” The coyote’s gaze fell. “You just don’t get it. Today’s fight... That’s it, I’ll never live it down, anyway. My so-called friends will laugh at me every chance they get. I’m already too short for my species. I’ve gone from covering my tail to being the perfect target for bullying. A bit more or a bit less of that shit isn’t gonna matter much.”


    “Well, none of my friends would judge you. And neither would I.” Mikey extended his paw. “So, what do you say?”


    “Thank you!” Sean embraced him, his attempts not to cry completely forgotten. “I’m so sorry I did this to you. It’s just that Chris- we- we were so close. He blamed your brother, and I needed to blame someone, too.”


    “Come on, let’s take a walk.” Mikey led the coyote outside and through the rear entrance. All the while, Sean jumped at every shadow. Mikey chuckled. “You did say you’d come out. What are you afraid of now?”


    “I was being brave.” Sean reeled at the sound of a nearby car horn. “I guess it was the relief of finding someone who wouldn’t steamroll me for being so weak and pathetic. But thinking about it, I’m scared as hell.”


    “Understandable.” Mikey threw a friendly arm around the coyote. “But the good news is that you have the rest of Thanksgiving break to figure yourself out.”


    “Yeah.” Sean let his shoulders slouch with a sigh. “Coming back to school will be weird as shit. I-” He gasped and recoiled. “Oh no, what if someone told my parents? I- I don’t know what I’d do.”


    “I doubt anyone told them.” Mikey tread carefully, hoping to keep the situation from getting any worse. “Besides. Until you say something, it’s not official.”


    “Yeah, I just-” Sean shook his head. “I’m gonna go wander around a bit. I got a lot to think about.”


    Mikey glanced at his phone. “Three. Not bad. How about a smoothie?”


    Sean’s green eyes met Mikey’s, more full of curiosity than anything else. “I still don’t get why you’re being so nice to me.”


    “Because I can be.” Mikey smiled. “That’s reason enough. Come on, I’m buying!”


    He grabbed the coyote by the paw and led him off school property and towards Rabbit’s. November was that perfect time of the year between summer’s smoothie rush and winter’s block-long lines for Trisha’s Famous Chai. Rabbit’s Smoothies and Healthy Eats stood empty and temporarily forgotten.


    Mikey opened the door. “See? Privacy! Come on inside!” He greeted the marmot on duty with a cheerful wave. “What’s up, Phil!”


    “Not much, man.” Phil eyed the coyote cautiously. He’d been present for some of the harassment Sean doled out. But he didn’t comment. “What can I get you guys?”


    Sean shrugged. “Whatever he’s getting.”


    “Two Icy Peaks, then.” Mikey slid his credit card across the counter. “And go easy on the wheat grass. Healthy isn’t always delicious. That stuff makes me gag.”


    “Done!” Phil rang the order through. With Sean out of earshot, he finally spoke his mind. “Fraternizing with the enemy?”


    “He’s a nice guy. Just very troubled.” Not wanting to risk suspicion from the coyote, Mikey signed the receipt and cleared his throat. “Later.”


    “Right on.” Phil retreated to the back to make the smoothie.


    Mikey took a seat across from Sean. “How are ya feeling?”


    “Better.” The coyote minced his fingers on the plastic tabletop. “Feel guilty as hell, still, though.”


    “Eh, it’s fine.” Never being one to pay bullies much attention, the otter had let the entire conflict go already. “I will say this, though. And please don’t hate me because I will be honest: Chris deserved what he got.”


    “I-” Sean rested his muzzle on the tabletop and covered it with his paws. “I know. But he’s my brother. He did some bad shit, but I still loved him. Imagine if your brother was sent to jail. Wouldn’t you be pissed at the person who got him there?”


    It was easy to think logically when logic wasn’t spoiled by emotion. From a lofty view, it rarely ever is. But in the person’s shoes… “I guess. But Arden didn’t get your brother imprisoned. Neither did Mark.”


    “Who, then?” Sean looked up, confused.


    “Katelyn.” Mikey told him the story of what had happened at the prom.


    When he finished, all Sean could do was shake his head. “For a prom dress? Jesus. Chris didn’t even consider something like that. He blamed Arden this whole time.”


    “Well, he hates Arden for other reasons.” Mikey remembered Arden’s senior year well. “Not like that one misunderstanding worsened it.”


    “Yeah.” Sean fell stubbornly silent when Phil walked by with their smoothies. Once the marmot returned to his post behind the register, Sean resumed the conversation. “Man, I got a lot of thinking to do. I’m hanging on as best I can, but my life did turn upside down today.”


    “Understandable.” Mikey sipped his smoothie slowly. He glanced at his phone. Four o’clock had crept up. “Shit.” He texted his mother to let her know he’d be late. “Anyway, tell Chris he’s got the wrong guy.”


    Sean shook his head. “Can’t. After he got out of prison, Dad pretty much disowned him. He and Chris had a huge fight, and Chris said he doesn’t need them, anyway. Said he had new friends. Better friends. We don’t know where the guy is, anymore.” His eyes hardened with resolve. “Fuck him. Seriously, fuck him. I hung on to him for too long. He was always willing to get his paws dirty. Never showed much regret. I guess I felt like I had to live up to that. But I’m done.” He chuckled, a genuine smile spreading across his muzzle. “I guess that fight was therapeutic, if anything.”


    “Glad it helped!” Mikey laughed with his new friend. “Anytime you need another headlock, just let me know!”


    Their laughter echoed across the cafe. Slowly but surely, Sean’s mood improved. By the time the boys left, the coyote was laughing and joking easily. He parted ways with his new friend at the bus stop. “I’m a few stops north. I’d call my dad to pick me up, but I kinda don’t feel like talking to him more than I have to right now.”


    “It takes time to figure that sort of thing out, for sure.” Mikey placed a paw on the coyote’s shoulder and gave a gentle squeeze. “But I’m here, if you need to chat. We can keep it a secret, if you want.”


    “Thanks!” As if a sign of further recovery, Sean wagged his tail.


    The boys swapped phone numbers, and Mikey headed for home, feeling happier than he had all day. For once, things turned out alright without compromise. He didn’t back down from the coyote’s challenge, but he didn’t ignore Sean when he was in need, either. “Ar would be proud, for sure.” He chuckled, imagining the look on Arden’s face when he found out.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Mark


    With the others dropped off, Warren headed for home. “Missed ya, kiddo.” He reaches over and ruffles my headfur. “Glad you finally made it back.”


    “Me too, Dad!” Over the summer, Warren had gone from someone I had called Dad to make him feel welcome to an actual father. Our family was small. James’s parents had completely disowned us, and Warren’s had done the same many years ago. But it didn’t matter. None of it did. The three of us loved one another too much to care.


    I get on my phone briefly and send Arden a text. ‘Got home safe.’


    Warren drives straight into the garage, where James is already waiting. That fox really did make him happier than he had ever been before. He’s gotten toned and dyed in the few patches of gray in his coat. But mostly, it’s that bright and warm smile. I’ve grown so used to seeing it over the past year or so that it’s frightening to think it had been absent for so long before that.


    We hug, just like Warren and I had a few hours ago, before stepping inside for dinner. A lovely spread of steak, potatoes and salad sits steaming on the table.


    I take a deep, pleasurable whiff. “Wow, I did not know you could cook like that! You’ve definitely learned a lot while I was away.”


    “Cook? Hah!” James frisbees a menu in my direction. “Richard’s Steakhouse delivers now!” He grins sheepishly at his husband’s disapproving glare. “Aww, come on, honey! You know not to leave me to make dinner. Remember how I almost burned the house down last time? This is easier and safer!”


    “And that’s why we got the fire extinguisher the very next day. It’s under the sink. Remember?” Warren just sighs, his glare already gone – replaced with an amused smirk. “Dear, the point of me leaving you to cook dinner was so that you would learn to cook dinner.”


    “Well, there’s dinner right there!” James offers the fox a chair. “Damn, I should’ve just owned up to having cooked it myself.”


    “If you had, I would’ve asked you what spices you used on the potatoes.” Warren shares a kiss with his husband and sits. “And I can already smell each and every single one. You’d’ve been screwed.”


    “Damned if you do, damned if you don’t.” James gives me a look, as I try not to laugh.


    Finally settled, we attack the steak, only Warren staying civil and cutting his meat into small pieces with a grumbled, “Wolves.” Even with his impeccable manners, the food disappears in less than a half hour.


    James clears the plates and brings out a huge cake. “This one, I sorta made myself.” But his guilty grin says otherwise. “I bought an icing tube and wrote the words. That’s more cooking than I’ve done in a while.”


    I lean over to read the purple scrawl. “Welcome home, Mark! Love, Dad + Dad. You guys are adorable!” A proper group hug is in order. “I love you so much.”


    Warren parts the hug and heads for the cutlery drawer. “Speaking of, wanna call and invite Arden?”


    “Absolutely!” I shoot off another text. ‘Want cake?’ Never seen my otter refuse cake.


    Warren puts on the kettle and heads into the living room to read his latest novel. James and I do the dishes.


    I barely dry the first one before the doorbell rings. “Wow, he’s quick! I didn’t even tell him what sort of cake it was!” Warren gets up, but I beat him to the door. “I’ll get it, Dad.” The locks click, the door swings open, and I’m thankful I didn’t just lunge in for a hug.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Arden


    Arden and his parents had just started on dinner when Mikey finally showed up. The two brothers bee-lined for each other, meeting in a tearful embrace. There were very few people Arden could miss like that, and three of them were gathered in the kitchen. “Man, it’s been a while!”


    “Yeah, it’s been a long time.” The otter had grown even taller since Arden had seen him last. It wasn’t by much but it felt more radical than ever because of all the months he’d spent away. “Is college as fun as they say?”


    “Absolutely!” Arden smiled at the memories. And there were only more to come. “Let’s sit down, dinner’s waiting.”


    Over a plate of baked tuna and spaghetti, Arden related some of his college stories, choosing to leave Mark’s strange night out of the picture. Of all the things mentioned, Danny stuck the most.


    Engvard sighed. “Nice boy. I wonder what changed him like that.”


    “Life.” Arden knew the answer was vague. It was also true. “And anyway, he did make a legitimate effort to be friendly with us. The straight thing is a choice he made, and we have to respect it. With Tommy in Sam’s life, things seem to have worked out for the best. They’re happy.”


    Mr. Halinen raised his glass. “Well, let’s drink to good choices, then.”


    Dinner was full of merry chatter and catching up, as the small family of otters took time to simply enjoy each other’s company.


    After helping clean up the table, Arden checked his phone – three texts from Mark. ‘Got home safe.’ ‘Want cake?’ ‘Call me.’ He hit the button with Mark’s smiling face splashed across it and held the phone to his ear. “Hey, hon! How have ya been?”


    “We’ve- we’ve been good.” Mark was easy enough to read as it was. When he was distraught, reading him was even easier.


    Arden cradled the phone on his shoulder. “Anything the matter?”


    Mark pushed through his daze. “Donnah came to visit.”


    The wolf’s voice rang with a cold fear that made Arden shiver. “I’ll be right over.” Before the wolf could reply, Arden hung up. “I gotta go see Mark. I’ll be back soon.”


    Engvard looked up from his book. “Are they alright?”


    It was never a yes or no question. Rather than try to make it one, Arden simply passed on the reason. “Donnah.”


    Mr. Halinen was up on his feet before Arden could stop him. “In that case, we’re all coming.”


    Without a word, the Halinens piled into their SUV and drove up the street, reminded soberingly that their family was no longer only made up of just four people.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Mark


    Donnah stands on the porch, a good deal older than I remember her. Her fur has all but turned silver. “Hi Mark. I’m home! They let me out on parole for Thanksgiving.”


    Warren speaks before I can manage to find my words. “What are you doing here?”


    “You?” Donnah’s eyes narrow. Her muzzle curls under in a hateful frown that I remember so well. “Get the hell out of my house, you queer!”


    James comes to stand behind his husband and puts a paw on Warren’s quivering shoulder. “First off, don’t you dare call my husband that. Second, don’t you dare show up at my house like you own it. Third, I’m giving you to the count of ten to get the hell off my property before I call your parole officer. That restraining order is still in full effect. If you don’t want your wardrobe reduced to orange jumpsuits ahead of schedule, you’ll leave right now.”


    Donnah’s gaze hardens even more. Her red-rimmed eyes stare us down, bringing back memories of that fateful night when we both finally showed our true colors. “You gonna threaten me, you queer piece of shit?” She’s still way bigger than James, but Dad holds his ground.


    “It’s not a threat, Donnah. Unlike you, I don’t make those.” James steps in front of me, daring her to cross the threshold. “It’s a promise. The cops will be called, and you can bet your ass I’ll get my lawyers to put you away for as long as they can manage. No parole for years.”


    Donnah stays perfectly still. “And what about us? Our home? Our marriage?”


    “Those are over and done with.” James jerks his thumb towards Warren. “This is my marriage, and this is my home. You were severed, Donnah. Severed entirely. You have no ownership, no stake in anything, and no parental rights over Mark. You are nobody to us.” He shakes his head. “No, you’re not a nobody. You’re a criminal who crippled me and almost killed my son. So, if you’re hoping for any sort of civility, you won’t find it here. Leave, and don’t let me see you again. The count starts now.” He raises his paw, a single finger extended. “One.”


    Donnah backs away, her paw clasping the porch banister. “You’re serious?”


    James doesn’t even flinch. “Two…”


    “Fine! But karma’s a bitch, and you ain’t gotten yours yet. You just sit tight and wait. It’ll come for ya.” She stomps away, gets into her clunky rental and rides off into the deepening night.


    Warren holds back the tears only long enough to see her leave. He embraces James and sobs openly.


    The wolf holds him, gently kissing his husband’s forehead. “It’s alright, hon. It’s over. And if she comes back, she won’t be a free wolf for long. She knows I’m not joking.”


    Warren composes himself as best he can under the circumstances. “I… I just- When she said ‘my house,’ I- I felt like I ruined something.”


    James puts a finger underneath the fox’s muzzle and tilts it so he can look Warren in the eye. “You ruined nothing. Do you understand? Nothing. You took my life and made it perfect, Warren. I love you like I could never love her. You and Mark – you’re everything to me, and don’t you forget it!”


    They kiss, and the entire altercation might as well never have even happened. It’s unimportant. Donnah is gone, my parents love each other more than ever, and all is well. But her casual appearance at our doorstep still gnaws at me somewhere. I text Arden again. ‘Call me.’


    By the time he and his folks arrive, we’re sitting around the living room, watching TV.


    My otter dashes straight for the couch, pulling me into a warm hug. “Are you guys OK?”


    James shrugs. “Yeah, we’re fine. She came and left. Probably not gonna show up again.”


    Warren nods. “Guess she expected to be invited in.”


    We all laugh. The sheer amount of stupidity on her part to have expected that must’ve hit all of us at the same time.


    With the tension relieved, James heads to the kitchen. “Alright, who wants cake? We’ll need all the help we can get to eat that thing! I may have gone a bit overboard. But it just looked so damn good in the bakery. Had to buy it!”


    The others join him, Arden and I holding paws. I keep forgetting how amazing it is that both my family and his are entirely accepting of our relationship. No grudges, no denial. We are all incredibly lucky. “We’ll cut the cake, if you want, Dad!”


    Warren smiles. “That’s not a wedding cake yet, boys. I think I can handle it.” With his usual deftness, the fox cuts seven neat slices and serves them out, carefully examining the base that had been hidden by a layer of chocolate icing. “Ooh, a raspberry tart filling? Very nice work, James. Your culinary skills are truly unmatched.”


    We talk casually about college and about our week off, which ends with Mr. Halinen inviting us over for Thanksgiving. “We’ve got a bigger oven, perfect for the turkey!”


    Warren nods, carefully breaking off another piece of cake with his fork. “I keep meaning to get this oven replaced. But we’ll get to it eventually.”


    Engvard shrugs. “Got the wife to thank for ours. I’ve learned a lot from her. Back in the day, an oven was an oven. Words like convection might as well have been a foreign language.”


    James chuckles. “That’s still how I feel. Oh well.”


    With the cake gone and the conversation slowing down, we clean up and head for bed. Arden reclaims my paw at the door. “Hey Dad, can Mark sleep over?”


    Engvard answers with a laugh. “Do you even have to ask at this point?”


    “Heh, it’s reflexive, I guess.” Arden pulls me out onto the porch. “Not like we’ll be sleeping much, anyway.” When he finally sees the astonished looks, my otter blushes a deep crimson. “I meant we were gonna stay up with Mikey to play videogames. I swear!”


    For the second time that night, the house erupts in laughter. Donnah’s visit is all but forgotten.


    The rest of the Halinens pile into Engvard’s Tuareg, but my otter and I elect to walk. Holding paws, we wander down the street in silence. I remember when I was terrified to do this. The thought of someone seeing me, someone laughing... But they were old fears.


    Arden’s thoughts match my own, as they often do. “Remember when we walked to school together, before you got your car?”


    “Yeah.” I was unsure about so many things, then. I’m still unsure about many of them, but I do know this: I love that otter. I love him more than I fear any amount of ridicule or ostracism. I love him enough to do whatever it takes for us to be happy. “Feels like forever ago.”


    “Or just yesterday.” His paw squeezes mine. “Time flies, time doesn’t fly. Doesn’t really matter, either way.”


    “It really doesn’t.” The night is clear and starry. But that’s enough dwelling on memories. Every memory we dwell on is time we could be using to make new ones. “Come on, race ya home! Mikey’s probably itching to get his PS3 going!”


    We run off, paws still clasped. Laughing.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    


    The week passes by without much to talk about. Tommy and Sam come to visit and also earn an invitation to the Halinens’ Thanksgiving party. In a careful bit of scheduling, we spend our time at both my house and Arden’s, not wanting to make either of our families feel left out.


    Finally, Thursday rolls around, and we gather at Arden’s place.


    Tommy’s family, a lovely pair of foxes and their second toddler son, come by with potato casserole.


    Despite some initial concerns, we all manage to fit behind the gigantic dining room table, and the party begins.


    College is right around the corner again, and I’ve missed it, but it’s always nice to relax with family and friends – accepting friends. Tommy’s folks had come too close to losing their son to care about anything, so long as he’s with them. Even Sam’s dad, who was always reluctant to touch on sexuality, smiled when his son told him about Tommy.


    The wine comes out, and Mr. Halinen offers it to us without a second thought. “In Finland, the drinking age is eighteen, and they’re doing alright. Growing up to be responsible adults, and all that.”


    Warren chuckles. “Not like they don’t drink in college. I can guarantee you that every one of ‘em’s already blacked out at least once. Am I right?”


    The broken memory of my drunk night makes a stinging reappearance. I shrug it off. “Nah, not that drunk. Only a bit.”


    Warren watches me like he knows the whole thing already. With how sharp that fox is, I wouldn’t be at all surprised if he did know. Telling him comes to mind, and I will… eventually. It’s weird, though. If I’d done something legitimately wrong. If I’d made a mistake, I’d have told him everything already. We have this weird dynamic, where the more I screw up, the more I want to tell him about it. Guess I’m just a glutton for punishment, sometimes. Still, I keep my promise and refuse the drink.


    Warren jumps to his feet. “Oh, crap! We had a gift for you guys! Forgot it back at our place. Be back in a sec!” He gives James a reproachful stare. “Someone neglected to remind me. Cough, not naming any names, James Alexander Heeley!”


    James stands with him. “I’ll go get it, dear.”


    But Warren pushes him back down. “Stay, Mister Heeley. You’re drunk. I only had two glasses, and that was several hours ago. Be back in a blink!” He grabs the car keys off the kitchen counter and disappears behind the closing door.


    I watch as the car pulls quietly out of the driveway and then join my otter on the couch. Several drinks in, he’s already going fuzzy. I place a pillow on my lap, and he rests his head on it, dozing quickly off. With the quiet chatter and warmth, I’m not surprised. We sit, relaxing on the couch, within paw’s reach of the party but without any particular need to join in.


    My phone vibrates, but it’s so muffled that I don’t even feel it at first. After I do notice it, the weight of my otter combined with the drowsiness of the late hour slows me way the hell down. Reluctance is a bitch. Finally, I cave and dig it out of my pants pocket. “Hello.”


    The fear in Warren’s voice robs the room of its warmth like a wicked gust of polar wind. “Mark. Please, come help. She, she’s torching the place. My- I think my leg’s broken. I can’t crawl away, I-”


    Donnah’s growl confirms the worst. “I said shut the hell up, you queer!”


    The phone drops to the floor with an earsplitting clatter. The last thing I hear is Warren’s terrified scream.


    Politeness gone, I throw Arden off and sprint for the door. The others call after me, but there’s not a second to lose. “Get back to our house, now! And call 911!” Soccer’s kept me in great shape, and I need every ounce of that now. The thought of that bitch hurting Warren mists everything over with red.


    Mailboxes and houses whiz past in a blur. Already, the acrid smell of smoke is thick in the air, and it’s not long before I see the burning blaze that used to be my home. All the memories we’ve made there, all gone up in smoke. But there’s no time to reminisce. I put on another burst of speed, completely blind to any aches and breathlessness that are surely there. The front door is locked, but a few good shoulders crack the lock wide open.


    Black smoke rushes out, as I try not to inhale despite my breathless sprint. “Warren!” I search the downstairs rooms, but gut instinct tells me exactly where he is. I run for the stairs, only to find the whole thing ablaze, red and orange flames licking hungrily at the hardwood. Running through the flames is foolish, but I know what I have to do. Thankfully, before I succumb to instinct completely, a memory comes back with perfect timing.


    “And that’s why we got the fire extinguisher the very next day. It’s under the sink. Remember?”


    I dash for the kitchen. The water pipe had burst, and the way is mercifully clear. Just like Warren said, the fire extinguisher is there, like some sort of key in an adventure game. Use fire extinguisher on stairs. I would’ve laughed at the thought at any other time but this.


    Clutching the fire extinguisher in one paw and its nozzle in the other, I give the stairs a few careful sprays.


    The fire subsides, and I run through the gap in the flames, my head already spinning from the poisonous smoke. Some fire-safety class comes to mind, and I drop to my knees, crawling the rest of the way. Dad’s office is empty. I head for the bedroom. Again, remembering fire safety, I remove my shirt and use it on the scalding-hot doorknob.


    Amidst the fire’s red blaze, even through the plumes of smoke, I see my dad. His right leg’s bent at a weird angle, lying in a pool of dry blood. I should flinch, I hate blood, but all those thoughts and emotions are somewhere far away. I guess that’s what it’s like to be an android. They know which emotions they should be feeling, but they feel nothing.


    I rise to my feet and run across the room, blinded by the smoke. Warren’s out cold, but he weighs next to nothing in my arms. I head for the stairs again, praying that he’s still alive. He’s only passed out from the smoke, that’s all. That’s all. Please. Oh, please let him only be unconscious.


    Donnah’s voice stops me dead in my tracks. “Mark! Help me, Son!”


    I look back.


    Like a horrible ghost from my past, she stares at me through a thick wall of flame. “Please, help! Get me out of here! Please, Son!”


    With a splintering crack, one of the ceiling beams falls between us. Instinctively, I move to reach her. She’s my mother.


    No, she was.


    The second she hit me all those months ago. The moment she wished me dead, that connection was severed forever. Anger finally overwhelms. “You did this!” My voice is rough and strained. The rage and the need to say what I have to say are all that keeps me from falling to the floor and coughing to death. The smoke had taken its toll. “All of this! You deserve whatever happens to you. Jail is not punishment enough. Nothing is!” I throw the fire extinguisher in her direction. “If you want to live, you can get yourself out. You’re on your own now. I’m saving my father.” Her anguished wail does nothing to hold be back.


    I take the stairs three steps at a time, as the house crackles, creaks and begins to collapse around me. The last step breaks just as I hop from it. The staircase falls through, destroying whatever remains of my room.


    But the door is close, and I take one last leap, Warren’s lifeless form slung over one shoulder. Fresh air brings with it some sort of beautiful, new strength, and I push on, finally collapsing on the lawn.


    It’s like waking up from that night after the party. The sound of sirens and yelling pierces my daze. Someone takes Warren and then helps me walk. Something vaguely akin to a voice echoes. It’s oddly familiar.


    “Mark? Mark!”


    I turn towards the voice. “Hey, Ar.” With the exhalation comes smoke. I lose the rest of my thoughts in a fit of coughing.


    Arden holds me, keeping me steady.


    When I look up and see Warren, still not moving, being loaded into an ambulance, the haze disappears. “Dad!” The pain finally makes its way through as I run. Overwhelmed, I fall to the pavement.


    Arden helps me up. “Get him to the hospital!”


    An EMT rushes over and straps an oxygen mask over my muzzle. “Breathe deeply.”


    I obey the beaver and allow myself to be led to a gurney. Warren is safe, and I’ve done everything I could. Now, we wait. The banshee wail of the ambulance grows distant. I drift.

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Arden


    With Mark next to him and the warmth of family and friends, Arden didn’t much care for staying awake. The wine had painted his picture fuzzy like some sort of Monet. So, Arden wrapped his arms around the wolf’s midriff, rested his head on Mark’s lap and let sleep do its thing.


    He awoke in mid-air, just a few seconds before hitting the living room floor with a loud thud. From the corner of his eye, the otter saw Mark sprint from the room. “Mark?” He didn’t hear the reply, but the urgency was sobering.


    The otter hopped to his feet and rushed into the dining room. “What’s happening?”


    Engvard brushed past, carrying his jacket. “Don’t know. But we need to hurry. Someone call 911!” He made it outside and broke into a run.


    Arden followed. Like some nightmare, the Heeleys’ burning house loomed into view. “Oh my God.” The otter ran even faster. The days of practicing for that fitness exam were far too long ago. He’d only kept in shape by swimming since then. His feet burned. Just like that first day on the track, every step sent shockwaves through his body. But none of it mattered. Warren was somewhere in that inferno, Arden knew.


    Mark confirmed his fears.


    Arden watched the wolf race into the house, disappearing in a cloud of dark smoke. “Mark!” The wolf couldn’t hear a word, he knew. All Arden could do was hope. He stopped at the edge of the Heeleys’ front lawn, neatly trimmed. Fear had long since abandoned him.


    Engvard grabbed his son firmly by the arm. “I know what you’re gonna try to do, and don’t you dare! You hear me?!” He’d grown years older in the span of a few minutes. His eyes were filled with tears.


    “I can’t let him die in there, Dad!” Arden tried to pull away, but Engvard was much stronger than he looked.


    Soon, the others came running as well, James leading the pack. “Are they in there?”


    Engvard nodded gravely. “Mark ran in before I could get to him.” He barred the wolf’s progress. “One’s enough, James. I’m not letting anyone else go in.”


    “But it’s my son and my husband in there!” The madness passed from Arden to James, and it took both otters to pin the wolf down.


    “Let me go!” He flailed and gnashed his teeth, hot tears pouring down his face. “They’re all I have! Please!”


    But Engvard did not relent. “Just hold him, Son.”


    And so, they did. Around them, commotion broke out, as the rest of the party-guests caught up.


    Mikey hung up his cell. “Ambulance, police and firefighters are on the way.” He looked around. “Please tell me Mark didn’t go in there.”


    With a nod, Arden confirmed the worst.


    Together, the otters and their captive watched the raging flames, helpless.


    Within minutes, the first ambulance came to a screeching halt in the driveway. The driver, a young otter, probably on his first assignment, hopped out. “Which of you is most seriously injured?”


    Engvard pointed towards the house. “They’re all in there.”


    Two more ambulances and a fire truck arrived. The team of wolf firefighters hooked up to the nearest hydrant while her leader approached Mikey. “Is there anyone inside the house?”


    The otter spoke without turning towards the wolf, transfixed entirely by the inferno in front of him. “Two people, maybe three.”


    Before any of the firefighters could make their move. The front door swung open, and Mark leapt out. His fur was singed in several places, and the rest of it had turned black from the soot. Warren lay slung over his shoulder, not moving.


    Seeing the wolf alive drove every other thought from Arden’s mind. He raced towards Mark, both paws outstretched.


    The wolf collapsed before Arden reached him. The otter helped him up. Burned or not, Mark was alive.


    Two of the EMTs took Warren and placed him gingerly on a stretcher. “Leg fracture, severe smoke inhalation...” They carried him off, chattering amongst themselves.


    Mark walked in a daze as Arden called his name, louder each time. Finally, he turned. “Hey, Ar.” But even these few words were too much, and he bent over in a coughing fit.


    All Arden could do was hold him. He’d turned numb, somehow. So struck by what had happened that he didn’t even cry. Now that the worst of the nightmare was over, the tears finally came.


    Another EMT rushed over, carrying a portable oxygen tank and mask. He strapped it to Mark’s muzzle and told him to breathe deeply. The oxygen did its work, and the wolf relaxed. With Arden’s help, the wolf was lowered into a gurney and loaded into the back of the nearest ambulance.


    The otter EMT shut one door and looked out from the other. “We are taking him to St. Matthias. Your friend is gonna be just fine. Meet us there. He slammed the other door shut, and the ambulance siren wailed to life. They sped off.


    Sam pulled up in Engvard’s Tuareg. “Get in, hurry!”


    Feeling understandably out of place, Tommy’s family elected to stay behind, while the others headed straight for the hospital.


    By the time they arrived, both Warren and Mark had already been rushed to the ER. The EMT who had helped Arden with the wolf stayed behind. “Just have a seat in the waiting room, folks. As soon as we know anything, we will give you a shout. Promise.” He ran off to join the others.


    Restless, the three families sat quietly, some hoping, some praying, but everyone waiting for good news. An hour passed. All the time spent staring at the clock, waiting for seventh period to end had been trivial compared to this. Arden alternated glances at the clock with looking at the double-hinged doors of the ER. He knew Mark would live. He had to. But Warren’s life was far less certain. All the otter could do was hope for the best. If the fox left them, his passing would leave an indelible scar. Mark’s perfect, loving family would shatter once again, and the otter knew that no words would heal a scar like that. Time would dull the pain, but unlike the famous proverb had so confidently promised, it would not heal all wounds. And so, the otter concentrated on the good thoughts. He had to.


    Finally, they opened and a young fox padded briskly out. “Mr. Heeley?”


    James looked up, his eyes dry. “Yes?”


    “My name is Doctor Summers. Your son has been moved to one of our regular rooms. He’s suffered a few bits of singed fur, a dislocated shoulder and a good deal of smoke inhalation, but he is recovering.


    An audible sigh of relief rang around the waiting room, but James only nodded. “And my husband?”


    Summers retrieved a clipboard from his pocket. “He has been stabilized. Badly broken leg and severe smoke inhalation, but both will heal to an extent. However, he is likely to have some residual respiratory problems for the rest of his life. He was very fortunate to have ended up on the floor of your home, mind. Had he been on the bed or somewhere higher, he would not be with us right now. Your son is a real hero, sir.” Summers smiled. “He saved a life today.”


    Finally, James breathed a sigh of relief. “And I seriously thought there was nothing that boy could do to make me love him more. Thank you, Doctor.” The sudden good news brought with it the tears that bad been building up for so very long. “Truly, thank you!”


    Summers trailed a finger down his clip board. “It seems there was another person in the house. A female wolf. Regrettably, she did not make it. They rushed her to the OR, but nothing could be done.”


    The coldness of James’s answer surprised the Doctor but no one else present. “Good.” He looked up at the stunned fox. “She was the one who set the fire and almost cost me my family. She’s gotten the justice our penal system could never have provided. Good riddance.”


    Summers cleared his throat and put away the clipboard. “Very well. I’ll go see if you’re allowed to visit either or both of them. Excuse me.”


    When the door had closed, Arden and James ran to embrace each other. “They’re alive!”


    Time thawed, and the world felt warm again. A palpable sense of relief flooded through everyone present. A night that threatened to destroy them had given way to a quiet, peaceful morning.


    James checked his watch. “Wow, it’s almost four! Time flies when... yeah. Anyway, go on home, you guys. I’ll stay up.”


    In unison, as if some sort of strange chorus, the others said, “Not a chance!” They shared a hearty laugh and sat back down to wait for the doctor.


    Sam’s phone rang, prompting a rather severe look from the receptionist on duty. The otter ignored her and picked up. “Hey, hon. They’re OK! Both of them! Yeah, I- Sure.” He passed the phone to James.


    The wolf listened for a few seconds and then broke into a fit of laughter. “House? Hahahaha! Who cares! My husband and son are alive!” He cleared his throat. “Sorry about that. Yeah, just sign whatever you need to on my behalf. I’ll deal with the rest later. It’s not that important. Thanks!” He passed the phone back to Sam, still giggling.


    Summers returned in markedly higher spirits than before. “We’ve moved both of them to bed-rest. For the next five to seven days, we’ll have them on inhalation therapy. Gotta clear all that garbage out. But anyway, you’re free to visit them. Two at a time, please.”


    Arden and James stepped forward and followed the fox through the double doors and into an elevator.


    James sighed as the elevator doors shut. “I remember when I came here not too long ago with a broken leg. Coincidence is a weird, weird thing.”


    Summers chuckled. “It most certainly is. This way.” He exited left and stopped by the first door.


    Through the tiny window, Arden saw Mark and Warren. Both awake and chatting. He pushed open the door.


    

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Mark


    I float through the white. I’ve been here before. Wherever here is, it’s pretty good. Things weigh less here, and not just physical things. Conflicts, worries... they all feel lighter, less significant. You can feel as lazy as you want and drift as much as you want. Just relax. Maybe it’s the complete lack of control. There’s nothing here. Nothing to change, nothing to influence. Only silence.


    But good things like this never last. I hear voices. “Alright, whenever you’re ready. One, two-”


    A searing pain shoots through my shoulder, my eyes snap open to find two otters looking down at me. “Hold him down!”


    “Wha-” Something tightens around my muzzle. The scream comes out muffled. I fade.


    There’s no whiteness this time. Just cold. Again, I awaken. This time, the only sound is some sort of mechanical whirring. Remembering the pain from before, I snap awake and look around.


    The hospital room, the clean sheets, they all bring back memories. Last time I was here, I was entirely alone. I had lost Arden. Now... now, I’m not even sure. My leg’s not broken, that’s a start. And this oxygen mask feels amazing. I turn, and a glimmer of hope flashes somewhere deep at the pit of my stomach. It’s Warren. He’s strapped into a respirator and unconscious, but I regain enough logic to realize that if he weren’t alive, he would not be here. “Dad? Dad?” Talking feels like I’d swallowed a box of thumbtacks, but who gives a shit. I need to hear his voice.


    He stirs. His eyes ease open. “Hey, kiddo.” He’s rasping worse than me, but he’s alive. Thank goodness. “Well, judging by the fact that you’re here and look like hell, I guess I have you to thank for the fact that I’m still here as well.”


    “Well, I wasn’t gonna leave you in there.” I chuckle and cough up more lovely bile. “How are you feeling?”


    “Fan-didly-tastic!” He grins. “Really. They have me on something, so everything feels dandy. Talking doesn’t hurt like I know it should, my leg doesn’t feel like it’s just been reattached. You know. Take the mask off and send me home, already!”


    We laugh. And despite the pain, life is great. The worst is behind us. It can only go uphill from here.


    “Seriously, Mark. Thank you.” Emotions seep through his drug-induced haze. “I wouldn’t be here, if it weren’t for you, Son.”


    “I couldn’t lose you. I-” The tears overwhelm, and I fall silent. The beds are close enough. I reach out and grasp his paw. “I love you, Dad.”


    “Mark!” My otter surprises the hell out of me. Guess this respirator isn’t helping. I usually smell him long before I see him.


    His embrace sends waves of pain through my shoulder, but I’m so high on endorphins that I hardly feel it. “Hey, Sweetie.” I struggle to get my bad arm around him. “Almost ready to go home.”


    “No, you’re not, Mister!” He pushes me back down on the bed. “You’re on bed-rest for a week. But I’ll be right here with you.”


    “Ar, you don’t-” There’s the waste of a good break, and college, and-


    “Don’t even try it.” Arden kisses me on the forehead and points to a sleeper couch in the corner of the room. “James and I will fit. We’re staying right here.”


    All I wish is to hold him tighter, but I settle for him and Dad simply being there.


    James and Warren share a similar attempt at a kiss. The fox chuckles. “The mask’ll be off soon enough, and you can French me a good one. How’s, uhh... everything? House, I guess.”


    James shrugs. “House is gone. But the house is also well-insured. We were planning to build a new one, anyway.”


    Warren nods. “Yeah, I remember that chat. Finding a good excuse was all that was stopping us, as I recall. Certainly don’t need one now.”


    But the mention of our house brings back a memory of one of its former inhabitants. “What about her?”


    James turns. “Died on the operating table, it seems.”


    All I can do is nod. Some far-off ghost of guilt tries to force its way in. At first, by sheer instinct, I try to hold it back. But then I realize... it has no effect. I did what was right. I know I did. “I saw her there. She was too far away to reach easily, and the choice between her and Warren is one I’d make without a second to ponder a thousand times over.”


    James looks somewhere far, maybe remembering something from many years ago. Finally, he nods. “So would I, Son.” He and Arden stay with us for a few more minutes before leaving and letting the others visit and wish us well.


    It’s weird, I keep thinking our family is so small — just three people — but then I remember Arden. We aren’t married, there’s nothing official. But him, his brother, his parents — they’re family. Our little family has grown.


    My otter comes back, as promised, and we spend the rest of the day together, while James tends to Warren. Things slowly return to normal. With each day, my lungs get better and stronger, I cough less. By day three, all I wanna do is rip off this mask, kiss my otter and go home. By day five, I do.


    And Arden is all too happy to return the gesture. “Ready to go home?”


    Home. I chuckle. “Well, not our house, that’s for sure. Did you get us a hotel, Dad?”


    James rolls his eyes, smiling. “Not for lack of trying, but Engvard insisted everyone stayed with them. Although, something tells me you won’t mind that arrangement too much. And anyway, you’re both back to school tomorrow.”


    “Oh, right!” The calendar had become a total stranger to me in the past few days, as has the clock. “That’ll be interesting, for sure.”


    A rather familiar fox carts in two wheelchairs.


    I finally recognize her. “Hey, Sally!”


    She blinks, unsure at first. Fair enough. She’s had far more patients than I’ve had nurses. “Oh wow, Mark?”


    “The one and only.” I hop out of bed and let Arden help me into a jacket. “Just can’t stay away from this place.”


    Sally giggles. “Who can blame you. The important thing is that you leave healthy each time.”


    Warren, with his broken leg has far more trouble getting up. James and Arden steady him. He waddles across the room in his cast and sits down into one of the wheelchairs. “Well, I’m definitely gonna have to build up some arm strength. Don’t exactly wanna race in the Paralympics, but being able to walk properly on crutches would be nice.”


    James strokes the fox’s head gently. “I’ll be your arms, sweetie. No need to strain yourself.”


    But Warren is not so easily pleased. He huffs. “I am not spending three months on a couch! I plan to keep my waist size quite constant!”


    “Yes, Dear.” James wheels him into the hallway.


    I try to walk, but Sally bars the door. “Come on, Mark. You know how this works. Have a seat.”


    “But my leg isn’t even broken this time. I-” Arguing is useless, I know. Traditions and all that. Stupid traditions. “Oh, fine.” Careful not to let any fur show through the scrubs, I sit, and Arden carts me out. “How do I look, anyway?” I don’t remember any severe burns, but I haven’t seen a mirror since I got here.


    His answer tells me nothing, but it does send a pleasant warmth through my chest. “You look beautiful.” We kiss. People are waiting, people are watching. None of it matters. They can all wait just a little bit longer. I didn’t think about it at the time, but if anything had gone wrong inside that fire, I would never have had a chance to say goodbye to him. I ran and left him behind. But we’re together again. “I love you.”


    We pile into James’s car and head for home — what’s left of it.


    It had been a dry autumn, and the fire had done it’s work quickly. The entire upper floor had collapsed, and the ground floor had sagged and crumbled under its weight. I watch it, transfixed. It’s weird to think about. Home seems like such a permanent fixture. Lots of things change, but home is a place you can always come back to. It’s safe. To see it in ruin is surreal. I grew up here.


    But then I remember: Family once felt like that, too. A mom, a dad. So permanent and unwavering. And then, it all shattered. But it didn’t end. We picked up the pieces and found something new — something wonderful that made Dad and I happier than we had ever been. Something better.


    James takes my paw and squeezes. “We’ll build a new one. A better one.”


    I nod. “We will.” A new home with new memories. It’s almost like by setting the blaze, Donnah has removed the last traces of herself from our lives. Purged with fire.


    Arden’s parents, his brother, Sam, his father, and even the Tellers are there. It’s like the thanksgiving party had never ended. But this time, the evening goes through without a hitch. But staying up late is just not in the cards.


    Engvard reminds us all. “I’ll be driving you boys up to school tomorrow. You’ve already missed two days. Gonna have to be up at six.”


    We share a collective groan but head to bed regardless. Time to wrap up the semester and take a proper break.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Arden


    Engvard had dropped them off in what he thought was a very considerate manner — ten minutes before Sam and Arden’s class. “Can’t play hooky, guys. The last thing you want to do is fail out, right?”


    Arden gave his father a quick hug. “I so hate you right now.” He chuckled. “There goes my plan to be conveniently late and take a nap.”


    Mr. Halinen started the car and rolled down his window. “You can nap when you’re out of class. Don’t be such a cub! Unlike some people, I have the drive home and a full day of work to look forward to.” Window up, he pulled out of the parking lot and disappeared from view.


    With time ticking as quickly as it always did when they were late, the boys ran straight to class. Despite the shortness of the break, being back already felt weird. But there was no time to ease in. The profs continued classes as if there’d never been a break at all. Sink or swim.


    By the time their day had wrapped up, All Arden wanted was a nice, soft bed and a wolf to cuddle. But the night wasn’t over yet.


    Sam knocked on the bedroom door to announce himself and walked in without waiting for an answer. “Dude, it’s pizza night!”


    Arden grabbed Mark’s pillow and covered his face with it, stifling a groan. “But I don’t wanna. Wanna sleep.”


    “Suit yourself.” Sam shut the door.


    With another groan, Arden got out of bed. “Alright, alright. Wait up!” He changed into a fresh shirt and sprayed his fur with deodorant. “Sheesh. Some people.”


    Sam, Mark and Tommy were waiting by the door.


    Arden took the wolf’s paw. “Carry me, sir!”


    “Do you really want me to?” Mark elevated an eyebrow. “I could.” Before Arden could respond, the wolf swept him off his feet. “We’re off!”


    Arden kissed his nose. “Oh, stoppit, Mister Literal. Let me down.” He hopped to the floor and the group headed for the Pride Room.


    When they arrived, everyone had already gathered. They all turned and watched the group, as if four ghosts had just walked in.


    Dom blinked. “I cannot believe you had the nerve to show up.” His blank stare hardened into a scowl. “I’d leave, if I were you. Seriously.”


    Mark took a step forward. “Dude, what’s this about?”


    Troy met the wolf’s eyes. He gasped. “Holy shit, guys. They don’t know we found out yet. Oh, this is exciting!”


    Dom smacked the mouse across the back of the head. “Shut the hell up.” He turned to Mark. “We know what you did. The only thing that surprises me is that Arden is willing to cover for you like that. Poor idiot must really like you.”


    Mark balled his fists, his eyes tense. “First off, don’t call my boyfriend names. Second, stop fucking around and tell me what it was I did. Whatever it is, I’m sure I didn’t mean to do it, and I’m sorry.”


    “Sorry? Are you shitting me? You’re gonna say sorry for that?” Whatever patience Dom had been saving up drained out. “I’m gonna give you to the count of three to get your ass out of this room. After that point, I will not hold myself responsible for anything I say or do.”


    Arden put a paw on his boyfriend’s shoulder. “Let’s go, hon. We don’t want trouble. If these assholes want to be closed-muzzled about everything, screw them.” Gently, he pulled the wolf along and shut the door.


    The four of them bought dinner and regrouped in the food court. Tensions were high. Arden knew they had gotten out in the nick of time. A few more seconds, and there would’ve been a fight. Dom was not the guy to mince words or make idle threats.


    The otter watched his food, hungry but only on a bodily level. His mind was elsewhere entirely. “OK, what just happened?”


    The others stayed silent. All he’d done was voice the question they were all no doubt asking themselves.


    Mark sighed. “Whatever it is, it involves me, that’s for sure. What the hell did I do to get under their fur so much. I mean, shit. Dom looked like he was ready to tear my throat out.”


    Tommy minced his paws meekly. “We- we could go back after Dom has had a chance to cool off and ask. Without you, Mark... No offense. I mean, that tiger looks too level-headed to get this worked up about something meaningless.”


    Mark sipped his soda, staring off into space. “When you’re right, you’re right, Tommy. Shit. What have I gotten myself into now?” The question was entirely rhetorical, but not one person at the table could’ve provided the answer if they’d tried. So, they sat together, doing their best to eat dinner and not think about the GSA’s strange welcome.


    “Mr. Heeley?”


    “Yes?” Mark turned.


    Behind him, stood Officer Karen. “Sir, you are under arrest for the sexual assault of Mister Terry McGinnis.” His left paw emerged form behind his back, clutching a pair of cuffs. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided for you. Do you understand the rights I have just read to you?”


    Mark could only stare. “B- but I didn’t do it.”


    Arden let out a pitiful sob. They had their explanation. And after all they’d lived through in the past week; after he had almost lost Mark forever, fate followed up with this. The wolf wasn’t guilty, he knew. But Terry had all the evidence he needed. Overwhelmed with the need to find something, anything he could do, Arden moved to stand, but Sam restrained him with a friendly paw. “Ar. Not the time.”


    The other otter was also in tears. Whether thinking what Arden had been or simply feeling for his two closest friends.


    Mark sat as if in a daze. He let the two officers stand him up and put him into pawcuffs. No struggles, no threats. His eyes met Arden’s. “I didn’t do it, Ar. I swear to God. Please, please believe me. I don’t care if anyone else does.” Tears welled in his frightened, blue eyes.


    “I do.” Arden wanted to stand. He wanted to run to the wolf and embrace him. He did. Proper behavior around an arrest didn’t matter. Nothing else did. “I love you, Mark. Whatever happens, that’s not gonna change. Remember that. No matter what happens, remember it.”


    They shared a kiss, and the two cops pulled Mark swiftly away.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Sam


    As Mark was led away, he took what was left of Arden’s constitution with him. The otter swayed, as if robbed of balance. Sam ran to steady him. “We’ll figure this out, Ar. I promise. I swear to you.” Like Arden had done so many times when they were younger, Sam cradled his friend in his arms and did his best to say something, anything, that would make things right.


    As the otter fought for words, Tommy helped Arden to his feet. “Come on, guys. Let’s get back to the room. We can figure everything out there.” He was the only one of the group who held his tears. Seeing his friends so stricken, the fox took control of the situation. “Come on.” He led the others out of the student U, where the other diners had begun to stare openly, and back to their room.


    There, Arden collapsed on his bed and wept.


    Sam picked up his cell. “Watch him. I’m gonna call my dad and figure out what the hell to do.” He dialed the familiar number and waited. Ring after ring. He knew he had to be the one to break the news. And it had to be to anyone but James Heeley. The poor wolf had suffered too much to have something so heavy dropped on him so suddenly.


    Dennis finally picked up, cheerfully unaware. “Hey, Son!”


    Sam steeled himself as much as he could, but there was little time who waste. “Dad, promise you won’t freak out.” Before Dennis had time to make the promise, Sam told him everything. He finished his breathless rant and fell silent, hoping the seasoned lawyer would know the best recourse.


    Dennis took his time replying, evidently stunned. “Sam, I... Wow. OK, let’s start with the bail. Tomorrow, Mark will probably appear in front of a judge and be given the ability to post bail. By that point, his parents will have to know. Once we get him out on bail, I will come over, and we can begin putting together our case. In the mean time, see if you can go visit him. He is probably being held at the campus police station. Stay strong, guys. We’ll figure this out. I’ll inform James and Warren. Keep your phone on you.”


    “I will. Bye, Dad. And thanks!” Sam hung up and returned to Arden’s bedroom. “My dad is on it.”


    With Tommy’s help, Arden had calmed down a good deal. He sat on the bed, his eyes still moist but no longer crying. “Thanks, Sam. I just can’t believe Terry would do something like that. He knows Mark didn’t rape him. When I see him, he’ll regret all of this, that’s for sure.”


    Sam sat down next to the otter. “Ar, remember how you told me it was stupid to throw away your life for something like that? Well, I’m gonna say the same thing to you now. Let’s handle things the right way — through my dad.”


    “Alright.” Arden checked his phone, looking idly at the screen, as if expecting Mark to call and tell him he was being let out. “So, what do we do?”


    “Let’s go visit him at the police station.” Sam took Arden’s paw and pulled him along. “Despite how bad the situation is, I’m sure he’ll be happy to see you.”


    Tommy grabbed Arden’s other paw. “Yeah! Come on, Ar!”


    “You’re right, guys.” Arden let his friends pull him along. They threw on their winter coats and started towards the police station.


    It was a small, brick building on the far side of campus. Street lamps lit it in a ghostly glow. Sam chuckled inwardly how something as protective as a police station could look so ominous and foreboding.


    The three boys crossed the parking lot, dotted with police cruisers, and tried the door.


    “Locked.” Sam knocked.


    After four more knocks, the lock clicked, the door swung open, and Officer Karen peeked out. “Wha- oh, it’s you guys. Here to see the prisoner?”


    Arden nodded weakly. “Yes, please.”


    Karen cleared his throat, his eyes full of pity. “It’s not really visiting hours, but...” He sighed. “Oh, fine. Go on in. But half hour, at most. I could get into a lot of trouble.”


    The boys filed inside.


    Karen led them past the front office, where students argued their parking tickets, and towards the solitary holding cell. “There he is.” He produced a set of keys and unlocked the heavy steel door. “Half hour. And only cause I like you guys.”


    Mark looked up at the new arrivals. His blue eyes were tinged with red from crying, but his tail wagged with a mind of its own when the wolf saw who’d decided to pay him a visit. Silently and still crying, he embraced his friends and then kissed Aden. “Oh man, I thought I wouldn’t see you at all ‘til the trial.”


    They sat down in the tiny, uncomfortable cell, and Sam outlined his father’s plan. “If all goes well, you won’t even have to be locked up much past tonight. And then, we’ll figure it out. My dad hasn’t lost a case yet. He’ll find some flaw in Terry’s story and spring you free!” His excitement warmed the room, as tensions eased. In truth, the otter simply wasn’t sure. If Terry really did believe he’d been raped, he must have had some very strong evidence for it. That evidence had to be semen. And if a doctor’s examination really did find Mark’s semen inside the fox, the case would be next to impossible to disprove. But Sam kept a game face for the sake of his friends. Impossible things often happened. And he prayed that something madly impossible happen now. It had to.


    The boys chatted for the rest of their allotted half hour and then bade the wolf goodbye.


    Arden kissed his boyfriend, with much less finality this time. “Stay strong. We’ll get you out.” He followed the others outside.


    The next day, Mark stood in front of the judge, and James showed up to post bail. The wolves embraced afterward without a trace of animosity. James kissed his son’s forehead. “I know you’re innocent, Son. We all do. Dennis is on his way. We’ve rented a small house off-campus as a temporary living arrangement. Let’s get you moved in, and then, we can begin to figure things out.”


    “Thanks, Dad!” Mark smiled and wagged, entirely at ease.


    It occurred to Sam the that the crux of the wolf’s fears lay with being accepted by his family. Seeing the love that Arden, James and the others still bore for him, Mark relaxed.


    The trial was still almost a month away. And with loved ones so close and so supportive, that month may as well have been forever.


    James, Warren, Mark and Dennis all moved into the shabby little home. With them there, Sam, Tommy and Arden were sure to follow. Once everyone was settled, the strange new family gathered around the dining room table, where Dennis Fardin outlined his plans.


    “Well, I’ve spoken to the officers and a few others. They were tight-muzzled, for obvious reasons. But I did manage to dig out one bit of very vital info: They have physical evidence. Whatever happened that night, some of Mark — or someone else’s — semen wound up...” He cleared his throat, looking down at the table. “Somewhere where it shouldn’t have. Let’s just put it that way. This along with whatever damage was induced to his anal region makes a pretty strong case for that fox. However, what he hasn’t denied is that he was heavily drugged. Combine it with your plea of also being drugged, Mark, and we have a case.” The otter sighed, clasping his paws together and gently pushing back the webbing. “What I really wish is that we knew who it was that had drugged you boys. If we can get evidence of that, we could really pull the case our way. And if we make the evidence strong enough, we could win.” He produced a folded sheet of paper from his jacket pocket. “This is a copy of the letter I’ve given to the DA. It’s been over twelve hours, and they have declined to respond. I begged him for leniency, noting Mark’s drugged condition at the time of the event. They can’t simply overlook something like this.”


    Sam stood, his mind made up. “That’s it, then! We find out who did this. Arden, you said you started looking! Let’s finish that job! If we can find the asshole behind it, we can put this thing to rest once and for all.”


    The faraway look in Arden’s eyes faded. He smiled. “You’re right! Let’s ask around. Someone is bound to know something!”


    Mark also stood, but before he could throw his help into the pool, James put a cautionary paw on his shoulder. “Son, I was a bit lax about mentioning this, but part of the bail was that you are only allowed to go to class. Nothing else. Once you’re done with classes, it’s straight back here.”


    The boundaries of his cage finally became stark and evident. Mark didn’t see them before. Or maybe he refused. But not anymore. They were there. He was a prisoner. Mark sat back down with a thud. For the first time since James embraced him, his tail hung still and his eyes sat downcast. “Okay, Dad.”


    The swelling of hope that had permitted the small dining room only seconds prior had begun to sour.


    Sam forced it back to a happier state. “We’ll find em, Mark! For sure! Right, Ar?”


    The otter was drifting back towards clamming up as well. He shook himself free. “Of course! Let’s start with Dom. Find out who told him what. Who spread the rumor. And if we have to go talk to Terry directly, we damn well will!”


    This time, Dennis stood. “No, boys. Do whatever investigating you want, but keep away from Terry. If he really does think he was raped, it might be OK. But if he is putting on an act as some twisted method of revenge, he will use you approaching him and flip it in court as harassment or maybe even intimidation. We cannot give him any more means to win. We simply cannot afford it.”


    Arden nodded. “Right, Terry is off-limits.”


    Dennis held the otter’s gaze, reading him as any lawyer would. “Not only that, but if Terry approaches you, either get away or get someplace very public. A private chat in his room could very well turn into another rape allegation. And that’s the last thing we want.”


    Having gotten Arden Sam and Tommy to promise this, the otter called up a nearby deli and ordered sandwiches.


    In silent contemplation, the group ate their dinner and turned in for the night.


    Sam and Tommy shared a bed. But as the otter held his boyfriend and drifted off, a weird thought floated by. “You know, you don’t have to be a part of this, Tom. I’m sorry I got you pulled into this mess. The GSA have ostracized you, and it might even get worse from there. If you want to leave, I won’t blame you.”


    The fox didn’t answer right away. He just lay there, breathing silently. Finally, he sighed. “When will you guys get that I like you? I’m not here because I got pulled along, Sam. I’m here because I believe Mark, because I believe Arden, and because I like you. If you want me to leave, I’ll leave, but that’s it.”


    Sam held him tighter. “I just wanted to make sure. I’m sorry. We really don’t mean to make you feel left out. It’s just that we get into weird situations so frequently, what with the fire and now this, that most people would’ve long since gotten put off and left.”


    Tommy turned, brushing muzzles with the otter at first and then going in for a kiss. His tongue licked lovingly at Sam’s. When they finally parted, he smiled. “I’m not most people.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Arden


    In the adjacent room, Arden and Mark fell slowly asleep in a similar position. The otter stroked the fur on his boyfriend’s arm, trying to keep a bit of the hopefulness he’d felt downstairs in the dining room with him through the night. “We’ll get you out, hon. I don’t care what I have to do.”


    Mark kept still and quiet, but Arden knew he wasn’t asleep. The wolf’s nose grazed his boyfriend’s neck and inhaled deeply. “I love you so much. I just don’t know what I’d do if we lost the case. The last thing I want to do is lose you. But if they lock me up, I would totally understand it if you left, I-”


    Arden rolled over. He faced the wolf in the darkness, his eyes glowing in the pale moonlight that penetrated the window shutters. “Mark, I’m not gonna leave you. I don’t care how long I have to wait. You mean too much to me. I’ve already almost lost you twice. It won’t happen again.” Letting his thoughts drift towards that unthinkable worst case scenario, the otter realized that even then, they’d be alright. He would wait, and once the wolf was free, they would be together again. Something about that realization put a sad but determined smile on Arden’s face. They’d make it, no matter what.


    Morning came reluctantly, but none of the boys lazed around like they usually did. Arden got up quietly, showered and headed to class with Sam. The mood was entirely devoid of casualness. The banter and joking that the two otters would usually have engaged in was entirely absent. One thing that hadn’t changed was Arden’s indifference to the morning’s classes.


    But despite having taken forever, Kohler’s lectures and lab finally drew to a close. Arden and Sam led without waiting for the prof to finish.


    Sam checked his phone. “Nothing from Dad. So, where do we begin?”


    “Let’s start with Dom.” As angry as the tiger had been when they last ran into each other, he was well-connected. At the very least, he’d know how the whole rumor got started. Arden clenched his fists. “And he’ll talk to us. I don’t care what I have to do.”


    Sam didn’t rebut. He didn’t warn his friend about getting violent. “Alright, then. Let’s go see what we can dig up.”


    They found Dom in the Pride Room, filling out a thick stack of forms. With his spectacles on, the tiger looked much less threatening. He sniffed but did not look up. “What the hell do you want?”


    Arden pushed himself to stay level. “We just want to talk, Dom. Please.”


    The tiger finally looked up, his eyes grave. He studied the otter’s face intently. Maybe he’d expected to find malice, maybe something else. Whatever it was, he apparently didn’t find it. “Fine. What is it?”


    Arden sighed inwardly and sat down across from the tiger. “Look, I know you are pretty set on what you believe about Mark. As much as I’d like to convince you to change your mind, I know it would be a waste of time at this point. And we have absolutely no time to waste. Instead, I just wanna know where you first found out about this whole thing. We are trying to figure out if anyone had started the rumor.”


    “I found out from Terry.” Dom’s eyes never left Arden. “He was very reluctant to say anything at first. But over Thanksgiving break, he talked to his therapist. He told me that after Mark screwed him and then up and left, he felt violated. He never remembered agreeing to any of it. He said he’d been willing to give that wolf a chance, but Mark flat-out rejected him.”


    ‘This is for Mark.’ Arden pushed himself to keep cool. “I wonder if he actually believes any of this.”


    A ghost of a frown crept over the tiger’s brow. “Of course, you immediately think he made it all up, don’t ya?”


    At a dead end and too tired to be nice about it. “We do. But you’re clearly too damn busy being protective of a fox who’s shown himself time and time again to be a total slut.”


    The frown fell in full. “Slut? Terry-”


    Arden’s anger rose in time with the tiger’s. “Terry what?! Or did he deny trying to blackmail Mark into fucking him behind my back, too?” The gasp it elicited from Dom made Arden smile. “Oh, did he forget? And looks like you did, too. Well, you should ask him sometime, since you’re best buddies now, and he can’t tell a lie. Let’s get outta here, Sam. This was a waste of time.” He stood and dragged the other otter out before Dom had a chance to reply.


    Sam stopped only to shut the pride room door before running to catch up with Arden. “Now what?”


    Arden slowed down to let his friend catch up. “Let’s go see Cal.”


    “Who?” Sam rested a paw on the otter’s shoulder. “Look, whoever it is, I’m with you.”


    Arden realized just how much of a scowl he was wearing. The last thing Sam deserved was to be wrapped up in the residual anger. He paused to check his bearings and push the meeting with Dom off to the side where it wouldn’t color his mood. “He’s a friend of Mark’s. Was in charge of drinks at the soccer team party that night. Let’s see what else he knows. Maybe he’ll remember something he didn’t last time. He was pretty badly hungover.


    Unfortunately, the raccoon was just as badly hung over when they made it to the frat house as he had been the last time Arden had seen him. He gestured proudly to the table of booze, all unopened. “Huge party tomorrow. And they let me plan the whole thing.” The smile he wore looked far too broad for someone placed in charge of getting people drunk.


    But Arden played along. “That’s awesome, dude! We actually came by to ask you about that party Mark was at.”


    “Ah, Sherlock Holmes is back on the case, eh?” The raccoon steepled his fingers in mock contemplation. “Hmm... Yes, yes. Well, fire away. I’ll answer any questions I can.”


    “OK.” Arden walked through the last time they’d questioned the raccoon. “Well, did you notice anything weird?”


    “There was a lot of weird shit going on at that party.” Cal scratched his ear, looking up at the ceiling, as if the answers were all hanging off the rafters, somewhere. “Hmm... Well, a few noob-ass freshmen started their night off with Busch. Of all the beers we had out, Busch. Heh. Faggots.” He coughed into his paw. “Err, sorry. You know what I mean. I don’t hate gays.”


    Arden waved him off. “No worries. Anything else?” As fun as it would’ve been to dish on people’s beer selection, having a boyfriend implicated for rape put things like that far on the back burner.


    “Hmm...” Again, the raccoon concentrated, trying to reassemble his alcohol-fragmented night. “I don’t think so. I’ll keep thinking, I promise. Give me your number. I’ll text ya if anything comes up. The thing with drunken memory loss is that shit bubbles to the top when you least expect it. Ya know? Nothing, nothing, then BAM! Suddenly remember what color bra that cute fox bitch was wearing.”


    Arden swapped phone numbers with the raccoon and left Cal alone to plan out the rest of his party. He kept silent for Cal’s sake until they got outside. “Well, he was a barrel of help.”


    Sam giggled. “A keg of help, maybe? That’s the problem with finding witnesses at a party. They won’t remember much. And stuff they do remember, they won’t even be sure about.”


    “When you’re right, you’re right.” Arden massaged his temples, trying to think. Something was missing. Someone had to know. There were always loose threads in cases like this. One solution presented itself, but the otter held it back. There had to be another way. And yet, try as he might, nothing else came up. “I have to visit some drug dealers. The ones on Summer Street. They’re the only ones fucked enough to touch roofies. There’s nowhere else our friend could’ve gone to get some.”


    Sam narrowed his eyes. “Hang on a sec... What do you mean ‘I’? You know damn well that I would never let you do something this stupidly brave by yourself.”


    Arden opened his muzzle to talk his friend out of it. This wasn’t Sam’s fight. They could get hurt. They could get killed.


    But Sam refused to even listen. “No. No, no, no. I’m coming with you. That’s that. Seriously, dude. We’ve known each other for how long?”


    Arden couldn’t help but smile. “I don’t even remember.”


    Sam nodded. “And after all these years, you still think I wouldn’t be there for you every step of the way?”


    In the middle of the street, with evening falling around them, was just as good a time for a hug as any other. Arden sighed blissfully, enjoying the security of Sam’s embrace. “Thanks. Seriously, for everything.”


    “You scratch my back, I scratch yours.” Sam ran his claws down Arden’s back. “That’s how we survive. Anyway, you said something about visiting some drug dealers?”


    “In theory.” Arden checked the time on his phone. “Almost seven. So, two issues here. One is that it’s dark, and I’m kinda terrified. Two, I have absolutely no idea where to look.”


    “I know someone who might.” Sam wrote off a quick text and slid the phone back into his jacket pocket. “Danny was very proud of buying that pot. He might not know any of the hardcore dealers, but his friends might.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Sam


    Danny was all too happy to meet his friends the following afternoon. “So, how about it? Maybe wings and poker night or something?” Sam had been oblique in his texts. He didn’t answer until they were back in their dorm room.


    “How well do you know the dealers on Summer Street?”


    Immediately, the cheetah’s carefree smile hardened to a guarded mask. He sat down on the futon, watching his ex the whole time. “Not at all, really. Why do you ask? Those are not the sort of people you want to get to know. Pot’s amazing, but that other shit — steer clear. The rush may be incredible, but it will eat you alive.”


    Sam sat next to him. “Don’t worry, we’re not looking to buy anything. We just wanna talk to them.” He explained Mark’s situation and his theory. “Are they at least somewhat friendly?”


    Danny shrugged. “If you have money, they might be. I doubt they’ll just tell you whatever you want to know for free.”


    With their parents’ support, money was not likely to be a huge issue. Not if that’s what it took to save Mark. Sam pressed on. “That’s fine. So, do you know anybody?”


    “Well, no. But the guy who sells me pot probably does.” Danny pulled out his phone and dialed. “Let’s see what he- Oh hey, Frank! What’s up, bro! Listen- no, I don’t wanna buy. Not right now. I’ll call you about Sunday’s thing tomorrow. Right now, I gotta ask you some stuff. Can you meet at the Student U in a half hour? Oh come on, dude, you know me! Alright. Thanks!” He hung up. “We’re all set.”


    Sam patted the cheetah on the shoulder. “Sweet! Thanks so much for your help! We’ll let you know how it goes.”


    “Oh, I don’t think so!” Danny wiggled his cell in front of the otter’s nose. “Frank is my contact, so I’m coming with you!”


    Knowing now exactly how Arden had felt when he forced himself along, Sam sighed. “Dan, you don’t-”


    Danny watched him through hooded eyelids, unmoving. “I’m not taking no for an answer here, I hope that’s obvious. Seriously. I want to help.” Something deeper appeared in his bright green eyes. Some far-off guilt.


    Looking into the cheetah’s eyes, Sam felt some weird sense of nostalgia. He and the cheetah hadn’t been on many adventures. Their relationship, a cursory thing, was something the otter had always wanted to bolster. Maybe that was his chance. In retrospective, of course. But better than nothing. “Alright. Let’s do this!” He walked over to his bedroom door and knocked. “Tom, we’ll be back in a bit.”


    “Sure thing, hon.” The fox’s voice came muffled, but not just by the door.


    Worried, Sam walked in. “You alright?”


    The blinds were drawn, casting the normally sunlit room into darkness. Tommy lay quietly in bed, only his snout visible from beneath the covers. “I think I got a fever.”


    Sam padded over and felt the fox’s forehead. “Oh man, you’re burning up! Probably the flu. Hang on.” Thinking quickly, he dialed the health center and made an appointment. “We’ll go as soon as I’m back. For now, have a quick nap, OK?” With a brief kiss he hurried out to meet his friends.


    Frank was small, even for a rat. His eyes shifted with practiced ease from Danny to each of the others in turn. “Not cops, that’s for sure. Too innocent and naive. Good start. Very, very good start.” He nodded to the table in the far corner. “Let’s sit and talk.”


    They sat around the table while Frank piled a plate high with food. Finally, he joined them. “Alright, Danny, me boy. What can I do for ya?”


    The cheetah explained their situation in as little detail as he needed to. “So, we’re hoping one of them will be able to point us in the right direction.”


    Frank shook his head. “I have a soft spot for ya, Danny. Let me give you a few pointers. When dealing with dealers, never mention things like rape. If these guys risk being implicated in any sort of crime. And I mean any, they’ll clam right the fuck up. Tell them you’re looking for some guy who had your way with your friend’s boy. Swear that they won’t get involved. You get a name, you beat the shit out of the guy, and that’s that.” He paused to choke down a burger and pawful of fries, eating with sickening speed. “Now, I don’t think you’ll have much trouble. Roofies are usually bought by creeper fucks who don’t matter much. They wouldn’t give up a valuable buyer’s name, but someone like that, they should give you pretty quickly. Gotta throw some cheese their way, of course. Nothin’s free.” Another hamburger disappeared into his narrow, gray muzzle. “I’m probably not gonna come with you. Just go to house number thirty six and ask for Big Tong Durey. Tell him Frankie sent ya. Won’t make it cheaper, but they won’t shank ya that way. And that helps.” He winked.


    It was probably a joke, and Sam laughed, but the familiar lead weight had already settled at the pit of his stomach. The Lakeforest campus was entirely safe, but around them, the city teemed with criminals, crackheads and God only knew what else. But for Mark’s sake and for Arden’s, it was more than worth it. “Thanks, Frank.”


    The rat shrugged, already moving onto an apple pie for dessert. “No worries. And hey, if you’re looking for a bit of Marry or Molly, give me a shout. Danny can vouch for me. Right, Dan?”


    “Definitely!” Danny stood, balancing precariously on the balls of his feet. “Alright, guys. Let’s go before it gets dark. At least the junkies will be asleep.” He laughed, but his nervousness reverberated clearly through the laughter.


    Sam checked his phone. “Hang on. Two things we’re forgetting. You guys head to the house and get some money for payment. While you’re doing that, I’m gonna go take Tommy to the doctor. Wait for me at the house, I guess.”


    They parted there, and Sam ran back to Cranston.


    Tommy was fast asleep when the otter got in. Reluctantly, Sam roused him. “Wake up, Sleepyhead. We’re gonna go see the doctor, and then you can head right back to bed.”


    Tommy obeyed silently. He threw on a sweater and a pair of jeans, and allowed the otter to lead him outside and over to the campus medical center.


    The raccoon nurse on duty checked over the patient carefully before pronouncing her diagnosis. “Canid influenza. Best to avoid it, but if you do get sick, all I can recommend is Ibuprofen, lots of water and lots of sleep. You should be fine in a week. In the very unlikely event that the fever worsens, bring him back here. But you look like a healthy enough fox. You’ll be fine.”


    Sam thanked her and led Tommy over to the house. He waved a cheerful hello to Arden and Danny, whom she found sitting around the dining room table. “Just gonna get him upstairs.”


    Tommy turned weakly towards his boyfriend and gave him a soft kiss. “Thank you.”


    Summer street was the sort of place that looked dark even in the daylight. Even compared to the usual rundown off-campus houses, the buildings nestled along this three-block dead end looked shabby and in a horrible state of disrepair.


    The three friends found house number thirty six, its address stenciled in worn-out letters across a badly askew mailbox. The windows were tightly shuttered, and anyone superstitious would have immediately suspected vampires.


    The three boys stood on the sidewalk for a few moments before crossing the weed-ridden yard to the door.


    Sam knocked, half-expecting the silence to never let up. The place looked, to all the world, abandoned. But the door finally creaked open. The voice behind it was fittingly shabby. “What?”


    Sam swallowed what fear lingered in a throaty gulp. “We’re looking for Big Tong Durey.” He sniffed the air as nonchalantly as he could manage, trying to at least pick out a species.


    But his efforts were for naught. The door opened wider, and the three friends found themselves in front of a short, sharp-eyed fox. “Who’s looking?” He watched Sam with an almost sexual hunger.


    Danny put a comforting paw on Sam’s shoulder. “Frank sent us.”


    The fox’s keen, yellow eyes snapped to Danny. “What? Bong-juice Frank?”


    Danny didn’t miss a beat. “No, Dickhead Frank.”


    Finally, the fox lowered his guard with a sigh. “Good. There is no Bong-juice Frank. Guess you do know what the hell you’re talking about, Spotty. What do you want?”


    Arden took the lead. “We want to know if anyone’s come to buy roofies around Thanksgiving. Can’t imagine you sell many of those.”


    “We don’t.” Durey’s eyes narrowed. “Any particular reason you need to know so badly?”


    “One of your customers had his way with my boyfriend.” Arden didn’t need much to feel angry. He slammed a fist into his open palm. “When I find out who it is, I’ll get the boys, and we’ll tighten his ass up.”


    Durey let out a dry laugh. “Boy, I don’t pity that guy. That’s what these ninja-dick bastards get. Not like I give a fuck. I just sell. Wait here. I’ll ask the boys.” The door slammed shut.


    Having held the giggles in for long enough, Sam finally let a few out. “Tighten his ass up? Boy, where the hell did you learn that one?”


    “Some rap album from middle school.” Arden chuckled with his friend. “I thought it would make me sound like I meant business.”


    Danny pulled a flask out of his pocket and took a long swig. “You had me scared, man. No joke. You’re a natural at this.”


    “Thanks!” Arden breathed in to start another sentence, but the creak of the door cut him off.


    Durey checked the yard for impostors with an instinctual glance. “I got a name for you. How much?”


    “Five hundred.” Arden counted out the crisp bills.


    The fox nodded. “Fair.” He checked each hundred against the setting sun’s light, like some sort of legitimate business owner, and then produced a scrap of paper. “Timmy D. Theatre nerd, prop-master, and one creepy motherfucker... Literally. At least, that’s the rumor. That raccoon is the only roofie we’ve sold since May.”


    Arden accepted the paper and sniffed. “Scent marker?”


    “You bet.” Tong beamed proudly, showing off his gold grills. “I research all my clients. Because when folks like you come over, it’s better to have answers. Sometimes, it’s a trio of college kids — not so bad. I could just slam the door. Other times, it’s large wolves with guns — much less fun. Anyway, have at him. Try not to tell him I sent ya.”


    “We won’t.” Arden stuffed the paper into his pants pocket. “Appreciate it.”


    “Anytime.” Tong slammed the door shut, and that was that.


    As the boys hurried back to campus before the sun had time to fully set, Sam voiced the question that was doubtless on everybody’s mind. “Who the hell is Timmy D.?”


    Arden sniffed the scent marker again. “I- hmm... Yeah, I don’t remember this scent at all. But maybe he came to the party. There were a lot of people at that party.”


    All of the details were plausible, but none of them made sense. Sam shook his head. “OK, so this Timmy comes to the party. Slips Mark and Terry roofies. Then what? Not only that but why? If he’s some creeper theatre tech kid, what does he have to do with Mark?”


    Danny shrugged. “Someone could’ve paid him to do it. I know that only raises more questions, but I’m sure we could get him to talk.” He gave Arden a teasing nudge. “Might be forced to tighten his ass up, bud.”


    The joke got lost somewhere between him and Arden. The otter nodded, his face grave. “If that’s what needs to happen.”


    They separated near the science building. Danny padded off towards his dorm, while Sam and Arden returned to their temporary home.


    James met them at the door. “How goes the hunt, guys?”


    “Not well.” Arden walked through the kitchen and took a seat in the dining room. “We got a name, so it’s better than nothing, but this guy doesn’t have any surface connections to Mark. I guess we’ll find out tomorrow, when we talk to him.”


    A steaming, baked trout sat on a bed of potatoes at the center of the table. James signaled for the boys to wait, while he went off to find the others.


    Dinner was an unusually quiet affair. After Sam had told Mark and the others what they had learned, everyone retreated into their own heads with private thoughts. As expected, Arden ate watching Mark. The wolf had hardly touched any of his food. He sat, forking the fish idly and pushing it from one side of the plate to the other. His bright blue eyes followed the fork, lost.


    Arden slid a paw across the table and rested it on Mark’s arm. “You alright, hon? Baked trout is your favorite.”


    Caught, Mark made an attempt at recovering and acting casual, but the others were already watching him intently. He sighed. “I just- I wish I could do something to help. From the house to class and back to the house every day. I feel so useless.”


    Dennis wiped his muzzle on a napkin and cleared his throat. “Mark, the best way you can help us is by staying here and not getting into trouble. You are without any prior convictions, a great academic record, and plenty of people willing to testify for your character. These are all hugely helpful tools we can use in our favor. If you go out investigating and break the judge’s trust, that will hurt us. So just keep doing what you’re doing. We’ve got less than a month.”


    “Okay.” Mark forced a smile and did his best to get through his dinner. But each bite of fish looked just as forced as that smile. And yet, the wolf persisted and ate. He was certainly the sort who did what needed to be done.


    With dinner wrapped up, Arden went upstairs with Mark, and Sam hurried to tend to Tommy. The fox was fast asleep when he got in. The fever had dissipated, and he slept peacefully.


    Thankful to not be a canid, Sam climbed into bed, wrapped his arms around the sleeping fox and fell quickly asleep before his mind had time to start ruminating over the next day’s thoughts.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Arden


    Waking up in the comfort of his boyfriend’s loving embrace never ceased to make Arden’s fur tingle. The reasons had changed. It had started with the excitement of something new and forbidden. But it had grown since then into the simple but powerful comfort of being in the arms of someone he loved. An email had woken him up hours before to inform that classes for the day had been canceled. One look outside was more than enough to justify the cancellation. The sun had set to a chilly autumn and risen to somewhere over a foot of snow.


    Arden had always enjoyed snow days, but that one in particular made the otter smile broader than all of the others combined. Finally, they would get a nice break from life’s hectic pace, if only for a day.


    Instinctively, Mark’s engorged shaft rubbed up against the otter’s rump. Half-asleep, the wolf grabbed his lover tighter and rubbed his maleness against the soft fur.


    Arden let out a quiet moan. The relaxed atmosphere of the day had done wonders for arousal. He struggled to turn in the wolf’s embrace until they finally kissed.


    Mark awoke with a start. His eyes shot open and he leaned hungrily into the kiss. He drew the otter even closer, his gentle paw pads exploring the small of Arden’s back.


    Mark was in one of those moods, Arden knew — a mood where he wanted full control.


    And the wolf wasted no time. Gently guiding the force of his passion, he turned Aden over and pinned him to the bed. Instinct was a powerful thing, and Mark was fully under its spell. He paused only to apply a liberal amount of lube from the bedside table drawer before sliding his member between the otter’s supple thighs and thrusting in.


    Arden squeaked with what would months ago have been surprise. But the surprise had long since left the picture. Still, the sudden and brief pain merited no less response. He shut his eyes and pushed hard against the wolf’s hips, letting the widest part of the member slip through.


    Mark growled at the sensation and pulled his otter close, his hips already lost in the age-old motion. He held on, closing his jaw gently around Arden’s neck.


    As he had countless times before, Arden let the world slip into a blur as he relinquished all control. He had always felt safe with the wolf, but at these times of intense passion, he felt the safest. It had been a strange feeling at first. Nudity had made him feel vulnerable before. But that had long since changed. And giving himself to the person he loved most only added to the collective explosion of pleasure.


    Every time the wolf’s knot pushed against his pucker, it entered ever deeper before drawing out again. Had Arden decided to keep some of his power, he would’ve slowed things down. Mark did always get too excitable to last long when he was driving. But this wasn’t one of those times — it all felt way too right to change. So, the otter leaned in and basked in the warmth of his lover’s embrace.


    Mark thrust again and again until his swollen knot had finally widened the otter enough. The wolf growled and bit down on Arden’s neck with one last, forceful push. Sealed inside, his member throbbed and shuddered, filling Arden with seed.


    The mist lifted, and the two lovers lay quietly, enjoying the afterglow, bound together. But time was never on their side.


    Mark’s knot took even longer to shrink than it usually had, as if it knew just how reluctant the wolf was to let Arden go and start the day.


    But a cautious knock on the door had finally pushed the day to start. It was Danny, of all people. “Are you guys doing anything in there?”


    Arden draped the covers over himself and his wolf. “No, don’t worry, Dan. Come on in!”


    The door creaked open with a wary slowness, and Danny peeked in. Seeing the two boys in bed, he hurried to look elsewhere. “Get dressed, Ar. We’re gonna go meet that Tim guy. One of my buddies knows him. Says he’s at the theatre, working on props for the winter show. Perfect time to chat, I think.”


    “OK, I’ll be down in a sec!” Arden lay still until the door had closed. “Wow, that guy is really not comfortable with homosexuality at all, is he?”


    Mark pulled slowly out of the otter. “Yeah, he’s got it repressed, I’m sure of it. But that’s his business, and he really is trying his best to be friendly with us. Look at all he’s done to help.”


    “Yeah, he’s a nice guy.” Arden threw on a pair of briefs and then some pants. “I guess I’ll shower when I get back.” Something about smelling of Mark’s musk made him look for all the excuses in the world to postpone a shower. “We should be back soon!”


    “Yeah.” Mark sighed, his ears drooping. “Man, I wish there was something I could do. I feel so useless. There must be something. This is all my fault. All of it.”


    “No.” Arden climbed onto the bed and looked his boyfriend deep in the eyes. “None of this is your fault. You got caught up in some weird game, and that’s it. But we’ll get you out. I know we will!” A fleeting kiss of the wolf’s nose, and he hurried out, pausing only to grab a clean shirt from the closet.


    He found Sam and Danny downstairs, eating breakfast. Something about seeing the two of them together, so close, so nonchalant — it felt like they’d never separated at all. Danny would kiss, Sam, and they’d go off on yet another adventure. That’s how it had been. But Arden knew those times, brief as they were, had passed. “Hey guys! How’s Tommy?”


    Sam turned and beamed at him. “Hey, hey! Tommy is feeling better. But he’ll be asleep for most of the day, if things go well. It’s for the best. Sleep’s the best cure for the flu. Paws down.” He pushed a plate of bagels in the otter’s direction. “Here! Coffee’s in the pot. Eat, and let’s hurry out!”


    Arden poured himself a cup and sat down. “So, we drink coffee now?”


    Sam sipped his with evident disgust. “College. We have to.”


    “You guys are too picky.” Danny stood to pour himself a second cup. “The coffee at the caf is way worse, and I drink it just fine. Spoiled brats.” He winked.


    Sam cradled his mug in both paws. “Coffee’s hot, Spotty. Keep talking, and it’ll wind up accidentally spilled all over that nice shirt of yours.”


    Arden chuckled and gave his full attention to the poppy seed bagel he’d picked out. He didn’t want to think about it, but Mark’s impending trial was difficult to ignore. When they were in the middle of some attempt at investigating, hopes flew high, and the ordeal seemed so far away, but the reality clawed at the corners of the otter’s mind whenever he sat too still. But there was also hope. And that hope was all Arden had to keep the nightmarish thoughts at bay. He finished off his bagel before even realizing he’d started eating it, and attempted to choke down a cup of coffee, fighting against the tarish aftertaste. “Alright, time to go, I guess. Where’s that theatre building?”


    Danny had already moved on to his third or maybe even fourth cup. “It’s right across the street from my dorm. We go there to smoke on occasion. Really nice, quiet lower level with good ventilation and no cameras. No one ever goes down there.” He coughed to clear his throat, avoiding the otters’ eyes. “Yeah, anyway. I’ll show you. Our friend is most likely in the theatre itself. We’ll have to look for him.”


    Dressed in many layers to keep out the blistering cold, the three boys trekked across the foot of snow, their paws leaving deep gorges in the untouched white blanket that had covered everything in sight with record-setting speed.


    But the campus staff had done an admirable job. Already, an army of snow-blowers had carved out paths. They criss-crossed the entirety of Lakeforest U like a web of war trenches. But few had any need for them. Faced with the unexpected opportunity to sleep in, any college student in their right mind did just that.


    The boys pushed past Cranston and headed for the quad. Already, and probably in the middle of the night, some students had built a towering snowfox. It dwarfed even Danny’s lanky frame as it sat under a drift of snow.


    Arden’s attention turned from the temporary sculpture to a bundled up shape making her way across the snow, laden with books. “Hey, Jessica!”


    The beaver looked up. “Oh, hey guys. Sorry, gotta run. Late for class!”


    Arden hopped off the path and jogged over. “No classes today.”


    “Oh, oh my!” The beaver sighed heavily beneath the weight of her backpack. “Well, good job me for not checking. I dunno; in Maine, a foot of snow isn’t really an issue. Not like here. Two inches, everything is closed. A foot, and you have a state of emergency.”


    As the two friends shared a laugh, a realization came to Arden. “Wait, you’re actually talking to us?”


    Jessica nodded. “You guys are really nice. I know Mark didn’t do that horrible thing to Terry. That fox probably bit off more than he can chew, as usual, and then decided to find someone to blame it all on.”


    “So, why does Dom believe it?” The tiger’s allegiance to Terry grew weirder by the day. “Does he have a crush on him, or something?”


    Jessica looked wearily around, as if expecting the tiger to appear from beneath the cover of snow. “No. Dom isn’t even gay. His brother was. He was raped and then killed by a couple of so-called straight people. After that, Dom got heavily into the ally scene, and he immediately vilifies anyone even remotely accused of rape. Not the most logical way to go about it, but he has his reasons. At least, that’s what I heard. And as for Troy, he’s just a follower. Not much mind of his own.”


    “Ouch.” Just like that, it all made sense. But as much as Arden wanted to scold Dom for judging so harshly, a moment in the tiger’s fur was enough to make him see everything clearly. “Well, thanks for the info. Now, I just really hope we can win the case.”


    “I hope so too!” Balancing her textbooks in one paw, Jessica gave the otter a quick hug. “And I’ll see if I can soften up Terry a bit. You’d think he’s doing it because he’s an asshole, but he really did seem frightened. And he’s a terrible actor.”


    “Let’s hope we can reason with him, then.” Arden remembered the letter Dennis had shown them on the first night. No reply was ever received. The odds of hearing anything grew lower by the day. Still, the otter forced himself to smile. “Thanks for everything, Jess.”


    “Don’t mention it! And now, I think I’ll go catch up on some homework!” The beaver adjusted the straps of her backpack and headed back in the direction she came.


    Arden, meanwhile, ran back to join the others. “Sorry about that.”


    Sam took the lead towards the south side of campus. “So, she believes us, huh?”


    “Yeah.” The neat paths came to an end, and Arden was forced to follow in the otter’s tracks across the deepening snow. “Looks like Dom was just a particularly hard case. Although, I’m sure there are others who stick with him.”


    Sam shrugged, struggling through the snow with his shorter stature. “Not important. There’s only one person we would need to convert, and we’ve been told to keep out distance.”


    They entered old Shaffer Hall through a side entrance, left happily unlocked by some careless janitor. It was more than likely the oldest building on campus, having that feel of something antique and well-polished, accompanied by the stench of decades upon decades of mold. The walls glimmered with a fresh coat of paint, but age is hard to conceal.


    Danny glanced in and waved the others inside. “Man, it’s a seriously good thing we’re looking for our friend here and not in the science building. That one’s modern. The locks are automatic.” He pointed down a hallway of flickering fluorescent lights, like the beginning of some horror movie. “Theatre is that way, and the workshop is down the stairs from there. Watch out for the ghosts.”


    Anywhere else, the boys would’ve laughed. But Shaffer Hall, empty and on in years, was not a place to joke about hauntings.


    They padded slowly on, the otters’ claws echoing on polished wood.


    Arden broke the silence. “So, how are we approaching this?”


    Danny squinted into the darkness of a passing alcove, his own ghost joke probably playing on his mind. “Approaching?”


    “Yeah.” Arden shrugged. “Are we coming in tough and forceful, or are we just gonna try and talk to him?”


    Sam raised an eyebrow. “Talking is best. Duh. Did you really just suggest strong-arming the guy? You of all people, Arden?”


    “I-” Arden flushed a bright red beneath his fur. “I’m sorry. I just... The whole Mark thing really has me ready to do something desperate.”


    Danny patted him gently on the shoulder. “You love the guy. That makes sense. But nah, we’ll talk to him and see if we can get him to tell us more. When he finds out how much trouble he’s caused-”


    Arden shuddered. “-he might clam up completely. Especially a guy like this, with more than likely a few shady deeds under his belt.”


    The theatre was nothing more than an enormous room painted entirely black, and aside from the telltale lights and curtains hanging off the rafters, Arden would never have guessed the room’s function. “I thought theaters had... A stage and seats.”


    “It does.” Danny pointed towards a row of bleachers stacked against the far wall. “Seats. And the stage is this whole thing. Black box theatre. They can set it up however they want.” His ears swiveled towards a noise behind them. “Wha?”


    A striped, bushy tail vanished behind the door from which they’d just entered.


    Arden sighed. “There goes our attempt to talk.” With time running quickly out, he gave chase. The days he spent at the high school track were distant, but the otter persevered. He followed Tim’s scent up the stairs and into the classroom wing. “Dude, wait! We just wanna talk!”


    A harsh laugh echoed from around the corner. “Talk? Tong told me you’re here to fuck me up for Jenny.”


    The name hit from nowhere and stopped Arden in his tracks. “Wait, who?” He remembered to start running again. “We aren’t here for Jenny. We just wanna know what happened at the soccer team party. My boyfriend is in a lot of trouble because of you. He’s being accused of rape.” Door after door flashed by as Arden ran. The scent had grown stale, and his stamina was not far behind. “Wait, please! You’re the only one who can help us.”


    Up ahead, a classroom door creaked open. “Swear you won’t hurt me, or I’ll lock myself in and call the cops.”


    Arden stopped his two friends with a paw wave. “We swear. We just want to know what you did to Mark Heeley. He approached the ajar door with painful caution, but before he could push it all the way open, it slammed shut.


    A stalky raccoon peeked out through the mesh window. “No offense. I feel safer like this.”


    Talking him out of the room was a losing battle, Arden knew. So, he stepped away and held up his paws. “Look, we aren’t armed, and we mean you no harm.” He explained their predicament, tears forming slowly in his eyes when he realized just how close to trial they were. “We need to figure out what really happened that night. Please. I don’t want Mark to go to jail. I- I love him.”


    Tim opened the door. “Look, I feel bad for you. Really. But I have no idea who Mark is. I... I bought a roofie from Tong to... To-” He looked away, breathing heavily. “To have my way with this girl I’ve had a crush on in high school. She’d never even look at me, otherwise. And that’s it. I never got together the courage to use that thing. Hid it in my desk drawer, and that was it.” His beady, guilty eyes finally looked up at Arden’s. “That’s all I know. I’ve never been to that frat house. And I definitely don’t know anyone named Mark.”


    Dead end. After all the hope and the certainty, things had ended in a car crash, sudden and final. Arden’s mind raced. There had to be some way, some mistake, something they missed. Someone had used a roofie on both Mark and Terry. That’s how it happened. That’s how it had to have happened. The only customer Durey had had was this raccoon. Only one solution presented itself. “You’re lying.”


    Tim would get defensive, try to deny it. But he didn’t. “Fine, you want proof? Let’s go to my dorm. I’ll show you.” He pushed past the otter and made way towards the exit.


    Silent and still clinging to some hope, Arden followed. Any minute, he expected the raccoon to break into a run and try to escape. That was his plan. He was caught and his lie was seen through.


    Tim led them into Danny’s dorm and up two floors. “Here we are.


    The boys waited in the hallway, while the raccoon dropped into his room. He reemerged holding a small plastic bag. “There. One roofie. You can have it, if you want. I don’t need it anymore. It’s temptation is what it is. Every time I’m looking through my desk drawer, I see it, and I feel this overwhelming guilt. I was gonna drug her and fuck her. Shit.” Tears sprang out of nowhere, and the raccoon retreated to his room. “That’s all you’re getting from me. And I only did it because I felt sorry for you. But there’s nothing else I can do for you.”


    Arden slipped the Baggie under the Raccoon’s door. “We’re not touching that. But thanks.” Reality came in waves and eroded what was left of his confidence. Things had looked so promising. “What now?” Then and there, the otter was willing to give anything for an answer.


    But before anyone had a chance to try, Sam’s phone rang. He picked up. “Yeah, Dad?” His eyes went wide, as his muzzle struggled to form words. “Dad, I- oh my God. I- w- we’ll be right over.” He hung up, numb like someone who’d woken up from a coma. “Mark’s been arrested. He tried to confront Terry.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    Sam


    As if chased by some unearthly demons, the boys raced home through the drifts of snow, heedless of the freezing wind. Sam saw that familiar look on Arden’s face, one he had hoped to never see again. His mind burned with desperation, trying to come up with some way or another to calm his friend down. Arden had recuperated so well from the initial shock of Mark’s arrest, but now it was obvious — hope was all that had held him together. Hope gone, the otter came quickly apart at the seams, like the glue used to hold him had finally melted and washed away.


    By the time they reached their temporary home, Arden was crying freely. There were no hysterics, no yelling. The otter wasn’t fighting — he’d given up.


    Warren sat waiting in the kitchen, his eyes, like Arden’s, moist and red. “James and Dennis have already left. One of you will have to drive us over. Mark needs all the support he can get.” He broke down again. The wolf had truly become a son to him. “He’s just like his father. Couldn’t sit still. Couldn’t be helpless. So, he went to confront Terry, and that fox had him arrested on the spot.”


    Sam found Warren’s car keys and threw them onto the table in front of the fox. “Go see Mark. I’ve got a few things to do.” Seeing everyone frozen, he slammed the table with his paw. “Guys, focus!”


    Warren took the keys, still moving in half-time. “Yes, you’re right. Of course.” He threw an arm around Arden for support, and the two of them walked outside, the fox still struggling against his cast leg.


    Sam turned to Danny. “Go with them. Make sure they’re safe. Help Warren.”


    Unlike the others, the cheetah didn’t budge. “What about you?” His green eyes watched Sam with bold suspicion.


    “I’m not gonna touch Terry, don’t worry. I just want to see if Dom might help us find some way to get the fox to sit down and talk things out.”


    “Be safe. Just please, be safe.” Danny gave the otter the briefest glimpse of a smile. He lingered with visible reluctance but finally caved in and ran to catch up with Arden.


    Sam sighed, grateful the cheetah did not press him any further. He had no plan. He wished he did, more than anything. Some clever solution to the entire thing. But he didn’t. So, the otter bundled up again and went off to find Dom, thankful to have the tiger as his RA.


    He reached room 301 in record time and knocked.


    The door opened to reveal a short, pudgy raccoon. “Hey there!”


    “Hi...” Sam furrowed his eyebrows, doing his best to remain polite. “Sorry, but where’s Dom?”


    The raccoon squinted at Sam over the top of his glasses. “Ah, you’re one of the guys on my floor! Dom transferred to another dorm. Claimed personal conflict or something. It happens if a an RA starts dating one of his students for example, and-”


    Politeness gone and time running out, Sam cut him off. “Do you know which dorm?”


    “Nope. They don’t tell us.” The raccoon extended his paw. I’m Richard, by the way. Richard-”


    “Nice to meet you.” Sam shook paws with his new RA and ran for the exit.


    Finding the tiger in the Pride Room would’ve been too easy. Sam checked briefly and then moved on. From one familiar face to the other, he wandered, until He ran into Lex.


    The coyote, at first in a hurry, finally stopped. “Why the rush, dude?”


    “Because Mark just got arrested for trying to talk to Terry. Now, he is going to stand trial and lose, if I don’t do something. Someone has to know what happened.” All the control Sam had struggled to hold on to slipped from his grip. The tears came. “Mark and Arden mean the world to me. I have to do something. No one deserves this.”


    Lex sighed, his ears down. “You’re right. I- I still can’t believe this happened.” He dug through his backpack for a piece of paper, finally finding an old, crumpled-up class schedule. “Here, Dom lives in Tilly Hall, now. I hear he got so messed up over the whole Terry thing that he requested a transfer. This is the combination to the door. Room two-fifteen. Just be careful, please. Oh, and here’s my number, in case you want to talk afterward. I believe you guys. And sometimes, having someone to talk to helps.” He wrote each bit of info down and passed the paper to Sam. “Don’t lose it.”


    “I won’t.” Sam folded the schedule carefully and slipped it into the front pocket of his jacket. Backup plans had already begun to form. Dom and Lex seemed to be on good terms. Maybe getting him involved in case Dom didn’t cooperate wouldn’t be such a bad idea. “Thanks, Lex! I’m gonna go try my luck with Dom, I guess.”


    “Yeah. He is pretty close with Terry. If anyone can talk that fox down, he can.” The coyote shared with Sam a good-natured smile. “You guys will get out of this, don’t worry. No one deserves to have shit like that happen to them.”


    “Thanks!” Just as they’d burned through all the hope they had left, more came. Playing sleuth has led nowhere, but maybe they didn’t have to. Maybe actually sitting down with Terry and begging for some sort of resolution really was the way out. Sam thanked the coyote again and hurried to Tilly and the tiger inside.


    The dorm was one of the older ones, and the front door was locked with an ancient mechanical combination pad.


    Sam glanced at Lex’s paper. “All art classes. Nothing before noon. Lucky bastard. Now, let’s see.” With a dry chuckle, he keyed in the code and pulled the door open. The walk upstairs gave Sam some more time to think about what he was going to say. Honesty was best. Before the hope that sustained had a chance to poison, the otter reminded himself to be realistic. Even if Dom did have a change of heart, it didn’t guarantee anything. All the tiger could do was ask Terry to be reasonable.


    “Can I help you?”


    Sam looked up from his ponderings and came muzzle to muzzle with Dom. “Hey, can we please talk? I won’t take long. Please!”


    The tiger stood, swaying with visible uncertainty. “I-” he sighed. “Fine. Let’s do it in my room.” His tail twitched with visible agitation as he walked. “In here.”


    The tiger’s room spoke volumes about its occupant. An army general could easily have lived there. The furnishings were spartan, the bed was neatly made, and the usual college mess was nowhere to be found.


    Dom pulled the chair out from underneath his desk and offered it to Sam. “Alright, I’m listening.”


    Sam stayed standing, pushing his nervousness away with all the force he could muster. Cold sweat ran down his temples, but the otter ignored it. “We would like you to talk to Terry for us. Mark tried, and he got arrested h-”


    Dom shut his eyes and shook his head. “No. I am not gonna convince him to drop the charges. I may have cooled down from before, but I still can’t say I trust you. I’m not playing lawyer.”


    “You don’t have to.” Sam watched the situation fall apart, but he refused to cave. “All I’m asking is for you to convince Terry to sit down with us. Both of our lawyers can be there. Maybe we can figure something out.”


    “I-” Again, the reluctant sigh. “I will tell him what you said. You may think we’re best friends or something, but we aren’t. I don’t even know if he would listen to me. But fine, I’ll ask. Can’t promise anything, though. I hope you realize that.”


    “I do.” He’d prepared for that only moments ago. “Thank you. We just don’t want an innocent wolf to be sentenced for a crime he didn’t commit. That would ruin his life.” Like Sharp. That fox would never get a respectable job again. But that scientific equipment- “Science!” Sam’s eyes opened wide. He pulled out Lex’s schedule. “Oh my God. Dom, thank you. I have to... I have to go.” Clutching the paper in both paws like some sort if miracle, he ran.


    Lex picked up on the third ring. “Hello?”


    “It’s Sam.” The otter gripped the reins of his anger tightly. He could not afford to blow his one and only opportunity. “Can we chat? In private. I’m lost. I don’t know what else to do.”


    “Sure. Eugene Andrews Hall, room one twenty six. I’ll be there in like ten minutes.”


    “See you there.” Sam hung up, happy that neither Arden nor Danny had come with him. “I may have to do something really dumb, you guys. Fuck.” His paws burned. He was no runner. But the sheer feeling of closeness pushed the otter on. Lex had lied once already. He knew something. Maybe, he knew everything.


    Lex sat by the dorm entrance when Sam showed up. It took every drop of the otter’s willpower to hold the anger back. “Hey.”


    “Let’s go inside.” Lex stood up without his usual smile. He opened the door and led the way to his room. Once Sam was inside, the coyote slammed the door shut and flicked the lock into place. “I see I was right about you. You’re smart. Noticed my schedule and connected the dots quickly enough. And there I was, about to look for other ways to tell you. Well, go on. Just do it hard. I know you can.”


    “What?” The resolve abandoned Sam, and confusion took its place. “What are you talking about?”


    Lex sighed and sat down on the bed. “I’ll tell you everything you need to know, but you’re gonna have to beat me. Hard. I swear I won’t press charges, but I need an excuse. Go ahead. Make it quick but convincing.”


    Sam shook his head. “I-” He had come to terms with potentially having to force Lex to talk, but that was only in theory, a last resort.


    Lex hopped off the bed, already in tears. “Look, you have to do this! Don’t you get it? If you don’t do it, I- I don’t know what will happen to me. If they find out I helped you willingly... They might kill me. It’s the only way to save Mark.”


    “I’m sorry.” Sam gripped the coyote’s shoulder with one paw and struck him hard in the stomach with the other. The anger wasn’t there to blind him. He felt the coyote’s pain.


    Lex doubled over. His voice turned to a wheeze. “More. Come on.”


    “No, I-”


    The coyote snapped up, his eyes burning with a feral rage. “More!”


    Sam hit him again. In the ribs, this time, and then a hard right to the muzzle.


    Lex collapsed to the floor, coughing up blood. He swallowed it. “A few more. Just fucking kick me. Kick the shit out of me.”


    Sam did. Each kick landed hard. With each kick, he felt like a monster. But Mark’s freedom was at stake. If the wolf went to prison, he’d never be able to live a normal life. But neither would Lex. “Why are you doing this?”


    Lex struggled to his knees, snout bleeding freely. “Because it was never supposed to go that far. He told me it wouldn’t. He told me Mark would cheat on Arden, they’d break up, and that’s it. I would never have agreed to it, otherwise.”


    “Who’s ‘He’?” Sam fought to pull himself together. “Who made you do this?” The blood. He couldn’t take his eyes away from the blood. It paralyzed. “Tell me, I-” he stopped. What more threats could he possibly have made? He’d already beaten this poor creature senseless.


    “If I tell you who it is, he will kill me.” Lex met the otter’s gaze. “But I will tell you what you need to get Mark free. Check my desk drawer. Go on.”


    Still numb, Sam obeyed silently. He pulled open the drawer.


    “See an SD card in there?” Lex craned his neck to look up. “Yeah, that one. It has a very key video. I was told to take it to prove I’d done what I did. Thankfully, they let me wear a mask. That video is all the evidence you will need. It needed to be perfectly clear and shot in such a way that the people in it be clearly visible. That was my initiation. Just one thing...”


    Sam cradled the card, locked in its tiny plastic case. Mark’s salvation lay in a wafer-thin piece of plastic. “Name it.”


    “Don’t bring me into it. At all. Tell them you got the card in an unmarked envelope. It’s what I would’ve done if I weren’t certain they would get suspicious. I’m disguised in the vid, so the law won’t be able to identify me. That’s all I ask.”


    For the first time since they met, the coyote’s eyes spoke to Sam. They pleaded. Here was someone far over his head. He needed a second chance. “I won’t tell anyone. Your secret is safe. What now?”


    Lex finally made it to his feet. He dusted himself off. “Well, I’m gonna sneak off campus and get to a hospital. I’ll just say I was attacked by some thugs in town. Around here, that’s common. No one will look for them. And you, you go get that card to your lawyer friend. He’ll know what to do. After that, who the hell knows. Might have to drop out of school. We’ll cross that bridge later.” He tied a scarf around his muzzle to cover the blood. “Good thing it’s cold. Decent excuse for the scarf. Help me with this jacket, will ya? I think you broke a few ribs.”


    “Of course!” Gently as he could, Sam helped the coyote get his jacket on. “Thank you. Seriously, you may think you’re a horrible person, but the fact that you were willing to go through all this for us... You’re OK in my book!”


    “Thanks. I was willing to see Arden and Mark break up, I won’t lie. But with the arrest, I... I just wouldn’t be able to live with myself. I hoped to the last that someone would come up with something — that things would work themselves out... but it seems fate has a way of punishing us for our mistakes.” Lex looked around the room. “No blood on the floor? Cool. You leave first. I’ll wait a few minutes and then also head out.”


    “OK.” Sam turned and gave the coyote a quick hug, careful not to squeeze too hard. “Seriously, you have saved an innocent life today.” Clutching the card in his paw, the otter raced home.


    The others had already returned by then. They sat silently around the dinner table, all in tears. Even Danny couldn’t keep from crying.


    Knowing how much happiness he would bring, Sam couldn’t help but smile. “Guys, I’ve got it!”


    Arden turned, the smallest spark of hope in his tired eyes. “Got what?”


    Sam held up the card. “Our proof.” He sprinted up the stairs, checked quickly on Tommy, who was still sound asleep, and grabbed his laptop. “Let’s see if it’s as good as I hope it is.”


    The living room was a strange scene, as the group all squeezed in around the computer monitor.


    The video was, indeed, perfectly clear, shot in high definition and with impeccable lighting. The door opened to reveal a masked figure dragging Terry’s unconscious body. He got the fox atop the bed and removed his clothes. Then he went back for Mark. With the door locked, Lex stripped off the wolf’s clothes and carefully massaged Mark’s shaft to full arousal. It took a few minutes of uncomfortable silence, but the wolf finally came with a grunt. Lex collected the semen and turned on Terry. He produced a thick dildo from his coat pocket, smothered it with cum and forced it inside the fox. Terry didn’t react. Again and again, the coyote pushed his toy into the fox. He climbed atop the prone form and wrapped his paws around its throat. The bruises. Finally deeming enough, he poured the rest of the semen into the stretched out opening and pushed it all the way inside with the dildo.


    Sam couldn’t see the coyote’s face, but he knew the pain it must have caused him. He never suspected Lex because Lex turned out to be innocent. The otter held back tears.


    Lex, meanwhile, finished up, collected his things and went to grab the camera. The video stopped.


    Its ending snapped the watchers out of their trance. Mr. Fardin whistled. “Well, whoever filmed this is one sick, twisted fuck. The detail is incredible. Fortunately, his weird fetish will help us immeasurably. This isn’t some grainy VHS. There is more than enough on this tape to positively identify both parties. This is the evidence we’ve been looking for!”


    Finally, the spell was broken. The group heaved a big sigh and cheered. Mark’s freedom was almost certain.


    Only Danny still had questions. “I don’t mean to look a gift horse in the mouth, but where did you get this?”


    “This does not leave this room, clear?” No one else had to know. “It was Lex. He got remorseful and gave me this video. Someone had forced him to do this. I don’t know anything else. He made me promise not to tell anyone. As far as anyone outside is concerned, this card wound up in our mailbox anonymously. No scent, nothing.”


    The others nodded in unison. Mark was safe. The rest was not their fight.


    Dennis collected the card. “I will make copies of this and distribute as necessary. Terry might want to open up an investigation about who this person was, but that will be his problem. What I would really love to know is this: Who requested this tape?”


    Arden could only shake his head. “I don’t know what I want more, to find out or to never know. And right now, I’m leaning towards the latter.”


    Warren sighed. “Me too, kiddo. Me too. If I find out who this is, I’ll strangle him myself. Jail or no jail.”


    Dennis nodded. “And I’ll spin whatever I have to to get you out.”


    The joke had crossed its line, and Sam stepped in. “Let’s get Mark out and leave it at that, eh? I don’t want any more of you to end up in jail. Please.”


    Dennis pulled the laptop closer. “You’re right. I’ll get right on it. Give me like twenty minutes to make all of the arrangements.”


    They left him alone and gathered in the kitchen. Warren ordered pizza, and for the first time in a long time, this motley family ate peacefully. Things were finally looking up.


    Dennis emerged from the living room a half hour later, wearing a broad smile. “Tore the DA away from his anniversary dinner and got him on the phone. He’s watching the video now. Hang on.” He took the phone off hold and listened. “Yeah, it’s pretty conclusive. Yeah. I think so. That’s up to you. From an earlier case I had, I know that they can trace where the video was recorded. That’ll remove all suspicion from us quickly. Yes. Thank you. Good night.” His smile was broad, and his words only confirmed it. “It won’t be made official until tomorrow, but they’re dropping the charges.”


    The bubble of tension finally burst, and the room grew warm. Hugs were exchanged, happy tears were shed. It was over.


    “Hey, guys.”


    They turned.


    Tommy stood in the doorway, clad in nothing but his briefs. “What did I miss?”


    The tears quickly turned to laughter.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Arden


    The next day, Mark and Dennis met Terry and the DA in front of the judge. The fox sat perfectly still in his chair, working hard to keep his tail from twitching. He gazed intently at the tabletop, as if the wood grain was just the most fascinating thing in the world.


    The District Attorney, a petite mouse, spoke for him. “Both the alleged victim and I have seen the video and agreed to drop charges. Mr. McGinnis has identified himself and Mr. Heeley, as well as the source of the injuries he has sustained. From here, Mr. McGinnis may choose to move on and investigate the video subject’s identity, but Mr. Heeley will only be consulted as potential witness.”


    The judge nodded. “That’s it, then. Charges dropped. The arrests will be purged from Mr. Heeley’s record. Case closed.” His gavel struck the podium, and it was finally over.


    Arden, James, Warren, Sam, Tommy and Danny all stood up and cheered. With the video, victory seemed certain, but Arden did not believe it until the judge had spoken those final words. He ran to embrace Mark.


    The wolf stood, grinning like a fool, struck by the sudden sense of freedom. Only yesterday, he’d been thrown into a cell, his fate unknown.


    Arden flew into his arms. “I love you.” He nuzzled Mark’s chest, finally at peace. “Looks like we’ll be alright, after all.”


    “It does.” Mark held the otter with one paw and stroked his back laggardly with the other. “It sure does.”


    A line had formed behind them, and Arden parted with his boyfriend to make way for all of the other well-wishers. He stood by the wolf, watching Terry and the DA depart.


    The two held a hushed conversation as they walked, never looking back. Through the whole ordeal, Arden was never sure whether he was supposed to hate the fox or pity him. Terry dropped all charges the second he saw the video. Had he really gotten Mark arrested out of malice, odds were, he would’ve kept fighting.


    James held up his paws. “Attention, everyone! There’s a local steakhouse, and we’re all going to celebrate. My treat, obviously. Come along, guys!”


    They filed out of the court room and into the lobby.


    To Arden’s amazement, Terry was still there. “Hey Mark, can I talk to you. Please?”


    Mark waved for the others to continue. “I’ll only be a minute.” He and Arden approached the fox.


    The otter couldn’t even remember the last time he and Terry spoke, but the fox had changed beyond recognition.


    His ears were low, his cocky grin was nowhere to be found. “Mark, I’m- I’m so sorry.” No sarcasm, no reluctance — just a tired sincerity. “I know it probably doesn’t mean much after what I’ve done, but I wanted to apologize. I just- I’d felt shitty enough already when Lex invited me to that party and didn’t show... I kinda have a crush on him. But the next morning, when I thought you fucked me without permission and just left me like that… I felt violated. I felt abandoned. I tried to play the slut and all that. I wanted to justify what had happened as part of my reputation — guys just picking me up and using me without my permission. I wanted to make it seem hot. To myself, mostly. But... well, I don’t tell many people this...” He bit his lip, his eyes tense. “I don’t really fuck around much. In truth, I’m just... I tried having relationships, but I’m just always so insecure, and... Oh, you don’t need to hear this. Playing the slut helps keep people at a distance, so I feed the fire and spread rumors. And people just assume that I don’t name names because I value privacy. But when it happened for real, I... God, I can’t even describe what I felt. Just used. I went and got counseling, but it only made me feel worse. That prick asked me all the ‘right questions’ to rile me up. I should’ve sat down with you, I should’ve talked. I-” He sighed. “I could’ve put you in jail for something you didn’t do.”


    Mark shrugged. “It’s done. My home burned down over Thanksgiving break, and the last thing I thought about was losing my possessions. My father’s alive, and that’s all that really matters. Same here. For a while, I thought you had some axe to grind, but I can see that you really did feel hurt.” Forgiveness of someone who almost ruined his life could never be an easy thing. “I won’t hold any grudges against you, Terry. There’s no point. Just, next time… please try to listen before you push forward with something like this. Someone was behind this, and they deserve punishment, but don’t turn it into a crusade. You’ll hurt innocent people.”


    “I know.” Terry searched desperately for a place to look, anywhere but up. “I was thinking. Maybe I should just drop that case. The DA is advising against it, but…”


    “That’s for you to figure out, Terry. Do you want this guy caught badly enough to spend the time and money to do it? Or are you willing to just move on?” Mark took Arden’s paw. “I, for one, am done. I have my family, I have my freedom. Everything else… it just isn’t important. I’ll see you around.” Together with his boyfriend, Mark Heeley left the court house and moved on with life.


    With so much behind them, the rest of the semester passed by and was never remembered again. Warren, James and Dennis returned home, classes wrapped up, finals were taken, and the holidays grew closer and closer within paw’s reach.


    Even Sam, who usually worried too much about tests, didn’t say a word. When Arden mentioned it, the otter just laughed. “After almost losing my best friend to a fire and then to prison, some chem exam just doesn’t feel too threatening. Besides, I’ve noticed something weird. A bunch of the people in our classes who started the year freaking out are now completely calm. If they can do it, so can I.”


    Arden laughed along with him. One unasked question still lingered. Sam hadn’t mentioned it, and forcing it felt weird, but Arden finally caved. He knew there was something deeper. “Any idea what happened to Lex? I haven’t seen him around campus at all.”


    “None.” Sam held the sigh for a while, but finally, he let it out. “Ar, I have to tell you something. Someone’s gotta know. I- I had to beat Lex to get this evidence. But… he… he wanted me to. I know it’s weird, but he said that someone was watching him.”


    Arden remembered Mark’s advice to Terry. “If we go deeper with this, we might not come back.”


    “I know.” Sam threw his books into an open desk drawer and pushed it closed. “I think letting it go is best. I just hope that burying it won’t come back to haunt us.”


    “Me too.” For the first time in weeks, Arden felt entirely helpless again. “But all we can do is live ‘til then.”


    “Yep.” Sam locked the desk. “Did you forget anything in your room? Last chance before we leave it here for a month.”


    “Shit, I think I did forget something. Can’t remember what it is, of course. I’ll go look.” Arden ran to his room, clean for the first time in a very long time. He checked his desk and the drawers underneath the bed. Whatever he’d forgotten, it was unwilling to make itself known. He shrugged, and left it behind.


    He and Mark were busy loading up Engvard’s car when Dom approached them. “Hey, guys… I’m sorry.” The shuffling paws and lowered ears looked preposterously out of place on such an imposing creature. “Seriously, I was an asshole to judge you like I did. I really hope that come spring, you’ll return to the GSA. We’d love to have you back!” His eyes met Mark’s, open and hopeful.


    The wolf shut the trunk and extended his paw. “Deal. Just please don’t judge this harshly next time.”


    Dom shook paws heartily, finally smiling again. “I won’t. I promise. Anyway, have fun on your break, guys!” He departed with a wave.


    Arden put a paw around Mark’s waist. “Well, that’s the last of ‘em. Not bad.”


    “Not at all.” Mark turned the otter towards himself, and the boys kissed.


    Arden was all too happy to let the familiar comfort of the wolf’s embrace wash over him. Life was full of ups and downs, but for what it was worth, for as dark and trying as the bad times were, the good times made up for everything. If he’d never known Mark, life would’ve been far less trying. No fire, no rape allegations, nothing. But just like every other time, they embraced, Arden reaffirmed the fact that anything, no matter how painful, was worth having the wolf in his life.


    Engvard rolled down his window. “Guys, I’d hate to ruin a romantic moment, but Friday traffic is gonna take a while to get through.” He watched them through the rear-view mirror, smiling.


    “Coming, Dad.” Arden gave Cranston one last look and hopped into the back seat with Mark. “See you in a month, Lakeforest.”
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    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Tommy


    Winter break had begun in earnest. Mark and Arden had gone off to Finland, while Sam and Tommy stayed behind in the States. The fox had always looked for an excuse to spend more time with his boyfriend. Mostly, he just liked the otter and his company, but there was something else. And every time they passed St. Matthias, the fox was reminded of that something. But every day, he pushed it back. There was plenty of time. There was always time. Sally hadn’t called since September, and a part of Tommy felt a guilty relief. Maybe she’d forgotten.


    The phone-call came some ten days into the new year. Tommy and Sam cuddled together on the fox’s couch, watching a movie.


    Sam reached out and swiped the phone off its cradle. “Teller residence. Oh? Of course!” He passed the receiver to Tommy, and the fox knew the time had come.


    “Hello?”


    Sally’s cheerful soprano made all the guilt bubble to the surface. “Hey, buddy! How goes your break?”


    “Not bad. Thanks!” Tommy forced a smile. Somehow, people always knew, even over the phone, when he wasn’t smiling.


    Great! So, are you still gonna come visit? It would sure mean a lot to us!”


    “Uhh, sure!” Tommy shot a nervous glance at Sam. He wasn’t sure if the otter could hear, but there would be questions. “Can I just call you back with the time?”


    “Absolutely!” Sally gave her contact number. “See you soon!”


    “Yep.” Tommy hung up. The key to avoiding questions was acting nonchalant. “Alrighty, hit play.”


    It was too late. Sam shuffled closer. “Who was that?”


    “It…” Maybe talking was the way to deal with it. Tommy took the plunge. “It’s my old nurse. She wants me to visit the hospital and chat with some of the sick kids there.”


    “That’s a great idea!” Sam’s smile fell. “But something tells me you don’t think so.”


    “I…” Tommy scrambled for the right words. “It is. I just… I’m scared. Sam, I barely beat cancer. I was an inch away from dying. And… I feel like, if I come back, I’ll somehow get sick again. It’s weird, I know. It’s stupid. When I left that place, I buried that part of my life. It’s not something I ever want to return to.” He remembered that room clearly. Every detail. “I was completely alone there. I-” But it wasn’t true. “Well, I guess there was also Arj.”


    Sam blinked. “Who?”


    His parents had acted as if it had never happened. Gary was way too young to remember. But Tommy remembered everything. Telling someone else was a terrifying prospect. It was his own little piece of insanity, but hiding it didn’t make it go away, no matter how badly he wanted it to. So, the fox took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Shut the TV off. I’d better start from the beginning…”


    


    All’s Well That Ends


    The Oncology ward at St. Matthias General Hospital would never grow to be home; but for the past six months, that’s exactly what he’d been forced to call it. Ever since his glioma worsened, Tommy had been confined to a small room with nothing but a television set and a window looking out over the hospital parking lot.


    His parents tried to make things feel more welcoming by plastering the walls with pictures of the family and his brother Gary’s drawings. But nothing could veil the fact that this was still a hospital. In the gaps between his family’s smiling faces, the young red fox glimpsed the cold white walls. He didn’t mind at first, but the fact soon became clear: St. Matthias General Hospital is where he would spend the rest of his life.


    The only escape Tommy found was in books. He would spend his days reading about fantastic characters in faraway lands, wishing with all his heart that he could be there with them, instead of dying in bed from a disease that people had long since deemed incurable. Sure, there were walks, conventions and numerous other public-appeasing events; but all these years later, the cure remained nothing more than an elusive will’o’wisp in the minds of those who still sought it. These were the people with something to lose, and sometimes those who had already lost and never wanted to lose again.


    His parents’ outlook was a lot less bleak.


    “You’ll get better, Honey! You’ll see!” his mother would say, with his father standing behind her and nodding politely in forced agreement.


    Tommy would smile and nod back, accepting yet another book, greeting card from some relative or a drawing from Gary. He didn’t believe them, and something told him that they didn’t believe themselves much either. But the pretenses were kept, as they often should be, and life went on while it still could.


    Summer came and went; the leaves on the elm outside his window started to turn, reminding Tommy that he should be in school. Most kids his age would laugh at him for saying so, but he missed it. He never had many friends, but just being there, stuck with everyone else, lamenting a youth spent in captivity, made him feel just a little bit more normal. He would be a senior now, walking to class, no longer lost in the maze of Elton High, giving confused freshmen directions that involved passing the swimming pool on the tenth floor. He chuckled at the thought, remembering his first day as a freshman; it took him a good hour of wandering up and down the three floors of the school to realize that there wasn’t a tenth floor, much less a swimming pool.


    His musings were interrupted by a soft knock on the door.


    “Tommy, Dear, your parents are here.” He recognized Sally’s voice. She was a nurse at the ward and Tommy’s only remaining friend. The other kids in the ward seemed far too preoccupied with their own lives to pay the young fox any attention.


    “Come on in.” He adjusted the bed into a sitting position.


    The door opened and Sally entered, followed by his parents, Mister and Missis Teller. They smiled at Tommy and padded silently over to his bed.


    “How are you feeling, dear?” His mom asked; her standard greeting nowadays.


    “About the same.” Tommy smiled back; his standard response. He used to say he felt good or much better; but he knew that, in his current condition, neither of those would be very believable.


    The chemotherapy he’d been subjected to was taking its toll. His fur was falling out in clumps and his once-lean body was now frail and weak. He kept trying to get his parents to stop the chemo, but since he wasn’t eighteen yet, the final choice lay with them. They insisted that it was helping and that he would feel better before long. The only thing they didn’t tell him was how long, ‘long’ was going to be.


    “We brought you something.” His dad pulled a gift-wrapped package out of a bag he was carrying. “Happy birthday, Son!”


    “Birthday? Eighteen, after all.” After the endless days spent in bed, the calendar had seated to matter. Even his eighteenth birthday caught the fox entirely by surprise. “Wow, thanks!” Tommy placed the package on his lap and tore open the gift-wrap. For a few moments, all his troubles were forgotten. It was a BookSmart-8, an eBook reader he’d heard about from Sally.


    “We figured that since you read a lot,” his mom put in, “this would be a perfect solution... since... well, It’s tough for you to get to the library... and...” She cleared her throat and fell silent.


    “This is amazing!” Tommy’s mind was elsewhere already. He held the reader in both paws, already trying to decide what book to download first.


    “We got you an unlimited subscription!” His dad’s voice brimmed with pride as he spoke; clearly, it was his idea. “So feel free to download as many books as you want.”


    “Thank you so much!” Tommy said, genuinely touched by his parents’ thoughtfulness. He was used to the regular knickknacks, but once in a while, the two foxes truly surprised him with their kindness.


    “Well, we’ll leave you alone.” His mother came over and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Enjoy. And God bless.”


    They walked out of the room and Sally followed behind them.


    “Don’t get too into it, Tommy,” she said. “Chemo in two hours.”


    “Thanks.” He forced a smile. He knew Sally was only doing what she was instructed to do.


    He spent some time browsing the online bookstore and downloading any books that caught his eye. He was especially interested in the Fieldwar series, a set of books he’d heard a lot about, but never gotten a chance to read.


    Checking the clock, Tommy saw that he had about an hour before Sally was due to return. He selected the first book in the series and began reading.


    Very soon, the fox realized exactly why he had never been able to get his paws on these books. What started out as a typical fantasy adventure, quickly turned into a steamy gay romance!


    Tommy’s eyes lit up with excitement when Arj, a lion warrior sent to rescue Prince Fryss, removed his shirt and kissed the wildcat on the lips.


    “God, I’ve missed this,” Fryss said, sliding his shackled paws down the lion’s muscular torso and deftly undoing his pants.


    He pulled the sack-cloth garment down past Arj’s legs, carefully tugging it free of the lion’s engorged maleness.


    “And I definitely missed this!” Holding the shaft in his paw, he gave it a teasing lick.


    “Maybe we should get you out of the shackles first,” Arj said, but he made no move to stop his lover’s progress.


    “Oh, I don’t mind, really,” Fryss said before putting as much of the length as he could into his muzzle and slowly pulling it back out.


    “Besides, I think your needs are a bit more pressing than mine.” He gave the lion’s member a slight squeeze making Arj moan and brace himself against the prison wall...


    There was a knock on the door.


    Tommy quickly adjusted the covers to hide his fully erect member and loaded up another book on his reader.


    “Come in,” he said, scrolling twenty or so pages into the book to make it look like he’d been reading.


    “Tommy, your chemo is ready.” Sally came in, wheeling a familiar table in front of her.


    “Can I read while we do this?” Tommy adjusted himself into a more comfortable position for the tired routine.


    “I’m sorry, Tommy,” Sally gestured to the thick cooling gloves and boots, “but you have to wear these to make sure your claws don’t get damaged. How about some TV?”


    “No thanks.” He slipped the gloves and boots on and closed his eyes.


    Being afraid of needles made this whole procedure very difficult for the young fox. Everyone told him that he would get used to it, but his umpteenth time doing chemotherapy didn’t feel any easier than his first.


    Tommy cringed at the familiar brush of an alcohol swab against a bare patch of skin and braced himself. The needle never hurt too much, but the feeling of having something impale him was far more unpleasant than the pain alone would have been.


    Sally had told him that he was actually pretty lucky; a lot of treatments took hours and sometimes days while his only took a half hour at a time.


    Tommy tried to focus on something, anything, else during those thirty minutes, but his eyes always drifted to the clock that hung just above the television. Over time, he turned it into a game; he would close his eyes and try to keep from looking at the clock for as long as he could; he wasn’t very good at it.


    Finally, Sally returned, the needles were removed and he was allowed to get back to his book.


    The stroking, combined with the tender caress of Fryss’s tongue, sent Arj over the moon.


    The lion stuffed his paws into two conveniently located crevices in the wall and held on for dear life. But Fryss wasn’t done yet; he wrapped his free paw around the lion’s muscular legs and began to tease the tailhole.


    That was all Arj could take. flexing his legs, the lion thrust forward and climaxed into the prince’s muzzle...


    Tommy wanted badly to keep reading, but he felt his eyes droop. Making sure to exit out of the story and set a password, he lay the reader aside and drifted off to sleep.


    A soft rustle woke him up at some point in the middle of the night. The fox opened his eyes slowly. Through the blur and the fog of sleep, he thought he could see a large shape standing at the foot of his bed. Before Tommy could process what he had seen, he drifted back to sleep.


    Mornings weren’t a big deal for the fox anymore; he spent his days in bed, so the only difference between day and night was the presence of daylight outside. He slid a paw underneath the blankets lazily to caress his sheath and sat up with a start. A cold, sticky wetness covered the front of his scrubs. Tommy couldn’t figure out whether to feel happy or scared; he was happy because that was the first time he’d come properly since being put on chemo, but a fear of what Sally would say when it came time to change scrubs still lingered.


    Sally entered right on cue. She carried a towel and fresh scrubs. “I brought you some clean clothes, Tommy.” She lay them down on the bedside table. “Can you make it to the showers, or should I give you a sponge-bath?”


    Tommy hated sponge baths. He was sure that nothing on earth felt more awkward and embarrassing than sitting stark naked in a small tub while someone else scrubbed you with a wet sponge. Now, there was the matter of his sticky sheath that made things all the more awkward. “No, I’ll just take a shower.” He pushed himself out of bed and grabbed the walker that Sally brought him.


    The walker was just another testament to how much he’d wasted away since first coming to St. Matthias. When he was first admitted, Tommy would walk everywhere on his own, play in the park with the other kids and even go running to keep in shape. Now, it took all his strength just to stand.


    He clutched his shaking paws tightly around the handlebars and slowly made it to the showers.


    The whole place was empty when he walked in; most of the patients preferred evening showers, it seemed.


    Tommy entered a handicapped stall and plopped down on the seat. His legs didn’t burn like they did after a tough workout; instead, they felt weak and useless. He let a few more minutes trickle by before stripping off his scrubs and turning on the water. The sensation never grew old, and the fox doubted it ever would; there was nothing in the world quite so comforting to him as being enveloped in the water’s soothing embrace. He didn’t dare scrub himself, fearing the loss of more fur. Instead, he just sat there, letting warm the water do its work.


    Twenty minutes later, Tommy stepped out of the shower. With nothing but a towel on, he made his way over to one of the benches where he’d left the clean scrubs that Sally brought. Like the clock in his room, the mirror begged Tommy to look at it. The young fox averted his gaze as best he could; not because he was afraid of what he would see, but because he knew all too well.


    “There you are, dear!” Tommy’s parents were waiting for him when he returned. “We were getting worried when we came in and found your bed empty.”


    “I just wanted to take a shower.” He lowered himself carefully into bed.


    Tommy did his best to be polite; he listened to the latest news of the family, bid his parents goodbye and returned, finally, to his book. He read all day and well into the night, dozing off with the reader still in his paws.


    Something woke him up again; this time, the fox came awake fully. He powered off his reader and placed it on the bedside table. As the grogginess of sleep faded, Tommy jerked back and almost fell off the bed in surprise.


    Standing there, dressed in nothing but a loincloth, was Arj.


    Tommy stared at him, trying to process what exactly he was seeing.


    “Hey.” The lion smiled and waved his paw cheerily.


    “Uhh... who are you?” Tommy was usually polite, but the mostly-naked lion from his favorite book standing by his bedside made him forget his manners.


    “Arj,” the lion said as if nothing weird was happening. “You don’t remember me?”


    “I... I do.” This was some kind of joke, he knew it. “But you’re... you’re not real.”


    “Well, I’m standing in your room.” Arj pouted. “I’ve got to be at least somewhat real.”


    “I’m sorry.” Slowly, Tommy recovered from the initial shock. “It’s just really weird. I’m dreaming, or something, right?”


    Arj reached over and pinched him gently on the arm. That lion certainly felt real. “Well, you seem wide awake to me.” He smiled. “And I’m still here.”


    “So, how did you get here?” Tommy tried his best to phrase the question politely, but words failed him.


    “Not sure.” Arj ran a paw through his luxuriant mane. “I just heard you were sick and thought I’d come visit. Maybe cheer you up. Although, it looks like you’re pretty cheery already.” He nodded towards the bulge protruding from the sheets between the fox’s legs.


    The whole situation had hit Tommy so hard that he didn’t even notice his own erection until Arj drew attention to it. “I... I’m sorry...” He stammered, trying to hide the throbbing shaft.


    “Don’t worry.” The lion drew closer. “Why don’t I help you with that?” He slid a paw underneath the sheets and grasped Tommy’s member gently; yes, he was definitely real.


    Tommy spent quite a few nights in his life trying to imagine what it would feel like to have someone else’s paw on his member; even his wildest fantasies didn’t come close. The initial wave of electricity that swept his body robbed him of breath. The fox arched his back and let out a guttural moan. Realizing that he might wake whoever was in the neighboring room, he clamped both paws over his muzzle; just in time, too.


    Arj began to stroke his new friend’s maleness with a gentle caress of his soft pads, sending spasms of pleasure through Tommy’s entire being. The fox freed one paw from his muzzle and touched the lion’s taut stomach, feeling very much like a character in one of his books.


    “You can touch me a little lower, if you want.” Arj removed the loincloth he was wearing with a deft flick of his free paw.


    The paw clamped over his muzzle did nothing to prevent Tommy’s jaw from dropping. All politeness forgotten, he stared at the lion’s fully-engorged maleness. Trying his best to keep his entire arm from shaking, Tommy reached out tentatively and grasped Arj’s member.


    This was the final piece of the puzzle; it was as if an electrical circuit between the two was finally complete. Another wave of passion swept over him; he tensed his muscles and climaxed all over the lion.


    Back when he just started discovering masturbation, Tommy would engage in the strange, new act at least twice a day. Most of the time, his climax amounted to nothing more than a spoonful of seed; this was more like a waterfall. The fox came stream after stream until Arj’s belly fur was completely soaked.


    Utterly drained, Tommy slumped down on his bed and lay there. He breathed in and out slowly, enjoying the warm after-effects of his orgasm.


    “Wow, talk about drenched.” Arj giggled. “Never had someone get me this wet.” He walked over to the closet and grabbed a towel. After drying his fur and wiping the remaining seed off the floor, he tossed it back.”So, did you enjoy your first time?” He walked over to the fox and licked his nose with a pleasantly coarse tongue.


    “You have no idea,” Tommy mumbled, still in an absolute daze. “Will you come back tomorrow night?”


    Arj smiled and sat down on the bed. “Of course, I will.”


    Tommy wanted to spend more time with the lion, but his eyelids were very persuasive. Within minutes, he was asleep once again.


    The sun woke him up the next morning; Tommy lay in his bed, enjoying the warmth and gentle caress of its rays. The memories flooded back all at once, jarring him awake. Tommy sat up in bed, panting. ‘I really am losing my mind.’ The thought turned his stomach like even chemo seldom had.


    He was told that this might happen once the cancer got far enough in his brain... but so soon? It dawned on him, then – there was one way to check his sanity. Slowly, Tommy pulled himself out of bed and made his way over to the closet. His feet gave out when he reached the door and the fox was forced to cling to the doorknob for support.


    Propping himself up against the doorframe, Tommy pushed the door open and gasped at what he saw inside.


    A towel, crusted over with the dried seed, lay on the floor.


    “Tommy, honey, what are you doing?”


    Hearing Sally’s voice, Tommy turned around, forgetting for a moment that his feet were much too weak to support him. The young fox struggled to stay upright. Gravity and his own weakness won in the end.


    Sally ran to catch him but didn’t make it in time. “You shouldn’t go walking by yourself. You could get hurt.” She helped the fox up to his feet. “It’s a good thing you didn’t hurt yourself too bad.”


    “I know.” Tommy staggered over to his bed and sat down. “I just... I... I made a mess and wanted to clean up.”


    “A mess?” Sally padded to the closet and opened the door. “What... oh. Oh! Don’t worry about it, hon! It’s perfectly normal. I’ll just stick it in the laundry.” She picked up the towel and put it in a hamper she’d left by the door.


    “Thanks. Oh and Sally...”


    “Yeah.”


    “Can you leave a towel on my table somewhere... in case... you know.”


    “Sure.” She smiled at him and left the room.


    The nervousness from before slowly faded, replaced in moments by confusion. So he didn’t imagine what had happened last night. Tommy rested his head on the pillow and looked up at the ceiling; he began to wish that he did. Had it all been a hallucination, he would have blamed it on the cancer and been satisfied; now, the fox didn’t know what to think. He was getting nightly visits from a story book character; stranger still was the fact that the lion appeared interested in him.


    Tommy continued to toss around theories of what exactly was going on until a searing headache put an abrupt end to the contemplation. The fox realized that it was pointless to keep up this train of thought. He popped some ibuprofen from the bedside table, waited for the migraine to subside and pulled out his book again.


    Arj didn’t know how, but he snuck past the guards. The door of the prison cell was all that now separated him from his lover. He was no good at picking locks, but he was good at killing.


    Before the stoat guard knew what was happening, he lay on the ground, a dagger protruding from his throat.


    Arj undid the stoat’s belt and took a ring of keys from it. It didn’t take him long to find the right one and unlock the door.


    Fryss sat chained to the adjacent wall, fast asleep.


    Arj padded across the cell quickly and kissed him deeply on the muzzle.


    The wildcat awoke with a start. “They’ll find you!” he whispered, wrapping his shackled paws around the lion’s well-muscled frame.


    “I just rescued you from Teros.” Arj broke the kiss and returned to the keyring. “I won’t let them execute you like this.”


    Fryss sighed and shook his head.”I don’t know how you got in, but there’s no way we’ll both be able to escape.”


    “For a traitor, Prince Fryss certainly isn’t short on brains.” Crygg, the weasel captain of the guard, stood at the entrance backed by a score of well-armed soldiers. “Now, you have done us a great service by fetching him from Teros, Sir Arjis. As an act of thanks, we will not slaughter you where you stand.” He took a step forward. “Hand over the keys and come quietly. We will put you in prison to cool off for the night and then you will be set free.”


    “And if I refuse?” The lion reached for a sword strapped to his waist.


    “Then I will decorate the walls of this cell with your blood.” Crygg smirked. He knew he’d won.


    Tommy was so absorbed in the book that it took several tries for Sally to get his attention.


    “Huh?” Reality returned slowly to the young fox.


    “Time for chemo.” Sally sighed, as if she’d repeated the same phrase at least a dozen times already.


    “Oh, okay.” Tommy put down the reader and adjusted himself into a more comfortable position. Strangely enough, he didn’t mind the cooling gloves or the alcohol swab, or even the prick of the needle; the thought of seeing Arj again made everything else fade into the background and brought with it a pleasant arousal in giddy anticipation of things to come. He hardly noticed when chemo ended and Sally came in to unplug him.


    Fortunately, Tommy was back to full consciousness when his parents came in. He shifted quickly to cover his throbbing maleness and greeted them with a smile.


    “We’re so glad to hear you like our gift.” His mother beamed at him. “And you look much better today. I guess the chemo finally started working.”


    “Yeah.” Tommy smiled right back, more truthfully than he had in months. He shot the breeze with his parents, doing nothing to break their illusion of his imminent recovery. They handed him another card from his grandmother with a hundred-dollar bill tucked neatly inside. An awkward pause later, the two foxes kissed their son and departed.


    The rest of the day was dedicated to reading — reading and waiting. Tommy was determined to be awake when Arj came to visit again; if anything, it would shed some light on the mystery of the lion’s appearance. He read late into the night without much success.


    The clock above the television read 4:30. Tommy realized the sun would be up soon. He turned off the light and went to sleep. ‘Maybe Arj changed his mind. Maybe he just came once to get my hopes up.’ The thoughts whirled around the fox’s head as he fell asleep.


    He was awakened by something damp pressing against his muzzle. It took the fox only moments to realize that it was someone’s tongue, wet and coarse. His eyes sprang open and Tommy leaned into the kiss. “I didn’t think you’d come.”


    Arj rested his paw on the fox’s knee. “Well of course I was going to come. I promised, didn’t I? I was just waiting for you to fall asleep.”


    “Oh.” Tommy teetered on the brink of asking why that was necessary, but before he could gather up the courage, Arj changed the subject.


    “So, what do you want to do tonight?” The lion lay down on the bed and put his arm around Tommy.


    Tommy rested his head against the lion’s muscular shoulder. “Well... I.” He knew what he wanted, but the thought of asking sent a nervous chill down the fox’s back.


    “Trust me,” Arj nuzzled his cheek, “I’ve done some pretty strange stuff in my life. You’d be hard-pressed to surprise me.”


    “Well, I... I’ve never been inside anyone.” Embarrassment colored Tommy’s cheeks a deep crimson, but it was too late to take anything back.


    “Oh, well all you had to do is ask.” Arj licked The fox’s nose and hopped nimbly off the bed.


    Tommy could only stare as the lion slipped off his loincloth and turned full circle to show off.


    “How do I look?” He flexed his muscles for effect.


    “Wow!” Even a reply that simple took all of his cognitive effort. Absentmindedly, Tommy reached a paw under the blankets to stroke himself but found it completely unnecessary; his member was already engorged and pushing hard against the walls of its sheath with every throb.


    “You’re pretty big.” Arj reached under the blankets and firmly grasped the fox’s maleness. “We’re going to need some lubrication.” He turned around and bent over to retrieve his loincloth.


    The sight of the lion’s curvy rump sent a pleasant rush through Tommy’s shaft, leaking droplets of clear fluid down its length.


    “Ah, here we are.” Arj pulled a thin metal flask out of a small pocket on the side of the loincloth. “Some jasmine oil.” He smothered it under his tail and then all over Tommy’s trembling member. “Now, I don’t think you should be standing too much, so I’ll just straddle you.” Carefully, the lion climbed atop the bed and grasped Tommy’s shaft. He guided the pointed tip beneath his tail and sat down with a soft gasp.


    The warmth and tightness that engulfed Tommy’s maleness set off fireworks in his brain. Unlike the night before, the fox didn’t even attempt to stifle his moans. Instinct had long since taken over and Tommy began to thrust forcefully in and out of his new lover, his knot swelling. The lightning storm in his brain raged ceaselessly; every thrust fed it, bringing the sensations to an even higher plane. The fox placed both paws on Arj’s legs and dug his blunt claws into the perfectly-groomed fur.


    Arj matched the rhythm of each thrust with practiced ease, stroking his own throbbing member with a free paw.


    The climax put the one from the night before to shame. Tommy thrust up one last time. He forced the knot through and emptied himself into the lion. Grasping Arj’s shaft with both paws, the fox stroked and squeezed until his lover also hit climax. They clung to each other, writhing in throes of passion, until their dual orgasm piqued and subsided.


    Tommy lay there, his brain too overloaded to process any more information for the night. “Thanks.” The simple word was all he could manage before drifting off.


    A brisk knock on the door awoke him.


    “Tommy, are you up?” It was Sally.


    “Yeah.” The memories returned. Tommy’s eyes snapped open, but he quickly relaxed; the night’s mess had been carefully cleaned up, and Arj was gone.


    “Your parents are here.” Sally opened the door slowly. She took a brief glance around and walked in, followed by Tommy’s mother and father.


    Mrs. Teller ran over and wrapped her son in a hug. “Wow, you’re just looking better and better every time we see you!”


    Tommy held his breath in fear. Arj’s musk still lingered thick all over the bed and the rest of the room. But the vixen was too excited by her son’s improving health to pay her nose any attention.


    Tommy sighed with relief.


    He wasn’t sure about looking better, but he certainly felt a lot better; no thanks to the chemo, of course. The rest of the conversation proceeded according to the script and ended with his parents promising to sign him up for physical therapy if things kept improving.


    In far higher spirits than before, Tommy turned on his reader and returned to the world of Fieldwar.


    Arj stood at the edge of the crowd. He’d been warned by Crygg to leave the city, but he didn’t care. Fryss may have been past saving, but he had to see him one last time.


    The excited chatter told him that the execution party was getting nearer. He craned his neck until he finally saw them.


    Fryss, bound in chains, was led by a score of the royal soldiers. The people booed him and threw whatever was under paw in his direction. The wildcat ignored them. He walked proudly, just as he always did. There was no fear in his scent, no regret. Some inner instinct told him to look in Arj’s direction. He smiled. “Thank you. For everything.”


    Just then, the reader let out a crackling sound and a faint smell of burned wires filled the fox’s sensitive nostrils.


    The screen flickered and turned white; the last of the story faded.


    Tommy tried desperately to reset it, but after several minutes of fruitless labor, he gave up. His paw strayed to his eyes; Tommy realized only then that he’d been crying. The story had moved him on a level he didn’t anticipate. He sat there, thinking about his own imminent execution. His parents thought he was getting better and better, but his body told him otherwise.


    With nothing to do, but go to sleep, Tommy drifted off, hoping to wake up to Arj again.


    His wish was granted; the fox woke up to find his friend sitting beside him.


    “Hey there sleepy-head.” Arj smiled at Tommy and ran his paw through the fox’s headfur. “What do you want to do tonight?”


    “I was actually kind of hoping we could hang out and talk.”


    “Oh my, now that is surprising.” Arj settled in next to him. “So, what do you want to talk about.”


    “Well...” Only one question hung on Tommy’s lips. “What happened to Fryss? I only read as far as the execution.”


    The lion stared into space for a long time before answering. “He was hanged.” His voice stayed level, but Tommy knew that Arj was going to great lengths to keep it that way.


    “I’m... I’m sorry.” A pang of guilt rose up through his chest. “I just thought there would be... you know... some sort of happy ending; maybe you end up rescuing him.”


    “Not all stories have happy endings.” Arj sighed. “Don’t worry, it was a while ago; I have come to terms with it.”


    “Why did they execute him?” Tommy promised himself that this was the last question before he changed the subject. He had to know “All anyone said was that he was a traitor.”


    “Because he dared to love me and no one else.” Arj bit his lip. “The King wanted grandchildren, and Fryss refused. He was accused of high treason by his own father and hanged.” Tears welled in his eyes.


    Tommy put his arms around the lion and buried his nose in the soft fur. “I’m sorry.” The weight of guilt grew for having trespassed on such private memories. “I didn’t know.”


    “That’s alright.” Arj wiped his eyes. “I understand his reasons now. Back when he told me he was tired of hiding, I thought he was going mad. I offered to run away with him, to live our lives free from the problems of society. I understand now, that he came out because he loved me. He was proud to call me his mate and did not want me to live in the shadows. He wanted the world to know how lucky he was.” Those words caused Arj to break down completely.


    Tommy cradled the lion in his arms and let him weep.


    As he released all the sadness that had weighed him down for so long, Arj’s body grew lighter. When he was done, the lion rose from the bed. “I’m sorry.” A note of embarrassment lingered in his voice. “I wasted our evening together.” He wiped the last of the tears from his eyes.


    “Don’t be silly.” For once, Tommy felt useful. It was not a feeling he experienced much after the disease had set in. “I’m glad we could talk. I’m sorry I brought so many bad memories back.”


    “They were always there.” The lion leaned over and kissed him on the nose. “They needed to come to the surface sooner or later. I’m glad you were there to listen.”


    “It was the least I could do.” The night’s emotions had drained him. Tommy’s eyelids flickered. With one more look at the lion, he drifted off entirely.


    His parents visited him the next day while he was in chemo.


    Mrs. Teller ran her paw through his fur.


    “Oh, this is wonderful, dear! Your fur is coming back in. Once you get back to school, the girls will be all over you.”


    “Mom, Dad.” Tommy looked over his parents one final time. Their muzzles wore bright smiles, but their eyes were tired. His father’s fur had long since turned gray. His mother’s did too; it was even more noticeable with the slightly splotchy dye job. They’d shed a lot of tears for him. They deserved the truth. “I’m gay.”


    His father nodded, the smile never left his muzzle. “We know, Son.”


    The shockwave he’d prepared for didn’t come. Tommy let out a long sigh. “But how did you know?”


    Mr. Teller reached into his pocket and pulled out his cellphone. “They don’t offer unlimited subscriptions for your reader, Tommy. We just told you that so you wouldn’t feel bad about buying all those books.” He scrolled through the phone’s contents. “The Fieldwar series. I was intrigued by the title, so I read it.” He smiled. “It left very little doubt about your sexuality.” He put his arm around Mrs. Teller. “We don’t care, Son. Gay, straight... all we want is for you to come back home. We want our little family to be whole again.”


    Tommy had accepted his death in the months he’d spent at St. Matthias. In one swift moment, he wanted nothing more than to live again. “I’ll do my best to recover.” He reached out and embraced both of his parents. “I promise.” The warmth of their embrace told him beyond words just how much the two of them loved him.


    When they parted, Mr. Teller examined Tommy’s broken reader. “Thing must be defective.” He sniffed it. “Yeah, one of the transistors must’ve fried. Don’t worry, Son, I’ll bring you a new one tomorrow.” He repackaged the device. “Good thing they offer a warranty.”


    “Just take a nap for now, dear.” Mrs. Teller kissed him on the forehead. “You need to save up your energy for physical therapy tomorrow.”


    “Okay.” Tommy climbed back underneath the covers.


    Mr. Teller embraced him again and kissed him on the cheek. “See you tomorrow, Champ.”


    The two foxes departed and left Tommy alone with his thoughts.


    For the first time in months, Tommy looked forward to what lay ahead. He was recovering steadily, and maybe, just maybe, he’d get to go home soon. Somehow, he’d made it through the darkness. There was light just ahead.


    He awoke in darkness.


    Arj sat at the foot of his bed. For the first time since Tommy had met him, the lion didn’t smile. “Hello, Tommy.”


    “Hey, Arj!” Tommy sat up. “What do you want to do tonight?”


    Arj stood up and walked slowly over to stand by the fox’s side. “I came to take you with me.”


    “Take me with you, where?” A heavy weight landed at the pit of Tommy’s stomach. Somehow, he knew.


    “To Zerna.” Arj extended his paw. “Your time here is almost up. But don’t worry, we’ll live in my kingdom together. It is a beautiful place. You may leave all of your worries behind.”


    “But, but I don’t want to go.” The meaning of the lion’s offer dawned on him and made his stomach turn. “I want to stay here. I’m getting better.” He rolled up his sleeve. “Look, my fur is growing back and-”


    Arj shook his head. “Tommy, you’re not going to get any better.” He sat down next to him. “I know it’s hard for you, but some things are just not meant to happen.”


    “So I have no choice then, do I?” Tommy felt the familiar pressure building behind his eyes. Maybe if his parents hadn’t accepted him, things would have been easier. But now, he saw the future so vividly – he would get better, move back home and live with his parents. He’d finish school and go to college, maybe even get a boyfriend. He could almost feel himself there, finally happy.


    Arj shook his head. “No, I’m afraid not.”


    “Can I at least call my parents?” Tommy struggled to control the overwhelming emotion in his voice. “Please. I just want to say goodbye.”


    Arj nodded. “Go ahead, I’ll wait.”


    Tommy picked up the phone from his bedside table and dialed the familiar number. The phone rang for almost two whole minutes before anyone picked up. “Hello?”


    “Dad, it’s me.” Tommy pushed back the lump in his throat. “Listen, Dad... can you, Mom and Gary come see me?”


    “Sure, Son.” His father stifled a yawn. “We’ll be over first thing tomorrow morning.”


    “No, I was talking about right now.” Tommy racked his brain for some gentle way to approach the issue, but he could find it. “I don’t think I’ll make it ‘til tomorrow.”


    “Son, don’t say that.” Mr. Teller spoke with an emotion to match his son’s. “You’ll be fine, you-”


    “No, Dad.” Tommy sighed. “Arj told me I have to go tonight.”


    “Arj.” There was a pause. “You mean the lion?”


    “Yes, Dad.” Tommy didn’t care how crazy he sounded. It was too late to care. “Arj is here right now. He says I have to leave.”


    “We’ll be right over, Son. I promise.” Mr. Teller hung up the phone.


    In less than twenty minutes, Tommy’s entire family had gathered at the foot of his bed.


    Gary swayed sleepily on his tiny paws, Mister and Missis Teller stood weeping softly.


    Tommy’s father approached him. “There has got to be some way for you to stay, Son.”


    “I wish there was.” Tommy reached out and embraced the old fox. Every ounce of his being wanted the moment to last forever. The future he’d looked forward to would never come. “But Arj says I’ve got no choice.” He nodded over to the lion seated at the foot of his bed.


    Mr. Teller turned in that direction. “Sir, I beg of you...” He knelt down, first on one knee, then on both. “Please let my son live.”


    Tommy wasn’t sure why, but at that moment he knew his father saw Arj just as clearly as he.


    Mr. Teller bowed his head. “We love our son. Please, please don’t take him from us.”


    Arj sat silent and watched the old fox. He stood. “This is a very tall order. Tommy’s time has come.”


    “I know, but...” Mr. Teller wiped his eyes. “There has to be some way.”


    Arj shook his head. “I’m sorry, I can’t...”


    Gary, who’d been standing groggily by his mother’s side, approached the lion from behind and hugged his leg. “Please let Tommy stay, Mr. Lion. Please. I don’t wanna grow up without a brother.”


    Arj petted the cub gently between the ears and sighed. “I can’t, I...” He walked past Mr. Teller, over to Tommy’s side. “Are you sure you wish to stay? Life is difficult and full of loss. You will lose many loved ones as time passes. There will be tears and sadness. If you come with me, I can offer you peace.”


    Tommy looked up at the lion and then at his family. He saw his father still on his knees, his brother looking around with a confused expression on his face, and his mother sobbing quietly into a wad of tissues. He knew he could never choose to leave them – not unless he thought he had no choice. “Arj, why do you really want to take me?”


    “Because...” Arj looked down at the ground. “Ever since Fryss died, I’ve been completely alone. I thought that I was doomed to live alone forever, I accepted it; but then I met you. I guess I’ve just become attached to you, Tommy. You’ve given me the company I never thought I could have again.”


    “So you lied to me.” Pity quickly extinguished the welling anger. Arj truly was alone. Tommy tried and failed to imagine how a lifetime of loneliness would feel.


    “I’m sorry.” Arj took Tommy’s paw and held it gently in both of his. “Please forgive me, Tommy. At first, I wanted what was best for you... but by the end of it, I was only doing what was best for me.”


    Tommy squeezed the lion’s paws. “I forgive you.” He looked back at his family. “But I see so much life ahead of me. I can’t come with you. Not yet.”


    Arj nodded. “I understand.” He stood. “Perhaps we can meet another time, when you’ve had a chance to live life. Maybe you’ll consider coming with me then.”


    “Maybe.” Tommy smiled. “Thank you for being honest with me.”


    “Don’t mention it.” Arj graced him with one last smile, turned and walked out into the hallway.


    Tommy watched him go with a mixture of happiness and sorrow. Arj was alone again. There was nobody to hold him, nobody to tell him that everything would be alright. He forewent a chance at happiness to give Tommy another chance at life. Tommy turned back to his father. “Did you really see him?”


    Mr. Teller stood up and brushed the dust off his pants. “I... I don’t know. I think I did.”


    “I did.” Gary climbed up on the bed and lay down in Tommy’s lap. “He’s a very nice lion.”


    “Tommy, it’s time!” Sally opened the door and pushed a wheelchair into the room.


    “Oh, I can walk, don’t worry.” Tommy hopped off the bed. Over the course of physical therapy, his body had slowly returned to its strong, lithe appearance.


    “Sorry, hospital tradition.” Sally wrestled him into the chair. “Come on, it’s only for a few minutes.”


    Tommy rolled his eyes. “Oh, fine!” He allowed Sally to wheel him out of the room and through the front doors.


    His family waited by the car. They all wore bright, summery clothes and broad smiles.


    The hospital doors had scarcely closed behind him, and Tommy was already up on his feet. He ran over and wrapped all three foxes in a tight embrace. “I’m back!” He would see Arj again, he knew it; but between that fated reunion and now, there was life – a life on which he’d almost given up.


    The four foxes piled into Mr. Teller’s Audi drove off, leaving St. Matthias and its memories somewhere far off in the distance.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Tommy


    The fox wrapped up his story and sat back, watching his boyfriend. “So, that’s pretty much that. I know, I’m crazy and all that.” He knew he wasn’t, but the silence had dragged on for far too long.


    Sam wiped away the tears and moved closer. “I had no idea what you had to go through.” More tears came, as the otter’s paws found their way around Tommy and held him close. “I’m so happy you made it.”


    No strange looks, no cocked eyebrows. Whether or not Sam believed in Arj being real — it didn’t matter. Even Tommy himself had had his doubts about the lion.


    “So, you think, if you return, Arj might come back?” Sam held the fox at arm’s length, his features a mask of concern.


    “I-” Tommy gave an involuntary shudder, as if the otter had somehow stumbled onto his innermost thoughts, ones that even he didn’t always have access to. “Yes.” Again, the hot flash of embarrassment crawled up his neck and into his cheeks. He was afraid of a hallucination. Not only that, but he was pushing his luck. Sam was somehow miraculously okay with the concept of Arj. Laughing it off was the smart thing to do, but all the fox had done was dig himself in deeper.


    Sam sighed. “I- it’s weird, but somehow, I believe you. Have you seen Arj since?”


    “No. Not since I left the hospital.” He thought he had — several times, in fact. But each time, it was only something in the corner of his eye or some movement in the shadows. Nothing substantial. And after months in recovery, even the lion’s image had faded.


    “I’m not sure if this will mean much…” Sam squeezed the fox’s shoulders gently, his eyes open and sincere. “But I can come with you.”


    “Actually-” Tommy pulled the otter close. Lucky did not even begin to describe how he felt. “It means the world.” The fear was still there, the worries were still there as well; but Sam would also be there. “Let me call Sally.” He redialed and waited. Yes, the fear was definitely there. Every ring reverberated down to the pit of his stomach.


    Sam must’ve sensed it. He took the fox’s free paw and squeezed. “I’m right here.”


    A relieved sigh escaped, and Tommy steeled himself. “Hey, Sally! Can I come tomorrow, around three?”


    Three o’clock the next day found the two boys standing at the entrance to St. Matthias Hospital. When Warren and Mark were brought there, Tommy’s fear had won out, and he elected to stay behind. But he had an excuse, then. Now, they were waiting.


    The facade had received a new, light-blue, paint job over the summer; but beneath the paint, little had changed. This was the place where he’d come to die. But he cheated death, and some small part of him still feared that Death had stayed behind to wait.


    Sam grasped the fox’s paw. “Ready?”


    He wasn’t. “Alright.” Tommy took a step towards the double doors.


    They opened with a mechanical whirr. A blast of warm air rushed out, carrying with it familiar smells, and with them, memories. The scents mingled in Tommy’s nose, as the boys signed in at the registration desk and headed for the oncology ward.


    It was not a happy place; but everywhere, the fox saw familiar and sincere attempts at raising unraisable spirits. The walls were gaily painted with cartoony murals and smiling suns. Pictures of kids who’d beaten cancer hung on the walls, their tired but happy faces hoping to encourage others. Among those faces, Tommy recognized his own. He padded over, still clutching Sam’s paw. The fox staring back at him was a stranger. His gaunt features and faded fur were a far cry from what Tommy had become.


    Sam reached over and ran his paw across the portrait, his muzzle tracing some unspoken words. “You really have changed. But not all of you. The eyes. They’re just as hopeful and full of life as before.”


    “Thanks!” Tommy smiled. The ghosts and memories of the past crowded in around him, but Sam helped more than he knew. The otter wasn’t a part of the past. Whenever Tommy saw something from his days at St. Matthias, he’d look over at Sam and remember that life went on.


    They met up with Sally at the nurse’s desk. The fox had changed just as little as everything else. “Hey guys! Great to see you! So, I was thinking of maybe visiting one or two of the kids. We’ve had others come by and say hi, as well. I don’t know if you remember Jeff or not. He visited yesterday.” She smiled. “You look great, by the way!”


    “Thanks!” Tommy had worked relentlessly to make sure of that. As far as motivators went, looking in the mirror and seeing someone an inch away from death was a powerful thing. “Let’s go see ‘em, then!”


    “OK!” Sally grabbed a clipboard off the counter and padded towards a very familiar room.


    Tommy peeked in with trepidation. Just like that coat of paint on the hospital facade, his old room changed only superficially. The pictures on the walls were of a smiling family of raccoons, and the get-well cards were not addressed to him anymore. But they were still all there.


    The subject of all those greeting cards looked up from a book he was reading. His eyes were tired but still indomitably cheerful. “Hi!”


    Sally scribbled something down on her clipboard. “Hey, Ferris! This is Tommy and his friend Sam. They’re gonna hang out with you for a bit. I’ll be back in a few hours, alright, hon?”


    Ferris nodded. He waved goodbye to the nurse and turned to Tommy. “Oh right, I remember! Sally told me you’d visit! You were sick like us, huh?”


    “Yep.” Tommy concentrated on the eyes, avoiding desperately the shedding, discolored fur. “But then, I got better. And I’m sure you will too!” It didn’t matter if it was true — it was hope. And the fox knew very well how much hope mattered. Truth didn’t have a place here.


    “Thanks!” The raccoon beamed. “Arj tells me the same thing.”


    The name rooted Tommy to the ground. The room grew cold and far too small. Arj had walked away last time, but had he really returned to try and bring others along with him? “Uhh… I’m sorry, who?”


    “Arj!” Ferris leaned over to his bedside table and opened its only drawer. He pulled out a sheet of paper and presented it proudly to the fox. “That’s him!”


    Even the crude, crayon drawing was enough to cause a shiver. A lion, unmistakably.


    “Cool!” Tommy accepted the paper with trembling paws, avoiding Sam’s gaze. What must the otter have been thinking? “So, he comes to visit? What do you guys do?”


    Ferris shrugged. “Just talk. He tells me all sorts of stories about his kingdom.”


    “Yeah?” Tommy pulled up a chair. “What sorts of stories?”


    “Well, he says he’s found a mate and gotten married. They’re happy there, but he still visits the hospital to look after the sick kids here.”


    He’d left Arj all alone. But the lion finally did find happiness. Tommy smiled. “So, he’s helping you get better?”


    “Yep! I already feel much stronger!” Ferris did his best to flex the muscles in his scrawny arms. “Sally says I’m slowly recovering!”


    “That’s fantastic!” The worry at seeing Arj reappear had drained away. The fox realized then that he wasn’t the only one who had changed. Arj, too, had found happiness and peace.


    They spent the day hanging out with Ferris and playing videogames. The raccoon’s collection was comprised entirely of sports titles, and he’d played them long enough to master them all. Sam and Tommy did their best, but Ferris barely even needed to try.


    At some point, long after the sun had set, Sally came back. “Time for your meds and then bed, sweetie!” She presented the raccoon with a cup of pills and a glass of water. She leaned closer to Tommy. “We took him off chemo a few days ago. He’s in remission. And I assume he’s told you about Arj.”


    “That’s wonderful!” Tommy saw himself perfectly in the raccoon. The little guy wanted to get better. “And yeah, he told me.”


    Sally shrugged. “Guess he’s been reading the same books as you have. But I don’t care if he imagines purple dinosaurs, so long as he gets better.”


    “Yeah.” Tommy looked back at his new friend, sipping his water, his attention turned entirely to the latest match. “As long as he gets better.” He walked over to Ferris’s bedside and hugged the raccoon. “Get well soon, alright? We’ll come and visit ya again this weekend.”


    “I’d like that!” Ferris beamed. “I’ll let you know if Arj comes to visit again!”


    “OK!” Tommy moved over and let Sam have his turn. Once the otter had finished saying his goodbyes, they left. Sally turned down the lights and followed. “Nice kid. Reminds me of you a lot.”


    “Oh, me too.” Tommy waited for the elevator doors to open and then stepped inside, almost colliding with the exiting passenger. “Excuse me.”


    “No worries.” The lion hurried out before the doors shut.


    Only then, did Tommy catch his scent. “Oh my goodness.”


    Sally and Sam turned. “What?”


    “Nothing.” Tommy shook off the daze. “I just forgot to call my econ prof. Gotta do it tonight.” He gave Sam a quick glance.


    The otter watched his boyfriend but said nothing until they were in the car and well on their way home. “It was him, wasn’t it.”


    “Yeah, it was.” Tommy watched St. Matthias fade into the thickening trees. “Save him, Arj. He’s got a lot to live for.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    Sam


    Winter vacation had come and gone. A month of doing nothing felt like ages to high-schoolers, but the grass really was always greener. Sam and Tommy visited Ferris five more times, and the final goodbye was more difficult than the otter had imagined. Still, it was time to go. He shared one more hug with the raccoon and then followed Tommy down to his father’s idling SUV.


    Dennis adjusted his rear-view mirror. “Alright, guys. Let’s see if we can make it to Lakeforest before lunch time. On a Saturday, that might actually be possible.” He pulled out of the hospital parking lot and merged into the morning traffic.


    The ride was a lot slower than Dennis’s optimistic prediction. But two car wrecks later, thankfully neither their own, the trio stood parked in Cranston’s loading and unloading zone. Mr. Fardin helped the boys get their stuff out of the trunk. “That’s a lot of Mac’n’cheese you bought, Sammy. I really hope you guys eat something other than that vile stuff.


    “We do, Dad.” Sam hefted the bag over his shoulder. “But they’re predicting a monster snowstorm this winter. Last time that happened, they were snowed in for almost a week. Even closed the dining hall. I’m just being prepared.”


    Dennis shut the trunk with his rudder, bent double beneath the weight of two multi-gallon water canisters. “This isn’t Ragnarök, I hope.”


    Tommy giggled. “If it is, Viking gods are no match for our Mac’n’cheese! Anyway, that’s just some weather guy trying to get ratings for his channel. Or so my dad says.”


    “Oh yeah, your old man works for the ratings company, so he’d know.” Sam keyed them into the building and jogged up the stairs. “But better safe than sorry.” That dream was way too freaky to ignore. Feet of snow, howling winds and darkness. Waking up to hear the weather guy’s dire warnings didn’t help much, either. The otter shivered. “I wonder-” his question was answered before he could even finish asking it.


    Arden and Mark sat on the futon, reading. Mark’s ears swiveled towards the door, and he looked away from his book first. “Oh hey! Long time, no see! Hang on. Hei! Miten olet!. How was that?”


    Dennis slammed the two water canisters down and nodded approvingly. “Suurenmoinen! And speaking of, how was your trip?”


    Arden reached behind the futon and produced a gift-bag painted to look like the Finnish flag. “It was fantastic! Here, that’s from Marku and Kusti. They said you and Sam should try and make it over next time!”


    Dennis opened the bag with an adorable, cub-like enthusiasm that was far too like Sam’s for the two to be anything less than father and son. “Ooh, lipeäkala! You know what I like, that’s for sure!”


    Mark sniffed. “Oof, that’s rough. You otters may have gotten me into regular fish, but something this foul and preserved... No way. And my sense of smell is still screwed up from the fire.”


    Dennis had already broken off a piece and popped it into his muzzle. “More for us, then. Oh, this is divine! Happy belated birthday, by the way, Mark!” He passed the bag to Sam and then to Arden. Tommy also politely declined.


    Arden munched his fish with gleeful enthusiasm. “Well, I hope you like fishy kisses, then.”


    Mark made a show of shuffling to the other end of the couch. “Not until you brush your teeth!”


    “Oh?” Arden sprang from his seat, landing bodily atop the wolf. “We’ll just see about that.” With a sharp intake of breath, he planted a cartoonish kiss on the wolf’s muzzle.”


    Mark made a valiant attempt to fight him off, but the laughter got to him far too quickly. He lay there, giggling helplessly as Arden kissed him again and again. “St- Hahahaha! Stop!”


    Sam shook his head, stifling the giggles. “Wolves.” Those two really were made perfectly for each other. The fact that they ended up together was proof that happiness did exist. He smooched Tommy and turned to his father. “Wanna stay for dinner?”


    “I would, but I have to meet with a client tomorrow.” Dennis gave his son a quick hug. “I’ll call ya when I get home.”


    “Alright. I’ll come down with you to make sure I haven’t forgotten anything in the car. Be back in a few, guys.”


    The others took the hint and stayed put, while the two otters headed back downstairs. Sam mulled over the question all the way down to the parking lot. “So, what do you think of Tommy? You never did tell me.”


    “He’s a nice guy.” Dennis gave him a wan smile. “And as long as you two are happy, I’m happy. I’m getting used to the gay thing, slowly but surely, if that’s what you’re asking.” He unlocked the car and then turned. “More importantly than what I think, what do you think of Tommy?”


    “I-” The answer was obvious. “He’s great! He’s smart, good-looking, very affectionate.”


    “Those are attributes, Sam.” The smile faded. “Those are reasons to like someone. What do you think of him?”


    “I love him.” The words sounded far too hollow for his own liking.


    “Do you love him because he’s smart and good-looking or because you love him?” For someone who didn’t say much, the otter sure had much to say.


    “I-” Sam wanted to use the L-word again, but...


    “Don’t answer it until you mean it.” Dennis put a paw on his son’s shoulder. “All I will say is this: Think about it. Take your time. I am where I am because I didn’t. Your mother was good-looking and smart, but I did not love her. We met, hopped into dating, and things began to crop up. Some things, I didn’t mind. Others... Well, others, I did. That’s why we aren’t together anymore. I know what you’re thinking: ‘But Arden and Mark...’ Those boys are lucky beyond what’s statistically possible. A relationship like theirs happens once in a blue moon, if that. If you really do love Tommy, I am truly happy for you. But never be in a relationship for the sake of being a relationship. This isn’t some box you need to tick off.”


    “Thanks, Dad.” Sam embraced the otter. “I thought you were lukewarm on Tom, but you were just looking out for me.”


    “Of course I was.” Dennis fought to keep his voice steady. “You’re my son. I fought tooth and claw for parental rights because I’ve always loved you more than anyone or anything else. And I always, always will.” The smile returned, fuller and more genuine. “Now, go on. Go do college stuff. And this relationship thing, don’t think too much about it. Let it happen naturally. If it does, I’ll plan your wedding personally.”


    “Thanks, Dad!” Sam kissed his father’s cheek and waited by the sidewalk as the otter drove off. The question Dennis had asked burned at the back of his mind. He knew he felt no jealousy, but evaluating his relationship against Arden’s had become commonplace. Certain things were as good, certain things were almost as good. Sam walked down the empty third floor corridor. “Why do I even act like it’s a bad thing?” It wasn’t. Arden’s relationship was perfect. Measuring his own against it was perfectly normal. And it wasn’t jealousy. He didn’t want Arden’s relationship, he no longer wanted Arden. He just wanted something similar. And with Tommy, he had it. Sam smiled, his father’s question filed as answered and forgotten. “What’s the plan for tonight, guys?”


    Tommy dragged the box of board games out from underneath the coffee table. “Monopoly night is always fun! Or maybe Scrabble?”


    Arden shrugged, still busy reading. “Whatever you guys want. I just wanna hang out with you. It’s been way too long.”


    Sam knew that fact all too well. “It has. Let’s do Monopoly, then. But you’re gonna have to get rid of that book, dude!”


    Arden shut the book but didn’t let it go. “I should, but... Well, have you seen what we’re gonna have to deal with in Orgo? That’ll curl your fur fast!”


    Sam had bought the very same textbook. It was brand new, and removing the protective film was a task the otter kept putting off. Closed, the book looked relatively harmless, like some dreadful monster with a muzzle on. “I’ll take a look at it tomorrow.”


    “Maybe that’s for the best.” Arden tossed the book on the floor and pushed it underneath the futon with his foot. “Right. So, dinner first, then?”


    “Let’s do it!” Sam turned for the door, but his phone’s restless vibration stopped him short. “Hello?”


    Danny’s slurred voice reached from the other side, recalling some frightful memories. “Hey man, we’re doing a big-ass party! Wanna come?”


    “Sorry, dude. A bit short notice.” For once, a party sounded like a cool idea. Maybe it was just relief from the call not being a repeat of many nights ago. But being on the road all day had taken its toll. “Next time, I’ll def try to make it.”


    “Alright! I’ll try to let you know sooner next time. See ya around!” Danny hung up.


    Arden stood and pulled Mark along. “Danny?”


    “Yep.” Sam toyed briefly with the idea of talking to Arden in private, but shrugging things off was easier. “Anyway, dinner!”


    The dining hall was packed when they arrived. Move-in day got a lot of students way too lazy to cook or even go off-campus. And a meal plan was a meal plan, after all.


    The boys waited in line and then found seats at a cramped table in the corner. Talking over the din was impossible, so they focused on eating.


    Sam tucked into his baked salmon without his usual fervor. Tiredness had caught up in leaps, ever since the phone call, weighing the otter’s eyelids down with the sort of lead that even coffee could do little to remedy. “Might have to play with three people after a while, guys.” Sam forked one more bite before realizing that more just wasn’t in the cards.


    Arden had his plate polished clean only moments later. “Gonna turn in early?” He stood. “Totally understandable. Miraculously, I managed to nod off in the car, so I still feel pretty good. And I’m definitely feeling dessert tonight!” The smile broad across his muzzle was made only more comical by his gleeful paws. “I want cake!” That declaration later, he vanished into the kitchen.


    Sam chuckled with the others and hovered just above wakefulness for the rest of the meal.


    Once back in their suite, Tommy took over. “Alright, no Monopoly for you at all, dear. I know you wanna make the effort, but you’re a second away from falling asleep on your feet. You’re not getting sick, are you?”


    “Nah.” Sam sniffed to make sure. “Nose is fine, I’m not coughing, and I don’t feel feverish. Just tired.”


    “Alright, then.” Tommy helped the otter out of his clothes, foregoing seductiveness in favor of speed. He got Sam into bed and tucked in. “Sweet dreams, hon. I’ll be over in a few hours. I’ll try not to wake you.”


    “Okay.” Already, the fox had grown to nothing but a hazy blur. “Night.” Sam vaguely remembered Tommy leaving before sleep took over completely.


    He awoke to the familiar buzzing of his phone. It was never a loud noise, but one he picked up immediately. Still drowsy, Sam tapped around the tabletop with increasing frustration before finally coming upon the source of the noise. “Yeah?”


    Danny’s voice brought the reflexive fear back, but this time, it stayed. “Please don’t hang up! I just wanna talk.”


    Sam knew what was coming next, but the off chance that the cheetah was in some sort of trouble kept him on the line. “What’s wrong?”


    “I made a mistake! I made a huge mistake!” The slurring and tears made Danny barely comprehensible, but Sam heard every word. “Please give me another chance, Sammy! Please! Life has been hell for me. Watching you with that fox. I- I just can’t take it. Please!”


    Sam looked over at his boyfriend. There were no doubts. “Danny, you’re drunk. Go to sleep. We’ll talk tomorrow.”


    The sniffling stopped. “Promise?”


    “Yes.” Sam sighed. Last time, he wanted to bury it, but that was no longer an option. “Now, go to bed.” He hung up and crawled back beneath the covers. It had begun again, and some strange and painful feeling told the otter that hiding would not help this time around. It felt too good to be true last time, and it was. Sam forced himself into some semblance of sleep.


    By morning, the otter had twisted and turned into every position imaginable, but nothing helped. When his alarm finally rang, Sam sprang out of bed with rare fervor. He raced to the shower and stood there while the hot water cascaded over him and washed away what was left of his attempts at sleep.


    A knock on the door startled him, and the otter slipped. He caught himself a fraction of an inch from the hard tile floor. “Yeah?”


    “It’s me, hon!” Tommy’s voice brimmed with alacrity. “Need some company?”


    “Yeah!” That’s what he needed. Sam raised himself cautiously off the slippery floor and unlocked the bathroom door. The sight of Tommy clad in nothing but his briefs put other thoughts on hold. “Well, come on in!”
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    Danny had always been against showering together, and Sam had long since shelved his fantasy of sex in the shower. But as Tommy shed his briefs and stepped beneath the warm stream of running water, the realization that he was in a wholly new relationship finally dawned on Sam.


    “I, uh-” Tommy opened his left paw, exposing a small packet of lube. “I don’t know if we need this, but if you wanna-”


    Sam pulled the fox into a deep kiss before Tommy could finish his sentence. With a deft move of his paw, the otter relived his boyfriend of the packet. He palmed it and turned his full attention to the kiss. They’d shared plenty already, but Tommy’s scent was still somehow new and exhilarating. Its presence sent a thrill through the otter’s body. Sam craved it. With Danny, that scent had always been mingled with reluctance. Maybe it was shyness, maybe it was Sam. But none of that mattered anymore. Tommy wanted him.


    Tommy’s ears folded, and his heart beat staccato against Sam’s chest.


    His enrapturement was Sam’s signal to push on. The otter parted their kiss and moved down to the fox’s neck. Carefully, he opened his muzzle and bit down, eliciting a soft moan from his companion.


    Tommy rested his arms on the otter’s shoulders and lifted his head into the streaming water above. “Oh, Sam.” His words turned to another soft moan, as Sam’s fingers found their way lower.


    The otter tore open his packet of lube and smothered some underneath Tommy’s tail, carefully pushing a single finger inside and stretching the fox.


    The surprise had passed, and Tommy quickly relaxed. With a blissful sigh, he allowed the otter’s second finger inside.


    Sam probed deeper. Instinct urged him on, but the otter paced himself. The first time had to be perfect. Rushing, pain — they built up a wall that would take a while to overcome. So, the otter took his time, laggardly sliding his fingers in and then back out until Tommy grew used to the sensation. “Ready?” He stood and met his boyfriend’s bright, trusting eyes.


    Tommy smiled. “Yes.”


    Careful of the slippery floor, Sam pushed his fox against the wall and lifted him with ease. With his muzzle resting against Tommy’s chest, the otter positioned his member and pushed it slowly inside. He supported the fox with his arms and their muzzles met for another kiss.


    Tommy kissed fervently, his ecstatic moans mingling and escaping with hot gasps of musky breath. He rode the length of Sam’s shaft while his own rubbed tenderly against the creamy fur on the otter’s taut stomach.


    The tightness around his member was far more unfamiliar than Sam was willing to admit — sometimes, even to himself. Danny rarely let the otter top him. There were always excuses. Yet, whenever Arden asked, Sam had kept things vaguely positive. They did stuff. And that was that. But now, it was real. The otter thrust in and then pulled out once again, relishing the new sensation and the bolts of pleasure it sent down his shaft and then up his spine. His senses grew sharper. Every touch, every kiss, every heated breath against his fur radiated with energy and pushed Sam closer to orgasm as he thrust again and again. Through the mist of passion, his right paw grabbed hold of Tommy’s member and began to stroke.


    The fox didn’t need much coaxing. His knot had already swollen to twice its size, and every touch made him moan with less and less control of volume. Finally, as Sam’s latest thrust touched something deep inside, and the otter’s paw squeezed the knot, everything rushed to a climax. Tommy gasped and held his breath, but he couldn’t hold for long. His member tensed and relaxed, releasing gob after gob of sticky semen all over himself and Sam.


    Seeing the fox’s release pushed Sam over the edge. His thrusts quickened to a maddened pace, and the otter came in spurts. He held on, vaguely aware of the water and steam around him. For that one moment, things were perfect. But no one could feel that good for long.


    Sam pulled slowly out and kissed the fox’s neck. As always, affection turned into something he needed to force. The otter never got over that feeling. Before sex, he wanted nothing more than to hold the fox. Afterward, everything became ceremonial. He did it because he knew he had to. But mornings were full of excuses. “Gotta run to class! Don’t wanna be late on the first day!” Careful not to slip and tempt fate for the second time, the otter climbed out of the shower and toweled off. “I’ll see you at lunch!”


    As he dressed, Sam shot glance after glance at his phone. He knew exactly what he wanted to do. He had to, although the temptation to just let it go again was strong. Last time it happened, Danny never brought it up. Over the first half of the semester, the cheetah had gone from someone Sam avoided to a true friend. Without him, Mark might not have gotten free. But his weird behavior could not have come out of nowhere. Sam picked up the phone and shot the cheetah a quick text. ‘Hey, can we meet up before lunch?’


    The reply came frighteningly fast. ‘Yeah, totally! Let’s meet at that bench by the lake.’


    ‘Sure.’ Sam slipped the phone into his pocket and joined Arden in the living room. “Ready for class?”


    “If by ready, you mean awake, then yes.” Arden stood and stifled a long yawn. “We were up ‘til like four playing last night. You missed a hell of a game.”


    “You’ll have to tell me about it later.” Sam slung the backpack over his shoulder and headed out, with Arden staggering in his wake.


    Orgo was just as difficult as Arden had predicted. Not only was Sharp’s replacement merciless in her teaching, but the content was all new. Thinking about Danny didn’t help. Sam ran through every version of the conversation, but each one got caught up on starting. ‘Danny, you turn gay when you drink excessively.’ ‘Danny, you called me and tried to get me to take you back.’ All of them seemed too abrupt. He didn’t want to lose the cheetah’s friendship, and accusing him of being gay, when he was so desperate to prove otherwise could do just that.


    When class ended, and predictably too quickly, Sam took his time packing. “Go on ahead, Ar. I’ve got a few things to do.”


    “Things?” Arden lingered behind his friend.


    Sam sighed. “I’ll tell you after lunch. Nothing bad, nothing dangerous, I promise.” He zipped up his backpack. “Just meet me in the caf. I’ll be quick.”


    There was little Arden could say in reply, so he only nodded. “See you then.”


    Sam shuffled down the stairs and left the science building in a brisk gait. He rounded the frozen lake, still too nervous to cross it.


    Danny sat on the bench. He waved. “Hey, hey!”


    Sam took a deep breath and let it out in a cloud of steam. It was time. “Hey Dan. Listen, do you remember anything from last night?”


    The cheetah scratched his ear in thought. “Hmm... a bit. I remember flirting with this girl, and then we, err... did stuff. And then more drinks. That’s about it. I was passed the hell out.” He chuckled. “Love these parties, although being that wasted happens rarely. I get such a fucking headache that it’s not worth it. Just not at all. But I do slip up at times. Tiffany totally pushed me to have way too much last night. Why?”


    Sam didn’t answer. His response would determine a lot. The otter knew that, and he made his judgments carefully. He watched Danny’s bloodshot green eyes – tired and hungover but honest. “So you’re not drinking that much again? Because you called me...”


    “Yeah?” Danny opened his phone and scrolled through the call history. “Oh shit, I did! Did I say anything?”


    There were no witnesses. And Danny did say he wouldn’t drink this much again – or try to. “Nothing. That’s why I asked. Must’ve butt-dialed me.”


    “Yeah, haha!” Danny stuffed the phone into the back pocket of his jeans. “Shit. See that? Habit. That’s probably exactly what happened! And hey, another party on Thursday! Wanna go?”


    “Sure!” The answer slipped out with a sigh of relief. Maybe these were just flukes. Danny had done far too much for them to be treated as ‘that guy’ – called up when needed and avoided otherwise. He deserved better.


    “Sweet!” Danny’s eyes lit up, along with his smile. “Invite Mark, Tommy and Ar, too!”


    “Not sure if Mark is gonna want another party, but I’ll ask!” The day was far warmer than Sam had realized. The sun was out, too. It wasn’t so bad. “Just text me with the details, and I’ll see you on Thursday.” There was little else to say. Sam shared a quick goodbye hug with the cheetah and went off to meet Arden.


    He found the otter having lunch with Mark and Tommy. Arden waved hello and continued to watch his friend intently, waiting for more. Sam wanted to oblige, but Tommy’s presence made him stop. To talk about Danny meant talking about the calls, and getting the fox involved had bad idea written all over it. Sam texted all of that to Arden, adding a promise-laden ‘later’ to the end of the message.


    Arden glanced over the text, nodded, and lunch continued uninterrupted.


    Later came far too quickly, however.


    Tommy’s phone went off just as the fox was finishing his burger. He read over the reminder, his eyes suddenly wide. “Oh crap, I have a tutoring session across campus in ten. Could you get my plates, guys? Don’t wanna be late.” He wiped his whiskers on a napkin and sprinted out of the dining hall.


    Arden stacked the fox’s plates on top of his. “Well, how’s now for later?”


    Sam sighed. He started with the cheetah’s first phone call and went from there. “I guess drinking a bit doesn’t do much. But whenever he gets drunk into a stupor, some other part of him surfaces. And that’s not good. I’ve been trying to ignore it. Gonna give it one more chance. He seems to remember so little of these nights.”


    Mark rolled the last of his peas around his plate with a fork. “But you do. And it’s hurting you, Sam. That’s what concerns me. It’s not all about Danny. He’s a nice guy, and when he’s sober, he does his best to be friendly and helpful, but this drunk thing... Someone needs to tell him he’s doing it.”


    Need was a strong word. Sam was no longer sure who needed what. “I wanted to tell him. But something kept me, a thought: What would it change? Let’s say I told Danny. He would most likely deny it.” That was the excuse, anyway.


    But Mark was surprisingly persistent. “Then record him next time. I’ll show you an app that does it. Sam, you two need to talk this over. You should make sure you aren’t mad or anything like that, but this is beyond something you can just bury.”


    Arden put a paw atop Mark’s. “I agree. If you want a proper friendship, this’ll need to happen sooner or later. Danny’s clearly got some sort of affection buried for you. Talk it out. We’ll be right there with you.”


    “Thanks, guys.” Let sleeping dogs lie, that was the phrase. Last time, it had lasted an entire semester. But it didn’t last forever. “I’ll talk to him. He invited me to a party this Thursday.”


    Arden and the wolf answered in scary unison. “I’d skip that.”


    “Good point.” They were all good points, but they hardly made things any easier. The way out was temporary but clear. “Let’s go to the GSA meeting, I guess.”


    Arden clapped his friend on the back. “Good idea!”


    Their welcome at the Pride Room was, thankfully, a polar opposite from last time.


    Dom gave each of the boys a warm hug, his smile broad and cheerful from the moment they walked in. “So good to see you, guys! I was starting to fear that you wouldn’t even show up after all the damage we did.”


    Mark shrugged it off with his usual acceptance. “Don’t worry, it’s understandable. Rape is a touchy subject. People tend to react very strongly to it.” He looked around the room at the other students. “Is Lex around?”


    Terry shook his head. “He dropped out. Claimed the pressure got to him and he needed a few semesters off. Weird because he seemed to be handling himself just fine.”


    Before suspicion had a chance to rear its ugly head, Sam steered in the other direction. “Guess it’s the quiet ones you gotta watch out for. The guy was probably buckling under all the stress but didn’t let anyone know. Those are the kids who burn out the fastest. No venting, no complaints. They just let it fester, and then boom!”


    The others nodded in agreement. It all made sense. Lex’s reputation was secure. A promise was kept.


    Dom sat back down behind his desk. “Sucks to lose a member, though. You should bring your cheetah friend over!”


    As inappropriate as it was, Sam couldn’t hold back a snorting laugh. “Sorry, I- It’s just really not a good idea. He’s doing his best to go straight. Went to a straight-camp, even.”


    Eric raised an eyebrow. “You’re kidding. Please tell me you’re kidding. I thought those straight camps were a myth. Jeez.”


    “I’m not joking, sadly.” Sam blushed on his friend’s behalf. “He has his reasons. Coming out did not exactly bring him a lot of joy. And I get that you’re born with it, and all that. You’d be preaching to the choir. But he’s finding his own ways of dealing with it. Maybe one day, he’ll come out again. For now, it’s best not to provoke anything. He’s a fantastic guy – one of the reasons we were able to free Mark, actually. So, I- yeah... better not touch him. I don’t wanna risk the friendship.”


    Far from satisfied, Eric grunted a dismissive “Whatever” and returned to toying with his phone.


    With two unwanted topics glossed over and out of the way, the boys spent the rest of their night chatting with the other members in an atmosphere of comfort and welcome that Sam thought he’d never see again after the night of Mark’s arrest.


    Midnight caught everyone by total surprise.


    Dom gasped. “Shit, did not realize it was this late. Gotta run, guys! Feel free to stay if you want.”


    Mark checked his phone, his free paw stifling a yawn. “Nah. Class tomorrow. Might as well hit the hay.”


    With a friendly exchange of hugs, the group dispersed and returned to their dorms.


    The distraction had ended, and thoughts of the future returned. Lost in those thoughts, Sam trailed behind the others.


    It only took Arden one glance back to notice. “You OK? Thinking about Danny?”


    “Yup. I just- I feel so helpless.” Sam scrolled through the App Store until he found the correct app. “Call recorder. And that’s as much preparation as I can do. Guess all we can do now is wait.”


    And so, they waited. Thursday rolled around before long. Sam made an excuse to the cheetah and skipped out on the party. He sat in the living room as the clock ticked on, waiting for it to begin.


    Arden sat by his side the whole time. “For once, I actually hope he does get drunk enough to do it again. Stakeouts like this aren’t exactly healthy.” He watched the door open and Tommy walk in. “Hey, hey!”


    The fox gave his friends a sleepy wave. “It’s been one of those days, guys. Gonna go crash.” He kissed Sam and headed to bed.


    The door closed. And the obvious question finally made it to the surface. “How much does he know?”


    “Not much.” Sam lowered his voice to a whisper. “I’m just afraid of how uncomfortable this’ll make him. We aren’t veterans like you and Mark. We’re still fragile. I don’t want him caught in the middle of this.


    Arden smiled. “You’re a good otter. But you do need to work on your ‘secrecy to avoid hurting others’ thing. Do you remember how you came out to me?”


    “All too well.” After a lifelong crush, he felt like he’d missed the boat. Just like he did with Danny, Sam just wanted to bury it. What good would bringing it up to the surface do? Arden was with Mark. Telling him might cause discomfort, it might even damage their friendship beyond repair. But it didn’t. The truth came out, Arden forgave him, and their friendship became stronger than ever. Stronger because there were no secrets. Every secret was a side of himself Sam had to watch. Every secret kept him from getting close to the people he loved. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right. I need to stop being such a coward.”


    “It’s not because you’re a coward.” Arden drew close and put his arms around the otter. “It’s because you love your friends and don’t want to lose them. You’d rather cause yourself pain than cause pain to anyone else. That’s very noble. But sometimes, friendship is about sharing that pain and getting through it together.” He heaved a happy sigh. “Your friends love you just as much as you love them.”


    “Thanks, Ar.” This was the friendship he was willing to keep his sexuality a secret for. It was a friendship worth any price.


    Four o’clock came, and Arden finally loosed his telltale yawn. “Alright, I guess it’s not happening tonight.”


    “Guess n-” The phone rang, and Sam quickly picked up, pausing only to switch on the recorder. “Hello?”


    The previous night’s call repeated; but this time, Sam recorded everything. He hung up, his paws shaking. The pain in Danny’s voice. He was too sleepy to notice it last time and the time before, but it was there. This was more than drunk remorse.


    Did the cheetah still love him, somewhere deep beneath the fresh coat of paint he’d so desperately applied over the course of the summer?


    “It’s gonna be alright.” Arden’s paw on his shoulder startled Sam into cognizance.


    “I- I hope you’re right.” Sam saved the call as an mp3 file and stored it away. “So now, I need to confront him?” The answer was obvious, but the otter would have been remiss to admit that he didn’t hope for Arden to present an alternative.


    Arden only nodded. “This is what it’s all leading to.”


    What it lead up to was important, but Sam was far more curious about what came after. Would sincerity finally scare Danny away, or worse... “What if this spell of his breaks, and it turns out he really does still love me?”


    “Then, he will have lost out on an incredible relationship thanks to his denial.” Arden voiced his thought without even a moment for pause. He gave Sam another quick hug and then headed to bed.


    Sam stood alone in the living room, phone gripped tightly in his left paw. It was only a file. It was deletable. But Arden was right. This was not something to bury and forget. Not twice.


    The next morning, Sam sent the cheetah a text identical to the one from the day before. Again, Danny was all too happy to meet.


    He awaited the otter by the frozen lake, and the entire scene felt like a retread. “What’s up!”


    But this time, Sam pushed on. “Danny, you called me again last night.”


    “Another butt dial?” Danny let out a raucous laugh. “I guess I’m a champ at those, huh? That’s awesome!”


    “It wasn’t a butt-dial.” Sam struggled to find the words to describe the call without hurting the cheetah. None came. So, he produced his phone and found the file. “Just listen.” He pressed play and watched his friend’s smile disappear.


    In its place, sprung a cold and primal fear. “Th- that was me? I-” He shook his head reflexively, as if his entire body were denying the facts. “I- I’m- I. Oh my God.”


    The recording finished, and the cheetah plopped down onto the snow-covered bench with a muted thud, his head still shaking. “What happened?”


    “You got very drunk.” Sam sighed and put away the phone. “And people do frequently call their ex when they’re that drunk. They don’t mean to, and they regret it the next morning, but it happens.”


    “So, what do we do?” Danny stared somewhere into the distance, his muzzle agape. “What do I do?”


    Dropping whatever denial he had guarding him during the day was clearly not an option. Sam shrugged. “Less drinking, I guess. That’s when you do it. Just gotta hold out until you are properly over this whole thing. It’ll happen.” In truth, the otter had no clue. But not drinking was a good place to start.


    “You’re right. Gotta stop drinking. Not another drop” the cheetah finally stopped shaking. His eyes glowed with resolve. “I just need to not drink and relax. Maybe call my counselor. Thanks for showing me this, Sam. Now that I know something is wrong, I can work on fixing it. If I hadn’t found out, I might have let it get worse. I might have hurt you.”


    “Happy to help.” Sam watched the proverbial bullet fly by and lodge itself in a nearby mound of snow. “I just hope this won’t harm our friendship.”


    “Not at all!” Cautiously, Danny embraced the otter. “I’m totally fine around you when I’m sober. Just gotta avoid the booze, that’s all. Easy enough. We are still friends, and I still wanna hang out!”


    “Excellent!” For the first time since the cheetah’s final phone call, Sam felt the familiar tingle of relief – like a heavy cramp finally relaxing. “Wanna go get lunch?”


    “Sure!” Danny patted the snow off his bottom and smiled. “Lead on!”


    Mark, Arden and Tommy all looked up at once when Sam and Danny sat down at their table. But Arden’s look carried the most involuntary wonder. “How are you, guys?”


    Sam met his friend’s eyes with a demure nod. “Doing alright. Are we up to anything tonight?”


    Tommy pulled out his phone and looked through the schedule. “Hmm, I’ve got some homework, and- Oh, it’s Friday! Never mind. Homework is on hold. We can do Monopoly again!”


    Danny giggled. “Guys, this isn’t elementary school. Let’s go out! Have you been out to town at all?”


    The others shook their heads.


    Danny pulled a pamphlet from his backpack. “For example, check this out: New cafe opening up on Main Street! They’ll have live music and buy one get one free on everything in stock!”


    Sam examined the pamphlet, glancing quickly over the colorful pictures and expressionist art that dotted the paper. “Just so long as we don’t get stabbed.”


    Danny dismissed the notion with a broad wave of his paw. “Nah, that’s such an over-exaggeration! You might get stabbed on Summer street, maybe on Brianwood. But Main Street is this shitty town’s attempt at recovery!”


    Sam shared a nodding glance with the others and folded up the pamphlet. “Let’s do it, then!”


    They met back up after classes and headed off-campus.


    The Town of Denville sat at the bottom of the hill from Lakeforest, nestled quietly in the crook of a fast-running river.


    On their way to Main Street, the boys passed by building after building, most boarded up and in an awful state of disrepair.


    Sam looked wonderingly about, half impressed and half terrified of potential assailants. “Must’ve been an amazing place in its day. So many old buildings! Would’ve been pretty cool to see it some hundred years ago.”


    Danny found his pamphlet again. “Says here that this used to be a boom-town, back when people actually cared about water-powered factories. Everyone moved here, they had lots of money, and the town flourished. But that was a long, long time ago.”


    Arden nodded. “And since then, it doesn’t look like people have done much with this place at all.”


    “They’re trying.” Tommy had had his phone out, busy texting. He bumped into Sam. “Sorry, hon. But yeah, Main Street is doing better, and they’re trying to get this place back into good shape again. We’re studying the local economics in one of my classes. It’ll take them a while, but they’re doing a lot more than just lazing. And hey, there’s some of that progress right there!”


    Sam followed the fox’s paw towards a sea of lights and loud music. “Main Street?”


    “Yep.” Danny beamed. “Man, you guys should’ve gone while it was warm! It’s even better, then! So alive! I’m really looking forward to their First Day of Spring Festival! It’s gonna be huge! Just gotta make it through this winter!” With a broad grin and his eyes bright, the cheetah ran for the lights.


    Sam felt Danny’s energy, and it was contagious. The cheetah had come a long way from that awkward, bullied teenager the otter first met at the Elton High GSA meeting. “Well, we better run, or he’s just gonna leave us behind!”


    They jogged the last few blocks and came out onto Main Street itself, a mile or so of road surrounded by all sorts of shops, cafes and bars. College kids mingled in the crowds, as did the professors. Warmth and music echoed from every direction, mixing with cigarette smoke. Had Sam seen this street and nothing else, he would have assumed Denville was a booming success.


    Danny found their cafe and held the door open. “Rivershore Cafe!”


    Jessica met them at the door. “Oh hey, guys! How many do we have – five?”


    Sam nodded, sharing a quick hug with the beaver. “How’s the job treating ya so far?”


    “It’s fantastic!” Jessica beamed. “The owner is really nice! Come on, I’ll seat you!”


    The guitar-clad hipster in the corner ripped into another James Taylor cover, and the night went on.


    When the song had ended, Sam approached him and put a ten into the marmot’s hat. “Know any Bob Dylan?”


    The marmot smiled, giving Sam an appraising look over his horn-rimmed glasses. “You know your music. Sure, I’ll play something!”


    The song selection earned Sam a hearty kiss from Tommy. “How did you know I loved Dylan?”


    “Saw the records on your bookshelf the first day.” Sam winked. “I remember stuff like that.”


    That earned him yet another kiss.


    Well past twelve, while most of the others were still happily drinking and chatting, Danny called it a night. “Let’s get back to campus before the streets get too weird.


    Of all the people to end a party early, Danny was the last on Sam’s list. But the cheetah had a good point. “Let’s go!”


    They retraced their path away from Main Street and up the hill.


    In the safety of campus, they finally relaxed. The street lamps were everywhere and lit. The occasional police car drove by. Nothing to worry about.


    Danny dropped his friends off at their dorm. “Alright, guys. I’ll see ya!” He hurried out before anyone had a chance for a proper goodbye.


    Sam shot him a quick text of thanks and headed for bed.


    For once, he slept without much on his mind. Danny had been dealt with, none of them was going to prison, and all was well.


    The otter woke up at no particular time the next say. There was no place he had to be, and a day to sleep in was always a welcome one. Sam rolled over and checked his phone. “Twelve ten. Heh, not a record, but it’ll do.” He slipped back underneath the blanket and shuffled closer to Tommy.


    With the otter’s arms around him and his paws exploring freely, Tommy woke up quickly enough. “Oh my, what’s all this?” He wiggled his rump against the otter’s growing arousal.


    Sam did not need a second bidding. He stripped out of his boxers and found another packed of lube in the bedside table. With trembling fingers, he spread the slick liquid up and down his member.


    Tommy, meanwhile, shed his boxers and clambered up on all fours. With his tail raised, the fox watched Sam apply the lube, his narrow muzzle curved up into a smile.


    “Ready?” Sam hopped onto the bed and spread the fox’s thighs. He didn’t wait for an answer. The scent of arousal emanating from the fox had grown strong enough to overpower anything else. Sam pushed hard against the pucker, but Tommy didn’t complain.


    The fox drew breath in gasp and let it out in a quivering moan. “Go on. You don’t need to hold back. You- oh!”


    Sam was all too happy to oblige. He held the fox’s voluptuous rump and his thrusts grew hard enough to make the headboard smack rhythmically against the bedroom wall. Arden and Mark probably heard him, but it wasn’t like they would care. If anything, those two were probably up to something very similar.


    But he wanted more. Sam pulled out and flipped the fox bodily over before penetrating him again, even harder, this time. Some primeval urge dawned, urging the otter to be rougher and more forceful than before. That brute force pushed the lovers to a loud and ardent climax, leaving the two boys panting and covered in sweat.


    Sam lay back against the pillow, basking in the afterglow of another orgasm. He reached for his phone again. This time, a text from Danny glowed stark on the screen. Sam read it, and any plans he had of taking another nap or cuddling were immediately forgotten. ‘In the hospital. I fucked up. Please don’t bring anyone else. We gotta talk.’


    Without a word, Sam hopped out of bed and scoured his closet for a clean shirt. He pushed speculation away, but it returned stronger each time. Why had the cheetah been so oblique with his text? Was he attacked? Did he drink too much? No answer was certain. “Stay here, I’m gonna run to the hospital. Something happened to Danny.”


    Tommy sat up, immediately alert. “Are you sure you don’t want me to come w-”


    “No.” Sam hobbled across the room with only one leg through his jeans. He kissed the fox on the forehead. “Whatever it is, I don’t know how comfortable Danny will be with sharing it, even with me. I’ll test the waters. If it seems OK, I’ll call you. Tell Mark and Ar where I went.” Already, he had walking directions to the hospital pulled up. “Ten minute walk. Not bad.” Phone in paw, the otter jogged outside and hurried to find his bearings. “North. Alright.” There was no reason to rush. Danny was evidently alive, and he was ambulant enough to use his phone. Still, Sam’s gait turned quickly to a brisk jog, as he followed the GPS to its destination.


    Denville Hospital was generic enough on the outside to fuel the otter’s belief that most American hospitals were nigh identical. He ran inside, stopping at the registration desk and recalling his last hospital visit to Danny. He wasn’t sure, but the guess was good that it was that attack that started the cheetah’s journey towards attempts at being straight.


    Sam signed the visitor form and clipped on the temp badge. “Which room?”


    “Four-two-seven.” The secretary did little to share any of the urgency. It made sense. If she caught the nervous bug from everyone who passed through the doors, she would have been dead of a heart attack after year one on the job.


    Sam rushed to the elevator and rode it in restless silence to the fourth floor. He found the correct room and pushed open the door. More memories played themselves back in his mind, mingling with reality.


    Danny lay on the bed. There were no new scars, but the tired eyes that he seemed to have defeated before returned. An IV snaked its way out of his left arm. “Hey, Sam.”


    “Hey.” Sam pulled up a chair and sat down. “What happened?”


    Danny looked away, his eyes finding some terribly interesting crack in the wall to focus on. “I used.”


    “Used what?” Before a host of guesses had it’s time to run through his mind, Danny confirmed the worst.


    “Heroin.” He scratched an itch on his arm, around where the IV had been inserted. “It was my first time, and I went a bit overboard.”


    “But why?” Sam bit his tongue but did not rephrase the question.


    “Because...” Danny let the pause grow heavy, as if the answer had suddenly stopped making sense. “Because of you.”


    “What?” Sam had expected a lot of reasons, but the answer left him with nothing to say.


    “Last night, when we were hanging out, I... I saw you and Tommy. I saw Arden and Mark.” He sighed. “If I hadn’t done what I did, that could’ve been me you were kissing. I needed to relax, but nothing helped. Nothing. I didn’t want to risk and give you another call, so I visited one of my dealer buds and asked for advice. Took him a while, but heroin was the number one option. Pot, ex, those are mild. The kind of rush you get from smack is... It was pretty surreal.”


    “And it almost killed you.” The realization sent a cold chill through the otter’s body. “Do your parents know?”


    Danny rolled his eyes. “Yes. I’m over eighteen, so they shouldn’t have known, but they have their ways, I guess. I start drug counseling next week.”


    Sam shrugged. “Well, that’s a lot better than it could’ve been.”


    “I know.” Danny scratched at his arm again. “I don’t plan on doing it anymore, and therapy was an easy way to get off. Also, I called my camp counselor yesterday. He said I was relapsing into my homosexual ways. Suggested I take some time away from you guys. Rebuild the ship before it sinks, so to speak.” His paw reached out and clasped Sam’s. “We will be friends again. I swear. You mean far too much to me for me to just cut you out of my life.”


    Sam squeezed the cheetah’s paw, tears welling up freely in his eyes. “Of course! Take some time off, maybe even the entire semester. I value your friendship, but I don’t want to see you wind up in a hospital again.”


    “Me neither.” Danny pulled the otter close and hugged him, as if saving up on the affection he wouldn’t get for many months to come. “I’ll call you as soon as I’m better, promise! In the mean time, I might even put my straightness to use and get a girlfriend.”


    The boys laughed, each nervous and each thinking his own thing.


    Sam stood. “Well, get better soon, and call me when you want to get back together again.” He left with the perfect mix of sadness and relief mingling inside. At least Danny was alive.


    As he walked down the unfortunately-familiar Summer street, an idea blossomed in the otter’s head. He backtracked down the snow-covered sidewalk and crossed the lawn to Tong Durey’s house.


    The fox answered on the first knock. “Ah, what up! I was about to go for some food. But I can make a quick sale, if you’re jonesin’.”


    “No, I need to ask a favor.” Sam fought the discomfort. He hardly knew the guy, but this was the only way. “A friend of mine bought stuff from you last night. A cheetah?”


    “Yeah.” Tong’s eyes narrowed. “Now, I wouldn’t tell anyone else this – client privacy and all – but you’re a buddy of his, so I guess it’s fine. Bad batch?”


    “He OD’d. But that’s not why I’m here.” Sam dug through his wallet, producing two hundred dollars in cash. “I will give you this, if you call and let me know if Danny buys again.”


    “Lookin’ out for him, eh?” Tong smiled. “Noble. Heroin will fuck you up. I’ll even do ya this favor for free. Two conditions: I’ll sell him the smack. I’m here to make a business, after all. And you cannot let him know I snitched. In return, you keep your money. Deal?”


    “Deal!” Sam gave the fox his phone number and headed home, already in much better spirits than before.


    He returned to a barrage of questions from Arden and the others.


    “What happened?”


    “Is he okay?”


    “Did someone attack him?”


    Sam silenced the questions with a wave of his paw. “Look, he’s fine. He... I guess some part of him can’t live with being gay. He tried to mute it with heroin last night. Went overboard.”


    Mark let out a low whistle. “Boy, that is not a good hobby to get mixed up in.”


    “He’s getting counseling.” The odds of the counseling actually working depended entirely on Danny and his willingness. Sam felt secure only in the fact that he had his alert system in place. If Tong didn’t forget. “Anyway, we are taking a break from hanging out for a while. Danny said he needed to recoup and figure himself out again.”


    Arden’s muzzle curved up into an annoyed, lopsided smirk. “What a bunch of bullshit. And instead of working to come to terms with being gay, he’s only loading the gun again. It’s only a matter of time before the newly, newly reformed Danny breaks down again.”


    “I know.” Sam sighed. There was nothing he could do but sigh. Answers would’ve been nice. Maybe a solution. But the otter had neither. “But that’s his choice. All we can do is support him when he needs us, nothing more.”


    Nothing more became the order of the day. Sam glimpsed Danny from far away on occasion. The cheetah walked doing his best impersonation of someone proud and happy, but his eyes lacked the happiness the rest of his body worked so hard to convey. Others probably didn’t even notice it, but Sam did. He remembered the way those eyes would light up with excitement. But Danny had asked to be left alone. He needed to figure himself out. Something about the sincerity in it all made Sam believe the cheetah would one day be happy again.


    A week passed, and then another. Sam’s next glimpse of Danny saw the cheetah holding paws with a busty tigress and playing a fool to impress her. The two shared an occasional kiss, and a sense of normalcy prevailed. But as normal and safe as it all looked, Sam couldn’t help but wonder if looking normal was all it was.


    The otter asked around and found out the tigress was named Tanya, a theatre major. Danny had also switched majors over to theatre.


    Arden had brought a pamphlet with the upcoming shows, and the cheetah’s name was listed in one of the roles. “Guess that’s how he’s dealing with it. Change out all the furniture.” He looked up at his friend over a plate of fries. “What about you? How are you doing in all this?”


    “I’m alright.” Sam smiled, mostly at not having had to lie. Tommy was as sweet and sexy as ever, classes were going well, and no one was in prison. Life was good. Or so it told him.


    Organic chemistry proved easy. So easy, in fact, that Sam was soon helping Arden deal with his homework. For the first time, he understood something better than anyone else. And since, in the end, college was about learning, that fact was certainly worth celebrating.


    But mostly, the otter took solace in the fact that his phone had stayed mercifully silent. Neither Tong nor Danny had made an appearance. Like the president himself, Sam sat constantly within reach of his phone, hoping it would never ring.


    The latest GSA meeting started much more somberly than the others had. Dom pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket and passed it around. “Eric has gone missing. Apparently, he isn’t the first. We’ve had some half dozen students vanish since the new semester began, and we have no idea what happened to any of them. Many vanished in between semesters, but our friend is a relatively recent disappearance.”


    The wanted poster exchanged paws, each student passing it to the next, unsure of what they were supposed to make of it.


    Terry spoke Sam’s thoughts aloud. “Is there something we can do to help?”


    “No.” Dom took the poster back. “Only if you have information or know someone who does. If someone killed these guys, the last thing you wanna do is go looking for the person who did it. That’s a job for the police.”


    Troy snorted. “Yeah, like the police around here do jack shit. Let’s be honest. The last time they did anything was arresting Sharp, a harmless scientist who was dumb enough to think that several million dollars of scientific equipment would just disappear without anyone noticing. I don’t even think he’s guilty, to be honest.”


    Dom shrugged. “If he’s not, the truth will out.”


    But the mouse only laughed at the response. “I’m a criminology major, dude. Criminologists sneer at that notion. Most crimes go unreported, and most reported crimes go unsolved. That’s just a fact of life. The opposite school of thought is made up of gullible idiots or liars. If anything, being a criminal is, overall, a way better living than doing honest work.”


    That earned him an eye-roll from the tiger. “And you’re — what — a sophomore? Guess that psychologist meme applies. ‘Takes Intro to Psych, goes around analyzing everyone.’”


    Sam tried to remember what he’d leaned about Dom. “Aren’t you a criminology major?”


    The tiger shook his head. “Poli-sci.”


    Jessica raised a timid paw. “Wait, I’m pretty sure you did say criminology at one point.”


    “Nah, it’s always been poli-sci.” Dom checked the time on his phone. “Speaking of, I gotta run. That homework ain’t gonna do itself. And trust me, I wish it could.”


    Arden tapped Sam on the back. “And we have Orgo homework ‘til we pass out.”


    The unfortunate reminder ended the meeting.


    The rest of the week ran smoothly, although Troy never reappeared. The increased police presence on campus confirmed at least one thing: People were very worried.


    Tommy left for the weekend to see his Aunt, who was visiting from England. “You wanna come along? I’m sure she’d love to meet you!”


    But Sam declined with a sigh. “I’ve got way too much homework.” He narrowly avoided a lie. There really was too much homework — and a potential call from Durey.


    Sam lay alone in bed that night, mulling over the realization that came with declining a visit home. He was tethered. If Durey called while he was away, he would never make it back to Lakeforest in time. And if that distance cost Danny’s life, he would never forgive himself. Again, waiting was the order of the day. But waiting until when? The cheetah had used once. That meant he was bound. The urge could come back at any time. He-


    The phone rang.


    Sam squinted at the caller ID, but no contact flashed up, and the number was entirely unfamiliar. He picked up. “Wrong n-”


    “Yo, it’s Big Tong.”


    The greeting froze the blood in Sam’s veins solid. “Y-yeah?”


    “Your buddy just bought from me. A twenty. That’s the large one, if you don’t know. Two dimes. Either he’s sharing, or he plans to go hard. Not my business. But I’m letting you know, as promised.”


    “Thanks.” Sam hung up and struggled into a pair of pants. The countdown had begun, and Danny’s life hung in the balance. The thought to get Arden or Mark to help out flashed by, but time was short — or maybe there wasn’t any time at all.


    Sam ran. He’d forgotten a jacket, he’d forgotten mittens. The cold bit at his exposed arms. The wind blew a merciless gale. “Please let there be time. Please let there be time.” Sam put on more speed, but nothing made his heart any lighter.


    Headlong, he burst into Danny’s dorm and sprinted up the stairs. “Danny, I-” he burst into the cheetah’s room, only to find it empty. “Shit!”


    “You okay, dude?” Aaron patted the otter on the back, making him jump.


    “Yeah. Sorry for busting in like that. Is Danny around?”


    “Nah.” The beaver took a swig from his flask. “Said he was going for the night. Not sure where.”


    “Fuck.” Sam shut his eyes and worked to slow the thoughts down enough for some cohesiveness. If the cheetah wasn’t coming back to his room, and he didn’t stay at Tong’s, where...


    ‘It’s right across the street from my dorm. We go there to smoke on occasion.’


    “Of course!” Sam pushed by the beaver and broke into a run, praying the idiotic mistake wouldn’t cost him. He sprinted across to the other side of the theater building and threw open the door. “Please be here, Danny. Please.” The darkness was total, but still he ran. The building may have been haunted, but it would earn a new ghost soon.


    A faint light around the bend caused the otter to pause.


    In the candle’s flickering glow, Danny sat, his arm bound in a tourniquet, clutching a syringe in his left paw. He brought the needle up, but before he could stick it, Sam tackled him to the ground.


    The syringe fell and rolled across the tile floor, while Danny struggled to break free. “Let me go, you asshole! Do you know how much that shit cost me?! I need this! I need this because of you!” His breath reeked of scotch, with every angry vowel. He’d drunk himself into that stupor again.


    “No.” Sam hung on easily. Danny may have been taller, but he was lanky and little match. But the words stung. “I won’t let you ruin your life, Danny. If you want to do the whole straight thing, fine, but I will not let you die because of it.”


    “You don’t get it, do you, you fucking queer!” Danny writhed and clawed at the otter’s exposed arms. “What we do, it’s wrong. It’s not right. I’m just trying to fix myself. I just wanna be normal.”


    “But you are.” Sam held the tears back, keeping Danny pinned. “We all are. People put shit into your head. They brainwashed you. Being gay isn’t the end of the world. Please, Danny. Why are you doing this to yourself?”


    “Because I love you!” The words came out in a ragged gasp along with one final, convulsive shudder. “I never stopped. Nothing helped. Becoming straight was my life’s goal, but letting you go was my biggest mistake. I wanted to be with you. The second that high wore off, I was right back to where I started. I fucked up, Sam. I don’t know what the hell to do with myself. I need you. Either that or some way to forget you. Anything. Anything.”


    Sam’s grip loosened, Danny turned over, and they kissed.


    The feelings ran amok in the young otter’s head. Sadness, happiness, guilt. What would he tell Tommy? What could he possibly tell him? But Danny needed this. No, it went deeper. The realization struck Sam in a palpable blow – he needed this too. With his arms around the cheetah, Sam’s raw drive for sex awakened. He needed it.


    There was no decision to be made.


    He clutched the cheetah and held him close as the orgasm flooded in. It was a brief and fleeting high. When it passed, the otter knew he would never feel happy again. “Oh God, what have I done.” He lay his head down atop the tear-stained floor. “What the hell have I done?” There they were, half-naked in the basement of a dark building with no one but each other. What would Tommy say? What would Arden? “Tomorrow. We can figure it all out tomorrow. Yes.” Willingly, the otter let sleep take him.


    Another phonecall woke him up. “Huh?”


    Arden’s voice spoke devoid of it’s usual cheerfulness. “Where are you? We were getting worried. What happened?”


    Sam lifted his head and looked around. “I-” A door slammed somewhere in the distance, and everything else ceased to matter. Sam ran for the exit. “Danny, wait!”


    He burst out of the building just in time to see the cheetah run into Summers Hall. “Danny!” What he would say to the cheetah didn’t matter. How they would get through it didn’t matter. He had to catch him, first.


    Sam crossed the street and sprinted up the stairs, just like he had done the night before. “Danny!” He tried the door. “Open up! Please!”


    “No!” Danny’s voice came from just beyond the polished wood. He was so close. “I- I’m gay, Sam. I fell into temptation last night. Everything I worked for all these months is ruined. Everything! I’ll never be normal. I’ll never have the life I want. A family, kids. I see that now. I tried to change myself. God can see I’ve tried, I know He can; but the minute you had your arms around me, I just wanted to be with you again. I wanted to hold you. I wanted to love you. Thank you, Sam. I was troubled for a long time. I had these desires — they were there all along — but I held back. I thought that meant I was getting better. I was wrong. I know what I have to do now.”


    “Danny, just open this door. Please!” Sam slammed his shoulder in vain against the reinforced wood. “Please!” Again and again, he hit the door. His shoulder bruised and went numb but the lock stayed strong. “Danny!”


    “Good bye, Sam. I wrote a note to my parents. Please make sure they get it. Tell Mark and Ar goodbye as well. And Tommy. You guys have managed to accept being broken. You’re stronger than me. Please love each other.”


    “Danny!” Sam hit the door one last time and collapsed against it. He heard the clatter, he heard the gasp, and then he heard silence.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    Arden


    Tommy had left for the weekend, and Sam went to bed early. For once that week, things were relatively calm. Arden went to sleep that night without much on his mind. Dreams were slow and uneventful – snow and darkness. The otter snuggled closer to Mark and slept soundly.


    Saturday morning came and went, just like it usually did. Arden awoke around noon and padded sleepily for the shower. “I’m starting the water, Mark! If you want in, you’d better hurry. I’m hungry!” The sight of Sam’s open door won over his curiosity. “Hey dude, you already up?” He pushed the door open all the way. “Sam?”


    Mark sneaked up behind the otter and put his arms around him. “Sam got an early start, huh?”


    “I- I guess.” Arden rested his head in the crook of the wolf’s neck. Sam had been restless, but getting up this early had to mean something. And then, he saw it. “Hang on, there’s his jacket!” He ran back to his room and checked the weather. “Twenty-eight. There’s no way he went out without it.” The worry was needless. “I’m just gonna call him.” He dialed and waited, hanging gamely on to the hope that Sam just ran out to check the mail and got locked out.


    The dazed “Huh?” on the other end of the line made Arden sigh with some small relief. Sam was alive. “Where are you? We were getting worried. What happened?”


    “I-” The phone clattered to the ground “Danny, wait!”


    “Oh no.” Arden tossed the phone into the bed and put on a pair of boxers. “Hurry and get dressed. Sam’s- I- I don’t know where he is, but we have to find him.”


    Mark’s arousal shrank quickly back into his sheath, as the wolf hurried to bundle up for the cold. “Where would we even start looking?”


    “Danny’s dorm.” Arden threw on a sweatshirt and grabbed his jacket and phone. “He sounded like he just woke up. I’m hoping he ended up sleeping over at Danny’s. Maybe the cheetah called and asked him to keep company.” To the end, his painfully optimistic brain tossed out only positive possibilities. He took Sam’s jacket from its peg. “Let’s go.”


    When they arrived at Summers, Arden struggled harder than ever to hold on to optimism. But once upstairs, his optimism had abandoned him entirely. A group of students had gathered around the closed door to Danny’s room. They gossiped in hushed tones while a pair of police wolves did their best to keep them away. Aaron stood among the crowd, dressed in nothing but a bathrobe, stunned and silent. Sam sat on the cold floor, shirtless and shaking like a leaf.


    Arden ran immediately to his friend’s side. “Sam, what happened?” He draped the otter’s jacket over his shoulders and held him close.


    Sam didn’t answer. He just pressed his muzzle into Arden’s shoulder and cried. Not much needed to be said. The police could only mean one thing. “He got arrested, didn’t he? For the heroin?”


    Sam shook his head.


    The door swung open, and two more wolves emerged, carrying a covered stretcher. It all became far too clear. Again, some form of positivity tried to creep in. Danny was just passed out. He-


    “Mr. Fardin?” One of the wolves had approached Sam, his notepad out. “I will need your version of the events, for the record. “And we will need you to identify the body.”


    Sam’s gaze turned from aimless to livid before the cop even had a chance to prepare. “He hanged himself. What the fuck is there not to get? He couldn’t accept being gay, he ran from me, when he realized he still had feelings for me, and he killed himself. Is that enough? I’ve already lived through this once. Are you- Are-” the anger didn’t last long, and the otter was reduced to tears once again.


    Mark pulled the officer aside. “I’ll come with you and identify the body. Danny was my friend, too. Just please don’t put Sam through anything else, now.”


    The wolf shrugged. “Sure. Sorry. Was just doing my job.”


    Mark knelt down in front of Sam and Arden. “Stay strong, guys. I’ll be back soon.” He pulled them both into a hug. “Did you hear me, Sam? Whatever happened, we’ll figure it out, okay?”


    Sam nodded, his stare entirely blank, lifeless.


    Mark stood and followed the officers outside, while Arden tended to Sam. “Come on. Let’s get you back to the dorm. This is no place for us right now.” He helped the otter to his feet and zipped up his jacket.


    As they walked out of the dorm, Sam held up his paw. “Wait. I- I need to do something.” He headed for the theatre building.


    Mute, Arden followed.


    Sam led the way downstairs, into a darkened dead-end hallway. “I need to- I need to clean up.” He picked up a syringe, a candle and a spoon. “I stopped him from using. If the cops find it, they’ll pin him as some sort of junkie. Can’t have that.” He shook his head, muttering to himself. “Can’t have that.” He found a nearby bathroom and emptied the contents of the syringe into the sink. He then tossed the needle into the toilet and the rest of the stuff into a trash can. “All done.” His crazed smile wavered, and he collapsed to the floor, in tears again. “He’s dead, Ar. He’s dead, and there’s nothing I could do about it. All I could do is stand there. Oh God, please tell me I’m sleeping. Please tell me I’m gonna wake up soon.” He held Arden close. “Please. I need to wake up. Gotta wake up. I can’t do this anymore.”


    “Shh.” Arden stroked his friend’s head fur gently. “You just need to relax. You need people there for you. I’ll call Tommy, and-”


    “No!” Sam lurched away from Arden’s embrace, his eyes wide with fear. “Please, Ar. I don’t know what I’ll say to him when he gets here. I need time. I need time to think.”


    Arden wanted badly to ask more questions, but between Sam’s shivering and shift in moods, it just wasn’t the time. “Let’s go home, Sam. We shouldn’t be here. Please.”


    Silently, Sam stood and dusted off his jeans. “Fine. You’re right. Maybe sleep will help.”


    On their way out of the building, Arden found Sam’s phone. The screen had cracked, but Sam barely noticed before shoving it into his pocket.


    They returned to Cranston, and fell asleep on the couch together.


    Several times, Arden awoke to the sounds of Sam crying in his sleep. It all reminded the otter of their recently-expired childhood. Sam’s parents went through a messy divorce, and the otter would frequently sleep over with Arden. He cried in his sleep every night, and much like now, All Arden could do was hold him.


    Mark came back, his eyes red from crying, but still holding together with what strength he had left. “It’s done. You will have to testify, Sam, but I managed to convince them to push it off ‘til next Monday. You need some time to rest.”


    “Yeah.” Sam sat up, his gaze wide and far away again. “Danny’s dead. No one’s going anywhere. All the time in the world.”


    Mark sat down next to the two otters and wrapped them both in a warm embrace. “Sam, I understand what happened has hurt you immeasurably. But you will always have us. No matter what happens, we will be there for you.”


    “Thank you.” Sam rested his head on the wolf’s shoulder. His breathing had calmed. “If you guys weren’t here, I just- I don’t know what I’d do.”


    “That’s right! We are not going anywhere.” Arden pushed himself to stay strong. “And Tommy will be back soon, too!”


    Just like he’d done last time the fox was mentioned, Sam recoiled. “I- oh God. I can’t face him. I just- I don’t think I ever could.”


    Last time Arden had simply been too tired, but he didn’t let the question slip again. “Sam, why are you so afraid of facing Tommy?”


    “Because-” The words were there, right on the tip of his tongue, but the otter held on to them with a strange desperation. “I just can’t. Please. Can we just talk about something else?”


    Relenting was all Arden could do. “Sure. We should probably think about food sometime soon.” Besides food, the otter struggled to think of anything else to say. He’d experienced deaths in the family, but they were far away — people he hadn’t seen in ages, people he hardly knew. But Danny was different. They hung out often, and most importantly, he’d just seen the cheetah a few days ago. Try as he might, Arden found processing Danny’s death entirely impossible. Nothing clicked. The cheetah couldn’t be dead. If he suddenly called and invited the boys for drunk Monopoly, not a thing would be out of place.


    “You guys go on.” Sam sat back against the wall. “I’m not hungry. Tired, mostly. I might just take a nap.


    Mark stood but Arden stayed put. “Can you bring me back a sandwich, hon? And something for Sam. He’ll get hungry eventually.”


    Sam smirked, still staring intently at the far wall. “You think I’m suicidal, don’t you, Ar? Well, I’m not. And I don’t think it’s all that weird of me to grieve for a friend.”


    “It’s not, I-” Arden sought an excuse but gave up early on in the process. “I just want to make sure you’re safe.”


    “Just like I wanted to make sure Danny was safe. I thought more heroin would kill him. I was wrong. But anyway, go get your food. I promise I’ll be there when you get back.”


    Caught between worry and being accused of distrust, Arden caved. “We’ll be back in ten.”


    “Take your time.” Sam laid down on the futon and closed his eyes. “I’ll just take a nap.”


    With Cranston behind them and Sam definitely out of earshot, Mark turned to his boyfriend. “What do you think happened?”


    “I think Danny lost that ability he kept trying to perfect — repressing his sexuality. And in his time of weakness, he made a move on Sam. Sam was so set on preventing the heroin that he, well who knows how far those two went. But he’s clearly ashamed deeply of it.”


    “Makes perfect sense, unfortunately.” Mark held the dining hall door open, his face blank. “I saw Danny’s body. I- God, it’s just the most surreal thing I’ve ever experienced. He was there. I could just reach out and touch him. What I wouldn’t have given for him to just open his eyes and walk out of that nightmare with me...” He turned away. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be telling you all this.”


    “It’s fine.” Arden shivered at the unpleasant thought. “I don’t want this thing to make us feel like we have to keep these emotions to ourselves. You have to talk about stuff like this. It’s unhealthy to keep it all bottled up. I just hope I can get Sam talking.”


    “If anyone can, it’s you.” Mark made his best attempt at a smile under the circumstances. “You two are too close for him to hold out long. Just give it a few days or maybe a week. He’ll come around.”


    “I hope you’re right.” Arden wanted to hope for much more, but it was a start. Most suicides happened because the person questioning this life didn’t turn to someone in time. He had already lost Danny. Arden swore to himself that he would not lose Sam.


    After dinner, he and Mark returned to find Sam fast asleep on the futon. The otter clutched his pillow and whimpered occasionally. Whatever dreams haunted him, they were far from pleasant.


    Mark hung up his jacket, carefully straightening the collar. “Should we just sleep here?”


    “I think Sam would appreciate it.” Arden undressed down to his boxers, and the three friends curled up together on the couch. As if feeling their presence, Sam let out a quiet sigh and slept soundly for the rest of the night.


    Arden was awakened by Sam’s attempts to wiggle quietly free of his embrace. “Hey.”


    “Oh, hey.” Caught, Sam sank back beneath the covers. “You can go back to sleep. I’m just- Tommy’s coming back today.”


    “And you’re afraid if how he’ll take it all.” Arden smelt the fear emanating from his friend.


    “Of course I am.” Sam bit his lip, staying composed. “Ar, I cheated on him.”


    “Normally, I wouldn’t argue, but we both know there was more to it than that.” Sam was far too caring to throw a relationship away for sex, Arden knew. At least, the Sam he knew was. “You did this because you thought that it was what Danny needed.”


    Something triggered, and Sam broke down crying. “I just wanted to help. I- I thought that if he got this, he’d come to terms with being gay. I just wanted him to be happy.”


    “I know.” Arden nuzzled the otter’s neck. “And Tommy will also understand. He-”


    “And what if he doesn’t?” Sam held his breath to try and stop the sobbing.


    “He will.” Moving on was the only alternative, and telling the otter to move on after something so tragic would only sting more. Sam would realize it himself if that’s where life chose to turn. Arden hoped dearly it wouldn’t.


    Lazy Sunday went by as it usually did, but only because there was too little mood to get anything done. After hours spent debating, Arden finally caved and sent Tommy a text. He gave the fox a brief glimpse at what had happened. Tommy didn’t answer.


    When he did finally arrive, the fox dropped his bags at the door and wrapped Sam into his warmest embrace. “Whatever it is, we’ll get through it!”


    Sam stood there, speechless, crying in his boyfriend’s arms. Maybe the hope did finally return to him in some small measure.


    Tommy’s attempt to hold back the tears failed miserably. “Sam, I’m so sorry for what happened. Danny had been so nice. And I know you guys used to have feelings for each other.”


    The tears stopped, and Sam’s guard returned. “How much have you heard?”


    “Everything.” Tommy wiped away the fresh tears and looked up at the otter. “I know what you had to do. And I forgive you. You didn’t do it because you wanted to cheat on me or because you loved him more. You did it to try and help him.”


    “I don’t deserve you.” Sam sighed. “I don’t deserve to have someone forgive me that easily.”


    Arden gave the fox a smile. “After all you’ve done to help me and Mark, I’d beg to differ. None of us are perfect. But if you try your best, people will know.”


    Tommy pulled Sam close and kissed him. “Couldn’t have said it better myself. I’m not telling you to be totally happy and carefree, Sam. Your good friend died. That’s not something you can just forget and ignore. But of all the things to grieve about, losing me will not be one of them.”


    Finally, Sam put his arms around the fox and pulled him close. “Thank you.”


    Danny’s parents came down the following day, silent and in tears. When Mr. Felis did speak, it was to Sam. “I will tear that straight camp to the ground for what they’ve done to my son. It took me a while to accept it, but you kids were happy together. I- oh God, why did I let him do this?” The cheetah looked uncomfortably like his son, down to the bright green eyes. Seeing him with his wife, Arden could easily imagine Danny in his place.


    Three days later, the funeral was held. Sam had been reluctant to go, but Arden pushed him. “It’ll mean a lot to his folks. And besides, we’re his friends. I know it’ll hurt, but we will be there for you.”


    “You’re right.” Sam allowed the otter to fix his tie. “If I don’t go, I’ll regret it for the rest of my life.”


    Whatever doubts the boys had, they were glad they came. Besides Danny’s parents and a pawful of other relatives, no one else showed up. Arden kept watching the entrance to the cemetery, expecting some of the cheetah’s college buddies to come, but the wrought iron gates remained shut.


    In painful ceremony, they lowered the casket into the ground. Sam didn’t cry. He stood by Tommy’s side, silent, watching the coffin disappear for the last time beneath the earth.


    Arden watched as well, his arm around Mark’s waist. Still, the finality of it all refused to set in. There hadn’t been a wake, and anyone could have been inside that casket. Once the dark procession had retreated and returned home, he shared those thoughts with Mark.


    “I get that.” The wolf shrugged. “That’s how I felt about my aunt when she passed. But I saw the body this time. I guess that’s what it takes to really accept what had happened.”


    “I guess.” Arden stretched out on the bed, listening to the soothing sound of water coming from the shower. “Thank goodness Sam has Tommy. He needs someone like that, badly.”


    “They need each other.” Mark licked the otter’s nose and climbed beneath the covers with him. “Do you think Sam’ll ever get over what happened?”


    “No.” Arden let himself sink into the comfort of the wolf’s embrace. “But I don’t think anyone could. Moving on isn’t the same thing as just forgetting.”


    “Guess not.” Mark stifled a yawn, his eyes already closed.


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty


    Tommy


    A week had passed since Danny’s funeral, and Sam was as distant as ever, especially after his tearful testimony to the police. For the umpteenth time, Tommy stripped down and got under the covers, hoping to get the otter’s mind off what had happened.


    And for the umpteenth time, Sam merely climbed into bed, snaked his arms around the fox and fell asleep.


    All Tommy could do was fall asleep, too. Talking to the otter was not an option. Not yet. Everyone had their own way of dealing with loss. Still, Tommy felt that distance widen and wondered if maybe sex was all that had made their relationship seem so perfect. There were plenty of times when dwelling on such things was healthy, but the aftermath of a suicide was not one of those times.


    Still, after another week of distance and Sam coming home far later than usual, Tommy turned to Arden. “What do you and Mark do to get closer. I just... I feel like I’m losing him. I feel like he’s shutting everything out.”


    “Try dinner and a movie, maybe?” Arden shrugged. “Y’know? Something where it’s only the two of you, and you really have some time to relax together without sleep coming into the picture.”


    “I’ll try.” Tommy hugged the otter and went off to wait for Sam.


    It was almost twelve, when Sam finally showed. “Sorry, study group ran a bit overtime.” He tossed his backpack to the floor and got undressed.


    “Is this study group thing daily, now?” Tommy made a very sharp mental note to ask Arden about those study groups.


    “Almost. Biochem is kicking my ass. It’s all I can do to stay afloat.” Sam lowered himself to the floor and did a few dozen push-ups. “Why? What’s up?”


    “Well, I was thinking of doing a date-night sort of thing.” Tommy pulled off his shirt. “Just the two of us. Maybe go see a movie?”


    “Sure!” Sam gave the fox a quick kiss. “Sorry I’ve been so out of it recently. Life’s been weird.”


    “Understandable.” The kiss wasn’t much, but it was a start. “So, how about tomorrow?”


    “Alright. I’ll cut the study group short.”


    The boys shared another kiss. Some flash of excitement ran through Sam. For the first time since Danny passed, the otter drew his boyfriend closer and kissed him with proper passion. But still, he pulled away far too quickly. “Let’s hit the hay. I’ll have to be up in like six hours.”


    Econ let out earlier than expected, and Tommy hurried home in the hopes of finishing whatever homework he could before his evening with Sam. He got into the room and shut the door with a happy sigh. “Well, let’s call this brutal week done... Almost.” He sat down at his desk and combed through the documents on his computer. “Syllabus, syllabus, ah!” With the correct document open, the fox hit print and sat back. He waited for the printer to finish working. “Now, le- oh, crap. Out of black. Heh, good start.” Tommy powered off the printer and rolled his chair over to Sam’s desk. “Now, if we are out of cartridges, I-” he dug through the open drawer but never got to finish his sentence. “Wh-” A vial of light brown powder lay hidden among the motley contents of Sam’s desk. Tommy recognized it at once. “Oh no. Oh no, no, no. Sam. Why?”


    The sound of the door’s combination lock composed the fox like nothing else could. He stuffed the vial into his pocket, shut the drawer and rolled over to his desk.


    Sam entered. “Hey! Sorry, just had to grab a few things for my study group. I’m still on track to finish early.” He padded over to the desk drawer and opened it. Several minutes of increasingly harried digging later, he shut the drawer again. “Hm, okay, then. I- heh. Where in the world- No, it must be. Shit.”


    “Find what you were looking for?” Tommy hoped the otter’s sense of smell was as bad as he claimed. Were Sam canid, he would’ve smelled fear.


    “No.” Sam shrugged. “Must’ve left it in class. I’ll catch you at seven!” With a quick kiss, he left again.


    Tommy listened for the suite door before removing the heroin from his pocket. He held the vial in his paw, wishing it would just disappear — Like a bad dream or a hallucination. That’s what it had to be. But the vial remained right where it was, its contents catching the lamp light from different angles. Tommy knew what he had to do. “Hey, Arden!” He jogged over to the otter’s room and knocked. “We need to talk.”


    Arden opened the door and peeked out. “Hey! Come in! Any luck on the homework? Mark started steaming out of the ears so much he had to go to the library. He claims there are fewer distractions.”


    “Arden, I-” Tommy clutched the vial in his left paw but didn’t show it. “What do you know about Sam’s study groups?”


    “Not much.” Arden narrowed his eyes. “You’re suspicious too, huh?”


    “More than suspicious.” Tommy showed the otter his find. “It was in his drawer. And I think he came looking for it.”


    “Oh my God.” Arden accepted the vial with trembling paws. “I- I just can’t believe Sam would do something like that after what Danny went through.”


    “I guess he took it harder than we thought.” Tommy bit his lip. “What do we do?”


    “Intervention.” Arden placed the heroin on his desk. “We need to snap him out of it before he winds up dead or in a hospital.”


    “You’re right. But we need to plan this somehow.” Tommy had seen enough movies to know how interventions could go badly wrong. “I doubt he’ll take it well, and he’s strong.”


    “We’ll need to block him off.” Arden picked up his phone and sent a quick text. “The three of us should be enough. But we have to do it tonight. Every time he goes out, he digs himself deeper.”


    “Tonight, then.” Even at a time like this, Tommy couldn’t resist a chuckle. “Some date night.”


    The door flew open and Mark ran inside. “Is Sam alright?”


    “Hon, he’s fine.” Arden showed the wolf Tommy’s find. “We need to talk some sense into him. Tonight.”


    Mark nodded. “Should we call the cops?”


    “Absolutely not!” Tommy checked the hallway and shut the door again. “Sam could get into a lot of trouble. Let’s hope we can talk him down.”


    Tommy knew they would. “Yeah.” They had to.


    Sam came back at seven, as promised. “Holy shit, guys! The snow is just not letting up.” He patted the snow out of his jacket and shut the door. “Guys?”


    Tommy opened the door to Arden’s room. “We’re in here!” He waited for Sam to wander inside and then pushed the door closed. “We need to talk.”


    Sam’s bewildered eyes shot from the fox to Mark and then to Arden. “Oh, so that’s where it went.”


    “Yes.” Tommy flipped the bolt on the door. “Sam, why would you turn to that stuff? You saw what happened to Danny. We know that’s what your study groups were about.”


    What rebellion remained inside Sam crumbled. The otter let out a long sigh. “Fine. I haven’t been entirely honest with you guys. Those weren’t study groups. They were... Therapy sessions.”


    “Therapy?” Tommy felt a sharp pang of guilt. He had assumed the worst. Sam deserved better. “Why didn’t you tell us?”


    “Because I lied.” Sam sighed. “I wanted everyone... mostly myself... to think that I only did what I did to try and help Danny. But there was more to it. The more I thought about it, the more I knew it was true. I- I wanted him. I’m being honest with you because I don’t want to bury this again. When we were together that night, I wanted him. I felt vile, so I started seeing a shrink. That heroin was Danny’s. I won’t lie, using it has crossed my mind more than once. I told my counselor about it, and she asked me to bring it to her. Said she’d get rid of it. That’s why I went looking for it. I wanted to end that temptation.”


    Tommy stepped towards Sam and held out the vial. “Here. Is your shrink still there?”


    “She should be. Her office hours end around ten. She said she was gonna sleep in the campus hotel tonight because of the snow.” Sam picked up the drugs, cradling the glass carefully in both paws. “This is it, then. I’ll be back in a few.”


    Tommy followed him out. “I’ll come with you. I need a walk.”


    “Sure.” Sam threw on his jacket and held open the door. “After you, then.”


    The two boys walked out into the snow-covered darkness, as more and more fell from above. Street lights glowed obscured orbs in the distance. The wind howled.


    Sam let out a low whistle. “So, this is the big storm they were talking about.”


    Tommy drew his jacket tighter around himself and pressed on. “Maybe we should just go tomorrow. I didn’t think the storm would be that bad.”


    “They’ll close everything down tomorrow, and for who knows how long! Not much farther now.” Sam plodded on, his feet gouging deep gashes in the smooth, white surface.


    Ten minutes later, Tommy struggled to find his bearings. “Wait, we aren’t heading to the health center? That’s over in the other direction. At least... I think.”


    Sam halted to let the fox catch up. “Tommy, I’m sorry.” His paw found its way to the top of the fox’s back. “I’m really sorry.” With a huff, he shoved Tommy into the snow. “There’s so much more to my guilt. Don’t you see? I killed him! If I hadn’t been weak, I would’ve held him down and gotten him to a hospital. I could’ve. I was more than strong enough physically. He would’ve been mad, he would’ve hated me, but he would’ve been alive.”


    Tommy struggled to stand, but Sam held him with all the strength he had professed to have. “I brought you out here so you wouldn’t have time to go get the others. I need this high, Tom. The fucking voices. They haven’t stopped ever since it happened. I killed him. I did it. Me! I haven’t slept in weeks. I just lie with my eyes closed and wait out the night. I’m tired. But from what I heard, this stuff... It makes the voices stop. I can sleep. I need this. Don’t bother looking for me. I won’t be on campus.”


    The snow had flooded up his collar and into his muzzle. Tommy spat. “Don’t do this. Sam, d’you hear me? It might kill you! Please! You didn’t kill Danny. He did this to himself. Sometimes, we just can’t help people like that. You did everything you could. You were there for him. Please don’t throw your life away! What’ll happen after you dose?”


    Sam shrugged. “I don’t know. But at least I’ll be well-rested. I need to sleep. Just for a little bit. Maybe they’ll lock me up in some mental hospital. I’ll cross that bridge later. Good bye, Tom. Thank you for everything. But I just can’t handle the guilt by myself. I tried. I tried everything.” Sam stood slowly up, still holding his friend hard against the gathering snow. “That shrink claimed I’d be all better when it was over. Well, here I am. She lied. She fucking lied to me!” With one final thrust, Sam buried Tommy’s muzzle in the snow and ran.


    The fox struggled to his feet and gave chase, but between the snow and dizziness, he quickly lost track. But the prints were fresh, so he followed. “Sam, please come back! Sam!” But the tracks didn’t last long. Abruptly, the deep snow ended, and Tommy found himself at the lake shore. The wind had swept the ice bare. “Sam!” He sniffed in a last-ditch attempt to catch a scent, but the gale made it impossible. Tommy fell to his knees, eyes searching desperately for any sign of the otter in the swirling white. “Sam!”


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-One


    Sam


    He had tried everything. But between the visits to the shrink, the guilt still seeped through. No matter what he did, there were cracks. And through those cracks, he heard voices. He read articles on pot, but it still seemed insufficient. And with each failed attempt at counseling, that vial of heroin he’d snagged after Tommy’s death taunted him. Sam knew what the drug did. Temporary but total euphoria. There were pills that did it too – Morphine stuck out. But getting them would take forever, and some even said they weren’t powerful enough. And Tom would surely rat him out. But the dope was right there, waiting. No messy drug deals, no groveling.


    Finally, he got the chance to get rid of it for good. And then the intervention happened. His closest friends made him relive the darkest moments of his life. Repeating those words brought everything back. He was the reason for Danny’s death. If only he’d held out. He could’ve subdued that cheetah easily. Everything would’ve been better. One day, Danny may even have thanked him. But he had to indulge. He let his dick do the thinking, and now, the cheetah was dead. There was only one way to make the voices stop.


    Sam clutched the vial tighter in his right paw as he ran through the deepening snow.


    Tommy’s cries echoed somewhere far behind, but the otter paid them little mind. Tommy would talk him out of it, they would go back to the dorm, and the voices would return. No. This had to be done.


    But Tommy was loyal. He’d follow, no matter what... Unless he couldn’t see the tracks. Sam kept his sights on the frozen lake. He reached the shore and struggled to stay upright, easing carefully across the near-bare ice, towards the other side.


    Tommy howled one last time, and his voice vanished amidst the wind. The road was clear. Sam wasn’t sure where to go, but it had to be somewhere private. He had to be alone.


    The vial stood out cold against his frozen paw, and a stinging realization hit. He had to cook the heroin. But where? It had to be somewhere no one would ever look... Or maybe somewhere no one would dare to look. Sam squinted into the darkness. Some several miles away, the smoke-stacks of the thread mills stood silent, dark against the night sky. “That’s it!” Heedless of the blistering cold, the otter pressed on. No one, not even the police dared to touch the mills. He’d be free to do as he wished there. Finally, the voices would go away, even if only for a little while.


    Sam left the campus and trotted down the hill to Main Street. Danny was right by his side the last time they went there. The cheetah looked happy, then. But his smile hid dangerous shadows. Sam had learned the feeling too well. He padded across the once-bright street, now dark and desolate. Even the burgeoning progress of Denville feared the coming snow storm. Beyond the street lay the town’s famous Lilly Bridge, its green banisters and decorations turned white by the raging blizzard.


    A lonely set of tire treads, deep and swiftly vanishing, crossed over to the other side. Sam followed it like railroad tracks. The far side of the river sat bathed in a silence that even the nearly abandoned town had managed to forsake. The houses there had collapsed into ruin long ago. Sam jogged along the snow-covered street towards the darkened smokestacks he’d spied all the way from campus. This was where the town’s evil dwelled. Drug barons and other assorted boogeymen that even the armed police avoided like something fictional. This was a cancer that wouldn’t spread. Who needed the thread mills, anyway?


    Sam padded closer.


    It was a brick edifice, still standing proudly through years of neglect and disrepair. Its prior inhabitants had built it to last forever. Sadly, those same inhabitants didn’t even last a hundred years.


    Their death surrounded the building. Any passersby could easily have been excused for claiming it was empty. It was better that way. But Sam knew the rumors were true. If the people inside didn’t kill him, they would sell him what he needed.


    The otter, frozen and alone, approached the building and looked around. His frostbitten paws touched the front door, bolted and rusted shut. “Damn.”


    He padded around to the other side.


    The back door looked far more promising. Once Sam had drawn close enough, the heat and flickering light made him smile. “Finally.” Forward was the only way to go. Sam walked over to the door and knocked.


    A thin slat opened with its aged squeak, and a pair of canid eyes surveyed the newcomer. “Who- oh wow. Is someone jonesin’?”


    “I-I just wanna buy some equipment.” Sam held up his half-empty vial. “Please.”


    “Oh, come on in.” The voice cooed with a strange familiarity. “Yes, come in and warm up. Certainly weren’t expecting you, bud.” The locks clicked, and the door swung open.


    Sam squinted at the silhouette, but it could just as well have been a total stranger. “Thanks.” He padded inside, and the heavy door shut behind him.


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two


    Tommy


    The wind had turned from a howl to a roar. Tommy knew that tears would do nothing. “Sam!” Slowly, the fox rose to his feet and treaded around the lake’s perimeter. But any tracks he’d hoped to find were long since obliterated. Sam was gone. The tears that had run so freely down his cheeks had frozen, and Tommy knew he had to turn back.


    Carefully, the fox retraced his tracks and returned to the road. He’d walked to class and back every single day, and of course the road didn’t change. Even in the snow, the fox managed to find his way back to Cranston.


    The warmth hit him in the hallway and brought some of the tears right back. “Oh, Sam.” Tommy climbed wearily up the stairs and unlocked the dorm room door.


    Arden and Mark rushed to his side. The otter helped remove his jacket. “Where’s Sam.”


    “He’s gone.” Tommy shook off the remaining snow and collapsed on the couch. “He never meant to return to his shrink. Whatever we said, it tore open a lot of old wounds. He ran off to try and use. Said it was the only thing he could do.” Guilt flooded in like icy water. “I should’ve stopped him. I- he held me down, but I should’ve. Oh God, I should’ve found some way out. This is all my fault. All-”


    A hearty smack from Arden cast the room into total silence. The otter rubbed his paw gingerly. “This was not your fault, Tommy. You have to understand this. None of this was your fault. Sam ran away because he wanted to. You did your best to stop him.” His eyes flooded with desperation, the otter grabbed Tommy by the shoulders. “Do you hear me? Now of this was your fault. None!”


    Tommy nodded weakly. “None of it was my fault.”


    “Good.” Arden sat the fox down and turned to Mark. “We have to find him — tonight.”


    “OK.” Mark sat down and opened his desk drawer. “Let’s see if there’s a number for the campus police.”


    A loud knock earned a collective gasp from all three boys. Tommy retreated from the room. “I’ll get it.” Some small light of hope shone through. Maybe it was Sam. Maybe he decided to come back.”


    Sadly, the door opened to reveal Dom, bundled to the nose in a thick jacket and scarf. “Hey, have any of you guys seen Terry?”


    “No, not for a while. Why?” Tommy shivered at the thought of the storm claiming two lives, with only more to come.


    “He’s gone missing. Went to visit him at his dorm. Wanted to surprise him, but his roommate said he hadn’t been back in a while.” Dom peeked inside. “I was searching around campus and saw you, so I thought maybe you’d run into him. What were you doing out there, anyway?”


    “I-”


    Mark interrupted Tommy’s answer. “Can’t find the phone directory. Guess we’ll have to call 911 and chance it.”


    Dom pushed past the fox. “What’s going on, dude?”


    Mark met the fox’s eyes. With a nod of approval from Tommy, he told the tiger everything. “We have to find him. Who knows where he could’ve gone?”


    “I’ll help. Hopefully, we’ll find both Sam and Terry along the way.” Dom lowered his scarf. “Don’t get the police involved just yet. They may be a bit too much.”


    Tommy glanced at Mark again. “Much?”


    “I’ll explain later.” Dom put his gloves back on and stepped into the hallway. “Come on, hurry. Get dressed. We’ll need to move fast.”


    Tommy ran back to his room and squeezed into an extra sweatshirt. Then, he zipped on his jacket, grabbed his phone and joined the others in the hallway. “Where do we start?”


    Arden scratched his chin in thought. “Hmm... He’d need to cook the heroin first. So let’s start with Durey. I don’t think Sam knows any other dealers.” Immediately, he set off down the stairs. “I just hope we’re not too late.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Three


    Sam


    Happy to finally be warm, Sam stood and basked in front of a nearby heat vent. The voice jostled him out of his daze. “Well, well. You’re the last guy I’d expect to see here, bud. You don’t look like you’re snooping. So what the fuck do you want?”


    Sam stared at the speaker. “You? What are you-”


    “Doing here? I work here now. You like this place? Warm, cozy. Money’s good. Now, I’m gonna go ahead and ask you the same question.” His guide pointed a Desert Eagle at the otter and cocked it. “You mentioned something about heroin. Didn’t peg you as the sort, gotta say. And in any case, I’m not gonna waste you on dope. No, you’re strong, healthy; and your friends are gonna think you OD’d in an alleyway somewhere and died. You’re gonna make a fantastic test subject. Walk.”


    Shock had consumed the otter, and fear clawed its way in next. Sam walked several feet in front of his captor, his fur a stark brown in the light of the fluorescent lamps. Others passed him on the way, and the otter saw many more familiar faces — other biochem majors, mostly. These kids had excelled in class, and whoever ran this place was all too quick to recruit that talent. They looked at the otter with cautious curiosity as they went about their business.


    Sam’s guide stopped by a reinforced metal door and unlocked it. “In here.” He moved aside to let another worker and his charge exit.


    Sam recognized them immediately. “Eric? Lex?”


    The coyote and bobcat refused to look him in the eyes. They turned and headed off down the corridor without a word.


    The guide chuckled. “Got my cousin a job. He seems to be enjoying it alright. And that other fella’s one of your fellow test subjects. If you really were gonna get doped up, you’ll love what I’m gonna offer you. Stronger, better rush. I can see you’re trying to run from something, and this’ll definitely help.” He led the otter into what looked like a doctor’s office, but with considerably more straps and restraints. On a nearby service table, needles and probes glistened in the light of a halogen lamp.


    “What’s the catch?” Sam eyed the chair cautiously.


    “It’s still being tested.” The Guide flipped open the restraints and wiped down the seat. “The desired effect is a drug with all the benefits of heroin but none of the addiction.”


    Sam lingered at the threshold, his body frozen with fear. “What’s the point? Don’t you want addiction?”


    The Guide cackled dryly. “Depends. For the poor junkies, who have to rob old ladies to get by, yes. But this one’s tailor-made for college students and other contributing members of society. They stay stable, keep working, not a sign of addiction. But the rush is so good that they’ll seek it out anyway. It’s like sex. No, better – a sea of carefree rest. Everyone needs that escape once in a while. And so, these clients of ours keep working, keep making money and keep buying our product – the only one of its kind. No addiction necessary. We call it Kiss. Now, go on. Take your shirt off and settle in. This is called The Devil’s Chair, but don’t be too scared. Now, sit.” He lowered the gun and shoved it unceremoniously into its holster.. “Because, trust me, after everything, putting a nice bullet in your head was, at first, incredibly tempting. But we might as well turn a new leaf. You help me, I help you. We’ll be friends!”


    Slowly, Sam padded into the room. The promise of relief outweighed his lingering distrust. “Has this thing ever been tested on anyone else?”


    “The older version, we did. On quite a few people, in fact. Have you noticed how some of your most tightly-wound classmates mellowed out as the year went on? This is why. They volunteered. Not important. We’re making something totally fresh here. New batch, modified. You’re our first! Imagine that. Sit.”


    Sam removed his jacket, sweater and shirt. He flung them on a nearby bench. “Will it hurt?”


    “Maybe.” His Guide walked across the room and opened a large refrigerator. He produced a filled syringe and slipped the protective sleeve off the needle. “Have you ever actually dosed?”


    “No.” Sam cringed again. The shock and fear that kept him level had passed. The voices returned. “But I need this.”


    “Yes, you do. Oh, this is a beautiful moment, especially after my last failure.”


    Sam held his arms steady as they were bound. He closed his eyes.


    One prick of the needle, and a numbness spread up and down his body. Sam tried to open his eyes, but they stayed shut and disobedient. His entire body sat limp in the chair, no longer his to command. But the voices, they were gone. In their place, a rush of electricity ran up the otter’s spine. It singed and licked lovingly at his nerves, spreading the euphoria up and into the limbs. An orgasm would’ve stopped there, but Kiss went on. The sensation drained only to come back stronger, washing over the otter’s tired body with wave after wave of bliss. Everything ceased to matter. Not Danny, not Arden, not anyone else. Every time Sam tried to think of anything at all, the waves smashed against his brain and washed the thoughts clean.


    Liberated from his body, the otter drifted and floated in this ocean of relief, free from life and its many consequences. The voices were gone, at last. Warmth surrounded him. It enveloped Sam, swirling gently around the otter’s prostrate form. Sam had frequently wanted to stop moments in time and relive them forever. He had finally succeeded. The rush, the warmth — they were there to stay. And even alone, the otter was more than content to remain there for just a little while longer. Or maybe forever. Time wasn’t going anywhere.


    But then he saw them. Arden, Mark and Tommy. They waited for him somewhere far across the field of blue mist. They cared about him. They loved him. And he abandoned them. He spat on their love because he’d been too busy crying over someone who had spat on his. “Wait!”


    Sam forced his legs to move, but they had no intention of obeying. “Wait! Tommy, don’t go!”


    The fox shook his head as he drifted further away, his form obscured. “I loved you, Sam. I was willing to give you everything. But I was just a checkmark to you. A boyfriend because you needed one. Because Arden had one.”


    “No, you-” But Tommy was right. The constant comparisons to Arden’s love for Mark were a painful reminder. “Just wait for me, please!”


    The ghosts receded, and the mist grew dense. Sam inhaled, but the air had grown viscous like jelly. His lungs filled with the thick slime. Crawling. Sam opened his muzzle to cry out, but no noise came.


    His limbs grew heavy. He fell into the darkness...


    That darkness receded, finally, when the otter pushed open the door and stepped outside, into the harsh sunlight. “Danny!”


    The cheetah didn’t respond. He ran as quickly as his feet would carry him down the street.


    Sam gave chase. This was his second chance, he knew. He could save Danny. The cheetah could be happy. No matter what it meant for their friendship, Danny would live. His paws tread across the broken glass and barbs scattered across the road, blood spilling freely.


    Summers Hall was in sight. It stood out stark against the backdrop of darkness, like a lonely beacon. But Sam knew death lived there, and the old high school would soon have a new ghost.


    He flew inside and up the crumbling steps, but that all-too-familiar locked door stood silent sentry to the cheetah’s private demise. Sam smashed bodily against it, his shoulder hitting the door each time with a muted thud. “Let me in, Danny. Please!” Once, twice, thrice he rammed his body against the aged wood, but it refused to give. “I’m not strong enough, Danny. Please open this door.”


    Danny’s voice, piercing and ethereal, responded. “Do you think strength would have helped? Don’t lie to yourself.”


    “I know I can do this!” Sam burst through the theatre building doors and shot after Danny.


    The cheetah’s bedroom door slammed shut in front of his nose, but Sam knew he was strong enough this time. Once, twice, thrice- the door gave with an ear-splitting crunch, and the otter stumbled in.


    The beds were neatly made, the floor had been swept with Danny’s usual care, and Danny himself hung from a rope in the rafters. He swayed to and fro, like a strange decoration. So lifelike. The eyes sprang open. “You’re too late, Sam. You ran as fast as you could, but I’m always gonna be faster.”


    Sam backed away, shaking his head in disbelief. “No. No, if only I could run faster. I can save you!”


    Danny was a much faster runner than he was...


    But Sam caught up. He knew he could. Being faster, that had been the key all along. He pinned Danny down against the pavement and turned him over. “Please stop running. I can help you!” He cradled the limp form in his arms, waiting for a reply, but none came. “Danny?” And then, he saw it. A carefully-tied length of rope trailed off from a loop around the cheetah’s neck and down his emaciated body. “I’m too late. I’m too late.” This time, the cheetah did not respond.


    He just stared at Sam with his blank, accusing eyes.


    “I couldn’t save you.” Sam gazed deep into that void. Darkness fell.


    “Get him out of the chair and into a cell. Go on!”


    Sam was yanked firmly to his feet. The world swam in dizzy currents around him, and the otter’s feet refused to hold. He leaned upon Lex and allowed the coyote to walk him out.


    Once the door had shut with a strange reverberating clang, Lex sped up his walk. “Sam, what the hell are you doing here? They’ll kill you. They’ll just keep running their tests. You’re only alive until something fails. You can’t stay here, and this is my only chance to get you out.”


    “But I just wanna sleep. Please.” The words came out badly slurred despite the otter’s best efforts. A string of drool seeped out of his muzzle. “Sleep.”


    “Sleep? Oh my fucking God.” Lex propped the otter up against the wall and drew the bolts on a heavy, steel door. He flung it open, letting in the night’s cruel wind. “Go. Get to your feet and leave. Get as far as you can. Find a house, shelter, anything.”


    “What about you?” Sam flexed the muscles in his arms and pushed off the wall, testing his fleeting sense of equilibrium.


    “It’s too late for me.” Lex drew a knife from a scabbard he wore in an almost ceremonial manner. “You regained consciousness quicker than we expected. Then, you stabbed me and ran. That’s my story. Not sure if he will believe it, but it’s way too short notice to cook up anything else. I don’t know why the hell I’m helping you. Guess I still feel guilty for Mark.”


    “What do I do?” Sam waddled towards the door, doing his best to stay on course as the room spun and swayed.


    “Do-” Lex sighed. “Oh jeez, you’re still high out of your damn mind. Just walk. Walk and keep walking until you run into someone. Go!” He gave Sam a heaving push outside and shut the door.


    With the wind and snow raging mercilessly all around him, Sam stumbled off into the darkness.


    He waded through the feet of snow, his head still spinning. In the dark, the endless world of fog might as well have never receded. Around him, the night went on forever. Sam fought his dwindling sense of equilibrium until it finally won out. He fell muzzle-first into the snow. The sensation of falling grew stronger, and the night turned cold. Sam rubbed his shoulders tenderly, realizing only then that he was shirtless and rapidly going numb again. He pushed himself to stand. “Just keep walking. Just-” His stomach tightened, and the otter bent double, vomiting red all over the fresh snow. “Gotta keep moving.” Step by painful step, he walked.


    Without the benefit of numbness, the otter felt every vicious gust of wind slice through his fur and chill him to the bone. “Keep walking.” Another shower of blood gushed from his muzzle. Sam winced at the lancing pain in his stomach. Only his head remained cloudy.


    But still, he walked. His legs grew weaker. Every step hurt. Sam prayed for the first time in years for someone, anyone, to find him. Maybe a passing car or snowmobile. No one came.


    As the spins began again, Sam reached out to steady himself, his paw landing on a cast-iron railing. “The Lily Bridge.” Clutching the banister, he shuffled forward, even as his legs threatened with every step to give out beneath him. They finally did, and the otter landed with his stomach against the bannister. “Come on. Just come on.” He pushed off and focused on keeping balance, concentrating on the sound of the rushing water beneath him. “Gotta keep moving.”


    His frozen fingers hardly felt the metal anymore. The numbness had spread out and up his arms. Sam hardly noticed when the railing finally ended. The spins began again, and all the otter wanted was to rest. Anywhere. He padded down the abandoned Main Street, its traffic lights blinking in perfect unison. “Just gotta keep walking.” At least the numbness had returned. He no longer felt the cold. He just wanted to sleep.


    The campus was far, and Sam’s last hope of seeing a friendly pair of headlights wore ever thinner. But maybe after a nap... Maybe after a nap, things would make more sense. “Yeah.”


    The otter headed to the nearest wall and lowered himself down into the snow. He dug himself in deep, only his shoulders and head still exposed. “I’ll figure this out tomorrow.”
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    Chapter Thirty-Four


    Tommy


    They left campus in a hurry and trekked through the darkness to Durey’s house. Tommy led the way, heedless of the stinging snowflakes whipped back and forth by gusts of wind. “Just ahead!” He sped up and crossed the deepening snow towards the house.


    Several knocks later, Durey finally came to the door. “What the fuck are you guys doing out? Not even junkies go out in weather like this. Get the fuck back to your dorm and batten down the hatches!”


    Tommy threw his arm in front of the closing door. “Wait. Please. Sam’s gone. Said he wanted to use. We need to find him! I just thought he might have come to you for equipment.”


    “Nope, not here. Bye.” Durey pulled at the door again.


    But Dom came to the rescue. “Hang on just two seconds.” With his immense strength, the tiger threw open the door, pulling the startled Durey outside. “Talk. What do you know?”


    “Wh- what do you want to know?” Tong shivered, his eyes fixed on the massive tiger.


    Dom’s grip around the fox’s shirt tightened. “If Sam isn’t here, where could he have gone? Who else has equipment?”


    Tong pointed to a house across the street, its windows dark. “Two more guys live there, and then a few more three blocks down. But they don’t open their doors like I do. Not even in nice weather. Paranoid bastards.”


    Dom lifted the fox off the ground, his muzzle touched Tong’s. “Then where? Where do the junkies go when no one else opens up?”


    Dangling helplessly several feet off the ground, Durey spoke through frightened sobs. “The thread mills! They take in junkies to test new shit on. They’d probably let him in.”


    Dom lowered Durey to the ground. “If we don’t find him, We’ll be back.”


    Tong fixed his collar and stepped into his house. “You probably won’t be back. Do you think those cooks are just gonna let you walk in and look around? You’ll be shot. If you’re lucky. Or they’ll just take you in for testing.”


    Dom reached into his coat pocket. “We’ll see. Come on, let’s hurry.”


    With their new destination mapped, the boys vanished into the night.


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Five


    Sam


    Even in sleep, Sam’s head refused to clear. He ran through the empty haze that had long since begun to feel like home. But running did little. No matter where he went, the darkness around him remained infinite. Sam cupped both paws around his muzzle. “Help! Somebody! Please!”


    He screamed himself hoarse, but no one showed. He was alone.


    Tired and defeated, Sam sat down and closed his eyes.


    “Samuel.” The voice reached him through the depths of sleep and yanked him roughly out. “Samuel!”


    Sam opened his eyes. Snow hung from his eyelashes and covered most of his torso. The night still burned black. The otter looked around, trying to figure out why he had awoken. The voice. It had to be some remnant of a dream. The street was empty.


    The dizziness and weariness set in, and the otter drifted off again. Even with his eyes shut, the world swayed with uncertainty.


    “Samuel! Wake up!”


    Sam’s eyes snapped open against a fresh gust of wind. He recoiled.


    Standing in front of him was a lion. He wore a heavy coat and his face was obscured by a blue scarf. “Get up. You can’t stay here. If the cold does not take you, your enemies will.”


    “Who are you?” Sam craned his neck to see the lion’s face, but all he could make out were the fierce golden eyes.


    “A friend.” The lion extended his paw. “And speaking of friends, up on your feet. There is no way your friends will find you here.” He grasped Sam’s paw firmly and pulled the otter out of the snow, as if he weighed nothing at all. “Come.”


    Sam obeyed, but his legs would not. “I can’t.” He teetered and collapsed in the deep snow.


    “You can. The drugs will wear off soon.” The lion pulled Sam up again, this time steadying the otter and helping him stand. “Walk slowly, if you must, just walk.”


    Sam leaned upon the lion’s hefty frame, as the two waded through the snow together. “How do you know where my friends are?” The world had finally stopped spinning, but the going did not get any easier.


    “Call it a very good hunch.” The lion plodded on, staring straight ahead. “You’ve treated them rather poorly, you know.”


    “I know.” The memory of Tommy in the snow resurfaced. “I just- the voices, the constant feeling of guilt. I had to make them go away.”


    “But you had to hurt your friends to make it happen.” The lion finally looked over. “There were other ways. And Danny did not want you to feel guilty. He was confused, but he did not die because of you. If you hadn’t been there, he would’ve overdosed. If you restrained him, he would have grown frustrated and taken his life, still.”


    “How do you know this?” How did the lion know anything?


    “Because you know it as well.” The lion stopped, harsh snow blowing all around them. “Danny was struggling against something he could never change. How else could this have ended?”


    “He could’ve grown to accept his sexuality.” The cheetah had tried to bury it, but once it had emerged again, maybe-


    “No.” The lion sighed heavily. “Do you remember those voices you kept trying to shut out? Danny was dealing with them too. The only people there for him were the very source of his pain. With no one else there, he would have kept turning to heroin until the very end. And you were there for Danny when no one else was. You gave him your friendship. But if you throw a rope to a drowner, he must grasp it before he can be saved. Danny did not. Mourn his death but don’t you dare feel responsible.”


    The emotional numbness melted, and the tears came. “But I was selfish. When we were there together, I wanted him.”


    “And he wanted you.” The lion shook his head. “Mortals make mistakes. But do you remember why you went in the first place?”


    “I- I wanted to help.” The lust had been brief. In the end, he just wanted to see the cheetah happy.


    “And you did all you could. But he left us, and now, you must live for those friends you still have. They love you just like you loved Danny. If you die, they will feel just like you did. Be worthy of their friendship, Sam. Do what you so desperately wish Danny had done, and don’t give up.”


    He truly was where Danny had been only weeks ago. He’d begged the cheetah to listen. “I won’t give up. I promise.” Sam sighed. “If Tommy even wants me back after this. I cheated on him.”


    “He will.” The lion resumed their trek through the snow. “He loves you. And loving someone means doing everything in your power to remain together. You know as well as I the difference between cheating maliciously and what you have done with Danny. You did what you did out of confusion, more than anything. That cheetah cut you off with no warning, came back into your life a different person and then revealed that he’d never changed.”


    “Is he happy now?” The question only rang strange after Sam had spoken it. Who knew?


    “He left a lot of people very broken.” The lion stopped again. “I don’t think he can be truly happy until those people heal. And speaking of, I believe you can stand by yourself now.” He let Sam go, carefully steadying the otter until Sam’s equilibrium returned. “There. Call out to him. Go on.”


    Sam nodded. “Thanks for talking to me. I- I needed that.” He cupped both paws around his muzzle, praying the fox would hear him. “Tommy!”


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Six


    Tommy


    Winter had never bugged Tommy much until that day. It was just snow. At the very worst, it meant some hefty shoveling, come morning.


    But as the fox pushed through what would soon become knee-deep drifts, fighting to stay upright against the wicked breeze, he changed his mind. Bad as it was, turning around had never even occurred to the fox. Sam was out there, somewhere – alone.


    Frostbite was entirely worth seeing that otter alive. Anything was.


    Sam had expected him to be mad, he had expected the fox to leave him, but much like coming home without the otter, Tommy had never even contemplated it. Scarf drawn tightly around his muzzle, the fox followed gamely in Dom’s footsteps. “What’s the quickest way to the bridge?”


    Dom turned, his voice muffled by a thick scarf. “Down Main Street. I just hope Sam really is there.”


    “Me too.” Tommy let thoughts of failure drift off. Clinging to them wouldn’t have done a thing. “I-” His foot sank too deep, and the fox tumbled forward into the snow. Memories of Sam came back. The dark moment when the full extent of the otter’s crippling guilt made itself known. But they would get through somehow. Tommy wasn’t sure how, but he knew they would.


    They turned onto Main Street, and Dom paused the group with a wave of his paw. “I hear someone. Hide in that alley. Quick!” He led his friends into the dark alleyway, nestled between two decrepit pubs. “Stay quiet. I’ve got a very bad feeling about this.”


    They watched as a group of masked canids padded into view. All three had pistols drawn, marching in a triangle across the white expanse.


    Dom reached into his coat pocket again. This time, his paw did not come out empty.


    Tommy stared. “Where-”


    “Shh!” The tiger checked the clip on his Beretta and switched off the safety. He leaned against the wall and watched the search party navigate the snow. “That’s definitely not Sam. If they spot us, we’ll be outgunned.”


    The party leader raised a paw. “Hang on. We’re never gonna find him like this. His tracks ended back there, somewhere. Gonna have to split up. I’m not coming back with empty paws. If that otter rats out what’s going on in there, we are fucked. Boss-lady will have my fuckin’ head. Fuck it. Let’s finish Main and go back.”


    They pressed on, just a few paces from the alleyway. Dom clutched his gun tighter, his eyes never leaving the leader.


    “Tommy!”


    The canids turned, their leader allowing himself a laugh. “Bingo! Let’s go pick him up. Alive, if you can. Otherwise, shoot his ass, and we’ll dump him in the river. Plenty of other willing subjects for our purposes. I only enjoyed seeing him writhe for personal reasons.” They padded off into the darkness.


    “Stay here.” Dom followed, treading lightly, careful not to make the slightest noise. He caught up with the party leader, who’d fallen back like a true coward. With a quick lunge, Dom grabbed the canid by his jacket collar and pulled him into a headlock. “Paws where I can see them.” He dug the pistol’s muzzle into the unfortunate’s temple. “Now.”


    The pair didn’t move.


    “Do what he says, ya pricks!” The party leader tossed his Desert Eagle into the snow, his voice harried and cracking with fear. “D’ya want him to shoot me?”


    The others also did as bidden.


    Still keeping his eyes on the hostiles, Dom yelled to the others. “Go get Sam. I got these guys. Hurry up! Then, call the cops!”


    Tommy ran the moment he heard the word. “Sam! I’m coming!” In his haste, the fox outpaced even Mark. He ran heedless into the growing night until he finally sighted the otter. “Sam!”


    Sam stood alone in the center of the street, shirtless and shivering.


    Tommy slipped out of his jacket and helped the otter put it on. “You’ll be alright. You’re safe now.”


    Sam dug his head into the fox’s chest and sighed. “Thank you.” He walked with a great deal of Tommy’s help back to the others.


    Dom had hardly moved, holding the three prisoners at gunpoint. “Alright, boys. Unmask.”


    The leader let out a pitiful wine. “But it’s cold. Can’t we wait?”


    “I don’t think so. And we’ll photograph you, too. Right here. Gotta have positive IDs, in case you run off.” The tiger smirked. “Nice try, though.”


    One by one, the trio removed their masks.


    Arden and Mark’s collective gasp earned them a raised eyebrow from the tiger. “Know him?”


    Mark nodded. “Yeah. Went to high school with him. What the fuck, Chris?”


    The coyote chuckled dryly. “Hey Marky-Mark. To answer your question, this is my new career. The only career I could get after society and then my father disowned me. Made some new friends in the joint.”


    Dom shrugged. “You’re gonna make a bunch more, because guess where you’re headed. But before that, you’re gonna talk. A fox went missing a few days ago. Student up at Lakeforest. Do you know anything about it?” When Chris greeted him with silence, the tiger lunged and pulled the coyote up by the collar of his jacket. “Talk!”


    “Yes!” With the gun digging into his throat, Chris’s charisma disappeared immediately. “But he came to us! Said he wanted a reprieve, and we obliged. That’s how most of our test subjects come to us. Burnt out college kids who wanna relax. We give them the means, and they do our testing. The only ones we hold against their will are ones who break our contract and threaten to snitch. He’s over at the mill now.”


    “We’ll find him, then.” Dom tossed the coyote back into the snow.


    At his request, Mark snapped several pictures of the hostages. “I’ll email these to you, Dom. Ca-”


    Sam’s legs gave out, and Tommy was forced to hold the otter up with what strength he had left. “Guys, we need to get him to a hospital. Now!”


    Dom covered his muzzle back up with a scarf. “Right. Did anyone call the cops?”


    “Shit!” Mark grabbed his cell phone and dialed. “Hello? Yes, we-”


    Dom extended his paw, the other still clutching the gun. “Just give me the phone. Hello? This is Special Agent DiMaggio, DEA. We need an evac at Trinity and Main. I have three suspects in custody and one civilian victim. I have a handle on the situation, yes. But hurry.” He hung up. “Keep them in your sights and don’t move. Help is on the way.”


    Sam struggled to stand, his muzzle close to Tommy’s ear. “I’m so sorry. For everything. But I don’t wanna run anymore. If you can forgive me, I just want to spend the rest of my life with you.”


    “Of course I forgive you!” Tommy clutched the otter to his chest, and all the wind and snow ceased to matter. “I love you.”


    “I love you too. And tell that lion I said thanks.” Sam gave a final smile and his body went limp.


    Tommy gasped. “Lion?” He looked back towards where he’d found Sam. The otter’s tracks trailed off into the darkness, alone. “What lion?”


    Mark and Arden waded over to help the fox hold Sam, as they waited for help to arrive.


    Some twenty minutes later, the wind’s howl was punctuated by the choral roar of several engines. Headlights pierced the darkness, and a squad of snowmobiles rode into view. They came to a halt in front of the boys, and the wolf at the head of the party dismounted. “Boy, you guys picked a night to be out.” At his signal, three more officers hopped off their snowmobiles and cuffed the prisoners.


    Finally relieved, Dom holstered his gun. “Sorry about that, Sergeant. Our friend had some trouble and ran off. Looks like he stumbled right into that hideout.”


    “What, the thread-mill?” The sergeant stared at Sam in amazement. “Jesus Christ, no one’s ever made it out alive.”


    “Yeah, and let’s hope he lives long past just making it out of there. They must’ve dosed him with something.” Dom turned to Tommy. “Go with the others and get Sam to the hospital.”


    “OK.” With the help of his friends, the fox got Sam into a toboggan attached to one of the snowmobiles. They covered the otter with a thick blanket and fastened three straps across his prone form. “What about you?”


    “I’ve been working this case for two years now.” Dom produced his own cellphone and dialed. “This is our chance to raid the place and get it shut down.”


    The sergeant nodded. “Makes sense. These three won’t be missed for another hour or so. We can interrogate them, and use the intel to flash-raid the place. With a snowstorm like this, those bastards aren’t gonna scatter nearly as quickly as they would otherwise. Get the ninjas over here, and let’s get it done!”


    The boys climbed aboard the snowmobiles, all except for Tommy. The fox padded over to Dom and gave him a warm embrace. “Thank you. For everything. If you hadn’t come along when you did, we would’ve been done for.”


    “Don’t mention it. Couldn’t let you guys do this by yourselves.” He led the fox back over to the snowmobiles and seated him. “Now, hurry. Get Sam to the hospital. We can talk more later.”


    They split up there. Dom and five wolves headed to the police station, prisoners in tow, while the other three officers took Arden, Mark, Tommy and Sam to the nearest hospital.


    The fox held on to his driver but turned frequently to check on Sam. The otter’s occasional stirs lightened Tommy’s heart, if only a little. At the very least, Sam was still alive. The otter’s condition seemed to improve and worsen in waves, but each wave’s crest was lower than the last. Time was running short.


    The three snowmobiles sped down the street, cutting through the darkness with their halogen lamps. Up ahead, Denville General loomed high atop a hill.


    Tommy’s driver leaned forward. “Hang on, kid.” He opened the throttle, and the Ski-doo roared up the ice-covered incline.


    Sam’s toboggan bounced on a stray rock, but the harnesses held, and the otter stayed in. His muzzle moved as he murmured something to no one in particular before falling silent again.


    At the hospital entrance, four nurses and a doctor were waiting with a gurney. “Any fractures?”


    Tommy helped undo the straps. “No, I don’t believe so. He’s probably got heavy frostbite, and they injected him with some designer drug.”


    The physician in charge raised a curious eyebrow, his vulpine eyes still studying the patient. “They?”


    Tommy’s driver jerked his thumb back towards the river. “Thread Mills.”


    “Oh Good Lord.” The doctor took hold of the gurney and steered it inside. “I want full toxicology report on him, then. Let’s move it, people.”


    Tommy and the others followed as far as they could before a nurse barred their way. “We’ll do everything we can to save him, boys. Please wait out here. We may need to ask further questions. Doctor Williams will come get you.”


    Helpless, Tommy watched the emergency room doors shut. “You gotta make it, Sam. Please.”


    Arden took the fox’s paw in his. “Come on, let’s sit down. All we can do is wait, now. I know how powerless that makes you feel, but we’ve done everything we could to help him.”


    “I just hope it’s enough.” Tommy slumped into a chair. Sam had done everything he could for Danny, too.


    Mark sat down across from him. “Sam wanted to live. Remember how he called out your name? If he didn’t want to be found, do you really think he would’ve done it?”


    “I guess not.” Tommy let his eyes shift out of focus, looking nowhere in particular. “And he told me he loved me before he lost consciousness.” The mention of a lion remained conveniently left out. It was probably just a hallucination. Probably.


    There was little more conversation to be had. All three boys loved the otter dearly, and all three sat silently, all happiness on hold until Sam returned.


    An hour of nervous silence later, the ER doors swung open, and Dr. Williams emerged, still reading over his clipboard. “We’ve got him stabilized, but the toxicology report could take a while. If we knew what was in that drug, we would have a much better chance of making sure your friend makes it.”


    Immediately, Tommy pulled out his cell. “Hang on.” He dialed Dom. “Oh, please pick up...”


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Seven


    Dom


    With sufficient pressure and threats, Chris and his two friends sang like canaries. They divulged the building plan, the number of guards and the location of the hostages.


    Dom crossed his arms with a satisfied smirk. “Alright, that’s not a bad start, boys. And who runs this moneyshow?”


    For the first time since he cracked, Chris remained silent.


    The tiger drew closer, his fangs bared. “Well? Go on. You were talking so fabulously. Don’t stop now. That get-out-of-jail-free card is reserved for closers. Back out now, and you’re going right into the pen with the friends you just ratted out. I see a shank in your future, my canid friend.”


    Chris recoiled, his pawcuffs scraping the metal table. “I don’t know, man. Seriously. She wears a mask and gloves, keeps her tail hidden and talks with some weird voice modulator!”


    Dom drilled the coyote’s frightened eyes with his own, searching for the slightest hint of untruth. “What about scent?”


    “Sh- she masks it, I swear!” Chris gave the one-way mirror a nervous glance, as if certain his boss was there, watching him. “Whoever she is, she ain’t stupid. Rumor is, the only guy who saw her without a mask got shot in the head. They carted his body out a few weeks ago. It’s probably floatin’ bloated downstream, somewhere.”


    “Alright, prettyboy.” Dom straightened up, satisfied. He stopped the tape recorder. “You’re gonna wait here for us. If there’s anything you haven’t warned us about, I’ll come back here and slam your face into this table personally. Got it? Last chance to give me more info. You’ve already sang way too much. If we drop our protection, you won’t last a day in the pen.”


    “I gave you all I had. Cameras, guards, prisoners. Take the north exit. It’s a tiny door that’s well disguised but also not guarded. Only a pawful of us know about it. That’s the emergency bail-out.”


    “Good boy.” Dom patted the coyote’s shoulder but stopped as another thought struck. “One more question:” He switched on the tape-recorder. “Was it you who orchestrated the sexual assault on Mark Heeley and Terry McGinnis?”


    This time, Chris did not cower. “Yes.” He smiled. “That was my failed attempt at making that wolf’s life just a bit less sun-shiny. I was supposed to have a flawless life. He’s a fag. He doesn’t deserve it. And yet, I ended up in the pen while he ended up happy. But my plan didn’t work as well as I’d hoped. I made the plan with the old Mark in mind — the timid, frightened lamb, who dumped his boyfriend because he didn’t feel worthy. That was the plan again. But Mark has grown up. And then, the rape allegations happened. I thought I’d won, but even that got fucked. I suppose I have my idiot cousin to blame for that one. That little shit just kept fucking up. Let that otter escape, too. Fucker. When my aunt married his dead-beat, piece of shit dad... oh boy. Disowned. Never saw him as a kid at all. All mentions verboten. Thought I’d reach out and rekindle family ties. Big mistake. But fuck it. Too late for regrets.”


    Dom stopped the tape. “There will be regrets, don’t you worry.” He turned to his co-interrogator. “Officer Dale, I think we’ve heard everything. Are the ninjas ready?”


    The fox checked his phone. “Just got a message from the chief. SWAT were flown in a few minutes ago, all outfitted with snow-mobiles.”


    “Good.” Dom opened the interrogation room door. “Keep our friend company. I’m gonna go supervise.”


    He walked down the white-painted hallway, lit by a pair of past-their-prime fluorescent lights, and out into the police station lobby. Some twenty heavily-armed officers stood in formations of five, SWAT stenciled in white across their chests. They saluted the tiger, as he walked in.


    Dom returned the gesture. “Alright, boys and girls. By the book. You’ve been briefed on the operation. Remember: Hostages first, then product, then employees. Whoever’s in charge over there, they’ve managed to keep a tight lid on Kiss for almost an entire year. We need samples of that stuff.” He accepted a flak vest and helmet from one of the ninjas and carefully put them on. “That’s it, then. I won’t tell ya how to do your jobs. Get in there, take minimal casualties. Shoot to neutralize, not to kill. “Let’s go!”


    The team saluted and jogged single-file back into the snowy night.


    Sergeant Briers passed Dom a thick down parka. “This is your big one, huh? Two years of probing, and it’s finally time.”


    “Oh yes.” Dom zipped the parka up to the neck and threw on the hood. “And no offense, Sergeant, but I’m definitely looking forward to finishing this up and getting the hell out. Repeating college isn’t as fun as some might think.”


    The bear shrugged. “Wouldn’t know. Never been to college. Good luck. If you clean up the mills, we’ll all owe ya a debt of gratitude. They’ve been a plague for years, and I just couldn’t risk my boys on it.”


    “Just doing my job.” Dom chuckled. “God, I always wanted to say that.” He slipped the goggles over his eyes and joined his team outside.


    They mounted their snowmobiles and rode in tight formation down Main Street. More snow had swept in, and evidence of the confrontation from less than an hour ago had all but been obliterated. The team rode in practiced unison, keeping perfectly within each other’s tracks to conceal numbers. Dom brought up the back. His role was strictly supervisory.


    At the bridge, the tiger called a halt. The ninjas dismounted, stowed their transport and crossed the bridge on foot, silent to the last.


    The thread mills looked just ahead, dark and waiting for their new guests. Dom approached them without a hint of fear, only the Beretta stirring nervously under his coat. Like a well-oiled machine, the SWAT team circled around the main building’s perimeter. Two stopped at each exit, while the two remaining elements of five headed towards a small door carefully laid over with bricks. Only a thin, dark outline gave it away.


    At the tiger’s command, one of the wolves produced an entrenching tool and dug deftly around the door. Finished, he retreated with a salute. A fox scout relieved him. He slipped a thin pry-bar into the crack between the door and frame. “Ready.”


    The team watched Dom intently.


    With one last nervous breath, the tiger nodded. “Breach it.”


    The fox pushed down on the pry-bar, and the door flew open. He dropped the bar and raised his 12-gauge. “Go, go, go.”


    The four assaulters filed inside, MP5s at the ready.


    Dom accepted a radio from the scout and listened.


    ‘I have visual on four hostiles.’


    “Engage.”


    The dull static of suppression fire filled the airwaves.


    Dom clutched the radio and waited, counting down the seconds.


    ‘Hostiles down. Area clear.’


    “Team Alpha, proceed to the holding area for the hostages. Team Bravo, shut down the labs.”


    ‘Copy.’


    “Support, how are those doors holding?”


    ‘Clear.’


    “Copy.” Dom clipped the radio to his waist and followed the others inside. He entered a small room, dominated by a wooden table and a set of four chairs. A lone lamp hung from the ceiling, its yellow light illuminating a pile of cards and poker chips strewn hastily over the tabletop.


    Two wolves, a rabbit and a fox lay prone and unconscious on the floor nearby, their ankles and wrists bound.


    Dom chuckled. “Boy, those guys work fast.” Still, he drew his roscoe and proceeded down the hall with caution born from years of training. Familiar scents mingled in his nose. Troy, a few of the other missing students... But one stood out even in the immense medley. “Terry!” The tiger followed his nose, stopping carefully to check around corners. Terry’s scent grew stronger. He ran into a rear guard, posted up at one of the doors.


    The cheetah saluted. “The rest are downstairs, in the holding area and labs.”


    Dom gestured up the corridor. “What about that way? What’s there?”


    “Testing rooms.” The cheetah pressed a finger to his earpiece. “Do we have anyone on the testing rooms?”


    ‘Negative.’


    Dom took a few steps forward. Terry’s scent was fresh. “We need to get over there.” He flicked the safety off and raised his gun. “Now. They took someone down there less than ten minutes ago.”


    The cheetah sniffed. “Are you sure it isn’t a pair of hostiles, sir?”


    “Positive.” There was little time to lose. Dom padded cautiously onward. “I’m coming, Terry.” As he walked, the tiger did his best to keep cool. Worry had no place during a raid. But that fox... How little of each other they truly knew. Dom had seen Terry as a slut, and Terry saw Dom as a straight poli-sci major with a superiority complex. Both were wrong on all counts. His gun sitting ready in his paws, the tiger swore he’d tell Terry everything. There was no longer any need for a cover, and the prospect of honesty felt incredible.


    Dom stopped by the first door and sniffed. He met the cheetah’s ayes and shook his head. The next door proved much more promising. The sent was fresh. Dom held up a closed fist. He canted his ears towards the door and listened.


    “Just let me go, please!” Terry’s tearful pleading echoed through the cold metal.


    “Shut the fuck up. I dunno what’s going on here, but you’re my ticket out.” The voice set Dom on the move.


    Beretta clasped nervously in one paw, the tiger tapped his shoulder. One hostile. He turned and gave the cheetah a nod.


    The ninja readied his shotgun with a quick nod back.


    Dom balanced carefully on one leg and kicked the door in with a crunch. “DEA, freeze!”


    The command went unheeded, just like it usually did. The lynx had his hostage in a headlock, a glock held menacingly to the fox’s head. “I don’t think so, pal. I’m gettin’ outta here alive, and if you value this bitch here, you’re gonna personally make sure of that for me, Kay? Now, why don’t you put your gun down, instead?”


    Dom held his target. “It’s over. We have the place surrounded, we just secured the downstairs. You’re the last one standing.” The lie was only momentary. Dom’s radio crackled with the Alpha-team leader’s voice. ‘Hostages secure.’


    The lynx shook his head. “Fuck no. You’re gonna get me outta here. Do it!”


    “How?” Dom couldn’t help a smirk. “The building is surrounded, your buddies are zip-tied like fuckin’ action figures, and there’s a snow storm outside. You’re not going anywhere.” He met Terry’s gorgeous eyes. “It’ll be OK.” More acknowledgment than that, he could not afford. The perp could never be led to know the hostage was personal.


    Terry stood frozen. His gaze never leaving the tiger.


    The urge to run up and embrace him grew strong, but stoic professionalism intervened. “Put the gun down and come with me.”


    “No!” A maddened fire flashed up in the lynx’s amber eyes. He cracked. “I’m not goin’ back to jail, ya hear me? They use me in there. Not again. Never again. If I have to kill this fox and then myself, fine. I don’t give a fuck anymore!” He cocked his gun. “You’ll have two bodies on your paws, then. Congrats.”


    “No, just one.” Dom had the shot, and he took it.


    The bullet casing fell and bounced across the tile floor, and the lynx fell soon after, his muzzle agape in one last gesture of amazement.


    Terry stood unmoving until his brain finally processed what had happened. Tearful and shaking, he ran for Dom. “Oh, thank you!”


    Finally, the tiger gave into his urge and embraced the fox. “I’m so glad you’re OK.” Relief and passion overwhelmed, and the two shared a longing kiss. After two years of waiting, Dom finally had his wish.


    Terry parted with a smile. “I thought you were straight.”


    “You also didn’t think I was a cop.” Dom tweaked the fox’s nose. “And since I thought you were a slut, coming out would’ve made temptation way too great and risked blowing my cover.” His phone rang. “Hello?”


    Tommy’s voice, stressed and shaky replied. “Hey. I’m so sorry to bug you, but have you found any sort of recipe for Kiss? The docs need to know what’s in it, so they can figure out how to treat Sam.”


    “I’ll check. Gonna call you back.” Dom left Terry with the ninja and headed downstairs.


    The prisoners had been disarmed and assembled in a line. Lex stood among them, his waist bound with bloodied bandages.


    Dom gave the coyote a cursory glance and holstered his weapon. “Alright, who wants to earn some brownie points? I need to know what’s in your new product. Kiss? Anybody? Don’t act like you never heard of it.”


    No one answered.


    Cowards worked in mysterious ways. They all held on to a certain point before breaking. “One of the boys you dosed has gone under.” Dom met Lex’s eyes for longer this time. There was some good left in that coyote, he knew. “The doctors need to know how to treat him.”


    Finally, after empty seconds passed, Lex nodded demurely.


    “Nobody?” Dom gave him a nod in return. “Fine. You’ll crack in the interrogation room. Take ‘em away!”


    As the prisoners were marched out, Dom lay a paw on Lex’s shoulder and held him back. He shut the door. “Alright, what do you know?”


    “Chris kept a copy of the synthetic scheme in his locker.” Lex held up his bound paws. “Cut these, and I’ll show you.”


    Dom produced a short knife from his pocket and obliged. “You’re not very good at bartering, dude. Should’ve asked for less jail time or somethin’.”


    “I don’t care what happens to me.” Lex let out a tired sigh. “I’ve done some vile shit. I deserve everything fate has in store for me.” Head hung low, he walked the tiger into an adjacent room and over to a row of lockers. “That’s the one. B5.”


    Dom shot out the lock and threw open the door. Among the coyote’s belongings, he found a neatly-folded piece of stationery. It bore a printed set of instructions. The only thing out of place in the neatness was an ingredient hastily crossed out. Next to it, in curvy letters, someone had written, ‘Omit. 5ml of prev. is sufficient.’


    Dom snapped a picture. He attached it to a quick text and sent it to Tommy. “This is against security protocol, but fuck it. If Sam lives, it’s worth breaking a few rules.” He turned to the coyote. “If you had a chance to run, would you?” The mission had been a success. One failure wouldn’t matter. Lex deserved better.


    “No.” Lex shrugged. “I have no one, Dom. No family, no friends. I’m going to jail, and that’s that.”


    “Not if you keep talking.” Dom put a finger underneath the coyote’s muzzle and lifted it. “You’re a good guy. We’ll get you out somehow.”


    “Thanks. I’ll do what I can to help.” Lex filed in front of the tiger. “Move out?”


    “Yeah.” Dom put a paw on his friend’s shoulder and led him outside.


    At the door, a ninja bound Lex’s paws and put him into rank with the other prisoners.


    Dom looked over the catch. “Is that it?”


    The leader of Element Alpha nodded, removing his helmet with a tired sigh. “Yes, sir. We did a sweep of the entire building. No one else was found.”


    One by one, the tiger inspected the detainees. “They’re all male.” Vividly, he recalled Chris’s exclamation. “Boss-lady. No, no. One of them should have been a female.”


    He turned back to the wolf. “Grab your guys and do another sweep. The coyote we captured earlier confirmed that a female was in charge. About six feet in height, stalky build.”


    The wolf saluted. “Yes, sir. Alpha, move out.” His squad followed on command, and they vanished again within the mill.


    Dom watched them go, some faraway voice telling him that he’d sent the squad in in vain. Whoever this mysterious leader was, she’d gotten away scot-free without even a scent marker to identify her. Still, the chief would insist on a team of scent specialists. They’d sweep the building and track each occupant down by scent, but none would match. “Alright, guys. Book ‘em, and let’s go home.”


    He found Terry standing by with the other freed hostages. “Care for a ride home, sir?”


    The fox smiled. “Very kind of you.”


    Dom unzipped his parka and offered it up. “You’re way colder than I am.” He draped it over the fox’s shivering shoulders. “Come on.”


    They crossed the river and found Dom’s Ski-doo, half-buried in the snow. The tiger brushed off the seat and gave Bravo’s squad leader a final set of instructions. “Secure the prisoners. I’ll be by tomorrow to deal with paperwork hell.”


    “Yes, sir.” The cheetah gave his temporary leader one final salute. “Pleasure working with you.”


    “Likewise. You guys are one hell of a team.” Dom straddled the snowmobile and fired up the engine. “Let’s go home.” He held Terry around the waist with one arm and steered carefully with the other. “Mind if we stop by my place? I really have to drop my sidearm.”


    “Of course.” The fox leaned against Dom’s strong frame and sighed. “I don’t think I can ever thank you enough for what you did.”


    “Just my job.” Dom shivered reflexively, only before realizing the wind had stopped. “Wow, guess the storm’s finally over.”


    “Yeah, that was a long one.” Terry fell silent, watching the clouds part to reveal a brilliantly starry sky.


    Dom parked the Ski-doo in an empty handicapped space by the door of Tilly hall. “You better come inside with me. Don’t wanna freeze out here.” He helped the fox dismount and led him upstairs. His bedroom door had barely shut before passion took over.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Eight


    Tommy


    A long night of waiting had passed since Tommy had first received Dom’s text. Immediately, the synthetic scheme was printed, and the doctors went to work.


    And again, the fox was left standing helplessly outside the ER with little else to do but wait. The hours crawled by, taking their sweet time. Tommy switched from chair to chair to pacing. No news came.


    Sunday passed in much the same way. Towards the end of the day, Doctor Williams came out to tell them Sam’s condition was stable. “We are doing dialysis to filter the toxin from his body. He has not awoken yet. I really do urge you boys to go home... As much as I realize that you will do no such thing.” He smiled. “That otter is very lucky to have friends like you.” He stood in the growing awkwardness, cleared his throat and returned to work.


    Mark rose from his seat. “Alright, I vote we take turns sleeping. I’ll wait here. You and Tommy go first. If anything happens, I’ll call you.”


    Tommy made to argue, but the wolf was right. A long yawn escaped the fox’s muzzle. “OK. Just please call us if Sam improves.”


    “Of course.” Mark pulled out his phone and checked the battery. “Forty percent. Guess I’ll have to keep it switched off ‘til then.” He sat back down to wait, while Tommy and Arden headed outside.


    Less than two days had passed since the big storm, and already, Denville was working hard to dig itself out and resume life. Snowplows zipped to and fro, their shovels lowered. Lakeforest was even more impressive. By the time Arden and Tommy arrived, the paths and roads were already swept clean. The excess snow lay neatly off to the side, and university life hummed at its usual pace.


    The boys returned to their dorm for the first time in days and showered. Twice, Tommy caught himself nodding off with the warm water running through his fur. Passing out in the shower was by no means an attractive idea. So, the fox quickly finished shampooing his fur and headed for bed.


    Even after excessive toweling, his fur was still moist. But sleep was far too close. Tommy slipped on a pair of briefs and had only enough time to climb beneath the blankets before the thirty-odd hours of wakefulness took their toll.


    He awoke from a dreamless sleep to see the afternoon sun shining through his window. “Hm, couldn’t have only slept for a few hours...” Tommy reached for his phone, which someone had kindly plugged in. The date flashed up and sent the fox immediately on the move. “Oh my goodness, how did I sleep all day?” He fished a fresh pair of pants and shirt out of his dresser and hurried to put them on.


    Mark greeted him in the common room. “How’d you sleep?”


    “Too long!” Tommy struggled into a sweatshirt. “How’s Sam?”


    “Sleeping.” Mark opened his Macro book and laid it on the coffee table, next to his notes. “He should wake up soon. The doctor said sometime tomorrow.” He looked up at the fox with a knowing smile. “Don’t go back there yet. You’re just gonna spend the time sitting around and thinking too much.


    “OK.” Tommy sat next to the wolf. Then, he stood. “I have got to get busy with something.”


    “Homework?” Mark nodded towards his book. “We have a test on Friday.”


    Tommy imagined sitting still and trying to concentrate on econ. Even that made him restless. “No. I need to move. Take a walk, maybe. Maybe go for a run. Something.”


    Mark shrugged. “Well, why not go pick up Sam’s homework? He’ll be in the hospital for a few days, still. I’m sure he’ll be happy to see some work!”


    “Yeah, good idea!” A nice walk, something to do – that always made time pass a bit faster. It still wouldn’t go by quickly enough, but that was a start. Tommy found his jacket and zipped it on. “I’ll be back whenever, I guess. Text me if anything comes up.”


    “You bet!” Mark waved his phone demonstratively and went back to his reading.


    There was little else left to say. Tommy grabbed his keys and headed outside. He walked down the freshly-swept paths, feeling strangely at home in a place he never expected to get to know. Familiar faces greeted him — Troy, Jessica, Eric. Tommy returned the greetings cheerfully and continued his walk.


    At the Student U, another surprise awaited. The fox found Dom and Terry sharing lunch, their paws joined on the table-top. “Hay, guys!”


    Dom waved him over. “Come join us!”


    Only too happy to waste an extra bit of time, Tommy pulled up a chair. “So uh, are you guys dating?”


    Dom gave Terry’s nose a teasing lick, making the fox giggle. “Yep. I’m no longer undercover. They’re transferring me to the City soon. And the fox is graduating in May and also moving out there. We figured, why not.”


    Terry sipped his soda with an amused chuckle. “Yeah, we’ve already spent two years bickering like an old, married couple. Guess it’s only natural. P.S. Darling... The straight thing. You had no one fooled.”


    Dom rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah. You can say whatever you want in retrospect. But not one of you caught on. Admit it!”


    Terry winked at Tommy. “Nah, us foxes always know. It’s a superpower, if anything.”


    Tommy raised his paws in protest. “Hey, don’t drag me into this! I’m just an innocent fox. I know nothing!”


    That earned the pair of them another eye roll from Dom. “How’s Sam, by the way? Recovering, I hope.”


    Tommy nodded. “He’s just sleeping now. Supposed to wake up sometime tomorrow morning. I’m just gonna go grab his homework. I needed to find something to do.”


    “Give him our best, then.” Dom polished off the rest of his pizza and finished his drink. “We’ll come up and visit, once he’s well.”


    “He’d like that.” Tommy stole a French fry from Terry’s plate and stood. “I’ll see you guys.”


    With the sun shining just a little brighter, the fox left Student U and waded across the snow-covered quad towards Helmers.


    Classes had just let out, and Tommy dodged to the side to allow a stampede of eager students out of the building. With the way finally clear, Tommy walked inside and looked around. Science was a subject he’d gratefully avoided, and the Helmers Building was strange territory. The fox padded to the directory, trying to recall Sam’s classes from memory. “Hmm, let’s see.” His paw trailed down the long list of names, stopping at the only familiar one. “Kohler. Better than nothing, I guess.” Tommy took down the room number and headed for the elevator. He rode up silently, idly staring at an educational video that played on a television embedded in the wall.


    The elevator came to a quiet halt and the double doors slid open. “Third Floor.” The female announcer spoke her piece and fell silent again.


    Tommy trotted cautiously out. The hallway was empty.


    With a pawful of signs to guide him, the fox soon found his way into the office wing. Most of the doors stood closed, with neatly-printed signs taped underneath each professor’s name plaque. “Out due to inclement weather. Please contact the secretary with any questions.”


    As he walked, Tommy’s hope of finding Kohler in her office dwindled.


    Yet, two doors down from the end of the hallway, he found the prof sitting quietly in her office, writing. She looked up the second she smelled him. “Good afternoon. May I help you?”


    “Yeah, my boyfriend is in one of your classes. Sam Fardin?” Tommy lingered just outside the door.


    The lynx put her pen down immediately, giving Tommy her full attention. “Ah, yes! I heard he was injured. Is he alright?”


    “Yeah, he’s recovering.” Tommy marveled at the prof’s amazing memory. She probably taught dozens of lectures. “I just wanted to come grab any homework he missed.”


    “Very thoughtful of you.” Kohler beamed and produced a fresh sheet of stationery. She scribbled down several assignments and passed the paper to Tommy. “There. Just be sure to omit questions seven and eight. Those aren’t covered in the textbook. We’ll go over them next week.”


    “Thanks!” Tommy creased the sheet and folded it neatly in half.


    “Be sure to wish Sam well for me!” Kohler gave him another smile and returned to her work.


    Tommy left her office in slightly brighter spirits. Soon, Sam would be back up and doing homework. Everything would return to normal. He opened Kohler’s sheet and scanned over the assignments, trying to figure out which books to drag along to the hospital. “Org- wait a sec.” He squinted at one word in particular. “Omit. Where... no. No, that can’t be.” He switched on his phone and scrolled through the pictures. He’d been told to delete the recipe for Kiss, but Tommy had been too wound up to get to it at the time. Now, as he stared at the identical handwriting, he was happy he hadn’t. Slowly, the fox found Dom’s number in the contacts and dialed. “Hey. Can you come to the science building I think Kohler-” The scent reached him too late. Tommy looked up to see the lynx brandishing a gun in his direction.


    “Oh, you’re a sharp one. One slip and you got me. Hang up. Go on.”


    Tommy obeyed, his heart beating staccato in his chest. He was alone. Even if someone did hear him, it would be too late. His mind burned at a mean rate. There had to be some way to get out. But Kohler was much too protective of her identity. She’d never just let him go.


    “The phone.” Kohler reached out her left paw, her right still gripping the weapon tightly, finger on the trigger. “Give it here.”


    The decision was fast and probably extremely stupid. “Here!” Tommy tossed the phone in her direction.


    As the lynx moved to catch it, Tommy delivered her a swift kick to the stomach and dashed for the fire exit. He made it out to the stairwell and turned to push against the door, only to discover that it opened out. There was no way to hold it closed from his side. Tommy ran.


    “Not very wise of you!” Kohler made it out to the stairwell and gave chase.


    Tommy watched for cameras as he ran, but not one appeared. He hopped down the final flight of stairs, the lynx only two flights behind. There had to be a way out. Tommy ran for the fire door. It opened and closed on hydraulics, but a quick turn of the control knob, and the door swung open freely. Tommy dodged around it, held the door open and waited. He held his breath.


    In seconds, the lynx ran up to the threshold. “Come on, buddy. I’ve disabled the cameras. Just stop running.”


    Tommy watched her step cautiously forward. With a grunt, he leaned against the door and pushed. It swung shut, catching on Kohler’s exposed forearm with an audible crunch.


    The lynx let out a startled yelp and dropped her gun. “You piece of shit!”


    Tommy lunged for the weapon, grasped it firmly in both paws and turned. “Don’t move.” He lay panting on the dirty floor, the gun trained firmly on his enemy.


    Kohler raised her paws instinctively, wincing at the pain in her fractured forearm. “Oh, you won’t shoot me. You’re a fuckin’ coward.”


    “No, he won’t, but I will.” Dom stood at the end of the hallway, his gun drawn. “So you’re our ‘Boss-lady,’ eh? You’re under arrest.”


    Kohler looked down at Tommy and then back up at the tiger. “Alright, alright.”


    Dom approached her slowly, weapon drawn. “Good choice.” From his back pocket, the tiger produced a set of cuffs. He bound the lynx’s paws and read her Miranda rights.


    Still, Doctor Kohler kept her cool. “You’ve got nothing on me. No evidence.”


    Dom’s bassy chuckle put a quick frown on her muzzle. “You were caught chasing a student around school property with a semi-automatic weapon. That’ll put you away for a while, even if we don’t find anything else.”


    Kohler sighed. “Well, shit.”


    “Aptly put.” Dom collected Tommy’s firearm and flicked on the safety. “Ah, and the serial has been filed off. That’ll help your case immensely, Doctor. Let’s wait for your ride in the atrium, shall we? I’ve taken the liberty of calling a chauffeur.”


    Kohler frowned. “I’m not gonna talk to you. I know my rights. Hell, you just read them to me.”


    Dom holstered his pistol and pushed the captive forward, one paw grasping the cuffs, and the other on her left shoulder. “Nah, not you. I’m gonna chat with Tommy. He’ll talk to me. Right, buddy?”


    Tommy nodded, trailing behind the procession, adrenaline still coursing through him. He sat across the hall from the tiger and lynx. “What do you want to know?”


    Dom shrugged. “Everything. How did you go from going over to get Sam’s homework to capturing the mastermind behind Kiss?”


    “It was her paw.” Tommy produced Kohler’s note. “I remembered seeing the word ‘omit’ written exactly like this. So, I checked that picture you sent me, and sure enough, the paw matched.”


    “Oh, you’re good!” Dom tossed Tommy his phone. “Keep it for now. We already have the original document in our evidence locker. I’ll take the homework note, though. I doubt that homework’s ever gonna be due.”


    “Right.” Tommy passed him the note. “So, what happens now?”


    “Well, I’m gonna wait here for Lakeforest’s Finest to come and pick us up.” Dom smiled. “And you hurry back home. Take a nap and then go see Sam. Just be available for questioning. Good idea?”


    “Wonderful!” Tommy jumped reflexively at the sound of the front doors opening.


    Officer Karen and his partner wandered in. “Another scientist?” Karen shook his head. “Jeez, they’ll put our entire faculty away by May.”


    Dom surrendered both Kohler and her weapon. “I’m not even on-duty anymore. Take it from here, boys. And be gentle with her arms, I think one’s a bit broken.”


    Before the two wolves could walk Kohler out, she turned. “I helped those kids, you know. They had no one, and my drug helped them get through some very dark times. But my reward for all that will be a jail cell. Fitting.” She sighed and allowed herself to be led outside.


    Dom stretched his arms over his head and yawned. “Well, I’m gonna go sleep. Later, tater.” Whistling some off-key song, the tiger walked away, as if nothing had ever happened.


    With the last of his adrenaline drained, the idea of a nap sounded incredible, even having only been awake for about an hour. The far-off realization that he’d probably done something very heroic dawned, but Tommy brushed it off and headed home to regale Mark and Arden with his story.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Nine


    Sam


    The heaviness of his limbs told Sam he was conscious once again. But the pain he expected never came. The otter lay in bed, afraid to open his eyes. Shreds of memory drifted by – snow, weariness, tears, a lion. But so little of it made sense. The last thing he truly remembered was abandoning the fox who loved him in the snow storm. “Tommy!”


    “I’m here!”


    Sam’s eyes shot open. Tommy, Mark and Arden stood by the side of his hospital bed. One by one, they embraced the otter, their smiles broad.


    Sam looked around. “What did I miss?”


    Mark smiled through the tears. “Oh, not much. At all, really. They raided and shut down the mills, brought you back to life through miracles of modern science, Dom turned out to be an undercover DEA agent, he and Terry are dating now, uhm...” He turned to Arden. “Did I forget anything? Oh, right. There was a conspiracy to get burned-out Lakeforest students to become-”


    Sam nodded. “Volunteers for testing. Yeah, I remember that part.”


    Mark wagged his finger. “Ah, but do you remember the part where your Doctor Kohler secretly headed the project? Or the part where Tommy stopped her single-pawed?“


    Sam shook his head. “Wow, I should check out more often.” His nervous chuckle was met with disapproving stares. The otter sighed. “I’m sorry, guys. I can’t even begin to apologize for what I caused you to go through. I was so focused on what happened to Danny that I completely didn’t realize that I’d put you through exactly the same thing. It was despicable of me.”


    Tommy pulled him close. “Doesn’t matter. It’s all in the past, and we love you more than enough to forgive you, just as you would have forgiven Danny. But promise you won’t do it again.”


    Arden joined the hug, pulling Mark along. “Seriously, Sam. We will always be there for you. After what you did for me and Mark... twice, I would never have it any other way. Remember that. Whatever happens, we’ll get through it together.”


    “Thanks, guys.” Sam held tightly on. “And I let go of Danny. He meant a lot to me, and he always will, but I can’t go on blaming myself for what happened.”


    The four friends parted, and Arden grabbed a bottle of water from Sam’s bedside table. “Here, the doc said you need to be drinking like twenty of these a day to get all the crap out of your system.”


    Sam reached for the bottle but drew quickly back, his eyes staring in disbelief at his right paw. “W- What happened?” The bottom two fingers and half of the third had been neatly removed with nothing but a thin pink scar to serve as reminder.


    Tommy’s ears folded. “Frostbite. They had to amputate your fingers and a section of your left foot. They were gonna wait, but something about the drug accelerated the effects, and the gangrene got pretty bad. Walking will take some getting used to.” Without a flinch, the fox took Sam’s injured paw in his. “But you’re alive, and that’s what matters.”


    Their kiss was brief, but it warmed Sam immeasurably. “Thank you.”


    “I told you I love you.” Tommy smiled. “I meant it.”


    With a polite knock, a tall fox admitted himself. “Good afternoon, Sam. My name is Doctor Williams. Awake, I see. How are you feeling?”


    “Doing alright.” Sam wiggled the remaining fingers on his right paw. “Weird, but it could’ve ended much worse.”


    Williams nodded knowingly. “Oh yeah. We’ve been forced to amputate entire limbs at times, so you got on alright, all things considered. We’ll fit you with a prosthetic for your foot. That’ll help with walking. We performed a tarsometatarsal disarticulation, so balancing will be difficult, otherwise. Now, let’s see how your upper digits are healing.” Carefully, he took the otter’s paw in his. “Not bad. With the webbing, a prosthetic is tricky...”


    “I don’t think I need one.” Sam watched the scar shift as he moved his extant fingers. “What happened happened. A pair of fake fingers won’t help me much, and I don’t care about looks.”


    Williams let out an amused chuckle. “Good for you, kiddo. That’s the healthy way to look at it. Just wish more people did.” He unclipped the chart from the foot of Sam’s bed and read it over. “Looks like the toxins are almost entirely out of your system. Don’t go injecting yourself with anything else, please.”


    “I won’t.” After all the trouble he’d caused, Sam doubted he’d ever even drink again. Life was short enough as it was. “So, when do I check out?”


    Dr. Williams inspected the otter’s IV. “Tomorrow, if all goes well. You have recovered pretty quickly. And your foot prosthetic should come in tomorrow, too!”


    “Cool!” Sam settled back against the pillows. His smile remained, but lifting the blanket to look at his foot was an activity for later. “Guess it’s TV and mindless phone games ‘til then.”


    “I was gonna get you homework...” Tommy worked hard to hold back the laughter. “Buuut it looks like Kohler won’t be giving any.”


    His friends’ laughter only made Sam more curious. “What exactly happened?”


    Tommy settled down and told his story, his voice entirely prosaic the entire time.


    Sam blinked. “Dude, that’s like some action movie stuff. I’m impressed!”


    Like any action hero, Tommy simply shrugged. “Eh. Did what I had to.”


    The four friends spent the day together, chatting and sharing the joint relief of the crazy times behind them. Sam knew college would be a strange place, but something told him that their adventures weren’t quite something the average student went through their freshman year.


    Time and time again, the otter looked longingly at his right paw, reminded with each glance of his stupidity. He wanted to be rid of the pain so badly that he almost sacrificed those dearest to him to accomplish it. Never again. A few fingers were small price to pay for the life-altering realization.


    Dennis showed up the next day, already in tears. “Sam!”


    He embraced the otter, shaking with sobs. “I’m so glad you’re alright.”


    “Thanks, Dad.” Sam allowed his father to inspect the infamous paw. “It’s all good, really. Two fingers and a thumb are more than enough.”


    “What about the leg?” Dennis placed a paw on the sheets, but Sam drew back.


    “I’m not- I-” It was time. The injury wouldn’t magically go away. It never would. “Alright. Go ahead.”


    Dennis pulled the sheets back with fearful trepidation. He winced. “Oh, Son. I’m so sorry.”


    Sam craned his neck to see. The term Doctor Williams had used was entirely foreign, and the extent of his injury had been pleasantly nebulous. With one look, the haze had lifted. The entire foot, up to the heel, had been removed. The instinct to look away was strong, but Sam kept his eyes glued. This injury was his to live with now. “It’s not too bad. And better than being dead.”


    Dennis covered the foot, his eyes still grave. “You’re right. Of course.”


    The others left to shower and sleep, but Dennis remained. “I’ve been away for far too long. I’m sorry it took me a while to get in.”


    “No worries, Dad.” Sam switched the bed into sleeping position. “But I’m happy you’re here.” Again, he drifted, thinking of nothing in particular this time. The road had been long, but if karma was to be believed, the rest of the year was due to go off without a hitch.


    With the new day, life was finally set to get back to normal. Sam’s prosthetic arrived. The doctor fitted it and tightened everything twice. “There, try it out.”


    Sam sat up and dangled his feet over the edge of the bed. With the right one for comparison, the left foot appeared particularly lifeless, despite the maker’s hardest attempts at matching fur color and texture. “Alright, let’s do this.” Leaning on Mark and Tommy, the otter put weight on both feet. He balanced carefully, still unsure.


    Tommy gave Sam’s shoulder an affectionate squeeze. “Go on, one step at a time.”


    “Right.” Sam started with his left foot, keeping weight on the familiar right. “So far, so good.” The next step proved much more difficult. With his weight on the prosthetic limb, Sam felt a peculiar floating sensation, as if his foot hovered somewhere just above the floor. Still, he pressed on. One more step, and then another. The otter soon grew used to his new foot. “Alright, let me try on my own, now.”


    Mark and Tommy let go and stepped off to the side.


    Arms held out, Sam stepped again. “Not bad. I guess skiing helped. I’m used to wearing weird things on my legs, now that I think about it.” A few more steps, and he made it to the door. “Well, let’s get outta here!” He joined his friends in laughter, and after several pages of release forms, the otter finally got his wish.


    Dr. Williams took the forms and returned with a pair of crutches. “One more present from us.”


    “I don’t think I’ll need them.” Sam tested his balance. “It’s gonna be difficult for a bit, but I’d rather learn to walk without crutches.”


    Williams nodded. “Again, you have my admiration.” He escorted the group out to the lobby and bade them goodbye there.


    “Mr. Fardin: Nothing personal, but I really hope to never see you again – at least, not as a patient.”


    Tommy gave his otter a kiss. “I’ll try to keep him out of trouble.”


    Arden giggled. “We all will. I think we’ve filled our hospital visit quota for a while.”


    Careful of the icy sidewalk, Sam limped off towards his father’s car.


    Dennis dropped them off Cranston. “I have another trial coming up, so I gotta run. But hey, Spring Break’s right around the corner!”


    “Seeya then, Dad!” Sam gave his father a hearty embrace and headed inside with the others.


    They found Dom in the lobby, texting. The tiger put his conversation on hold as soon as he saw Sam. “Ah, there he is! How are ya feeling?”


    “Great!” Saying ‘not bad’ or ‘OK’ had occurred to him, but only before Sam realized how amazing life truly turned out. Through loss of life and limb, his friends stayed with by his side, and their friendship had grown even stronger than before.


    Dom inspected the otter’s paw. “Not bad. I’ve seen worse.”


    “Yeah, I won’t let it slow me down, for sure!” Sam shifted all weight to his prosthetic and lifted his other foot aloft. “There.” He teetered but forced himself to stay upright. “I’ll get better.”


    Dom folded his arms, a satisfied grin playing across his muzzle. “You’ll do just fine, dude.”


    “Yeah.” Sam knew he would – or at least, he’d do everything he could to try. “And thank you. Seriously, if you guys didn’t come find me, I would have died out there.”


    The standard reply didn’t come. Instead, Dom smiled broader. “That’s what friends are for.” He tussled the otter’s headfur. “Anyway, pizza night tonight, guys? We kinda slacked a bit on those.” Hearing his friends’ unanimous agreement, he chuckled. “I must’ve been an idiot to think any of you would say no to pizza. Seven o’clock, then!” He left with a cheerful wave.


    When the doors had shut, Sam shot Arden a quick text. ‘Hey, so remember when we were talking about alone time back in August?...’


    The text hit Arden on the way up the stairs. He gave Sam a knowing smile. “Hey Mark, let’s- uh- go grab a smoothie at the Student U.”


    Mark looked back at the otters, his paw already on the door. “Huh? Isn’t it a bit cold f-”


    Arden grabbed the wolf by the scruff of his neck and pulled. “Come on, smoothies. We’ll be back in an hour.”


    They retreated down the stairs and out of sight, Arden whispering heatedly at the wolf.


    Sam unlocked the suite door. “An hour, huh?” He grabbed the passing Tommy by the waist and kissed him deeply.


    The bedroom door shut, and the two lovers were finally alone. But something was different. As Sam led his boyfriend into their bedroom, the usual urge to orgasm as quickly as possible remained absent. Instead, the otter wanted nothing more than to be close. They stripped out of their clothes and climbed underneath the blankets.


    Instead of the usual mad rush to fuck, the two lovers cuddled up together and lay there, sharing a warmth and a connection they’d come so close to losing. Sam stroked the fox’s stomach, running his short claws through the soft fur. His thoughts had gained voice. “And to think I’d almost given up on all of this.”
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    “You didn’t.” Tommy nuzzled the otter’s arm. “That’s what matters.”


    Feeling something entirely new, Sam let passion take hold rather than instinct. He made love slowly to the fox, letting the sensation build, crest and then subside again. But each time, that tense edge of climax grew higher and more powerful. Sometimes, the otter paused, simply to admire his mate and thank whatever fates had done so for letting him have another chance at getting things right. There was nothing else to think about. Nothing else mattered.


    Finally, with Tommy on his back and breathless, Sam let the wave wash over him. The orgasm hit him with a force that took the young otter aback. He had never held off for that long, not even when pawing, and the reward elicited a loud moan from his half-open muzzle.


    Whatever Tommy felt, his reaction was no less overwhelmed. The fox arched his back and bucked his hips, sliding Sam’s length in and out, as he spilled his warmth all over the bedsheets. He finished with a squeak and flopped down onto the bed, exhausted. “Wow.”


    “You said it.” The rush of the orgasm faded, and Sam couldn’t help but smile. He’d expected to feel emptiness, as usual. But instead, a strange welling filled him. This warmth took the otter by surprise. He shuffled over towards Tommy and wrapped his arms around the fox. “I love you.” He’d said those words before, but in that one moment, the otter understood the true meaning behind them. This was the fox he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. Tommy had weathered far more than he deserved, and yet he never even considered leaving. That kind of loyalty was so rare that doubting his love or looking for greener pastures was the stupidest thing Sam could think of doing – and he’d done his share of stupid stuff already.


    Tommy buried his muzzle in the otter’s chest. “You know, when I was in that hospital bed, all by myself, I didn’t think I’d ever end up this happy. All those guys and girls holding paws – they all seemed so distant.”


    “Well, I guess we both found someone.” And for the first time, Sam didn’t care if the love he had was anything like Arden’s. It didn’t matter. His love was his own. Love he wouldn’t have traded for the world. That’s what mattered.

  


  
    Chapter Forty


    Arden


    Winter had been long, and fraught with pain, but spring brought with it a new warmth. The snow melted, and the first blossoms appeared all around the Lakeforest campus. Classes let out early, and the GSA gathered in an alley off Main Street for their turn in the Spring Festival Parade, in line with several dozen other clubs and organizations. Even Troy donned the selected rainbow shirt and parachute pants, although not without some very vocal protests.


    Together, he and Dom carried a large banner. Originally, that banner was meant to have the pride club logo and autographs of all the students on it, but after a unanimous vote, that all changed.


    Now, the banner bore a picture of Danny. The inscription read: Never forget the victims of suicide. No matter how dark life seems, you are not alone. If you ever feel like leaving the world is your only choice, call 1-800-273-8255. We are all here for you.


    Arden stood by Sam, watching his friend. For the last ten minutes, Sam’s eyes hadn’t once left Danny’s picture. And even behind the otter’s smile, Arden saw a glimpse of old sadness.


    Finally Sam spoke his mind. “He looks so happy.”


    “He does.” Arden put a paw around his friend’s shoulders. He knew well what had been on Sam’s mind all day. “You know, him leaving us will never stop being tragic. It’ll always be a sad day. Moving on isn’t about forgetting or repressing. It’s about learning to be happy again, instead of being happy as if it never happened.”


    Sam’s eyes strayed from the cheetah’s smiling portrait. “I know that now. And thanks to you guys, I am happy again. I just hope that, wherever Danny is, he’ll also find happiness and comfort.”


    With a screeching whistle from up front, the line began to move.


    A crowd had lined Main Street, yelling and cheering, all relieved to finally see the long winter end. Some waved little flags, others were clearly drunk off their asses, while others still simply leaned against the barricade with their eyes closed, enjoying the beautiful weather.


    Sam squinted against the bright spring sun. “You know, I remember him saying how badly he wanted to go to this festival. But he never did make it through the winter. Although, I’d like to think he’s still right here with us. In spirit or in our thoughts.”


    Arden let the tears that had welled up fall. “And as long as we don’t forget him, he’ll stay with us. Forever.”

  


  
    Epilogue


    Arden


    Arden took one last look around the room. Their makeshift double bed had been separated into two again, the mattresses bare. With just a few subtractions, the room that had felt like home all year had turned foreign. And in a way, it was. Next year, someone else would grow to call it home. “Well, it’s been fun.” The otter heaved his suitcase and headed out, past the empty common room, down the stairs and into the balmy summer day.


    Mark and Engvard stood by the Tuareg, its trunk popped open. They helped Arden with the suitcase.


    Sam joined them. Over the course of the semester, he’d gone from awkwardly limping on his prosthetic to walking well enough that a casual observer would never notice it. His paw was far more noticeable, but the otter carried it proudly, and that pride made it more beautiful than any prosthetic or glove ever could. “So, that’s it, then? Heading home.” A stray tear trickled down his cheek.


    Arden nudged his friend playfully. “Well, it’s not like it’s goodbye. We’ll see you in — what — two hours?”


    “I know.” Sam chuckled. “Still. Freshman year is gone. That’s pretty crazy. Feels like we just moved in.”


    Dom’s voice sounded behind them. “How do you think I feel? Two years at this place, and now it feels like I’ll never see it again. Pretty trippy.” The tiger walked side by side with Terry, their paws linked. “But hey, we won’t be far. The City is like an hour from here. Come visit!”


    Some six months ago, Arden would have thought he’d hold some residual things against Terry forever. But time had passed, and the otter was never much for grudges. Terry had been in a lot of pain, both during and after his ordeal with Mark. He’d turned to Kiss, just like Troy and the others had. But the spell was broken, and the fox’s life had slowly begun to heal. In the end, he was just as flawed and mortal as the rest of them. Arden smiled. “We sure will! Just let us know once you guys find a place.


    Terry nodded. “We already have one picked out! Once credit gets approved, we’ll be good to go!” He looked over the packed SUV. “So, that’s it, huh? Off to Tellyson?”


    Mark slammed the trunk lid shut. “Yup. Gonna try and best the rush.”


    “Good idea.” Dom opened his arms, offering up one last embrace. “I do hope to see you guys again.”


    Arden took his turn first. “We’ll definitely visit. And once the school year starts up again, so should you.”


    Mark, meanwhile, padded over to Terry, who’d moved off to the side, afraid to even offer an embrace. “Shit got weird between us, but I just wanted to make things clear: I forgive you — for everything. You suffered just as much as I did but with no one to turn to.” Without waiting for a response, he hugged the fox and pressed him close. “I hope you and Dom find happiness together.”


    Tears welled in Terry’s eyes. “Thank you. This means more than you know.”


    With their goodbyes said, the boys headed for their respective cars.


    Arden beat his father to the wheel. “I’ll drive.” He adjusted the mirrors, started the engine and leaned out the window for one last wave. Freshman year had been more than he had ever expected it to be. Old friends were lost, new friends were made; and Engvard had been right all along. For better or worse, the boys had had the time of their lives. And there was only more to come.
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    Afterword


    


    Suicide is always a heavy subject to write about. This year, I lost a childhood friend to one such tragedy. Ever since high school had ended, we drifted. We hardly spoke. So when I heard of his death, the first thing I wished is that we’d stayed in contact. One friendly voice is all it can take. But sometimes, a thousand friendly voices are not enough. That suicide hotline number I mentioned in the story is real.


    1-800-273-8255


    If you or someone you know are contemplating suicide, please reach out. We need you here with us. The journey may be long, but we are all in this together. And if you ever want to talk, my door is always open.


    Tweet me at @AlflorAlflor or shoot me an email at
 storiesbyalflor@gmail.com


    Thanks for reading!
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