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  Chapter 1 (Riley)

  Hello. My name is Riley. I'm 10 years old, I'm an Arctic fox, and I have some big news: I start 5th grade tomorrow. As for today? Well, today is my parent's 5th wedding anniversary so at least I have that to look forward to.

Where was I? Oh yes, 4th grade was a bummer; but 5th might be awesome. At least I won't have to go through it alone; Jo, my best friend, has the same teacher I'll have this year so that'll be great. Jo's a wolf with a pink ribbon in her hair. You may recognize her as the little girl who competed with her sister Ashley on the Amazing Race. Jo seems sweet, but she's as tough as nails. Seriously, one day someone came up to her and told her she looked bad with a ribbon. Jo punched her in the stomach so hard that she started to throw up. The other one, not Jo.

Anyways, Jo's really tough; but I'm kind of the opposite. I'm the smartest kid in my school. I have been for a long time. In kindergarten, teachers started to notice that my reading, writing, and math abilities were accelerating much more than the average 6 year old. They actually let me skip to first grade. Around that time, my science, and history knowledge grew vastly. They wanted me to go on to second grade but I didn't want to since I wanted the full first grade experience. Though they disapproved, they let me; but my brain didn't stop there, by the time I was in 4th grade, I was already reading Stephen King's Under the Dome at a fast pace. I was done with it around halfway through the year and I started it two months prior.

As for extracurricular stuff like art or music, I'm not the best at it. I mean, I can do simple sketches ok, but not good at big artwork. Jo, on the other hand, is really good at art. She never once got less than a 98 on an art project. At least that I know of. The art teacher, Ms. Cooper, hangs up Jo's work sometimes in the hallway, along with other students who do well on projects.

Speaking of Jo, every morning she comes to my house. However, she doesn't use the front door. Ever.

***

"What's up?" Jo asks. She shook me awake. I was in the middle of a good dream where it rained numbers for some reason. I don't understand my brain either.

"Jo, it's like 7 in the morning." I say, covering myself back up in my blanket.

"Yes and it's the last day of summer break. Tomorrow we'll be once again held back on freedom by the school." Jo says.

"I know. That's why I want to sleep in."

"But we only have one more day to enjoy life before we go back. I was thinking we could go to the arcade some."

"I can't. Today's my parent's wedding anniversary. They're gonna want me here."

"It's morning, Riley, you think they're going to be awake?"

"I don't know."

"Come on, two hours, you and me, arcade, let's go!"

"Fine." I say as I get up from bed. "Two hours and that's it, we come straight home."

"I understand." Jo goes up to me already opened window and gets out. She leaps off the ledge and lands perfectly the six or seven feet below to the ground. I'm not so good at jumping; but I can try. I slowly get out the window, close it, then jump off.

I land on the ground pretty hard. My back hurts a lot. I'm lucky we have a front lawn and not concrete out here. "Nice landing, Tripp." Jo says.

Tripp is my last name. At least, my adopted last name. I was adopted four years ago. My full legal name is Riley Allen McCarthy-Tripp. However, no one really uses the McCarthy part unless I'm filling out a form or something. Any other case, they use Tripp. My dad is the same case.

Jo helps me stand up. I look back at my house. It's two stories high, made of white bricks and has two stone pillars on the front porch. Two bushes surround either side of the front steps.

"Alright. Let's go." Jo says. We take like two steps before I hear the door open and a familiar voice.

"Going somewhere?" The voice says.

"Crap! It's my dad!" I whisper. We both turn around to see my father. Well, one of them. He's a fox, like me, except his fur is orange and for some reason his tail is dyed rainbow. I never asked him about it. He smirks at me as he just caught me red handed.

"How's it going, Todd?" Jo asks casually.

"Why do you always call us by our first names?" My other other dad comes into view. He's a silver grey wolf with some of his tail pink. They both walk down the steps and stop right in front of us.

"I've been suspecting you two have been sneaking around together." My dad (Todd) says.

"Sorry dad." I pin my ears down and look away.

"Riley, we know why you two have been sneaking around together." My other dad, Wendell, says.

"You do?" I ask.

"Of course," Todd says, "you two have been secretly dating." Me and Jo immediately look at each other and blush.

"I wouldn't say we're dating Mr. Tripp; but I can say we do hang out a lot." Jo says. Me and her have been best friends for four years. We've snuck around a whole lot; but we're not going out.

"I know. You guys have been inseparable since you were six." Todd says.

"Oh and like you guys weren't since you were nine?" I ask.

"That's different." Wendell says. He gets behind Todd and wraps his arms around him. "I love this fox." All of a sudden, he picks him up and cradles him in his arms.

"Put me down, Wendell!!" Todd playfully exclaims.

"No. I don't think I'm going to." Wendell says. "As for you two, get back inside. Besides, we want you here since it's our anniversary."

"Yes. And you know what today is too, right?" Todd asks.

"Yes. I do." I say. When Todd and Wendell celebrated their first wedding anniversary, they adopted me the same day. So today is technically also the fourth anniversary of my adoption.

We all go back into the house. The stairs are right in front of us. To the right is the TV room and to the left is the dining room/kitchen. Jo sits down at the dining room table like she always does: her feet propped up on another chair.

"So, where are you two gonna celebrate?" She asks.

"Right here." Todd says. "We've invited some family friends to come over."

"Can I invite one of my friends?" I ask.

"Of course you can." Wendell says.

"Sweet." I take out my iPhone and message Mike on Skype. Mike is another one of my good friends. He's a skunk with black fur everywhere and a white stripe that goes all around his body like it's trying to cut him in half. We became friends after we were paired for some project together and we've been hanging out since. Lately I've been noticing things about Mike. For example, every time we greet each other, he finds some excuse to hug me. Also, he blushes sometimes whenever I insist we hang out. The time when he almost accidentally kissed me is when I knew he had a crush on me.

I'm not gay, I'm straight; but I have no issues whatsoever of the LGBT community. In fact, I pretty much support it. You can tell with the rainbow button that I keep on my backpack, the amount of time I spend with my dads (quite a bit), and when people make fun of the way Mike is, I tell them to back off.

Jo, on the other hand, is not as close to Mike as I am, but she doesn't hate him.

A minute later, Mike messages me back: "Ok Sounds good :) See you then *hugs*". I roll my eyes and put the phone away.

"Mike's gonna come over." I say.

"Ok." Todd says.

"Who else is coming over?"

"Your cousin, Angie. Her husband, Bruno. Our good friends, Dexter and Tom. Also Tony's coming."

"Ah. Cool." I met Angie a few months after I was adopted. She was cool. I learned she keeps re dyeing her fur by the month. Bruno is ok I guess, though we didn't really hit it off. Todd has introduced me to Toby before. He seemed kind of... how do put it?... a party pooper. He doesn't really enjoy having a good time too much. He's mostly by himself all the time. As for Dexter and Tom, I only see them once a year on my dads' anniversaries. They seem cool; fun loving. Dexter once took me driving around on his truck. I think Wendell once mentioned that Tom used to own some camp in Utah. Nowadays, he's a swim coach for a middle school.

"So when should they be here?" I ask.

"In an hour I think." Wendell says. The doorbell rings and I say I'd get it. I get up and leave the dining room and open the front door.

"Hi, Riley!" Mike exclaims. What I forgot to mention is that Mike lives just down the street from me. That's another reason we became fast friends. Mike comes up and hugs me, like usual, and I hugs him back. "So, what's going on today?" He asks.

"Today's my parents' anniversary." I tell him.

"Really? Awwww that's sweet." I let him in and close the door.

"Thanks, Mike!" Todd yells from the other room. Do all parents have good hearing or something? We both walk into the dining room. Jo has a blown up balloon in paw.

"Where'd you get that?" I ask. She holds up a bag of unused balloons.

"I found it under the counter," Wendell says, "though it'd be perfect for the party."

"Good point." I say. "Except you shouldn't give Jo balloons."

"Why?" Wendell asks. Jo let's go of the balloon and as it deflates, it flies around the room. It eventually lands in the sink drain. Todd must've had the garbage disposal on when he started doing the dishes, because when it lands in there, small, shredded red pieces start flying out.

"That's why." I say. Jo just smirks as Todd gets covered in shredded balloons. When they stop flying, Wendell turns to us.

"Riley. Take your friends upstairs." He says in a calm, yet about to explode tone. I turn around and lead my friends upstairs. We walk into my room and I shut the door. My room is a bit small; but I don't mind. My bed is on the right side of the room. My closet is the niche on the left side of the room. The windows cover most of the wall opposite the door.

I sit on the bed and Jo sits on the floor. "Why must you always cause trouble with balloons?" I ask.

"I'm not sure." She says, evilly smirking. Mike lays down and rests his head on my lap, trying to seem cute. I guess it's kinda cute. I don't argue with it since there's no point.

"So what do you want to do until their party starts?" Mike asks.

"Not sure." I say, rubbing Mike's head a little.  I only do these small gestures to make him happy. I'm not gonna be a cruel friend just because he's different than me.

"Maybe we could play some of your video games, Riley?" Jo suggests.

"Sure. They're under my bed." I have a stash of games underneath my bed. My television has one of those video-audio plug ins so I usually have a box of plug-in controllers that we frequently use.

"Let's play this." Jo pulls out the pac-man controller. Personally, I'm a big fan of pac-man; but mostly because it's very addicting.

"Sure." I say, taking the controller and plugging it into my TV. I turned it on and the logo showed on the screen. This is one of those controllers where there's more than one game on it. This has Pac-Man, Rally-X, Dig Dug, Galaxian, and Bosconian.

Jo turns on Pac-Man and starts playing that. She's very good at these kinds of games. Me? I do good enough to not suck so bad at things. I've never really seen Mike play video games. I have a few times but they happen so infrequently that I barely remember. Me and Mike sit next to Jo and, of course, Mike puts and arm around me.

Jo's pretty much running this game. Before we know it, she's on round 4 and she hasn't lost a single life. She even gets an extra life during which. She doesn't even lose a life until round 5.

Mike starts caressing my arm. Although I like it, I'm sure he's enjoying it more than I am. All of a sudden, he gets behind me and wraps his arms around me. "Mike. What're you doing?" I ask.

"Cuddling you." He says.

"Why?"

"Because I'm cuddly."

"Is it ok if you get off me?"

"Please? Just for a minute?"

"Fine. Only a couple minutes ok?"

"Yay!" He rests his head on my shoulder and slightly tightens his grip on me. As Jo loses her second life, Mike enjoys his holding me. I actually lose track of time since I'm so lost in Jo's gameplay. By the time she lost her third life, on round 8, I look at the clock and 12 minutes have past. I barely thought about Mike holding me. After another minute, he does let go of me.

"Damn it!!" Jo slams her fist on the floor after she loses her last life on level 11. "Oh well. Who's next?"

"I'll go." I say, taking the controller.

"You can do it Riley." Mike says. I hit start and try my best. I'll probably never be as good as Jo, yet I can do pretty good.

I lost my lives on rounds 2, 4, 7, and 8. I hand the controller over to Mike and he starts playing. I've got to admit, he is good, he usually almost beats Jo every time we play games together. However, no one can beat the queen of video games. After the games, I start to yawn and lie down on the floor. My friends join me. Well actually, Mike joins me. Jo goes on the play Rally-X. She did say she wanted to be a racecar driver.

I look over at Mike and notice he's wrapped his arms around himself. I can tell he wants to cuddle badly. I mean, it's not like he wants to kiss me; he just wants to cuddle. "Mike?" I ask. He looks over at me. "Come here." I open my arms for him. A smile grows across his face as he wraps his arms around me tight and buries his face in my chest. I gently rub his head as he enjoys the cuddle session.

After some time, Jo beats my high score in Rally-X and I think Mike's asleep.

"Riley! Jo! Mike!" Wendell yells up the stairs.

"What!?" Jo yells.

"Riley, your cousins are here!"

"Ok!" I yell. Jo turns off the game. Normally kids would be upset but let's face it, Jo will just beat her own high score later and before you know it, the world record. She gets up, opens the door and looks back at me.

"C'mon, Mike." I say.

"I'm tired." He sleepily says. "Carry me?" I roll my eyes and help him get on my back. I walk out of the room with a half-asleep skunk being carried by me.

"Thanks, Riley." Mike whispers.

"You're welcome, buddy." I say. We start to walk down the stairs. When we go into the dining room, I see my cousins sitting in the chairs.

Cousin Angie and cousin Bruno.


 
  Chapter 2 (Jo)

  Hello, or whatever people say here,

My mom got me this journal thinking it would be a good idea to express my "feelings" or whatever.

Anyways, my name is Jo Stratfield. I'm this close to turning 11 but until then, I'm stuck in a 10-year-old body for now. I assume that most of you know what I look like since you've met me. In case you don't get it, I'm a wolf or whatever they call a young wolf, my fur is grey (or gray, however it's spelled), I sometimes wear a pink ribbon in my hair. I don't know why I do that.

You'll mostly find me hanging out with my best friend: Riley McCarthy-Tripp. We've been best buds for years; ever since he suddenly skipped to the first grade in the middle of the year. The guy's like a mini genius or something.

Anyways, I'll just spare you the details and skip to the part of Riley's parents' anniversary. So I'm sitting there, beating the high score (again) and Mike's cuddling up to Riley. Then I hear his parents call us downstairs. So Riley carries Mike downstairs and into the kitchen where these two furs sit at the table. I know it was his cousins Angie and Bruno. I think they're married too.

Anyways, we sat at the table (Mike wanted to sit on Riley's lap but he said no) and we start chatting it up.

"Nice to see ya again, Jo." Angie said. Or something along the lines if that.

"S'up?" I remember saying.

"Nothing." I recalled Wendell saying something about others coming as well. So I figured soon enough, the place was gonna get crowded.

About 10 or 20 minutes of talking, the doorbell rang and Todd answered it. I turned around in my seat and saw a tiger and an arctic fox being carried by said tiger. "Dexter! Tom!" Todd said and he hugged them both.

"It's good to see you again." The tiger said. He had a very thick southern accent. I like it.

"How've you been Dex?" My guess was the tiger was Dexter and the fox was Tom. I never really met them before. I think I've heard their names together before, but not sure if I ever met them.

"Tom! Dex!" Riley got up, ran over to them and jumped into Tom's arms. Apparently they met before.

"Well if it isn't my identical twin." Tom said. There is no way they're twins because Riley is half of Tom's size. However, if you exclude Tom's highlights, they kinda look alike (if it weren't for the fact that Tom is twice the size of Riley). I looked over at Mike and could tell he was jealous that Tom was holding Riley.

I've always noticed that Mike had a crush on Riley. I think even he knows it too. After all, that skunk didn't want to let go of Riley while I was dominating his game. Every time Mike even gets a little bit cuddly, he just "has" to get all snuggly with Riley. As for me? I've always liked Riley. He's my buddy. We've been best buds for a long time. I know you're probably asking yourselves: Does Jo Stratfield have a crush on Riley Tripp? The answer: sort of.

He's always been a best friend; but only a best friend. I'm not sure if looking for love now is a good idea because at my age, you probably haven't met your soulmate. Then again, Riley's parents met when they were only 9. I'm 10.

Another question that might be on your mind is what I think of Mike. Well, to be honest, I don't really connect with him as well as Riley. I don't hate Mike at all. I enjoy hanging out with him and I'm sure he does with me. But, I don't really have much in common with him. I'll try to strike up a conversation with him every now and then, but without Riley, all conversations with just me and Mike turn downhill and awkward.

"So, Mike, you getting jealous of that?" I asked him, pointing at Tom who was just setting Riley down. What? I never said I don't tease him around like I do with all of my friends.

"No. What makes you think that?" He asked. I caught him sneaking glances over at Riley most of the party.

"Mike, let's be honest, we all know you love Riley."

"Can you blame me? He's very cute, he's nice, smart. How can I not love him?" I rolled my eyes.

"But you're aware he's straight right?" I asked.

"Yes. I am. I just can't help it."

"We know." I said. Riley came back into the room and I swear the second he did, Mike got a smile on his face again. That skunk is so lovesick I can barely describe it.

"I want to go back upstairs." I said. "I'm already bored. Plus, I was so close to destroying Riley in that video game."

"You guys can head upstairs later." Wendell said. Guy's just mad I shot a balloon at his face. I drummed my fingers on the table and my eyes wondered around the room. Riley's house is big but not too big. I got out of my chair once Wendell and Todd went into the living room with that tiger and the fox along with Angie and Bruno. Me, Mike and Riley were left in the kitchen.

"Jo, what're you doing?" Riley asked.

"What does it look like?" I said. "I wondering around the kitchen."

"This can't be good." Riley got up out of his chair too.

"I don't need to be looked after." I said.

"Yes you do." They both said in unison. For two people who are way out of their league for each other, they sure act like they're dating.

Past Riley's kitchen is a not-even 8 foot hallway that loops back into the living room. In that small area is a door that leads into the basement. I've only been in Riley's basement once I my lifetime. It was like two years ago and I helped bring up Christmas decorations.

I quietly approached the door knob. I heard the six of them chatting it up in the other room. I put my paw on it and silently opened the door. The stairs, I remembered, creaked so I had to be careful going down the stairs. I set one foot down on the top step. Nothing. I made it down the 12 steps in like 5 minutes.

Riley and Mike waited at the top of the stairs. I motioned for them to come down but they wouldn't budge. After exchanging glances, they did carefully come down the stairs. I turned on the light beforehand so they could close the door.

"Never thought I'd sneak down into my own basement." Riley said once he reached the bottom. "Now why did you want to come here?"

"I thought we'd look around a bit. When was the last we did that?" I asked.

"Months."

"Exactly! So why not?"

"Fine. But if we get busted for skipping my parents' party, it's on you."

"We're only gonna be here for an hour." I said. The basement of this house is weird. It's basically two big rooms with boxes in one room and shelves in the other. I opened a box covered in dust; probably wasn't a good idea. Inside was just a couple of photo albums. I'm not really into photos as a lot of others are.

As I'm looking around, I just start looking around at the wall. Riley found a bunch of his old clothes from when he was 6. Mike didn't really do much. He just sat on the stairs with his legs hanging over the side.

I looked at the bottom of the box I was looking at and see something strange. I held it up so I can see better. It's a picture but I've never seen this person before. It's an older polar bear and she's with Angie. I looked at the back of it.

"Who's Janelle?" I asked.

"What'd you say?" Riley asked.

"I said 'who's Janelle?'"

"What do you mean?"

"I found this photo of someone named Janelle and she's with your cousin Angie." I walked over to them and show them the picture. Riley took it from me and looked closely.

"Not sure." He said. "She doesn't look familiar and I don't ever recall my parents ever saying that name."

"Should you dads?" Mike asked.

"No. Not a good idea. They'd know we were down here. I'll take it for now but I'll wait until we come down here again to ask them about it."

"Tell us when that happens, ok?"

"Alright." Riley pocketed the photo and went back to looking. I walked into the other room, eager to know if there was something else we could try to find. There's stuff that even Riley doesn't know about down here. And stuff like that has to be interesting.

The stuff on the shelves is mostly Christmas decorations. That and other stuff like oil, windshield wiper fluid, spare tires. Stuff like that. Towards the ceiling, there's a hole in the wall. "Riley, what's with this hole?" I asked.

"My dads told me that that's a crawl space. I'm not sure what for but that's what it is." He said. I grabbed a lawn chair from the other side of the room. I brought it underneath the giant hole in the wall. I thought if I stood on it, I'll be able to reach it.

"Jo, what're you doing?" Riley asked from the other room.

"I'm gonna see what this hole is!" I said.

"Oh no." Riley muttered.

"I heard that!" I carefully got on the chair. I could just barely look in the hole to see inside. Riley and Mike came into the room.

"Jo, get down from there." Riley said.

"Guys, get me a flashlight." I said.

"Why?" Mike asked.

"Just get me a flashlight, hurry."

"Here." Mike handed me his phone. I turned it on (there's a photos of him and Riley as his wallpaper, I'm not shocked) and shined it inside. Buried inside there was a box. Not just any box; a metal box. I set the phone down, reached inside, and grabbed it. It's a bit heavy but I carried Riley before so not that heavy.

Riley and Mike help me down from the chair, with the box in paws. I set it down on the ground and handed Mike his phone back.

"What is it?" Mike asked.

"I'm not sure." Riley said. "Maybe it belonged to the people who lived here before us."

"Either way, I want to know what's in it." I said. I gripped the lid and tried to open it; but of course it wouldn't open.

"You need a key, Jo." Riley said. Sure enough, I didn't see the keyhole that was there.

"Maybe a bobby pin or a paper clip could open it?" Mike asked.

"No. That's only a movie stereotype. I'll have to get a lock picking kit." Riley said. He took the box and picked it up. To me it was only about 10 or 15 pounds. "I'll get this to my room. You two need to distract those in the living room."

"Riley? Jo? Mike? Are you down there?" Todd's voice called from upstairs.

"Crud." I whispered. I took the box and shoved it under the shelf, covering it in a sheet. I brought the chair back to the other side of the room. The three of us then ran up the stairs before Todd could come down the stairs.

"Sorry, dad." Riley said when he closed the door.

"What were you doing down there?" Wendell asked.

"We just wanted to look around down there." Mike said. "We haven't done so in a while."

"Well, next time you two need to let us know before you do something. What if you got hurt?"

"How could we possibly get hurt?" I asked. The lack of response proved my point.

"Well, the others are gone. We're all gonna meet up for dinner later. Riley, we need to talk." Todd looked at me and Mike. "Alone."

Me and Mike went to the living room and sat on the couch. Wendell and Todd went to the kitchen with Riley. When the coast is clear, I get up and snack to the wall, just enough so I can hear them in the other room. I motion for Mike to stay on the couch.

"Listen, Riley." I heard Wendell say. "I know that you enjoy cousin Angie and cousin Bruno."

"Yeah. What's the problem?" Riley asked.

"When we were talking, Bruno... said something."

"What?"

"Well, a couple weeks ago, he had a bit of pain in his tail. He thought he sat on it wrong so he just ignored it. It still hurt the next day. When he told Angie, they went to the hospital where he was checked for any sort of stuff that could cause this."

"And? What's they say?"

"Well, it's hard to determine; but it looks like they found soemthing in his tail." Todd says. "Something that shouldn't be there."

"Dad. You're scaring me. What's wrong? What're you trying to tell me?"

"I'm trying to say..." Silence. "Bruno... has tail cancer."


 
  Chapter 3 (Todd/Mike)

  Chapter 3 (Todd/Mike)

It was hard telling Riley the news about Bruno. Once it was done, he said he wanted to be alone. Him, Jo, and Mike went back upstairs because Riley said he wanted to be alone. I stayed downstairs with Wendell.

"That was the hardest thing I've ever had to tell him." I say to him in the kitchen.

"I know." Wendell says. He comes up and hugs me. "But sooner or later, he was gonna find out."

"True." I say. Our child is like some sort of genius; of course he'd find out someway. Better to just tell him straight up. "What do we do until he comes back downstairs?"

"Not sure." Wendell says. "What do you want to do?"

"I don't know." I say.

"I know." He picks me up and carries me into the living room. He lays us down on the couch.

"You want to just stay here until they come back downstairs?" I ask.

"Sure." Wendell starts licking my ears and I begin to murr. He's still so cute.

I take a look back at all the crazy stuff that's been happening over the last five years. Angie and Bruno got married; Wendell was their best man. Dexter and Tom recently became engaged, which we're all excited about. We went to sly beach and had an awesome four way with royalty, then a five way with the same royalty. Me and Wendell also auditioned for the Amazing Race but we failed the trial. I remember watching Jo and Angie on the Race. It sucks they lost though.

But of course, one of the greatest things that happened since our marriage is adopting Riley. I remember bringing him home for the first time. He was so excited that he had a home to call his home instead of some old orphanage. Plus, he was completely accepting of having two fathers, which was great. To this day, the three of us still have a good family connection.

I remember when Wendell tried to teach Riley to play baseball once; but sports were never really his thing. Riley always prefered the educational field. He skipped kindergarten and went straight to first grade. He could've been in second, possibly third, but he didn't want to. We understood his decision of course.

And then Jo and Mike came into the picture. He's been friends with them for as long as I can remember. Especially Jo. He doesn't make it obvious; but I think Riley has a thing for Jo. She's a rebellious child; but I don't think she's ever been suspended. Plus, it's not like she smokes or drinks or anything. For pete's sake she's only 10.

Mike on the other hand, I've always known he was gay. And I've always known he liked Riley. Those two cuddle all the time. Even though Riley says he's not gay, he made it clear he's a strong supporter of the LGBT community. For example, for a while at school, he wore a button on his shirt with the rainbow flag with the word "supporter" on it. We were afraid he'd get harassed, and he was; but he insisted on it anyways.

What else? Oh, the tail cancer thing. You see, I've known Bruno for years and so has Wendell. So when we were told that he has it, we were devastated. I mean, the most obvious thing to do would be to cut off his tail so it doesn't spread, however I'm not sure if Bruno is comfortable with that. It's not every day that you are told that you have a disease. Some suspect that it's because his grandmother had cancer and, since cancer can be hereditary, it skipped a generation and straight to him. As for why it wasn't diagnosed until recently, I'll never know.

"Hey, Wendell?" I ask.

"Yeah?"

"You alright?"

"Yeah. I'll be ok. I just feel bad for Bruno."

"I know. Me too. You think Jodi knows yet?"

"I'm sure she does." You remember Jodi, right? She's Bruno's sister. We were invited to one of her college parties once. We haven't really heard from her in a long time.

"What do we do now?" I ask.

"How about we just enjoy life and pray that there won't be another life threatening situation."

"We haven't had one for years." I'll admit that after the Camp Roadrock incident, I haven't been the best at recovering. But, Wendell and Riley made me quickly forget and I definitely don't want to go back down that road again.

I slowly stand up and stretch. "Where are you going?" Wendell asks.

"I'm just getting something to drink." I say.

"Ok." He give me a swift spank and I walk into the kitchen. I have no idea what's gonna happen as for tomorrow. On one hand, Riley is about to start the 5th grade; on the other, I don't know how Bruno is handling life right now.

I go to the sink and fill a cup of water. As I start to drink, the phone rings. I set down my cup and pick the phone up from the receiver. "Hello?" I say.

"Hi." A voice I recognize.

"Hi Dallas." Dallas is the principal for the elementary school. He's a golden retriever that is half buff and half fat. He was the one who recommended that Riley skip a grade and then skip another grade. He calls us frequently to ask about Riley.

"How're you guys doing?" He asks.

"We're fine."

"That's good. I mostly called to tell you guys about something coming up soon."

"What is it?"

"Well, as you know, every year at the school, we have screening for our students."

"Yes I'm aware." Every year, the school tests their students to see where they stand as for academic performance. Riley has done exceptional for each screening.

"Well, all 5th grade students are getting the usual 5th level test; but I want to ask you something." Dallas continues.

"Sure." I say.

"Well, we were wondering if we could give Riley the 6th level test. We think that he might have the potential of passing it."

"That's great and all; but that's not up to me. We need to ask Riley about that."

"Alright. Well, may I speak to him?"

"Ok." I put my paw over the phone and I see Wendell has entered the room.

"Go get Riley." I whisper. He nods and walks towards the stairs. I uncover the phone. "He's coming down."

"Ok." Dallas says. As I'm waiting, I think about this for a moment. Riley said he wanted the full elementary school experience. If he takes a middle school level test and ends up passing, he might be given the opportunity to skip 5th grade; but I'm not sure if Riley would approve.

Wendell comes down stairs and brings Riley into the kitchen. "What's going on?" Riley asks.

"Your principal is on the phone." I say. "He wants to talk to you about something." Riley takes the phone; but he has a look of worry on his face.

"Hello?" Riley asks. I hear Dallas' voice on the other line however, I can't make out what he's saying. Me and Wendell tiptoe out of the kitchen to give Riley some privacy. Once were in the living room, we sit down on the couch together.

"Who is that?" Wendell asks.

"That was Dallas. He wanted to ask Riley something."

"What?"

"He wanted to know if Riley can take a middle school level screening instead of a 5th grade one."

"Why would he want to do that?"

"Wendell, let's face it: Riley is a prodigy. He's too good at all subjects. If he passes, he might just be able to go to middle school this year instead."

"Am I supposed to be happy for him?" He asks.

"I don't know." I say. I should be happy since Riley has a big opportunity, yet I'm not since I don't want Riley to feel as if he has to do this.

-------------------------------------------------------

Me, Jo, and Riley were just sitting on Riley's bed talking when Wendell came in to say he needed Riley to come downstairs. When the door shuts, I turn to Jo and ask, "What do you think is up?"

"I'm not sure." She says. "It might have something to do with Bruno. I think we should just stay up here until Riley comes back up."

"Agreed." I say. Me and Jo barely ever talk. I don't hate her it's just whenever we try to talk, it usually ends in a bunch of silence. If it weren't for Riley, we'd just be two furs talking and not so much friends.

Jo got back on her video game and she played Rally-X again. I'm amazed as for how good she is at this game. I think this is how Jo and Riley became friends. She's good at games and not at school; but he's good at school and not video games.

Most of you are asking about my crush on Riley. Well, I'm definitely in love with him. We cuddle all the time, we talk a lot, we've been in the same class for a couple years, and we've been friends for a long time. I know it's weird to think that a skunk and a fox being in a relationship is a bit unusual; but I still enjoy the thought of me and him together.

I just lay down on Riley's bed and watch Jo dominate her game. I'm not one of those people who are a bit stalkerish about their crushes. Do I sometimes enjoy his company and maybe I like how soft his fur is? Yes. Have I been super creepy and build some kind of shrine of him? Absolutely not. The only thing I have of Riley's is a photo of him and I on my dresser.

"Ohhhh c'mon!!" Jo exclaimed. She's almost surrounded by red cars. I think she's on level 4. When I hear the crash that indicates her losing a life, I'm a bit surprised. Jo usually never loses a life before round 5. On any game. "Crap!"

"It's ok, Jo." I say.

"I know but I'm trying to break a record, here!" She starts her second life. I'm sure she's aware that she has earned an extra life two levels ago. Then again, she's one of those people who think that every time they play a video game, they get competitive and think they have to beat someone.

After a while of watching Jo play, Riley comes back into his room and shuts the door. "Hey." I say. "What's wrong?" His ears are pinned down. He walks over and sits down on the bed. I sit up and put an arm around him.

"That was our principal on the phone." Riley says. "He wants me to do a different test for screening this year."

"Ok. And why does that make you upset?" I ask.

"Because I said I would. I just felt... pressured into doing it, you know? If I pass this screening, they have every reason to try and get me to start taking middle school early."

"But that's not their choice, right?" I ask.

"No. It never was. And I don't want to go there. I want to stay at the elementary this year with you guys."

"We want you to stay too." Jo says.

"Yeah. Who else is gonna be there for me other than Jo?" I ask.

"Relax, Mike. I'm not going anywhere." Riley firmly says. "Let's just try to forget this, ok?" Me and Jo agreed. We all just go back to watching her beating Riley's video games.

I've gotta admit, I'm a little worried about tomorrow. We're all starting 5th grade and it's crazy. Tomorrow, we become the top dogs. I am just hoping me and Riley are in the same class again. I mean, I have other friends in school too like Brady and Graig, but we all know how I feel about Riley.

Brady is a golden retriever, about to start the 4th grade. Every year, I usually make most friends with the younger classes. Anyways, Brady and I met on our first day of first grade. I actually don't exactly remember how we became friends; just that we were mostly social outcasts and we just... clicked.

As for Graig, he's mostly the silent one out of the three of us. He talks, just not much. He's a black lab/German shepherd mix. We met the same day I met Brady; but we didn't really become friends until second grade when he asked us if he wanted to play a card game with us. The game was confusing at first; but we got the hang of it after a while. Graig's good company if you ask me.

Then in third grade, I met Riley and Jo. I swear, we were best friends from the start and as for Riley: love at first sight. I guess maybe it was after a week or two after I met Riley that I knew that I loved him.

"Jo!" Wendell calls from downstairs.

"What?! I'm kinda in the middle of an epic game here!" She shouts back.

"Your mom's here! She's wondering where you are!"

"I'm right here!"

"Jo!" I think that's her mom. "Get down here!"

"Ughhhhhh." Jo groans and she stops her video game. She leaves the room and goes downstairs, leaving me and Riley all by ourselves. Neither of us know what to say to each other. "Riley! Mike! I'm leaving!" Me and Riley get up and walk to the stairs.

"What was that?" Riley asks.

"I'm going home." Jo says. She stands at the front door with her mother. "See ya at school!"

"Bye, Jo!" Riley says. Her and her mom leave and we go back into Riley's room. I turn off the TV and sit sit next to Riley on the bed.

"Well," I say, "looks like we're by ourselves."

"Yep." Riley says. I keep my paws on my knees. I don't want to freak Riley out by caressing him again. It's like he's glass right now: pretty to look at, but scared you might break it if you touch too much. "Mike, can I ask you something?"

"Of course." Riley carefully puts an arm around me and I grow more nervous than before.

"Do... you... like me?"

"I mean..." What do I say? What do I say? "You're friend, Riley. Of course I like you."

"No... I mean... 'like' like me." My heart beats out of its chest and my chest gets heavy. "And please be honest with me."

"Ok." I say. I take a deep breath and look him in those cute, adorable, sky blue eyes. "Yes. I like you that way."

"I was wondering that for a long time; but I didn't want to... be pushy about it."

"You're not being pushy." I say. "And, can you blame me for loving you? You're cute, sweet, a nice person to talk to, you let me cuddle with you all the time, and you're the best friend a fur can ask for."

"Oh. Well, I mean... I'm happy you like me and all... but..."

"But you're straight." I finish for him. "I know."

"Don't get me wrong, Mike, you're a great friend too. I just don't think of you that way." I nod my head.

"I understand. But, may I ask something?"

"Sure."

"Can we still cuddle sometimes?"

"Absolutely. Sometimes cuddling relieves stress and you know how stressed I can be."

"I know." I hug him tight. I look him in his eyes again and smile. "You know, I've always thought your blue eyes were cute."

"You're still gonna flirt with me, aren't you?" He asks, but mostly in an I'm-not-really-shocked tone. I shrug my shoulders.

"Well, I can't help it." I say. After that, we end up cuddling together for a while.


 
  Chapter 4 (Riley)

  Chapter 4 (Riley)

Warning: what you're about to read could be a bit boring; but it's part of my life story. My morning routine.

***

I wake up when my alarm goes off at approximately 7 o'clock every morning on a school day. I get out of bed, put on fresh new clothes and head downstairs. My parents don't usually wake up until 7:30 so I have to stay quiet.

I go into the kitchen, go into the cupboards and grab a pack of pop tarts. This is my usual breakfast. Well, that and a small cup of milk. As I open my poor arts and pour my milk, I get out my phone and text with Jo and Mike before I have to leave for school.

"Hey guys." I text them both. My parents say I mumble what I text sometimes; even though I admit that I've caught myself doing that too, I can't help but do it.

"Sup?" Jo texts me back.

"Hi :)" Mike. That guy always smiles whenever he talks to me. Even when he is sad or mad.

"Hey Mike. How r ya?" Then I tell Jo: "I'm good. How're u?"

I get a next from Mike almost immediately: "I'm good :) how r u cute fox?"

"I'm ok. I see ur still flirting with me."

"Is that ok? :("

"I'm fine with it. Just making sure it's just as friends." That's how most of my text conversations with Mike went. Ones with Jo mostly went like this: "hey"

"Hey"

"Whatre u doin'"

"Nothing." Silence for a while. I mean, we sometimes talk about stuff going on in our lives; but other than that, nothing really interesting.

When I'm done with my pop tarts and milk, I brush my teeth, get new clothes on, and start packing my school bag. It's nothing special; just a black ragged bag with an outline of a white fox on it. I also but my LGBT button it like I've always had it.

My parents' room is down the hall upstairs. If you're walking up the stairs, my room is a 180 degree turn to the right. Their room is at the end of the hall on the left.

I walk up their door as I'm getting my watch on. "Dads! I'm going to school!" I knock on the door and yell that.

"Ok! Stay safe!" I'm pretty sure that was Todd. With my bag on my shoulder, I walk down the stairs, throw on my shoes and walk out the door.

Before someone freaks out, two reasons my parents don't walk me to school: one it's literally right down the street, two Mike and Jo walk with me.

Mike's house is about 100 feet from mine and across the street. It's a nice house; not as big as mine though but it's good enough for him. It has two stories, pure glass windows, a wooden and creaky porch, and it's painted green.

I wait outside of his house for a moment for him to walk out. While I'm waiting, I can't help but think about that photo Jo found in my basement. Maybe I should ask my parents about it. Then again, why keep it secret?

"What's up!" Someone scares the daylight out of me and I see who it is. Jo. Of course.

"Jo! Do not! Scare me! Like that!" I say.

"Sorry. I saw you with your back turned and couldn't resist." She says. Why am I not surprised? Jo lives on the other side of my house; further uphill. "What are doing?"

"Waiting for Mike to walk out." I say.

"He's probably spending twenty minutes deciding what shirt to wear."

"Or maybe he slept it. It is the first day of school after all." After a moment, Mike does eventually walk out and joins us. He's wearing a hot pink t-shirt (I'm referring to the shade of the color), a pair of jean shorts and black sneakers. Suddenly, a sharp yet great smell hits my nose. It's kinda smells like roses and morning dew.

"What's that smell?" I ask before I realize what I said.

"Perfume." Mike says.

"Ok. Why?"

"I don't know. I thought it smelled good."

"It does it's just... your 10 and I'm pretty sure it's a bit unusual to be wearing that stuff at our age."

"Well, thought I'd might as well. What's the worst that could happen, right?" I'm not sure. As we start walking towards the school, my mind wanders back to the photo of that white bear. How does Angie know her? Does Bruno know about it? I need to know what else that photo is hiding from me.

Our school is only one story high, beige on the outside; but a bit boring on the inside. I can't help but think about the screening were gonna go through and how the principal is going to talk me into a middle school screening this year.

Going through the front doors for the first time in three months feels like I've been adopted again. It's like you know this place, yet you're not used to it.

The main office it to the left of the front doors. The cafeteria in immediately ahead of us. To the right are the majority of the classrooms. This year, me along with Jo and Mike are in the last room at the end of the hall. Ms Kara.

She's a white vixen with a blue tipped tail and a headful of short, blond hair.

When we enter the room, I take a look around. Only two other kids are here. One is a wolf with a propeller hat. Kinda reminds me of my dads' story of how they met. The other is a vixen with blue fur.

Our classroom this year looks a lot different than it did last year. Desks are aligned in 4 rows. Books are in the back of the class. The teacher's desk is in the corner. There's a white board in the front instead of a chalkboard. This is gonna take some time to get used to.

"How come there's only 5 of you?" Ms Kara asks. I look at the clock. She's got a point. The bell rings any minute now.

"How many are there supposed to be?" I ask. She looks at her class roster.

"15."

"I'm here!" The door opens an orange fox out of breath enters. I guess some people are running late; first day of school will do that to you.

"Where have you been, Jacob?" Ms Kara asks.

"I slept in. I forgot it was the first day of school. Again." The fox says. He takes a seat towards the front. I look over at my friends. Jo has a rubber band stretched out, aiming blindly.

"Jo." I whisper. She looks at me. "Don't." She rolls her eyes and puts it away. As students continue to come in, I learn more names faster than I thought I could.

Rachelle is a tiger cat that wearing clothes that only match her fur color: pink. Caleb is a wolf with white fur and one black ear. CeCe is a Dalmatian with a noticeable southern accent. One student in particular starts to raise questions for me.

He's a bulldog with a spiked collar, black shirt with a skull-and-crossbones on it and torn up jeans. Plus, one of his ears is pierced.

"Jase. Just like last year, you're the last one to show up." Ms Kara says.

"Whatever." He takes a seat towards the back. I know it's wrong to judge people by their appearance, but that guy is raising serious red flags for me. Even his voice is a bit intimidating, even though he only said one word.

The bell rings and it's all of a sudden silent. Ms Kara closes the door and begins to speak. "Well, it's good to see you all." I'll give you the rundown of the first day speech.

Her real name is Georgette Klarissa but she prefers Ms Kara. She's from a small town in Alabama then even I don't know. She came to Los Angeles to get a better job opportunity and was an elementary school teacher for 4 years, this year being her 5th. She's 27, married, and has two kids: Julia and Amelia.

Our classroom rules are mostly the implied ones from last year. Plus, on the first day, everyone has to do Screening to see where they stand as for reading/writing/math skills. It's that part that makes me somewhat nervous about this first day than any other I've had.

***

At around 10, the 5th graders are called into the library to begin Screening. I with Jo the whole time we head there. In this place, the library is just down the hall from my classroom this year. As we're slowly piling in, I hear someone mutter something. I'm not the best at specific hearing, especially with everyone speaking in low voices, but I swear the words I heard were: "Nice bag you had back there, Rainbow." I secretly scan the small crowd to try and find Mike, but I can't find him. Whoever the voice was, they were talking to me, and the tone did not sound friendly.

"Hey, Jo." I whisper to her.

"What?" She whispers back.

"Where's Jase?"

"Up there. Why?" She nods to a boy a few feet ahead of us. I definitely think I saw rapid movement out of the corner of my eye before I asked Jo about that. That's when I realize: Jase may not know me, but he definitely doesn't like me.

Once everyone from my grade is in (there's only like 66 or 67 5th graders here; roughly 20 for each classroom), our principal, Dallas, walks in. Wendell once described him as half fat and half buff and I kinda agree with him.

Once the teachers manage to get everyone to quiet down, Dallas speaks up. "Welcome, to your first day of school and, once again, another yearly round of Screening. As you know, every year, we test your reading, writing, and math abilities to see where you stand on an educational level. To see if you need improvement and if so, which area. When I say so, you may go find the seat with your Screening booklet and sit down and wait for a teacher to tell you to begin. If, at any time, you need to use the restroom, please tell an adult and they'll take you there. Please go find your Screening seats." After that, everyone scatters but the chatter doesn't really resume.

This is big enough that everyone can fit in here. I immediately start searching the desks for my seat. I find Jo's toward the front of the room, with Mike's being right across from her. Where's mine? I think.

I look around the room some more. Most of the students are already seated. That's when my eyes find a desk in the corner, at most 10 feet away from the nearest student. I slowly walk over to it and I see a Screening booklet on it. In gold letters on the front are the words I feared they would be there.

Riley McCarthy-Tripp.

I start to ask why. Why am I isolated from everybody else? That's when I remember Wendell and Dallas talked about my Screening. He said I should be doing a 6th grade packet and not a 5th grade to REALLY give me a challenge. I'm probably by myself so I can focus more.

I slowly take a seat and look around again. At least Jo is the one closest to me. I look at my booklet. Is has the symbol in the top right corner that I've seen on every Screening test I've ever taken: a black diamond with a white one inside it. It looks a few pages thickets than other Screeners. At least I'm only doing three subjects like everyone else. Most schools in the country also try to squeeze in science and history in their Screening, but here in California, we don't focus on that as much until middle school comes around.

A teacher comes by and gives me two sharpened #2 pencils, both with good erasers. We're also given a peppermint, but I'm not sure why they ever do that. Did someone somewhere prove that mints are some kind of relaxant?

"You have one hour to complete your screening." A teacher says. "Starting now." The sound of booklets opening fill the room as everybody starts their Screening. I open mine and see the first subject is math. Good. One of my best subjects.

Question: Graph x<12 on a number line.

That one's easy. I drew a number line, made an open circle around the 12 and shaded everything on the left.

Question: how do you find 5C3?

I remember seeing that C before and know that that means combination. After doing some math in my head, I knew the answer was 10.

Question: graph y = 3x + 10

Hold on. Graphing? I know how to do that. Using a grip that's on the same page, I make a dot 10 spaces above the x-axis then go over 3, up 1, over 3, up 1.

Something's wrong with this. How did I know that so easily? I've only seen graphing problems a couple times when I was at Jo's house sometimes I would look at Ashley's old homework assignments. I was never taught how to graph equations before. I guess I'm a fast learner. I take a look at some of the further questions. One requires me to solve a set of equations using substitution. Something is definitely wrong here.

No, I tell myself, you sound kinda crazy.

But graphing and substitution isn't taught in 6th grade. That's when I realize, I don't have a 6th grade Screening packet.

I have a 7th grade one.

Maybe I heard Wendell or Dallas wrong. But I have to know. I need to talk to my dad.

I raise my paw and a teacher comes by. I tell her I need to use the restroom. I get out of my seat and she escorts me to the bathroom down the hall. As soon as I lock myself in a stall, I turn my phone's sound off and text my dad. "Dad, I have a huge problem."

I wait for him to respond. Or for anyone to respond. After waiting 30 seconds, Wendell texts back.

"What's wrong?" He says. I quickly type back.

"What Screening level did you and Dallas discuss me doing?"

"6. Why?"

"I don't think I have 6. I think I have 7."

"I think maybe doing this was too much of a challenge for you." That settles it. My dad thinks it's too hard for me. I need proof that they're giving me a too hard of a test.

I quickly leave the bathroom to keep from suspicion. Once the teacher escorts me back to the library and back to my seat, I think about how to get proof that this is a 7th grade packet.

Before I know it, I'm on the reading section. I think about the front of the packet. It had my diamond symbol, my name... what else? I turn it back to the cover and look at the bottom. It has my school lunch number, and the test number.

Wait a minute. Test number! If I can look it up, I might be able to show Wendell that this packet is for 7th graders. Since phones are not allowed out, I'm stuck with having to memorize the sequence.

083519562501.

Never though I'd say it, but this isn't gonna be easy.


 
  Chapter 5 (Jo)

  The bell rings indicating the end of the test. About time. I don't know how much my brain could take any more. I close my booklet, yawn and stand up with the rest of the kids. I look over at Riley. He looks a bit panicked. I walk over to him. "Hey, what's got you worked up?" I ask.

"We can't talk right here." Riley says. He grabs my arm gently and pulls us out of the library. He waits until no one is looking and he darts away from the teachers and ducks us into a janitor's closet. He pulls the string and the room lights up.

"Riley, what's going on?" I ask. I'm already nervous as hell about what the heck is going on. After all, since when does Riley do this? This is strange. Even for him.

"I'm sorry for the surprise." Riley says. "It's just I couldn't talk with the teachers listening."

"What is it?"

"I was told I'd be given a 6th grade Screening test. But I got a 7th grade one instead."

"That's strange." If what he's saying is true (which I'm gonna take his word for it, we're friends after all), then why would Dallas lie about it? Unless... "What if it was just a mistake?"

"I highly doubt it was a mistake. Me and Wendell both clearly heard the principal say 6th grade test and not 7th. Something's going on around here."

"We need to tell your parents. Maybe they can talk to the staff and get some answers."

"I sure hope so." Riley says. We suddenly hear footsteps coming our way and panic mode gets turned on. We turn off the light and stay silent, hoping that whoever it is turns the other way or keeps walking. Anything but come into this room. Our breathing stays silent and the footsteps get louder.

Louder.

They're right in front of this door. The handle turns and opens. Ms Kara stands before us, not looking pleased. "What are you two doing in here?" She asks. I turn to Riley.

"Ummm..." I start out. "The thing is... me and Riley needed to talk in private."

"About what?"

"Nothing." Riley says. Ms Kara huffs a breath out her nose.

"Get back into the classroom." We get out of the closet, scrambling to get back to the room. "I expected better from you two based on your behavior last year. Well, mostly Riley, but this stuff on your first day?" We make it back to the classroom and into our seat. Mike looks at us with a confused look.

"What happened to you two?" Mike asks.

"We'll explain later." I say, not wanting to answer any more crazy questions. This is already a lot to process: Riley was lied to and our Sweet Home Alabama teacher just confronted us as if it was a big deal. Then again, whatever is going on is a big deal.

The rest of the day focused on ice-breaking activities. You know, where everyone gets to know each other and stuff. Mostly stuff I really couldn't care less about. The whole time, Ms Kara was glaring at us as if the Kara we knew before the test was just... gone. I could tell Riley was having a rough time with the teacher watching him like a hawk. When the final bell rang, I was happy to get up and get out of that school.

When the three of us are a distance away from the school, Riley explains to Mike about what's going on. "Wait, so our principal lied about which test you were going to take?" Mike asks.

"Yes." Riley says. "What I don't understand is why he would do that."

"Also, the strange behavior of Ms Krazykins-Kara." I pipe in. "I'm serious, she sure wasn't Sweet Town Alabama when she found me and Riley in a closet."

"That makes sense." Mike says. "You two weren't supposed to go in there."

"Yeah. But it's like as if she was someone else." I reply.

"Whatever." Riley says. "Let's just get home and my dads will call the school. Hopefully they gets some answers."

***

I sit in Riley's room with Mike waiting for Riley to come back upstairs from talking with Todd and Wendell. I go through my backpack. I find a flyer for tomorrow's assembly.



The Canler

Tomorrow Afternoon @ 9:30 a.m. in the Auditorium



I don't know who The Canler is, but it's something I'm definitely not interested. Based on the music notes around the edge of the paper, I'm guessing it's some sort of singer. I really don't care. I rip up the paper to shreds and throw it all away. "What do you think Riley's gonna say?" Mike asks after a moment of silence.

"I'm hoping that it was just an accident." I say. "But I would suck if he has to take another test." If I had to, I would've ripped up the test in front of the teachers and said heck no. That actually happened to me once in the 3rd grade. Sure, I got detention, but I didn't care.

Riley comes in moments later and both of us stare at him, wondering what he's going to say. "Well?" I finally says. "What happened?"

"Wendell called the school," Riley explains, "Dallas told him it was an accident. I was meant to get a 6th grade Screener and will have to make it up soon." He sits down on the bed keeping his serious face. "Here's the thing: they said they're still gonna grade my 7th grade test before they give me the one I was supposed to get."

"Why would they do that?" I ask.

"I'm not sure. But something's going on. Why would they want to keep a test that I wasn't supposed to get?"

"Maybe it wasn't an accident." Mike points out. "Maybe they thought 6th grade was too easy for you. I mean, c'mon Riley, you're like some sort of kid genius." Riley lies down on his bed and covers his eyes in frustration.

"What do we do next?" He asks.

"I tell you." I say. "We're gonna show up to school tomorrow, just as bored as hell as we usually do and we're gonna demand answers."

"Ok. That's, like, the worst idea in the history of ideas." Mike says. "Besides, Dallas just told Wendell what happened. It was an accident and Riley's getting a new test."

"Oh and this is coming from the guy who just said Dallas was lying." I say.

"Enough!" Riley shouts. He sits up in bed. "Look, we'll focus on it tomorrow. Right now, we should forget about it. Ok?" Me and Mike agree to let the situation go until tomorrow.

***

The next morning, I walk down the street and run into Mike. "Hey, where's Riley?" He asks. "I've tried to call him all morning, I've been worried sick."

"Huh. He hasn't answered any of my texts or calls." I say. It's one thing that he doesn't answer Mike, who only ever thinks about Riley; but it's another to ignore his best friend: moi.

"You think something has happened?"

"I sure hope not." When we get to his house, I pound on the front door, impatient. After a minute of waiting, Todd opens it up.

"Jo, what're you doing here?" Todd asks.

"Where's Riley?" I ask. That's when I hear the sound of two excruciating things: pain and vomit. And they both sound like my best friend.

"Riley has the flu. He's not coming to school today."

"What?!" Mike says, obviously worried for his crush. "Is he alright??"

"He'll be fine, Mike." Todd continues. "But he really shouldn't be out of bed for a while. You'll have to go without him."

"Why hasn't he answered any of my texts?" I ask/demand.

"His phone died." Todd holds up Riley's phone. "He got up to recharge it and that's when the puking started."

"Oh."

"So, you two might want to get to school quickly." Todd shuts the door before I can get any more out of him. Me and Mike turn around and walk back down the street. When I look over at him, it's obvious he has a bunch of nerves going as he hugs his arms around himself and he looks at the ground.

"You think he'll be ok?" Mike asks.

"Mikey, Riley has been through alot in his life including adoption. The flu is pretty much nothing in comparison to that." I say. "Besides, everyone gets the flu at least once in their life. I had it a year ago during fourth grade."

"I thought that was when you faked it."

"No, you're thinking of third grade." I look at my watch and see we only have 3 minutes before the first bell rings. The school is only right downhill so we only slightly pick up the speed. As we get to the parking lot and the front doors, the bell rings.

"Oh no." Mike says as we walk through the doors. "We're late."

"It's only the second day." I say. "It's not that big of a deal." As we walk down the recently waxed hallway, I can't help but feel scared, worried, and annoyed at the same time. Scared because my best friend is sick, worried because if Ms Kara was mad yesterday, she's definitely gonna be pissed since we're late, and annoyed because I remember that some musical guest named The Canler is coming to the school. I really don't want to spend two hours or whatever listening to some guy singing or whatever.

When we get to the classroom, I try to open the door, but before I even get a paw in it, it opens and Ms Kara is at the doorway. "Why are you two late? And where's Riley Tripp?" She asks. See what I mean? That's weird! A teacher wouldn't normally use a full student's name on the second day. The first day maybe.

"He's sick with the flu." I say point blank. "Oh and to answer your other question, me and Mike went to see him. You know, what normal friends do."

"Normal furs are never late." Ms Kara says. She opens the door wider and we walk in. Everyone looks a bit concerned. Even Jase, which is odd. When me and Mike take our seats, I look at the board. The Canler is the only thing written on it.

"Who the heck is that?" Mike whispers.

"I don't know." I whisper back. "It was written on our flyers yesterday so I can assume that it's the same." The teacher goes up to the front of the class.

"As I was saying before I was interrupted," she glares at me and Mike, "The Canler is a country-wide traveler who goes school-to-school sharing his unique music with the public. They say that his music even calms the soul." She goes to her computer and pulls up a picture. In it is a wolf with silver grey fur like Wendell. Except, he has brown eyes. He wears a brown vest, long jeans, and square lense glasses with silver rims. He carries a book in paw and appears to be in some kind of town square. He doesn't look familiar and his name doesn't either. Which raises another question: what is his real name? Ms Kara continues.

"He started out with slow guitar music in New Hampshire and then he slowly became a country-wide sensation."

"What's his real name?" I ask. Kara gives an unpleasant look but continues.

"No one knows. He chose to keep his identity a secret and never share it with anyone." Great. So much for trying to answers. After an hour or so listening to boring crap and then seemingly useless schoolwork, the loudspeaker goes off announcing the assembly.

"Good morning everyone." Dallas voice says. "If all 5th graders would please head to the auditorium for the assembly." Everyone gets out of their seats except for me and Mike. As they exit, Kara looks back at us.

"C'mon." She waves her paw out the door.

"I'm not going." I say firmly.

"Me neither." Mike says. We both cross our arms to mean business. Kara walks up to us and puts her paws on my desk, her fingers curling up.

"I'm not gonna repeat myself again." She almost growls. "Get. Moving." Me and Mike look at each other. There's fear in his eyes and I'm sure there's some in mine. We quickly get out of our seat and we run out the door. As we turn the corner and see a door leading outside, a teacher is posted there, keeping guard.

"How're we going to get out of here?" Mike asks. "Jo, I'm scared as hell about what this whole thing is about."

"You think I'm not?" I ask. I can literally feel my heart beating out of its chest. We race down the hall before Kara catches up to us and we see the main door. Two teachers there. Why are they so hopped up on this assembly? Whatever it is, I don't want to find out. We're stuck going with the flow of the crowd going into the auditorium. I keep searching for a way out but there is none.

When we go in, we see a bunch of kids in the front but that's it. "Run!" I yell. Me and Mike turn to head back out the doors. But before we do, two teachers grab us and force us to sit down. Literally. They put us into seats and hold us down by our shoulders. Whatever's about to happen, there's no escape.

"Jo, I'm scared." Mike whimpers. I think I see a tear forming in his eye.

"Me too." I say. We tightly hold paws and prepare for what's about to happen. After a while, the principal appears onstage by himself. Is he thinking about the lies he told Riley right now? He taps the microphone on the stage and begins speaking.

"Hello. Welcome to a very special assembly." Dallas says. "Today will be hearing the special notes from a popular country-traveling music expert known as The Canler. Just relax, enjoy, and breathe in the music." He walks off as a wolf walks on. He's exactly like the photo we saw in the classroom.

The Canler.

"Hiya." He says in an innocent voice. I notice that he doesn't have instruments of any kind. Oh god I hope he isn't gonna do opera. "I've been producing music since I was a kid. And ever since, I wanted to share my gift with the country. The world, even. So, I've chosen to come here to LAES to hopefully spread my gift to others." Wait, what?

He doesn't go back behind the curtain to get something to play. Instead, he walks closer to the microphone. "Enjoy." He says with a suddenly evil smile. He puckers his lips and whistles a low note. Then one high note. Then one slightly lower, then one slightly lower than that. At first nothing happens.

Then I see a flash of red in the front row. Then the second row. It gets closer and closer and as I struggle to get free of the grips of these teachers, the red appears too close and I do the only thing I can do.

I scream at the top of my lungs before a migraine starts.


 
  Chapter 6 (Todd/Kara)

  I sit with Riley in the living room. The TV's turned on to Family Feud. I'm really worried about Riley. He was just fine yesterday and now all of a sudden, here he is as sick as a dog. "You feelin alright?" I ask.

"Yes, dad." My son says. "My stomach still hurts but other than that I'm ok. I probably just keep some sleep." He lies down on his side, covering himself with the blonde blanket.

Wendell comes into the room with a bowl in paws. He sets it down on the table saying, "Here you go. Thought you should probably eat something."

"Thanks." Riley says. Wendell gently pats his head when the doorbell rings. And immediately I know exactly who that is. I go over to the front door and open it and see Dexter and Tom standing right there.

"Hiya." Dex says in that familiar southern accent.

"Hey guys. I'm not sure if today's the best time. My son fell ill overnight and I really need to be there for him." I explain.

"Oh. I'm so sorry to hear that." Tom says. The four of us have been talking about doing a 4-way orgy for quite some time now. We planned on doing it today while they're in town, but I don't know if it's a good idea to do that now.

"Hey dad. Come here!" Riley calls from the other room. I invite Dex and Tom inside and I shut the door. I go into the living room.

"What is it?" I ask, sitting down on the other end of the couch.

"Listen, I know what Dex and Tom are doing here." Riley waves hi to them and I just sit there and blush. "You and dad were planning on having sex with them."

"How did...?"

"I overheard you talking about it once. Go on upstairs with them."

"Are you sure?" I put a paw on his shoulder.

"Yes. The door's locked, I have my phone on me and unless you hear me screaming at the top of my lungs begging for my life, I'm gonna be just fine."

"Ok. If you say so." I go upstairs with Wendell at my tail. Dex and Tom soon follow. We all go into me and Wendell's room. It's a pretty decent room. King size bed in the middle of the room, our dresser and mirror are on the right and the left is the closet. A big 40-inch TV is mounted on the wall above a table with an alarm clock and speaker with a docking station.

I close the door behind us and take out my iPod. I've heard once that it's sexier to have "fun" with music playing. As everyone starts getting their clothes off, I plug my iPod in the radio and turn it up to a decent volume. "So, how do you want to start?" I ask.

"I think we should do this..." Dex says, he pulls Tom into an embrace and kisses him.

"Oh I've got no problem with that." Wendell says. He walks up to me so our stomach and chest furs are touching. And boy isn't it a nice warm feeling. With my paw rubbing his chest, I kiss him passionately. Wendell wraps his arms around me tight. His tongue slowly going in my muzzle, encircling my own. I feel our sheaths swell up and our erections pop out.

"Still as sexy as ever." I say in between kisses.

"Could say the same for you." Wendell says. His lips leave mine but he trails kisses all over my neck and across my chest. I whimper when his paw finds my erection and he tosses me off.

When the kissing stops, that's when the fun begins. With our clothes tossed to the side, I get on the bed, legs raised. Wendell comes over and gets on his knees in front of me. He holds my legs up as he starts licking my exposed tailhole.

Dexter gets on the bed on top of me. His white stomach fur in my eyesight and his six-and-half inch dick right next to my muzzle. Slowly, I begin sucking on him, driving moans and purrs from him.

I feel another weight get on top of me. Tom. His paw finds my cock and he slowly paws it off. I shudder and moan from the pleasure of him touching me. Wendell's tongue goes deeper in me, licking all over the inside of me. I hear a bottle of something open and then close. Something cold and wet touches my already-sensitive cock. It smells a bit like cherries. That's when I realize it's lube.

Wendell spanks my ass like the deserving fox I am. I feel something squeeze over my cock and I moan loud. The warmth and tightness slowly goes over my dick. I already know that it's Tom riding my cock. Dexter reaches back and plays with my ears a little, probably knowing every fox likes that. I deep throat him, wrapping my tongue over his shaft. My paw even plays with his balls a little bit.

Tom starts getting up, then sitting back down on my cock. He moans at the feeling of me inside him. Suddenly, I don't feel Wendell's tongue in my ass anymore. As Tom starts riding my dick at a faster pace, I feel my legs being gripped.

"Foxy's gonna get fucked." Wendell says, smacking my ass hard.  I feel something poke my ass and I moan loud. Inch after inch, I feel his meat enter me, starting to penetrate my tailhole. Pleasure overwhelms me, but it feels so good.

I suck a little bit on Dex's balls as I feel my opening being stretched more and more with each pump of Wendell's hips. Tom grinds his ass on my cock and purposely tightens it.

"Ohhhhh God!!" Dexter moans. His knot starts to swell up a bit. Wendell fucks me faster, burying all seven inches inside of me. Dex's musk fills my nose but everyone's musk fills the room.

"Yes!!!!" Tom moans. My own cock starts to swell a bit. Dex starts to pre. I taste the saltiness but it's a bit different than Wendell's which I'm used to. I feel my load coming, I'm sure Dex does too. With Wendell, he could be occupied with my ass all day. His hips slap against the back of my legs.

"Here it comes, Todd!" Dex moans. It's right after he says that that I taste cum in my throat. I suck him off some more until he finishes his load, the amount of moans from him at the increasing volume makes me aroused too. When all his semen is down my throat, he gets off of me and lies down, enjoying the feeling after an orgasm.

"Ahhhhhh!" I moan. My dick starts to pre, making Tom's ass slicker.

"Ohhhhhh!!!" Tom bounces faster as if he's eager for me to fill him. After I jerk my hips upwards a few times, my knot bursts and shoots my load of cum up his ass, tying him down. Wendell grabs my legs harder and fucks me faster.

"Yes!! Fuck me, Wendell!" I beg.

"You know I will." He says. "I'm gonna tie you down because I know you so love it so much!" He makes me moan and yip with the increasing speed of his fucking. I feel his knot swelling up, but he ain't slowing down any. My wolf clenches his teeth, breathing heavily. He penetrates me harder, not having enough of my ass. I feel his precum inside of me, making me excited for what's next.

"Yes!!! Ohhhhhh!!!! Fuck me!!!!" I yell. With a few more fast and rough humps, Wendell cums up my ass and his knot ties me down. I yell from pleasure and Wendell stops. All of our breathing stays heavy.

"That... was... amazing." Wendell says.

"I know." Dex says. "We should... do this... more often."

"That we should." I rest my head and look at the ceiling. There's nothing up there, I just don't want to strain my eyes by trying to look at something else.

"I didn't know you were a bottom." Wendell says.

"Me and Dex do cowboy all the time. It's like my favorite sex position." Tom says. While their conversation goes on, my knots swells down enough so that Tom can get off of me. He goes up to Dex and cuddles with him, leaving me with my cute little wolfy.

"You're still as cute as ever." Wendell says. He rubs my rainbow stomach and smiles at me.

"I could say the same for you." I say. Wendell wags his tail. Ever since he had the tip of his tail done pink at Camp Roadrock, he's been buying fur dye to keep it that way. I kept my rainbow stomach and tail obviously. I remember when we were teenagers he used to wear a pink flower behind his ear. I don't know why he ever stopped that. He looked so cute.

After a while, Wendell pulls out of me and cuddles up to me. I kiss him on the nose and rest my head on his chest. I hear Dexter yawn a bit. "You guys still want to play or...?" He starts out.

"Sure." Wendell says.

"Yeah." I say. "I'm alright with that." The four of us get up again. Dexter rubs my stomach fur.

"Time to repay the favor." He says. He bends over and takes my cock in his mouth. I throw my head back and moan. I never knew Dex was a sucker. Wendell gets the cherry lube out and gets it all over his cock. He even smears a little on Dexter's tailhole. The tiger shudders a little bit continues to suck me.

"Let's see how this tiger feels." Wendell says in his Dom voice. He starts shoving his cock in Dex, making him moan. Tom wraps his arms around me from behind, kissing my neck and rubbing my lower stomach. I moan and shiver a little. This naughty fox is trying to make me more aroused.

"Mmmmmm. You're so naughty, Tom." I say.

"I know." He whispers right in my ear, making it twitch. That's when he starts licking my ears.

"Ohhhh yeah!" Wendell says. I can tell he's enjoying riding Dexter's ass. Not as much as he loves mine. As sucks me harder, Dex wraps his tail around Wendell's waist. "Oh? Is kitty liking this?"

"Mhm." Dex nods. Tom's paws crawl down my back as he kneels down. I'm gonna cum sooner if he keeps this up. His paws rest on my ass, slowly massaging it before he spreads my ass open and licks inside of it. I moan louder and start rubbing Dex's head a little, maybe even pulling his head into my cock.

"Suck me." I whisper. "Suck my cock." Wendell increases his pace. I can hear his hips hitting Dex's ass. The scent of Wendell's musk drives me down a road of pleasure. Dexter grabs onto my hips as he sucks more. His tongue wraps around my shaft. One of his paws play with my balls as the other holds my hip.

"Is kitty liking my cock?" I ask. Dexter nods. I take his cameo cap off, revealing that cute orange hair on his head. I ruffle it a bit and I can tell he likes it. Tom rims deeper in me, which makes me wrap my fluffy tail around his chest. His own tail curls around my ankle.

"Ohh god, yes!!!" Wendell says. He thrusts into Dex faster, spanking his ass a few times. My knot starts to swell up again, another load about to come. At this point, I'm forcing Dexter's head up and down on my cock. What's even more arousing is that he sucks me more instead of fight against it.

Tom takes his tongue out of my ass, then goes to sit on the bed, his paw on his crotch pawing himself. "I gonna cum, Dex!" I say. He doesn't stop when I moan loud and shoot my load down his throat. He swallows all my sticky seed and then takes my cock out.

"Mmmmmm. Fuck me Wendell!" Dexter says. I sit next to Tom on the bed, finding myself pawing off too. I can imagine Wendell's knot swelling up inside of Dex. He thrusts harder and harder, until the two of the moan very loud and I smell Wendell's cum. He tied him down.

"Wow!" Wendell breaths. "You're as tight as Todd."

"Am I?" He asks.

"Yep. That was fun." Me and Wendell lock eyes. "Don't you're off the hook when they leave."

"Oh? What're you gonna do to be?" I ask, winking at him. That's when he gives me a toothy grin.

***

You know how sometimes in a 3, 4, or even 5-way gay orgy, one person gets held down while the others cum all over him? That's what's happening now. Dexter hold my right arm down, Tom has my left, and Wendell pins down my legs with his knees. All three of them are pawing off. I struggle to get free but it's no use. "There's no going anywhere foxy." Wendell says. He's right. All I can do is lie here and wait for their loads to come.

It actually turns me on that I'm vulnerable to whatever they choose to do to me. I've never had a cum bath (if that's what this is called) before, but I assume it'll be fun.

"Mmmmmm." Wendell says. "Ohhhhhh, I can feel mine coming." He slightly humps into his paw a bit. I see his knot swell up and I get excited. I lick my lips a little, hungry for his taste in my mouth. He breathes heavily and then I see a stream of white come out of him. It hits the fur on my stomach and he lets go of his cock.

I try to move again but Dex and Tom aren't budging. "I think I feel something." Dex says right in my ear. I see his paw moving fast on his shaft. His knot swollen, his musk hitting my nose. Wendell reaches out and rubs Dex's thigh. The tiger shudders and then shoots his load all over my chest and stomach. The scent of Wendell and Dex's cum all over me makes me so fucking aroused.

"We're not done." Tom says when I try to move. He's the last one pawing himself. Dex reaches over and paws Tom off for him. Probably trying to get him to cum sooner. Tom gives in to Dex's touch, slightly humping his paw. He whimpers a little as his knot swells but Dex isn't slowing down. "Ohhhhhhh. Ahh... Ahhhhhh.... AHHH!!!" Tom shoots stream after stream of his fox cum all over my chest and shoulder.

"You guys are so kinky." I say.

"Yeah." Wendell says. As everyone calms down, the three of them lick the cum off of me, slightly tickling me a bit.

That was pretty much one of the most fun moments of my life. I don't think anything can ruin today.

-------------------------------------------------------

I stand outside the auditorium. The door opens and the students file out of the room. Perfect, I think, everything is going according to plan. Of course, there's going to be some pockets of resistance like Jo and Mike were. At least, before this assembly. Riley still needs to be changed and with what Dallas told us about his intelligence could ruin our plan. But as long as these kids stay in the Influence, everything will be perfect.

The kids quietly walk back to their classrooms. I see Jo walk by and I stop her. "Hello, Jo." I say. "How do you feel?" She stands there for a moment, but then she smiles.

"Incredible." She whispers before the blue in her eyes flash red for a few seconds.

The color of success.


 
  Chapter 7 (Riley)

  Chapter 7 (Riley)

I feel better by the next morning. As I pack my stuff, I realize something feels off. I can't quite put my paw in it, but something just doesn't feel right. I carry my backpack downstairs. "Hi there." Wendell says. He stands in the kitchen with a mug of coffee in paw.

"Hi dad." I say.

"Where's Jo? She's usually here by now." He's right. Where the heck is Jo? She normally jumps through my window or something and drags me off to school herself. That hasn't happened today. In fact, I haven't heard from her or Mike at all since yesterday.

Someone pounds on the door frantic, as their life depends on it. I run up to the door and open it. Mike bursts in and he shuts the door locking it. The look in his eyes show panic. "Mike? What's wrong?" I ask. "And what the heck happened to you yesterday?"

"Listen," Mike breathes, "everyone at school... they're acting different."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean yesterday, everyone was themselves, today... they're like... zombies or something."

"Ok. Calm down buddy." I put my paws on his shoulders hoping my gestures soothe him. "Now, where do you think it all started?"

"Well, everyone was fine until that assembly." The Canler. It was in our fliers. What does he have to do with this? "That crazy man who came in sang a 4-note song and I saw a flash of red. Next thing I know, it was like everyone's energy has gone... bad."

"Well, I'm going to school with you. I'm right there with you, every step of the way." I say. I wrap my arm around his shoulder and I open the door again. The sight of Jo on my front porch makes us slightly jump.

"Oops. I didn't mean to scare you." Jo says in her usual cocky tone. "And sorry I'm late, my sister wouldn't stop bugging me about getting up to take care of the trash."

"It's fine." I say. I look and see she doesn't have her backpack. "Where's your bag?"

"Hm? Oh, I left it at home. The teachers told us we weren't gonna need it today."

"Yeah. I do remember that." Mike says. His paw snakes around my waist, pulling me close to him. Jo narrows her eyes at us, as if she disapproves of what she sees.

"What's going on between you two?" She asks.

"Mike came in earlier, looking kinda panicked." Mike keeps his straight face. "He told me he had a nightmare and didn't want to be alone."

"Well," Jo steps closer to us. She reaches out with both paws and slowly pushes us apart. "Why don't we save that for later?" That's weird. She never cared if Mike got affectionate with me before. Is she jealous? If so, I wouldn't know how to react. I love Jo a lot, but I don't know where jealousy will fit into the equation.

"Let's just... go to school." I say. I get my backpack, noticing my dad's concerned expression. I ignore it as I don't have time for random questions I can't answer and the three of us head out the door.

Mike stays close to my side as we walk down the street. As we do, I can't help but notice Jo doesn't rolls her eyes or try to kick rocks or cans on the ground. She keeps her eyes forward, appearing as if she's isn't looking at anything. It's like her mind is dead.

My paw suddenly gets warm. I look down and see Mike's paw holding mine. I'm about to slowly and gently let go of him when Jo walks behind us and comes in between us, forcing Mike to let go of me. "Jo, what's your problem today?" I ask.

"Nothing." Jo says. "I'm just the same name you knew before yesterday." As we approach the school, I can't help but feel as if Mike is right about Jo.

***

We sit in class. Our assignment is a self-portrait, where we tell our hobbies, interests, things we hate, etc. I notice Mike's paw trembling a little as he does it. Mine's already done and turned in. "Hey, Mike." I whisper. He looks over at me. "It's ok." I look over at Jo to see that she's still doing her work. I let my paws hang on my sides and then I motion for him to do the same. When he does, I let my fingers lace through his right paw. He grips tight and smiles at me.

"Thank you." He mouths. He goes back to the assignment with his left hand. Not sure if I ever mentioned this, but Mike's ambidextrous.

I get out my phone to play games while everyone else finishes. I have a text from Wendell and one from Todd. I read Wendell's first. "Everything ok?". I text him back saying things are fine. Todd's message is something bizarre. "Ys83!dibwl.72?/@9". I have no idea what that means.

"Mike! Riley!" Ms Kara shouts. Me and him look up, both of us wondering what we did wrong. She gets up and I quickly delete the message from Todd, pulling back up Wendell's. When she stands before us, something in her eyes definitely shouts that she's changed since the first day.

"Is there a problem?" I ask calmly.

"Yes. What're doing with your phone?" Thankfully me deleting the message gave me an alibi.

"My dad messaged me. I had to message back."

"Let me see it." I don't know if it's fear or if I'm just doing what I'm told, but I hand over my phone to her. She reads the message I have from Wendell on the screen.

"'Everything ok?'. What does that mean?" She asks.

"I had the flu yesterday. Dad's just wondering if I feel any better." I lie straight through my teeth.

"That's right." Kara says. "You weren't here yesterday." She hands me my phone back and turns around. "Oh and Mike..." He looks up. As Kara walks away, she mutters, "... detention. This afternoon."

"What?! What for?" He asks.

"You know why." Mike and I look at each other, unsure of what she means. Jo slips a piece of paper on my desk, not looking me in the eyes. I open the paper and read it.

"Your paws," it says, "it's because of your paws." I look down at my fingers laced through Mike's. Detention for this? Public display of affection? Well, technically comfort but I can see how someone can mistake it as that. I take out my pen and write on the back side of the page that there's nothing wrong with it and pass it back to Jo.

Jo shakes her head and stuffs the note in her pocket. As she does, I feel someone tugging on my bag and then releasing it. I turn around and see Jase with my Support LGBT button in his paw. "Hey! What're you doing with that?" I say a little louder than I meant to.

"What? I'm just looking at it." Jase says. "By the way, I didn't know you and Rainbow we're going out." Mike drops his head down, tears about to flow.

"Leave him alone." I say. "And give me back my button."

"Oh. Ok." Jase grips by button and crushes it in his paw. "Here." He puts the smashed button in my outstretched paw. My heart shatters a bit. My parents gave that to me. It meant a lot to me. Not only did it show that I'm not a homophobe, it showed I stand by the LGBT community.

As I look at Jase, who smiles evilly, and the rest of the class, whose eyes are all on me, anger boils through my veins. Something that rarely happens. My fingers let go of Mike and they clench into a fist. Jase is gonna regret doing that.

What happens next happens so fast, it was almost slow motion. I leap out of my chair, hurl myself across Jase's desk and push him to the ground. He pushes me off of him but I grab his jean jacket and I throw him back, knocking him against the window. As Mike's paws grip my shoulders and pull me away, I see that Jase's nose has blood coming out of it and I bruised my knuckles.

"Riley McCarthy-Tripp! What has gotten into you?!" Ms Kara shouts. Everyone looks at me, the same monotonous look in their eyes. Even Jo's. Jase flips me off. "Jase, go to the nurse. Riley, it seems you're joining Mike in detention later."

"What? He started it! He destroyed my button and made fun of my friend!" I say.

"Really? I saw you throw the first punch." Some students help escort Jase to the nurse. I need to know what the heck is happening around here. This is not how anyone behaved the first day. Two days later, they're someone different.

Like they're not themselves.

***

"Mike, this may be hard to say but I think you're right." I say. We sit on the steps after the last bell, discussing the events of today.

"I know." Mike says. "Who does Jase think he is taking your stuff and calling me names? Oh wait, I know the answer! That thing isn't Jase!"

"I need to know for sure before we go around spreading conspiracy theories especially with kindergarteners going to this school. What we need to do is find the perfect opportunity to find some evidence about what's going on." We hear footsteps coming down the hall and we shut up.

"There you two are." Ms Kara. "My room. Now." The two of us get up and follow her to our classroom. When we go in, there's nobody else here. Just the three of us. "Take a seat. Neither of you two are going anywhere for two hours." Two hours? She's joking, right? Then again, her stern expression says otherwise. Me and Mike sit next to each other.

I immediately start thinking. Kara keeps her head down, her blue pen going across people's papers, grading them. I quickly take my phone out and message Wendell. "Don't text back. Call school. Ask for Ms Kara." I hit send, sit on my phone and a few seconds later, she looks up, but doesn't say anything.

Mike looks at me. "What are you doing?" He mouths.

"I have a plan." I mouth back. And what a crazy plan/long shot it is, but it works when Dallas comes in the room saying Kara has a phone call.

"Don't move." Kara says to us both. Her and Dallas leave the room.

"What's your plan?" Mike asks. I look at Kara's desk. She left her bag.

"My plan is that with Wendell on the phone, we have about two minutes max to see what's going on." I get out of my seat, and run up to her desk. I unzip her purse and riffle inside. There's gotta be some clue as for what's going on. My sneaky eyes find a card with "-nler" on it. I pull it out and it says "The Canler". A business card. I stuff it in my pocket and zip her purse back up. I run back to my seat and sit down.

"What's you find?" Mike asks.

"Apparently, The Canler has a business card." I say. 

"That doesn't make sense. Kara says he travels all over the country. Why make a business card if you only in one place for so long?"

"Not sure." The door opens again and Dallas comes in.

"Well, it seems that Ms Kara is busy right now so she asked me to take over." He says, taking a seat at her desk. A question in my mind raises: Can we trust Dallas? Tell him something's up? My mind goes against it.

I need to know more though. I've heard rumors in the past that whenever Dallas supervises detention, he never escorts people to other rooms. Time to put that theory to the test. "Hey, Dallas?" He raises his head. "May I go to the restroom?"

"Hurry." He says, waving a paw out the door. I walk up to the door, slip out and half walk, half run down the hall. The bathrooms are right near the principal's office but i'm not going there. As I approach Dallas' door, I be careful to slow my footsteps so no one hears me.

As I get closer to the door, voices appear and I can make out words. "Excellent work." A dark, mysterious voice says. I've never heard it before. "You're proving yourself quite well, teaching those infernal brats a lesson."

"Yes, well, it's all for you, King of the Influence." That's Ms Kara's voice. What's the Influence? "Soon, we shall achieve our goal and take over these brats and ridding their world of their problems."

"Yes." The dark voice says again. "Like my father, this is my destiny. And to think, 25 years ago, we were all in the Ship, hovering above the Earth, waiting for our time to strike."

"This will be a glorious thing, Canler. And, it would truly be an honor to stand by your side the whole time." Kara says.

"Are you asking to be my Queen?" I detect a smile on whoever's lips they are. I looks through the keyhole. I see a wolf in a brown best and glasses. I don't recognize him at all. Who is he? What is he? Their conversation continues.

"Yes I am." Kara asks. "I feel like I've proven myself not only to you but to the Influence."

"Ok." The wolf smiles. "By the way, I've wanted to ask you, why did you keep your specimen's Earth name, 'Kara'?"

"I think that it suits this body quite nicely if you ask me. But she's not entirely gone though. Sometime I feel her tugging at my energy strings. She can't say anything, but she sure is trying."

"Don't worry. The longer Kara is buried in her own subconscious, the quicker she decays."

"I know. Plus, there are also resistant ones like Mike and Riley."

"Resistant? How?" Suddenly, the wolf's delighted voice turns to anger.

"Remember the Double Duo of Defyance?" Kara asks. If I even should call her that, seeing as she admitted that isn't her. "Smartness and Smiles. If someone's too intelligent, it means their brain is too big, meaning the life force can't occupy it or else it'll get lost and die. Or if someone's brain is that of an LGBT, it means the life force can't occupy it since it'll poison them and die."

"I remember this." The wolf says. I think Kara said that's The Canler, like on the business card. "Look, it couldn't hurt to try the song on them again, right? If it doesn't work... well. We all know what happens to those whose specimen is useless."

"Yes, Canler." Kara says. "They simply... get disposed of." Did I hear that right? Disposed?

"Exactly." Canler says. "It is imperative that we get rid of the Resistant Ones. They pose too big of a threat on the future of our Influence."

"The Influence." I whisper. I don't know what it means but it doesn't sound good. As I listen in more, I hear something and it's not on the inside.

"What are you doing?" Dallas asks.


 
  Chapter 8 (Jo)

  "Um... I was just... I heard Ms Kara arguing with someone and thought  maybe I should resolve it." Riley says.

"Oh. I'll take care of it." Dallas says. He opens the door and goes into his office. I keep my head being the corner so no one sees me. Riley gets back up and runs back to the classroom. I was secretly hoping that Dallas would punish him, but the guy has always been a softie.

I see Riley walk back to the hallway and I make my move. I grab him by the muzzle and pull him towards another hallway. "This could've been much simpler." I mutter. "You could be one us."

"Never!" I hear him mutter under my paw. He tries his best to struggle against me but he knows he'll never be stronger than me. As I hear the door for Dallas' office open, I drag Riley back out and quickly get him in the office.

Kara shuts the door as I drag him in. The Canler forces him into a chair and ties him down by the paws and ankles. "I was wondering when you were ever gonna show up." He says.

"Let me go." Riley says. He struggle again against his restraints but Canler sure knows how to tie a good knot. "What do you want from me?!"

"I just to make you better, son." Canler caresses Riley's cheek.

"I am NOT your son. I want my dad. Let me go!"

"Relax. And enjoy the music." I love that catchphrase. Canler puckers his lips and whisked that beautiful four note tune. The tunes that healed me and made me better. It helped me control my anger all the time. Riley's muscles relax and his blue eyes turn red.

"It's working." I say, smiling. Soon, he'll truly be one of us. One of the Influence. His eyes flash from red to blue like strobe lights.

"What's happening?" Kara asks. Riley's eyes turn the worst color ever. Lime green. I was told it's the color of failure. They flash back to blue and he starts struggling again.

"The life force is lost." Canler says. "His brain is too big. Dispose of him." Me and Kara each grab one of Riley's arms when I notice him staring straight ahead, frozen as if he doesn't realize we have him.

The door busts open and I hear a gun cock. That's when I see the familiar grey furred, blue-eyed menace. "Wendell." I whisper.

"Dad?" Riley says.

"Get your hands off my son." Wendell says. His finger poised on the trigger, pointing right at Kara.

"Mr Tripp, we don't mean any harm to your son." Kara calmly says.

"You tied him up in a fucking chair! Untie him or I go to the school board and tell them about this." Kara just stands there, no emotion on her face and unmoving. Wendell steps closer until the gun is right on her nose. "Now!!" Without haste, Kara and I untie Riley, who hugs Wendell tight and jumping into his arm.

"Don't trust them, dad." I hear him whisper. "They're not who they say they are." Keeping his gun pointed at us, he backs out of the room and he bursts out the front door.

"What do we do, Canler?" I ask. He does his best to close the door. He turns to us with a smile on his muzzle.

"We'll get him tomorrow." He says. "Right now, I think I'll go deal with Dallas while he's still here." He leaves the room right as I see Dallas come down the hall in our direction.

"Oh, Canler, there you are. Have you seen Mike? I went back to the classroom but he wasn't there." Dallas says. Canler takes a moment to answer, but he does.

"Of course. I seen him down that way." Canler points down another hall. "I'll take you to him." He takes Dallas down the hall. Kara sits in the chair Riley was in and I sit in a big, brown, soft chair.

I look around in this office. It's not big. Two desks, one on either side of the door, a large window facing north, and a row of purple chairs the east wall. I look to my right and see a mirror on the wall. I see my true self. My outline is obvious. But that's all my reflection is... an outline. A red one with a million tiny red circles bouncing around my outline. None of my face features shown.

"That's you." Kara says. She leans into the mirror and it's the same case for her. Only her outline with a million circles inside. "And me."

"Why this planet?" I ask. "There was one we saw several hundred light years away that was just fine."

"Oh, sweetie, that planet didn't have as good of vital signs as this one. Besides, this is what's good for us." She stands up and paces the room.

"Why do we have our current goal?" I ask out of curiosity.

"Because. If we inhabit these bodies, were able to reproduce faster. And therefore, creating natural members of our Influence. No resistance at all. However... with LGBTs out there, it's affecting that. Since they're attracted to the same sex, they can't reproduce. This is why we are unable to control the mind of an LGBT, because if we could, it would consume us. Change us so won't be able to reproduce. Our goal is to survive and the minds of the LGBTs can ruin it. That's why we must kill them all. Because once they're all dead, well no longer have to worry about anyone fighting against us."

"I still don't get how it works." I admit. "The body snatching thing."

"Of course you don't." Kara says. "I detect your life force is only 600 Earth years old, not old enough to fully understand our Influence. Here's how it works. The Canler took over a wolf's body 25 years ago. He was given what was known as the Capsule, which is where our life forces were stored after we left the Ship. His song, the four notes you hear, not only unlocks the Capsule, but it helps the brain take the life force in."

"Interesting." I feel so ashamed knowing I didn't know this info about our Influence. I want to give so much to this group. "But, how come I'm in a girl's body? I thought all life forces are gender less."

"They are. Your life force flew into the closest unoccupied body. That how it mostly works. But don't worry, you have nothing to worry about." Kara smiles but then frowns. "Well... as long as no one ever finds the Song of Death." What? I've never heard of it.

"What's that?" I ask. I lean forward in my chair, intrigued but scared too. She's a bit hesitant at first but tells me.

"It is a song that, in the wrong hands, could end our kind. It was written over 200 earth years ago. No one really ever listens to it anymore, but no one must know about it. Even if one of those resistant ones know about the Song, we could be in big trouble."

"I understand." I say. I'm worried. What if someone finds it and sings it? I don't want anything happening to us. "What should be our next move?" The Canler comes back with Dallas right behind him. I look at the principal in his eyes. They flash red for a second making me and Kara smile. He's one of us.

"I've gotten our problem taken care of." Canler says.

"Yes." Dallas says. "Now, what can I do to help the Influence?"

"For now, stay low and prepare for tomorrow's school day. Kara," he turns to her with a big smile, "you say you want to be our Queen?"

"Yes." Kara's ears perch up. "I will anything to prove my worth."

"Alright then." Canler puts his paws on Kara's shoulders. "Fetch me Riley Tripp. Or anything that'll tell us where he is, and you shall rule beside me as Queen of our Influence." He gives her a slight kiss on the muzzle.

"I won't let you down." She says.

"Good." Canler looks at me. "Take the little one with you. More eyes searching mean more progress." I smile and wag my tail. Finally! A chance to prove myself.

"I'd be happy to help." I say.

***

"This is his house." I say as we walk up. I didn't think it was really necessary for her to hold my paw but I didn't argue. We walks up the porch to the front door and Kara rings the doorbell. "Wait, if they know that we know they're here, why would they stay here?"

"Excellent point." Kara says. "What do you suggest?"

"Hmmm... I remember I used to climb up into Riley's window to say hi." I say. I go over to a nearby maple tree. I grab on and pull myself up, keeping my feet tight against the tree. After two steps, I grab onto a branch and pull myself up. "I'll go in and unlock the door. You stay there."

"Ok. If you know what you're doing..." I usually do. I tad up on a branch that's seven feet off the ground. I inch towards the house and I grab onto the ledge. I make myself stand up, only one foot of footing and slowly make my way to Riley's window. I try to pull it open but it doesn't budge. I peer inside and see a ruler propped up against it, an obvious attempt to keep it shut. I'll need something to bust it open.

I lift my foot back and kick at the window, but then remember that this thing if made of PlexiGlass. You'd pretty much need a wrecking ball to tear that down. There has to be another way in. I carefully jump down and onto the grass. "What happened?" Kara asks.

"The window's locked." I say. "I remember last year they renovated this place and pretty much replaced every piece of glass with PlexiGlass."

"So you're saying there's absolutely no way in?" I think for another moment. I look at Kara for a minute. Not sure why, maybe something will come to me. I see something bronze in her hair.

"Is that a Bobby pin?" I ask. "In your hair?"

"Yes. Why?"

"Give it to me." Giving me a questionable look, she takes it out of her hair and gives it to me. I bend the straight half back and kneels down in front of the door. Carefully, I insert the pin into the lock and slowly move it around.

"Really?" Kara asks. "The pin gag? What are the odds you'll ever get the lock right?" I hear a click on the inside of the door and I turn it. The door opens.

"I've done this before." I say. "When Wendell and Todd lock their keys inside once." We step inside and shut the door behind us. A rush of thrill claims me. I've been inside this house dozens of times before but never uninvited.

"Where do they sleep?" Kara asks. "I'll bet they're hiding secrets in those rooms." I lead her up the stairs and we split up. I go into Riley's room, she goes into his parents' room. As I close the door, memories of this room floss into my brain. However, there's no time to reminisce about the past.

I open his closet and see a few shoe boxes. I open a couple only to find baby clothes and toys. Under his bed are just those plug in games and some old clothes. I look and see the picture of me, him, and Mike is gone. It used to live on his dresser. That plus the ruler was purposely placed there makes me believe that they were here recently but they fled.

I hear a crinkle of paper when I sit on his bed. Quickly, I toss the blanket off, then the pillows and that's when I see a rolled up piece of paper. I unroll it and words make me confused.



When your friends cannot hear

this man's music is what you seek.

When all else fails

the 5th Song of Death is what you need.



Holy shit! This is a clue that leads to what the song is. I tuck it in my pocket and head back downstairs. Kara stands there with nothing in paws. "Find anything?" Her filled with a little hope. I answer with a smile and I hand her the paper I found.

"I think we'll find that useful." I say.

"Yes." She says. "Excellent work, Jo." She gives it back to me. As she does, the phone rings. We both freeze in fear and not dare move a muscle. The answering machine rings and a familiar voice sounds.

"Hey, Wendell. It's me, Ange. Listen, I know you're probably off being heroic somewhere but once you get this message, I really need you to call me back. It's Bruno. He got sick overnight. I rushed him over to the hospital. Doctor says we might have to take drastic measures to deal with cancer. Please call back soon." She hangs up.

"What drastic measures does she mean?" I ask. Kara slowly walks into the kitchen where the answering machine is. 

"Well, I heard about Bruno's tail cancer through a grapevine." She says. "Let's just say... if he ever is happy again, he'll have to find another way to show it." I think I know what she means after that.

I hear a car outside and I go over to the window. It's a big blue truck with a flame on the side. Oh no! "They're home." I say, panicked.

"What?" Kara asks. Her finger reached out, looking like she was about to delete the message.

"Wendell's truck is pulled outside we need to hide. Fast." I suddenly remember me, Mike, and Riley going into the basement on their anniversary. "The basement. It's our only chance." Me and her run through the kitchen to the door behind the stairs. I suggested we go into the crawl space we found that day. I hear the front door open as I quietly close the basement door. I keep my ear pressed to the door to listen in on the voices.

"I swear I kept that door locked!" That's Todd.

"Relax." Wendell. "Let's just grab what we can and go. Mike and Riley can't wait around at Evan's house forever." Who's Evan?

"Ok. I'll go in the basement, you upstairs for our stuff." I quickly and quietly run down the steps and go into the other room. Kara is already in the crawl space and she helps me up and in. However, as I'm waiting here, the sounds of doors opening and feet stomping down the stairs surround my ears, I can't help but thinking back to what Todd said. He locked the door. I never locked it back up.

He knows someone's in here.


 
  Chapter 9 (Todd/The Canler)

  I run down the basement steps and into the first room. I grab a box of momentos and go back upstairs. When Wendell came home, he said we needed to leave immediately. So he grabbed me and fled with our son and Mike. The problem though is that we needed to come home to grab some stuff that the bad guys can't use against us. I think Riley called them "the Influence".

Wendell comes back down the stairs with clothes and a box of condoms. "Really?" I ask.

"What?" He says. "I don't know if I'll ever get the chance again. Let's go." The four of us run back out to the car and buckle in. As Wendell pulls out of the driveway, I look out the window and see people coming. Looking closer and I see it's a bunch of fifth graders.

"Step on it!" Riley cries. Wendell gives the car gas and we zoom forward back to Evan's house. Evan is a panda bear and a police officer who came to our house earlier and said we needed to come with him. We went to his house and then went back to ours to get a few things.

We turns a few streets and then come up on his house. The garage door is still open. As Wendell slowly backs into it, the door slowly closes and then shuts. The four of us get out of the truck, our breaths heavy. "Is everyone ok?" I ask.

"Yeah." Wendell says.

"We're ok over here." Riley says. Wendell opens the door into the main house and we go in. Evan lies on the couch watching Point of Interest when we enter.

"You guys ok?" He asks.

"Yeah." I say. "We're fine."

"Good." Surprisingly, he turns off the TV and motions for us to sit down. Me and Wendell sit next to him on the couch. Riley sits on the comforter with Mike in his lap. While I would normally think that's cute, I can't think about that right now. We have a crisis in hand. "Riley, I have to ask you about what exactly you heard. You said you listened outside the principal's office and heard a man and a woman speak..."

"Right." Riley says. "The woman was Ms Kara, our teacher. The man was someone who is known as The Canler. He supposedly goes around the country spreading music."

"But his music is a lot scarier than it would seem." Mike says. "It made everyone's eyes glow all red."

"As I was saying, Canler must've infected everyone at the school because he kept saying something about a life force."

"What else did you hear?" Evan leans forward in his seat.

"I hear the two ways to resist it: basically be really smart or..." Riley looks at me and Wendell. "... or be really gay."

"What? What the hell does that mean?" I ask.

"I don't know." He buries his face in his paws. "Everything today felt like it was rushed to me. One minute I'm in detention, the next I'm running away from everything."

"Look, until we find someway to deal with this, I suggest we stay here and plan our next move." Wendell says.

"Ok." Mike says. "But where are we gonna sleep tonight?"

"I've got some spare rooms upstairs. Todd, Wendell, you can have my room." Evan says.

"Oh, that's certainly generous, but we couldn't possible take your room." I say.

"I insist. I've always been a couch man anyways."

***

Evan's house is exactly what the inside of a grandparent's house looks like: old furnishings, fragile, old antiques, black-and-white TV, and carpeting. His living room takes up a large area. His kitchen is just next to it. Right on the divider between the kitchen and TV room is the stairs. Two steps up, a huge space and then a flight of stairs leading to the second story.

Upstairs is just a thin hallway that goes left and then left again and then ends. Two doors on each side of the hall at the second turn. The first door on the right is where Evan says his bedroom is at. Me and Wendell go inside. Windows line up on two walls. The bed is big enough to fit three of Evan in it (let's face it, he's a big man). A small TV sits on the dresser with a small analog clock right next to it.

"I think this room is pretty nice." I say.

"I guess," Wendell says. When me and him sit down on the bed and embrace each other, we hear a knock at the door.

"Come in!" I say. Riley opens the door and slowly walks up to us. We welcome him with open arms and he sits on my lap.

"Hi dads," he says. "I wanted to talk to you about this Influence situation."

"Trust me, son," Wendell says, "me and Todd have had tougher battles to fight." For a second, I think he's about to bring up the Tennessee and Roadrock incidents. Riley cuddles up to me and then reaches into his pocket. I tilt my head sideways when he brings a photo out. Wendell leans over to see what it is too.

"I've wanted to ask you about her," Riley says, "who is she?" He hands me the photo. Immediately, I see a big white polar bear with pink sunglasses and a smile across her face.

"That's Janelle," I whisper. I remember when this photo was taken, a couple weeks before Wendell proposed to me. I forgot that we still had this picture. "Where'd you find this?"

"In the basement when you guys were celebrating your anniversary." Wendell takes the photo and his eyes become wide.

"Woah. I... don't know what to say," Wendell says, "I've moved on from that incident so much that I forgot about her." He sounds a bit guilty. I don't blame him. After Janelle was killed, Angie was devastated and so were the rest of us who suffered through that week.

"What happened to her?" Riley asks. That question makes Wendell and I freeze. I know Riley is a smart kid, but I'm not sure if talking about another person's death, especially at his age, is a good idea. I look at Wendell, giving him the what-the-hell-do-we-do? look. My wolf put his paws on Riley's shoulders and turns him towards him.

"Riley..." He starts.

"She's dead, isn't she?" Riley guesses the question. Me and Wendell are speechless but we eventually nod our heads. He gets up from the bed and faces us both. "Guys, whatever that thing is at the school, I want to help you. I want to help fight the Influence."

"Riley, it's too dangerous," I say.

"I know. But they took Jo, and that a big mistake." Wendell opens his muzzle to say more but Riley continues. "I'm going to help. Period." I let out a sigh and Wendell rolls his eyes but I can tell we're both thinking the same thing: our little boy is definitely becoming a man.

"Ok," I say. Riley smiles and wags his tail.

"I think I might know where to start," he says as if that was rehearsed.

"Where?" Wendell asks. That's when Riley's smile disappears and his serious face comes back on.

"First, I need you guys to swear that no matter what I'm about to say, you won't think I'm crazy and you'll actually consider doing it." He holds his paw out, pinkie out. He's really serious about this. I reach out and latch my pinkie around his. Wendell does the same.

"Alright, sport, where do we begin?" Wendell asks.

"First," Riley takes a deep breath, "we kidnap the Canler."

***

I sit in a big chair at the school office. My pants feel a bit tight with the heavy metal stored in my pocket. The mug that says "#1 Dad" sits on the desk, steaming with fresh coffee inside. I changed my earrings this morning (the old ones started to irritate my ears). I'm currently wearing a plain white T-shirt and jean shorts, my favorite outfit. I technically didn't want to do this job, but Riley insisted since the Canler hasn't met me. I was told we was a wolf with square glasses and a brown vest.

"Ok. I'll see you soon," I hear a dark voice say. A wolf stands outside the door, putting the key in the lock. He looks like Riley's description. It's show time. He opens the door and is shocked to see me here.

"Hello? Can I help you?" He asks in a friendly voice.

"Hi. I'm Todd Tripp, Riley's father," I say. I try my best mirror his obviously fake friendly tone.

"His father? I thought I already met his dad."

"His other father." When I say that, he smiles again, like he's an owl that just found another mouse.

"Other father? So you mean-"

"I'm gay." We sit there in silence for a moment or two, my heart pounding out of its chest.

"I'm sorry, what're you doing in my office?" Canler asks.

"I think you mean my office," I say. He just chuckles.

"What're you talking about? Am I in trouble or something?"

"No," I reach into my pocket, take out the handgun and point it right at him, "but if you don't get into my car right now, you're going to be." He just keeps that smile on, as if he doesn't notice the gun that's only seconds away from taking his life.

"Mr Tripp, we don't have to do it like this," he says finally. I stand up, keeping the barrel pointing right at his chest.

"I beg to differ. Now, you have five seconds to start walking or else I'm gonna make sure you never walk again," I walk coward one step and the gun presses right onto him, "... or think." Canler turns around and slowly walks out the door. We turn right and go out the school's front door. Wendell has our truck still running ready to drive off. I open the side door and force the Canler to get in.

"I don't know how you managed to do that, babe," Wendell says.

"Let's just go back to Evan's house," I say, "and see what exactly Riley wants us to do next."

***

Wendell holds the Canler in the chair while I duct tape his wrists and legs down. Riley and Mike watch at a distance. Evan's asleep upstairs even though we told him we've kidnapped the enemy and are keeping him in the basement. I finish Canler's right leg and toss the tape aside. "Was taping me down really necessary?" Canler asks.

"Yes," Wendell says firmly, "now shut the hell up and talk. Who the hell are you? Where did you come from? And what do you want?" Canler looks at Riley and Mike, then at Wendell, then me.

"Ok," he finally says. "My real name is Cameron Montgomery. I've been associated with the Musical Institute of America for over 10 years. But... I wasn't born here in America. I was born in Almania"

"Well where is that? Albania?" Wendell asks, getting antsy.

"It's over 200 million light years away." That really hits the four of us hard. The question is why isn't this guy trying to keep this a secret? Normally, bad guys don't reveal stuff until they're almost dead. We haven't made a scratch on this guy.

"So you're an alien?" I ask. "What do you want here on Earth?"

"Todd, the mind is alien but the body, trust me, was definitely was made on this planet. Me and my kind, our planet was destroyed by our own. We wanted to have a fresh start so, we gathered as many surviving Life Forces as we could and we came here to preserve our kind."

"And you had to snatch bodies to do that?" Wendell asks.

"Yes. Unfortunately, yes. Believe me when I say that if there was an easier way to do this, I would've."

"It's still wrong," Riley pipes up, "now tell us how to change them back."

"Oh," Canler perks his ears up, "I see someone still isn't over a certain wolf despite being romantic around that pesky skunk."

"Hey!" Mike shouts.

"He's not pesky! Besides, you're the pest! You're the one invading bodies and taking people's lives away from them!"

"No I'm not. When a Life Force takes a body, the host's consciousness is still in the brain. For now."

"What do you mean?" I ask.

"I mean, they're still alive in their brain, it's just that they don't live much longer. They slowly Decay until they're gone. Vanished. Never to return."

"So you're saying that if there's any chance to save Jo, we have to do it now or else she'll be gone forever?" Riley asks.

"That's exactly what I'm saying," Canler continues, "the younger the host, the faster the consciousness Decays."

"So that's why you did this to fifth graders?" Wendell asks. "So their previous mind is gone faster? Why not just do that shit to kindergarteners or something? That might as well have been what you done!"

"Silly, Wendy, kindergartener's brains aren't big enough to store the Life Force." Canler stops for a moment. Wendell looks shocked what he just said. No one has called him Wendy in six years and the last person to do that is dead. Canler's expression changes from one of mocking to one of worry. All of a sudden, he lurches forward, pulling on his restraints. Wendell pulls a gun on him, ready to shoot. "NOOOOO!!!!! DON'T LISTEN!!!!!" His screams sound unearthly and sinister. He coughs and retches on the floor.

"Come on. I think that's all we're gonna get," I say. Riley and Mike follow me as we go upstairs. Wendell eventually shows up too, turning off the basement light and closing the door and locking it. We're both pretty freaked out, not only about what we just heard, but also about what that "No! Don't!" was about.

"Why must our lives get weirder?" Wendell asks.

"I'm not sure," I say. We hug each other and kiss. He picks me up and carries me upstairs.

-------------------------------------------------------

I hit record and start speaking. "Well, it seems that the Resistant Ones have captured me and taken me to their secret hideout. I was only thinking for what's good for them. At gunpoint, the forced me to answer their questions. I did, of course, because it's not like it's going to matter for long. Once Jo receives the instructions I gave her, I'll be out of here by breakfast tomorrow morning and be back to running the Influence by my Queen. And Todd and Wendell..." I chuckle a little at the nice thought of what's gonna happen, "Todd and Wendell, if everything goes according to plan, will be dead the second I'm free."


 
  Chapter 10 (Riley)

  Me and Mike sit in bed the next morning, unsure of what to do next. Personally, I'm just happy the Canler didn't break out and kill us during the night. He seemed to quick to confess and nobody knows why. If others know that he's here, then that's not a good thing.

Our room's ok. It's a couple doors down from my dads'. It's got a big enough bed for me and Mike in the corner, beige wallpaper and a dresser. There's no TV, but YouTube pretty much makes up for that. "So," Mike breaks the silence, "what do we do now?" I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding.

"I have no idea," I say. "To be honest, kidnapping the Canler was all I came up with."

"Well, I think it was a good idea." Mike scoots a little closer to me. I look down and see he has his phone out and has his music library pulled up. There's a couple songs I recognize. But one stands out more than the others.

"Beethoven's fifth?" I ask.

"It's beautiful music," Mike smiles at me. He scrolls down his list and hits play to another song. When it starts, it's slow guitar music. Kind of like the type you'd play in a romantic setting. As the lyrics flow and tug my heart strings, Mike laces his fringes around mine and gently squeezes.

"Can I tell you something?" I ask.

"Of course."

"I'm still a little sad that Jo's gone."

"I know, my poor fox," Mike says, putting an arm around me. I look into his eyes and see a few things: genuine upsetness, desire, and passion. I don't know what it is that makes me lean forward, the fact that my friend's gone and I'm all alone in a world ravaged by aliens or that someone that has been my friend forever  and truly cares about me, but either way, I wrap my arms around Mike and slowly pull him forward. He seems a bit surprised but relaxes his muscles when our lips are only a short hair away from each other.

"I'm afraid," I whisper. Of the possibility that Jo will never be back. That if we kiss, nothing will ever be the same even after we stop the Influence.

"It's ok," Mike says. Our noses touch right before our muzzles do. But the second they do, I feel like I'm on cloud nine, all of my worries being temporarily lifted. The kiss lasted only a few seconds, even though I didn't want it to end so quickly. When it ends, we look at each other, blushing like crazy. Then we end up hugging each other tight. I hear Mike sniffling a little and wonder if he's crying. What do I do then?

"I love you, Riley," Mike says. "Do you love me?" Do I? Whenever Mike flirts with me, I've always known they were 100% real. Whenever he cuddles with me, I know he wants to be with me. Even after our discussion, he still wants to be with me. Maybe I've always thought the same way and I was afraid to admit it. Do I think Mike is a good friend? Yes. Do I enjoy cuddling with him? Yes. Did I like the kiss we just had?

Yes.

He releases me and puts his paws on my shoulders, tears twinkling in his eyes. "Do you?" He asks again. I wrap my arms around his waist and give him my honest answer.

"Yes." His eyes widen and his tail starts wagging.

"Does that mean...?"

"Yes. I will be your boyfriend, Mike," I say. A smile grows on his face and he hugs me again. I lie down with him getting on top of me. We look at each other again and I notice him starting to tear up again. I wipe them away with my thumbs.

"I've been dreaming about that for a long time," he says. He kisses me briefly. His tail wagging like crazy. "I'm gonna make you the happiest fox ever."

"And I'm going to make you the happiest skunk ever," I say. We kiss again. The chaos that happens next happens fast. We hear a crash of glass, a few gunshots that don't like gunshots, more like darts being shot out of a gun, and a few thumps. Me and Mike immediately get up and our hearts start racing in a bad way.

"What do we do?" Mike asks.

"I don't know." We hear someone thumping up the stairs and we immediately lace fingers together. I'm ready to die. Not without a fight. I go up to the door and look through the keyhole, a grey figure blocks my view and I rapidly get out of the way before someone kicks the door off the hinges and onto the floor. When the dust settles, I a see Jo with red glowing eyes, foam coming out of her muzzle and a gun pointed straight at me.

"Jo?" I ask.

"I knew it. I fucking knew it," she says, her body twitching a little. "I knew you were trying to hide from us, only caring about that fucking skunk! He's a fucking waste of a body! A danger to the Influence."

"Jo, what the hell is wrong with you?" I ask. She looks like she has some form of mutated rabies.

"What's wrong is that you two are still alive. I got a message on my phone from the Canler, telling me to free him after I've killed you two." Jo cock the handgun she has and positions her finger on the trigger.

"What the fuck do we do?" Mike whimpers.

"I don't know," I say. Jo slowly enters the room, making us back up. I bump into the desk and my tail accidentally slides over Mike's phone. The music changes to silence and then classical music. "You left your phone out."

"Is this the end?" Mike asks. As the music hits the eighth note, we hear an unearthly scream and we turn to Jo, who has dropped the gun and fallen onto her knees. Her paws cover her ears and he eyes glow bloody red right before they change to green and she collapses unconscious. After a fearful minute, I turn off Beethoven's fifth and walk up to Jo's limp body. I reach around her neck and press two fingers in the side. A pulse is still alive. She's still alive.

"Dad," I whisper. I quickly run down the hall and down the stairs and see the mess before me. An entire window shattered, a red gun lies on the floor. The sight of my dads and Evan on the floor makes me want to quiver and cry. All three of them have a dart in the side of their neck but I can still see their chests rising and falling. The door's unlocked and open with a handgun right next to it. On the street is a white van with a white fox and a grey wolf in the front seats. Kara and Canler.

Something snaps within me. I grab the gun off the floor and march outside. I raise it, pointing straight at Kara's head. When I fire, I miss and hit the mirror. She jerks awake and fires up the engine. As she drives down, I'm firing a few rounds at them but I don't really do any damage. Mike runs outside and snaps me out of it.

"You're right," I say. We head back inside and we go up to my parents. There's no doubt that those are tranquilizer darts in their necks. I carefully take them out as if it will immediately wake them up. They still lay slumped, unmoving. We do the same to Evan, making sure they all lie flat on the ground so their blood doesn't flow to just one part.

***

Me and Mike carried Jo downstairs and into the kitchen where she's currently at, tied to a chair. Todd and Wendell still aren't awake. How long do tranquilizer darts last? I managed to get myself lunch from Evan's fridge and got some of my strength and energy back; which is good if I want to fight the Influence. While I sit on the floor, shaking Wendell's shoulder trying to get him to wake up, I hear mumbling not far away. "Riley! Jo's awake!" I hear Mike shout. I don't know if I should be afraid or relieved; but either way, I'm prepared. I walk around the stairs and into the kitchen.

It's a small room, a sink on the left, a few cupboards here and there and a black table in the middle. And sitting in a black chair, tied down with steel wire we found is Jo, whose eyes are starting to blink and whose muzzle and starting to speak.

"Wha?... What... happened?" Her voice is so silent, I have to reeeeally listen. I keep the gun in my paw, but lowered.

"Jo?" I ask. "Is it really you?" She looks at me with those same blue eyes I've known for six years. For the last couple days, I've been afraid of them. Now I don't know what to think.

"Yes," she whispers.

"How do we know?" Mike asks. If there's one thing I know about the Influence is that it made Jo go crazy when Mike and I held paws and it made even more insane when we kissed. I tuck the gun in my pocket, spin Mike towards me, hold his paw and kiss him. He wraps his paws around me and kisses back.

"Ok lovebirds, it's great that you like each other, but untie me!" Jo says in that usual cocky and annoyed tone I know anywhere.

"It's really her," I say. I give the gun to Mike and go over to help Jo out of the chair. My fingers slip a little as I untie this wire, hoping that my instincts are right: this is Jo. Whatever has infected her brain is now gone. "What's the last thing you remember?"

"The last thing?" She asks. The wire falls to the ground and she stands up, wincing a little and looks at her arms. They seems a bit sore. I guess me and Mike tied it too tight. As she runs her sore arms she says, "the last thing I recall is me sitting in the auditorium. Next thing I know, I'm in this house on my knees with a gun and then I crashed out. Where the hell are we, anyways?"

"Evan," I say, "he's a police officer who took us in after he found my house invaded and destroyed. Apparently, the Influence now knows we're here and if we don't get moving, we could get captured." She looks a bit confused. That's when I remember that she's never heard of the Influence.

"We'll explain later," Mike says, seeming to see Jo's expression too. Mike leads her to te bathroom to freshen up while I go back to work on my parents. I've seen a trick in the movies where you'd throw a cup of water on someone's face and they immediately wake up... or something like that. I go to the kitchen, open the cupboard and reach for a glass. I fill it almost to te brim with ice cold water and bring it back to the living room. I go over to Wendell first (let's face it, his love for Todd is so strong that even his touch might bring him back). I get on my knees and slowly pour the water over his muzzle and closed eyes. They immediately squeeze even more shut and then fly open.

"Dad?" I ask.

"Yeah, I'm awake," Wendell says, rubbing his forehead. He seems a little dizzy. I help him onto his feet where he just gets even more dizzy. "What the fuck happened?" He scans the rooms and sees the broken window, the gun in my pocket and his husband and Evan unconscious on the floor.

"Jo came in and knocked you guys out and then almost killed me and Mike," I say. He looks like he's gonna say something else but before I give him a chance, I add in, "and I think somehow we changed her back."

"What do you mean you changed her back?"

"I mean, I don't think she's part of the Influence."

"How can you tell?" I can't. She could just be pretending and will capture us at the first chance she gets. That's when I remember a couple hours ago when she had us at gunpoint. Her eyes changed and she collapsed.

Her eyes.

"Her eyes changed to green," I say. "Mike said that everyone's eyes turned red before they went insane. If red means bad, maybe green means they're good again."

"That's a pretty big 'if', Riley," Wendell says. And I know he's right that we can't be certain that Jo's back to normal. I've pretty much rolled the dice, now I have to know if I'll pay the price later.

***

Wendell, Mike, and I got everything into his truck. We got Todd and Evan into the bed of the truck with no problems. I know it seems rude but this is our only vehicle and we definitely can't stay here for long if the Influence knows we're here. Wendell took Evan's handcuffs and cuffed Jo just to be on the safe side. Once we had everything, we opened the garage door and we left.

Currently, I sit on a semi-old bench in the middle of some storage house the next town over. It seemed like the safest place to be. There's a couple bunk beds set up and sleeping bags out. It's freezing in here and I don't have a jacket; imagine how that would be. Wendell managed to get Todd up and hour ago and they're still working on Evan. Sometimes I think he's asleep and he knows it and refuses to get up. Jo sits in the corner, still cuffed but free to walk around. Mike lies in one of the beds, sleeping. I'm trying to think what our next move should be.

Suddenly, Todd's phone rings and the ringtone echoes through the room. He picks it up and answers it. "Hello?" Whoever's on the other end speaks a little and Todd smiles. "That's great! I'll see you then!" He hangs up.

"Who was that, honey?" Wendell asks. He goes up to him and wraps his paws around his waist.

"Angie. Bruno's having surgery that will hopefully get rid of the cancer." I completely forgot about cousin Angie and cousin Bruno. With all this Influence stuff that's been happening, they must've slipped my mind. I kinda feel bad about it.

"I really hope things go well," Wendell says.

"They will, wolfy." Todd kisses him and they immediately hug tight and caress each other. If this was before I started my fifth grade, I would be very happy to see my dads kissing. Even though I still like that they love each other, panic still sets in the back of my mind. I can't help but think: what if the Influence finds us? How do we stop them?

How did we free Jo?


 
  Chapter 11 (Jo)

  When I was under the Influence, it felt like being shoved in a deep, dark corner and forced to sleep. What's crazy is that I could remember everything that alien said and saw. The word Decay came out of Canler's big, fat mouth but apparently it isn't true. I was still there and I wasn't going anywhere. The issue was that creature consumed most of my brain and I couldn't do anything but sit watch like a movie theater.

When that thing bursts into Riley's room close to killing him, all I know is music played and suddenly, it became weak and it just vanished, putting me back in charge. I don't know how but I'm glad it did.

Right now, they have me handcuffed in a warehouse outside of town. Normally, is be thrashing all my strength to break free, but I understand why they have do: they don't fully trust me yet. Emphasis on "yet".

So, at this point, you're probably asking what's it's like here. The answer is awful. It's constantly freezing and it doesn't help at night. There's only one light bulb. The bunk beds give everyone cramps. We only have one meal a day to avoid giving away our location and the water is so warm, I spat it out the first time I drank it. If this is what being in hiding is like, I certainly don't like it. I'd rather take a risk with the FBI or whoever and ditch the state.

Then again, we're the only six who can stop the Influence. If something isn't done, they'll take over and we can't have that. At least, that's what I heard with a conversation between Riley and his dads.

Right now, Riley lies in his parents' laps, the both of them rubbing his fur. "What the heck are we supposed to do?" He asks.

"I'm not sure," Todd says. "But if Jo can be freed, maybe everyone can."

"We're not sure about that," Evan says. The panda is sitting down on his bed while the others are on the floor. "Remember we still don't know if we can trust Jo yet."

"I can hear you assholes!" I shout. I'm sitting in the dark corner since that's what I'm used to: being left in the dark.

"Watch your language!" Evan says. They go back to their conversation. My ears keep perking up every time my name or something associated with it gets brought up. I lie down on the concrete ground, hoping something will come to me.

Suddenly, I'm back in Riley's room. It stands just like it always has. The door opens up and I'm standing there but I know it's not me. I quietly watch my reflection walk around the room, rummaging through Riley's stuff. The closet, his dresser, the nightstand. She tosses the blankets and pillows aside and she stops. A piece of paper sits underneath the bed. I walk up behind her but I can't make out the words.

My evil self stuffs the page in her pocket and goes back downstairs. I quickly follow her. If that page is important, I have to know about it. At the bottom of the stairs is Ms Kara, the slimy bitch. My twin hands her the page and her expression shows approval.

I snap my eyes open and I'm back in the warehouse. "Having fun over there sleepy head?" Riley asks. I look up and see all of them staring at me. Even Mike looks confused. I sit up, careful not to go fast because I really don't want the barrel of a gun in my face.

"I think I just some sort of vision," I say. I wait for someone to make a move but no one says anything. Not surprisingly, Riley speaks up first.

"What do you mean vision?" He asks. He tries to get up but Todd gently hold him back. Riley gives him an I've-got-this look. Todd lowers his paws and Riley walks up to me. Crouching down, he says, "what did you see?"

"I saw me, going through your stuff." Even saying it out loud make the dream too vivid.

"You went through my stuff?!"

"No! That alien thing that stole my body did!" I didn't mean to shout but how else do I get words in people's heads? He doesn't respond so I continue. "Now as I was saying, that thing went through your belongings and found something under your pillow. She brought it to that bitch, Kara. I think that page could be important in getting rid of them."

"Oh please," Evan rolls his eyes, "you really thing a piece of paper is going to do anything?" While he rants on, Riley has that look of recognition in his face. That look is exactly what makes me smile. I'd know that look anywhere.

"She's right," Riley says.

"What're you talking about?" Wendell asks.

"Dad, remember on your third anniversary, you took the three of us to that carnival with the gypsy?"

"You mean that phony?" Todd asks. "Riley, that's fake. Gypsies don't have any sort of ESP."

"Yes they do," Riley says, not back down. He stands up and goes over to his dad. "When we went to see him, he gave me those words saying they will beat a great danger one day. I know what that page is about because I've been dreaming about for the last two years, wondering what the words meant. I don't remember word for word but if Jo's right, that page is important."

"Then how do we get I back is Jo says that Kara has it?" Mike asks. He makes a good point. If Kara has it, then that means the whole Influence has it. Hold on... the Influence...

"I have an idea on how to get it back," I say.

"What is it?" Riley asks, ignoring Evan's grumble of disapproval.

"They don't know I've changed back. If I o there undercover..."

"Then you can steal the page back before they can destroy it." Riley's always been good at finishing people's thoughts for them. "But what if they've destroyed it already?" I hate possibilities.

"Either way, if you need information, I can get it for you guys but you need to let me go," I say. I hold up the handcuffs that bound my wrists and look at Evan. He presses the palm of his hand to his forehead like he has some sort of headache. He digs into his pocket.

"I'm probably going to regret this," he brings out a set of keys and tosses them to me, "but here you go." With Riley's help, I get free of my cuffs. The second I'm out, I hug him tight. He tosses the cuffs aside and hugs me back. I've missed the feeling of Riley. It's a lot less lonelier than the number one or being shoved in the back of my mind. I look up to Todd and Wendell.

"Boys, get me to the school." And for the first time after being changed back, I feel like they finally trust me.

***

Wendell dropped me off a block away to avoid suspicion. I still smell like two days of living in a warehouse but that's the least of my worries right now. I walk up to the school, memories flooding into me the second I see the front door. I think I recall Kara sitting me down and talking about the origin of their cult and for some reason the number five came up once or twice. I remember hiding in Riley's basement when they came back for a few things. The more memories of that shit come back, the angrier I get that the Influence used me and everyone else in the 5th grade. For now, I hide my anger. Later, I'll chop Canler's head off.

I open the door and immediately head left to the office. When I open the door, Canler and Kara sit at one of the computers. When they look up, they seem happy to see me. "Jo! What happened to you?" Canler asks.

Making sure my fists are unclenched, I say, "they kidnapped me but I managed to escape."

"We were so worried about you," Kara says. I doubt it. All they care about is survival. Then again, so do we. "We were afraid they've managed to change you back."

"How could they do that without that page?" I ask.

"Fair point," Canler says. "But don't you worry. I'm researching to see what song this clue leads to. The problem is that it says '5th Song of Death' which suggests that there's more than one."

"Oh dear." Kara pins her ears down. For an alien race, they sure do show emotions pathetically. "If there's more than one, what do we do?"

"I don't know." Canler rubs his forehead. It's obvious he's becoming frustrated. Meanwhile, I'm trying to find out how to get that page away from him. Then I get an idea.

"Why don't you get some coffee or tea to calm you down?" I ask, keeping my face innocent.

"Yeah. That sounds good. Come along, Kara." The two of them get up. As they walk out, Kara takes the page and tucks it in her back pocket. Oh no you don't! As they open the door, I sneak up and reach out for the page, which is teasingly sticking out. But before I can make a move, they leave the room, taking the page with them.

Shit!

How am I supposed to get info? The others are waiting for me. My quick eye catches the computer. I go around the counter and see that it's still turned on. With my heart racing and my blood pumping, I push the chair aside and see what those two have pulled up.

Canler literally typed up "5th Song of Death". Figures. These idiots don't even know how to research correctly. I go through the browser history. Nothing that sounds like it could kill an alien race. The Canler said the song was written over two centuries ago. The only thing I know about that era is that is was mostly classical music back then.

Because I'm curious, I go through some of the things on the desk. The two drawers are completely empty. But the day planner and a stack of sticky notes next to it look suspicious. I open the planner up and immediately see a bookmarked page. I turn to it and see two things: a date circled and an index card with an address.

"What in the world?" I whisper. Bringing up Google Maps on the computer, I search the address. The pin comes down on a building with a blue label. The name puts me off.

Los Angeles Police Department.

Why would they be looking up stuff about the LAPD? Going back to the browser history, I look through the pages a few more times. It takes me a few minutes to see that they've been looking at LAPD pages for almost a half an hour. I pull the pages back up in a separate window and read what they've seen.

It seems to be mostly statistics. There's about 100 furs in the Police Department. It's been active for a long time. Blah. Blah. Blah.

There's also a photo gallery here. I click on that and see about 100 pictures pop up. The one that stands out the most is Officer Evan. He doesn't look any different: black ears and the right eye black. However, none of this gives me a clue as for what the Influence is going to do or why they want this info.

I quickly print out a few pages of this including the home page and the photos. I grab an empty folder from the shelf and stuff the papers in there. That's when I remember the day planner. I open it up and see the specific date they have circled. August 28. I write that date on a post it note and stick it on the inside of the folder. What else? There's gotta be something.

I go back to the computer. I don't know how much time I have left before they come back but I have to try something. I open a new window and search "The Influence". Seeing that this is the only time we might get internet, I have to take a shot.

There's quite a few sites that stand out but the most frequent one is the Vena Society. I open that page and immediately, I can tell that these guys are for real. The background photo is a pair of glowing red eyes. That's how you can tell. I click on "History" and read through the boring looking article.

The Vena Society comes from the Latin word "venenatis" which means "blockage". It was founded by two girls whose families were taken by the Influence twenty-five years ago and has been dedicated to stop it since. To this day, there are over 50,000 members across the country. They've captured, tortured, and even murdered members to get information but have yet to have any luck. The only thing they could find was this poem:



When your friends cannot hear,

This man's music is what you seek.

When all else fails,

The 5th Song of Death is what you need.



Oh my god! I'm back in Riley's room, looking at the paper, and the same exact words are on it. I print out this page, erase it from the history and close it. With everything in the folder, I close it. Feeling a bit cocky, I take out a marker and write "Resistance" on the folder.

I have nowhere to hide it on my body so I quickly run down the hall to the side entrance and leave. I told Todd and Wendell to park their truck around the corner. Sure enough, as I run there, their big blue truck sits there, running. I hop inside and buckle up.

"You find anything?" Wendell asks.

"Trust me," I say, holding up the folder, "I've got a lot of stuff that you might want to see."
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