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  White Night


  

  Jason yawned and stretched his lithe frame. He’d been in the library for five hours and didn’t think he could open another book. He pulled his jacket on over his bare, white-furred chest, slung his backpack over one shoulder, and walked toward the front door, white tail bouncing behind him.


  The evening air was cool and crisp, but that wasn’t why he wore the jacket. Arctic fox fur was plenty warm even for the coolest nights in Hilltown. The jacket looked cool—black leather—and had lots of handy pockets for putting things in. Jason favored tight jeans, and when he tried to cram things in his pants pockets, they produced all kinds of unsightly bulges. There was only one bulge Jason wanted showing in his pants.


  That bulge was warm as he reached the street, making him hesitate at the crosswalk. His dorm was to the east, in the quiet residential area, but there was a little bar, only half a mile in the other direction. He’d been meaning to check it out ever since he’d heard about it a couple weeks ago, but hadn’t worked up the courage. Now was the time, his hormones were telling him. His brain finally conceded, not that it had much chance; the test wasn’t ‘til ten o’clock tomorrow, and would provide a convenient excuse for him to leave early if he needed one.


  The bar was moderately busy, but there were several tables free. He picked one back in the corner, ordered a beer, and scanned the other patrons, who were mostly just turning around from looking at him. An interesting mix met his eyes: some hares, a few other foxes, a couple polar bears. A few of them were attractive, and a couple of them were trying to make eye contact with him. He glanced at them and then looked away, nervous, while he finished his search.


  There was one table he couldn’t quite see, in the opposite corner. He could see enough shadows to pick out the silhouette of the single occupant: large and well-muscled, from the look of him. Looking closer while trying not to stare, he noticed a long, bushy tail under the table.


  As he sipped his first beer, his eyes kept searching the shadows in that table. Most everyone else in the bar was ignoring him now, except for a desperate-looking hare who actually wandered up to his table. “You’ve got a great chest,” he said without preamble. Jason turned to him to say “Thanks,” but as he did, the corner of his eye caught motion: the bushy tail under the shadowed table had started twitching.


  “You can see mine if you want,” the hare went on. He was wearing a t-shirt that didn’t promise anything spectacular underneath.


  “I just came here for a beer,” Jason lied. “Sorry.”


  “Oh.” The hare wandered off, ears drooping, and as he did Jason saw the tail stop twitching. He finished his beer and signaled the waiter for another one, keeping an eye on the table. A green gleam flashed at him from the shadow, making him sure he was being watched in return. He scrounged in his pockets and found two singles—enough for his second beer—and a five. He held the five thoughtfully.


  The waiter, a skinny hare wearing nothing but tight shorts, plunked his beer down on the table. Jason decided, what the hell, and handed him the five, heart pounding. “I’d like to buy the leopard at that table a glass of Blue Ice. Make sure he knows it’s from me, and you can keep the change.” The hare nodded and took the five, unimpressed. Jason watched him go to the bar, pour a glass, and take it over to the table. He perked his ears, but the noise level was too high for him to hear what was said. He smiled, sat back, and sipped his beer, deliberately not looking at the leopard, but aware of the feline eyes on him.


  He was surprised. He’d given up on the leopard and almost finished his beer when a shadow fell across his table and an empty glass slid next to his beer. The smell of Blue Ice wafted up to his nose, followed by the subtler but more alluring smell of the snow leopard. Jason’s amber eyes followed the table over to the jeans, sporting their own promising bulge, and then up a taut, white-furred stomach and muscular chest. The leopard was wearing a black vest, showing off his well-developed arms, and a silver chain around his neck. Looking up from the chain, Jason met a pair of blue-green eyes, mostly curious, but with an unmistakable underlying power that made his tail bristle for a moment.


  It took him only a moment to regain his composure. He gestured to the seat beside him, and the leopard slid into it with fluid ease. They watched each other for a couple moments, and then the leopard gestured at the empty glass.


  “What’s in that?”


  His voice was a low bass rumble. Jason’s ears flicked. “Blue Ice. Traditional northern drink. Made from iceberry roots.” He tilted his muzzle ever so slightly to one side. “You like?”


  The tip of the leopard’s tongue curled out ever so slightly, tracing a line around his lips. He glanced deliberately over Jason and then smiled. “So far.”


  Jason let his tail beat lazily against the chair, trying to hide his nervousness, and smiled back. He shifted his legs to accommodate the sudden swelling in his sheath. “It’s an interesting taste.”


  The leopard purred softly. “You look like you would be full of interesting tastes.”


  Jason felt his smile widen. “I like to think so.”


  “My name’s Trey,” the leopard said abruptly, extending a paw. The other remained on the table near his empty glass.


  “I’m Jason.” Jason extended his own paw and leaned over to exchange scents. Trey’s paw was firm and cool, with pink leathery pads like Jason’s black ones, and similar long white fur surrounding them. He held Jason’s paw while the fox drank in his scent. He could smell it clearly now, without the alcohol in the way, and it was rich and musky, holding hints of arousal as he was sure his own did. It told him that Trey was only a little older than he was, and there was no tension that would have signaled nasty intentions on the leopard’s part—only the tension of anticipation, which made Jason’s ears and tail twitch sympathetically.


  Trey smiled as he leaned back, and tapped his empty glass with a claw. “So, Jason. Do you have a place near here?”


  “Just the dorm.” He inclined his head. “Down that way. Usually a hassle to bring visitors in.”


  “Mmm. Then I guess it’s my place. If that’s okay?”


  Jason nodded. “Oh yes.” He grinned; it was no use trying to seem nonchalant. His tail was nearly wagging. Trey’s tail was lashing, too, betraying his excitement.


  They walked out together under the eyes of the other patrons, who redoubled their efforts to find someone, both encouraged and made more desperate by the view of a successful match.


  Trey lived about five blocks away. They exchanged some small talk on the way there, where Jason told Trey he was a new English graduate student at the college, and Trey told Jason he was a firefighter.


  “You’re putting me on! Good heavens, why haven’t I seen you around before?”


  “I just got transferred to this station last week. I don’t have any family, so I moved to be closer to work.” Trey flashed a toothy smile. “Took me a few days to figure out where the best places were.”


  Jason grinned back. “Oh, you haven’t seen the best places yet. But you will.” He was amazed at his own daring, but he felt like someone else entirely. He’d actually picked up this gorgeous creature at a bar.


  Trey chuckled, stopping at a grimy door. The smells were thick and not all pleasant, but Jason tried not to wrinkle his nose.


  “Sorry about the smell. I guess I got used to it.” The leopard looked at the fox’s longer muzzle. “Probably bothers you more, too. I promise it smells better inside.”


  Jason smiled and made a show of brushing his nose against the leopard’s fur, inhaling. “I’m sure it does.”


  Trey wrapped an arm around him and laughed, and half-pushed him up the stairs inside.


  The apartment was a small studio, decorated mostly with cardboard boxes. A sofa-bed in one corner was open, sheets rumpled across it. Trey looked uncertain for the first time that night. “I haven’t really had a lot of time to set up.”


  Jason grinned, his tail brushing the floor. “You’ve got a bed, right? Then no problem.” He glanced around the apartment and was just going to comment on the antique-style radiator under the window when the leopard’s powerful blue-grey arms circled him from behind, pulling him back against the muscular chest and stomach. He shivered, then pressed back into the embrace, sliding his bushy white tail between the other’s legs. Trey’s arms held him tightly, and just above his tailbase, he could feel the snow leopard’s warm arousal through his jeans. He grinned and rubbed his rump up and down against it, and was rewarded with a low purr that reverberated through his shoulders.


  “You are an adorable fox,” Trey said softly into his ear. One soft paw slid down his stomach, ruffling the soft white fur, and then continued over his jeans to cup his sheath through them. Jason closed his eyes and swished his tail back and forth at the light pressure of the pads through his jeans. He felt his sheath expand still further, becoming almost physically uncomfortable in the tight pants. Trey’s warm paw curled around it, and then before Jason knew it, both snow leopard paws were tugging at the catch of his jeans, opening it. He gasped and slid his arms back to hold the snow leopard’s thighs.


  “Tsk, no underwear?” Trey chuckled softly as his paws pulled the top of Jason’s jeans open. They slid down his hips, claws out now and just brushing the fox’s skin through the fur on either side of his swollen sheath. “Naughty and adorable.”


  Jason whimpered softly. He could feel the chill of the air on his foxhood’s tip as it hardened, sliding out of his sheath. “Too restraining,” he murmured, trying not to squirm at the exquisite touch of those velvety paws.


  “I can see why you wouldn’t want to restrain this.” Claws teased the base of his sac, making him gasp again, and then they moved up the length of his sheath, slowly and sensually. The touch on his sheath was delightful enough, but when the claws moved to his bare skin, it was almost more than Jason could bear. He pressed back against the snow leopard’s groin, feeling the warmth of his sheath even through the jeans.


  Trey responded with a stronger purr, slipping his paw slowly around Jason’s exposed foxhood and grasping it. With his other paw, he worked around the fox’s jeans and moved them slowly down his legs, caressing the soft white fur as he did so. Jason’s tail swished back and forth against the leopard’s chest, brushing his muzzle when he knelt to push the jeans past Jason’s knees. He kept his warm paw on the fox’s stiffness, taking his time with the process, until Jason’s feet were almost stamping impatiently to get the jeans off.


  Finally, his second foot wriggled through the fabric. Trey tossed the jeans to one side and abandoned the erect foxhood to draw his paws slowly up both legs as he stood. The fox gasped in pleasure as the gentle claws left tracks in his white fur, ending at his groin, where one returned to his length while the other cupped and rolled his sac. He pressed back again, feeling the snow leopard’s sheath larger than before, and they stayed like that for what seemed to Jason like hours. He rubbed his paws up and down Trey’s legs and closed his eyes, savoring each touch of the snow leopard’s warm paws on his soft white fur, until he was gently propelled toward the bed.


  He smiled as his legs touched the bed frame. Trey nuzzled his ear and said, “Now, can I have a look at what my paws have been doing?” Jason turned, slowly, curling his tail across his groin and then slowly dropping it to expose his full, stiff erection. He watched Trey’s smile broaden, and his purr deepen.


  His own eyes wandered downward, and his paws followed. “My turn,” he said. “That looks painful.” The snap on Trey’s jeans popped open easily with only a little help from Jason’s paws, and Jason slid the snow leopard’s underwear carefully down over his erection, murring softly as the thick cathood came into view. He dropped to his knees and took his time working the pants down the snow leopard’s muscular legs, staying at eye level with the pink erection. He traced it with his eyes down to where it disappeared into a snowy white sheath, and following the sheath down to the soft white sac which hung temptingly below it. As he pulled the pants off of each white-furred foot, he let his nose just brush the sheath, drinking in the snow leopard’s rich musk.


  Jason smiled up at the naked snow leopard and put one paw on each side of his hips. He meant to stand up, but couldn’t look away from the long, pink length bobbing in front of him. He sighed, then slowly drew his tongue up the warm sheath and kept going until he reached the musky tip of the warm shaft. Trey’s hips shivered in his paws as he closed his lips over it, letting the taste and scent fill his nostrils and muzzle. His tongue curled around the tip, and then he slowly lifted his muzzle free and smiled up at the feline.


  Trey smiled back and rested a paw between his ears, ruffling the fur gently. Jason’s tail swished slowly back and forth as he brushed the snow leopard’s shaft with his nose and then drew his tongue slowly up it again, exploring every delicious inch of the pink hardness as it pressed back against his soft tongue. On the third lick, he tasted more pre, and lapped at the tip greedily.


  Trey’s tail twitched, and the snow leopard giggled and moaned at the fox’s tongue. Determined not to let any more get away, Jason slid his muzzle over the engorged shaft. It fit nicely, warm and full, and he took it all down to the sheath, holding it for a moment. Trey’s purrs grew louder, and his paw more insistent between Jason’s ears. Jason brought one paw up to cradle the sac that hung just below his muzzle, feeling the weight and roundness of it, then gripped the base of the thick shaft and slid his muzzle back, slowly, teasing with his tongue as he went.


  “Very naughty,” Trey murmured. “But quite good, at the same time.” His tail lashed happily.


  Jason took the long shaft into his muzzle again, letting his tongue play over it, taking in the shape and taste of it. He pulled back and then let it fill his muzzle, holding it steady with a white paw. His ears swiveled, taking in Trey’s purrs as he worked the stiff cathood. While his body lost itself in the sensations, his mind wandered, comparing the beautiful snow leopard to others he’d known. There weren’t many with his muscle tone and soft fur, and Jason found the blue-grey spots particularly beautiful. He had a nice, gentle manner, and a good sense of humor, it seemed. And then, of course, he couldn’t forget the nice, stiff part that his foxy muzzle was currently sliding happily up and down on. That was very nicely sized—not the biggest he’d ever seen, but it fit very well into his paw and muzzle and it tasted quite good. He found himself thinking that it would also fit very well under his tail.


  He’d lost track of time when Trey took his head gently and stopped him. He realized the snow leopard was panting and smiling. “Let me… sit down.” He chuckled and moved carefully with the snow leopard, who helped turn him around on the ground, keeping his muzzle in place the whole time.


  Trey sat down on the bed and pulled the fox between his knees. Jason grinned, leaning comfortably on one muscular thigh as he resumed his suckling, this time moving his paw up and down as well. The thick shaft trembled in his paw, and Trey’s purrs seemed much louder than before. They were getting rougher, too, and interspersed with soft moans. The snow leopard’s large padded paw had moved to the back of his head, helping him move up and down, claws flexing in and out as he did.


  Jason could smell the musk and taste it in his muzzle, noticeably stronger now than when he’d started. Patiently, enjoying every bit of the experience, he stroked the long cathood with his paw and caressed it with his muzzle, tongue curling around and pressing against it with every warm stroke. Trey shivered, panting harder above him, and Jason wondered as he felt the warm breath on his ear if the snow leopard would finish in his muzzle or wait for some other location. Or, maybe, both. Certainly the paw on his head made no move to stop him, so he bent eagerly to the warm stiffness in his muzzle, stroking it with his paw and tongue in a quick, firm, up and down rhythm. The snow leopard’s sheath and Jason’s paw grew wetter with saliva as he worked, listening to Trey’s purrs become halting and urgent. He could taste the other’s arousal and need, and his own length trembled stiffly in sympathy.


  A shudder ran through the snow leopard. His paw tensed, claws pricking at Jason’s skin, and Jason was ready when the feline length spasmed against his tongue, and his muzzle filled with warm, musky fluid. He held the cathood as Trey leaned over him, the snow leopard’s other paw holding his shoulder, and swallowed as fast as he could.


  “Ohhhhh!!” Trey moaned, body tense against Jason. The fox felt the rush of warmth into his muzzle slow, and finally halt. Slowly, the tension drained out of the arms and legs he was pressed against. Keeping his muzzle warm around Trey’s erection, he glanced upward to see the snow leopard looking down and smiling.


  “Well… that was wonderful, fox,” he said, still panting slightly. He leaned down further and kissed Jason gently between the ears. His panting slowed. “I’ll have to see what I can do to return the favor.”


  Jason smiled. He circled the base of the snow leopard’s still-hard cock with his paw and slowly slid his muzzle off it, flicking his tongue at the tip and grinning as Trey shivered. He kept his paw there and stood up, bringing his erection up to the same level. He touched his nose to Trey’s. “You don’t have to offer twice.”


  “Mmm.” Trey’s soft paws had slid down his sides, and now returned to his sac and foxhood, which was as hard as if they’d never left it. Jason closed his eyes and sighed happily as the soft-furred paw moved up to his tip. It rubbed around there for a moment and Jason could feel the coolness as Trey spread his pre around. “Looks like you need to be cleaned.”


  Before he could respond, the snow leopard’s muzzle was replacing the paw, a soft tongue washing warmly up his cock and eliciting a happy moan from him. Trey slid his muzzle down over the foxhood and washed it thoroughly with his tongue, so that Jason couldn’t help but squirm.


  The muzzle slid off, leaving his damp foxhood chilly in the cool air, and when Jason opened his eyes, Trey was looking up at him. “Seems that no matter how hard I clean, it just gets messier,” he said softly, grinning. Jason grinned weakly back. “I think I have an idea. Hang on.”


  He gave Jason’s cock a quick squeeze and then flipped over, lying flat on the bed and rummaging in a box on the floor on the other side. His tail was lifted, and Jason couldn’t help but stare at the firm white rump underneath it. He reached out, half-wanting to stroke the tail, but stopped himself in time. They weren’t that close that he could do it without permission. He let his paw trail down between the snow leopard’s thighs, which brought a chuckle from the other side of the bed.


  “Be patient now—ah, here it is.” Trey rolled back over and sat up holding a small bottle of Slick. He smiled at the fox’s surprised expression, deliberately misconstruing it. “I know you don’t need it,” he said softly, “but I do.”


  “You sure?” Jason watched as the snow leopard drew his knees up, exposing his rear.


  Trey shook some Slick out onto one paw and held it between his legs, then met the fox’s gaze. “Sure. Are you?”


  “Oh, yes! I mean, it’s just that I can’t… if I’ve just come, I can’t take someone inside. It just doesn’t work. Are you gonna be okay?”


  “Cats have good stamina. So have foxes. I’ve heard.” He winked and slowly lowered his paw to his tailhole, rubbing in a slow circle, slickening it. Jason watched, licking his lips, his cock trembling and already dripping again. “So is it true?”


  He tore his gaze from the waiting rump and looking back at the feline muzzle. “Huh?”


  “About foxes. And their stamina.”


  Jason laughed a shuddering laugh. “I’m so turned on right now that I don’t think I’ll be breaking any time records this time.”


  “That’s okay. We have all night.” Trey reached forward with the slick paw and grabbed Jason by the foxhood, rubbing Slick all over it and pulling the fox forward. “C’mere, fox.”


  Jason found his tip pressing against the tailhole, almost sliding inside already, and he whimpered. He could already feel the swelling of his knot. Mentally, he tried to steel himself to keep control, but as he pressed forward and felt the tight warmth press in on his cock, he gasped and his control fled. He slid in up to his knot, glanced down at Trey to make sure he was okay, saw the half-closed eyes and heard the purr, and slid back out and in again. “Ohh.. oooooh.”


  Trey’s ears flicked at his moans, and his smile widened. He curled his feet behind Jason’s back, holding the fox to him, and reached up as Jason leaned over. His clean paw brushed the fox’s muzzle, and his purrs grew louder with each thrust. “You feel very good, fox,” he said softly. “Let me feel all of it.”


  “All?” Jason’s hips kept thrusting—he could hardly have stopped them now—as he nuzzled Trey’s paw and looked down at the snow leopard’s smiling muzzle. Most non-canids didn’t like to be tied, especially by one-night stands.


  “Mm-hmm. All of it. Get that foxy knot in there.” Trey’s feet pushed Jason insistently.


  “Ohhhhh… kay…” Jason moaned again, too close anyway to care about anything else through the haze of pleasure. He thrust in up to his knot, then gently pressed harder. Trey’s slick paw was helping, and the snow leopard was pushing and then all of a sudden Jason felt a lightning pulse of pleasure radiate outward from his groin, and he was locked inside Trey and his body was shuddering as he emptied himself into the snow leopard. His legs weakened and buckled, but he locked them in place to stay upright, moaning and yipping at the flood of sensation from his climax.


  He dimly heard Trey’s giggles, and then as his body slowly relaxed, heard them more clearly. He looked down; Trey laughed up at him and pulled him close.


  “What?” He was panting, grinning himself, feeling like he was being laughed at but too warm and happy to be upset.


  “I’m sorry. You just—your tongue was hanging out and those little high-pitched yips are so cute…”


  Jason tried to feel offended, but found he still couldn’t, so he settled for nipping the snow leopard’s chest. “No fair! I wasn’t looking at you when you came!”


  “Yipe! I know, I know. I don’t mean it meanly. It felt nice, and you still feel nice in there, and I’m just giggly after sex.”


  “Mmm. Well. I can’t complain. That was delicious.” Jason tentatively slid his arms around the snow leopard and rested his head against the soft chest fur.


  “C’mon, that can’t be too comfortable for you.” Trey tried to pull him up onto the bed.


  “Nah, ‘sfine,” Jason murmured.


  “Silly. Come on, get up on the bed.”


  They managed it gingerly, and soon had Jason leaning back against the wall and Trey straddling him, nuzzling his ears, still tied together. Trey traced Jason’s sheath gently with a claw. “How long does this last?”


  “You’ve never had a canid before?”


  “Never been outside my species before.”


  “You’re kidding. I didn’t know there were that many gay snow leopards in the city.”


  “Only two that I know of.”


  “Wow. So you don’t do this a lot.”


  Trey shook his head. “You’re my first bar pickup. I’ve heard stories from my friends, though.” He grinned, showing teeth. “You’re not going to run off now that you’ve had your way with me, are you?”


  “I don’t think I could.” He shifted his hips and tugged gently, but his knot wasn’t ready to come out just yet.


  The snow leopard winced dramatically. “Oooh! Not without me, that’s for sure.” He smiled back at Jason’s chuckle and tilted his muzzle, softening his voice. “Do you do this a lot? Pick up guys, I mean.”


  Jason slid his ears down. “Not as much as I’d like. Probably more than I should” He brushed Trey’s chest with a paw.


  The snow leopard nuzzled his ears. “I don’t mind, you know.”


  Jason chuckled. “I don’t know why I’m embarrassed. Only ten since I turned eighteen. None since I’ve been at school here.”


  “None? I’m the first?”


  “Well, I always used to go with my friends. It’s different on your own.”


  “I guess it would be. You don’t have a steady, then?”


  Jason shook his head. “You?”


  “No.” Trey sighed. “I sort of moved up here to get away from my last ex.”


  “Oh. What—”


  Trey’s muzzle brushed his ear. “Sh. Some other time.”


  “Okay.” Jason smiled, letting his paws play with the warm sheath in front of him. The cathood had disappeared back into it, but it began to swell again and Trey purred softly. “So anyway, it’s usually only about fifteen minutes.”


  Trey shifted his hips. “Feels a little looser.” He grinned as the fox squirmed. “Still sensitive?”


  “A bit.” Jason smiled and drew his claws along the soft sac resting on his abdomen. He could feel his knot loosening, but it wasn’t completely ready to slide out yet. He wasn’t ready to slide it out, either. The warm snow leopard around him was nice and tight and felt too good. His fingers slid around the curve of the warm sac and up the sheath, playing with the pink tip he could now see. “Hm, looks like someone’s ready for more action.”


  Trey glanced down, purring more. “Must be the inspiration of a certain cute fox.”


  Jason’s white fingers circled the pink tip, pulling the sheath down and holding the cathood warmly. “Seems like a lot of inspiration for just a fox.” He could feel the snow leopard’s muscles tighten around his cock as he squeezed the cathood.


  Trey kissed him between the ears. “He’s a very inspirational fox.”


  Jason nuzzled up and smiled. As he arched his back, he felt his knot loosen and his foxhood slid out of Trey. “Mm, look at that,” he said.


  A warm paw reached down to hold his foxhood. “Trust me, I am.”


  Jason’s tail beat lazily against the sheets, and he sighed happily, returning the gentle caress with his own paw. Trey moved slowly over to lie on his side next to the fox, keeping both paws firmly in place as he did. Jason turned to lean against him, and closed his eyes as they both played and teased and explored with their paws. Jason found himself playing his version of the mirror game, where he would note what Trey’s paws were doing and mimic the action with his own. As the snow leopard’s fingers slid delicately along Jason’s sac and up his once-again hard length, the fox’s paws almost of their own volition wandered down to the soft roundness between the cat’s legs and then blazed a similar trail upwards.


  After a little while, or perhaps a long while—it was a warm, wonderful, blissful haze—Trey’s paw brushed for perhaps the third time against Jason’s tailhole. It lingered there, pressing lightly and then rubbing, and Jason let out a soft sigh to let the snow leopard know the attention was appreciated. Trey nuzzled him gently and let his paw wander in that area a little more, drawing his claws through the soft white fur and along the rim of Jason’s tailhole.


  Jason let out a soft moan and didn’t mirror the action this time, choosing to brush his paw along the tip of Trey’s erection, now dripping slightly again. He reached down with his claws and brought them up the warm skin, feeling the snow leopard’s body shiver slightly as he did. He smiled, then gasped at a clawless fingertip pressing into his tailhole. He opened his eyes and found Trey’s blue-green eyes looking back playfully—and hungrily.


  “You feel ready,” the snow leopard purred.


  Jason panted, for effect, a wide grin splitting his muzzle. He rolled onto his stomach and lifted his bushy white tail in a high arch, exposing his rear. He glanced sideways at Trey and wiggled his rump back and forth teasingly.


  Trey watched him, his own long tail lashing against the bed, then smiled and reached over for the bottle of Slick. He grabbed it with one paw and then straddled Jason, his warm weight pressing the fox into the bed. Jason pressed his hips up against Trey’s groin, and the snow leopard laughed. “Patience, you.”


  Jason chuckled, and then murred as he felt something cool applied to his tailhole, and then into it with a well-lubricated finger. His tail twitched, and he spread his legs a bit more.


  The snow leopard took his time, making sure that first one, then two fingers could move in and out easily. He nuzzled Jason’s tail as his fingers played and rubbed underneath it, and then took the bushy fur gently into his muzzle, biting just hard enough to hold it in place.


  Panting harder now and rubbing his firm erection into the sheets, Jason whimpered in anticipation. He heard Trey’s satisfied “Mmm” and then felt the fingers leave his tailhole. He tried to relax, but couldn’t help swiveling his ears back to catch the sound of a paw applying some Slick to an eager cock.


  “Give me your paw,” Trey rumbled.


  Jason obediently stretched one arm back, paw up. The Slick felt cool on his pads as Trey coated them with it. The snow leopard’s paw guided his to his cock and closed his slick pads around it. “Just leave that there,” he said, removing his paw, and Jason, who had started to stroke himself automatically, stopped with a small “Mm-hmm,” though it was all he could do to keep his paw still.


  Behind and above his ears, he heard Trey’s slow inhalation. A finger brushed his tailhole again, and then… and then a different sort of pressure, larger, warmer, and more welcome. He felt the shifting of the snow leopard’s weight on his hips as Trey leaned forward, lying on top of him and circling his chest with two strong arms. Jason had only a moment to reflect on the warmth and comfort those arms provided before Trey entered him, the long cathood sliding slowly and easily into his tailhole and driving all other thoughts momentarily from his mind.


  “Ohh,” he moaned, and right next to his ear he heard Trey echo his moan. The arms around him, the weight atop him, and especially the warm hardness filling him and his slick paw around his own hardness made his body shiver. The snow leopard squeezed him in response.


  “You okay?”


  Jason nodded. “Uh-huh. Oh, way more than okay.”


  Trey laughed and licked his ear. “Is that all? I think we can do better.” He shifted his hips, pulling his length slowly out almost to the tip and then pressing it back in. Jason exhaled with a half-moan, half-whimper. The snow leopard moved again, in and out, and moved the fox’s body slightly with his own, so that Jason’s cock slid up and down in his paw with every thrust.


  It usually took Jason much longer to come his second time in a night. This time, the slick tightness of his paw (which he couldn’t help moving just a bit, to help out) and the smooth motion of the snow leopard’s large cathood pressing in and out, gaining speed and urgency, were quickly overwhelming him. He tried to distance himself, to let the pleasure build in his body without letting his mind get caught up in it, but was only partially successful. Shivering again, he let out a soft moan to let Trey know how he was doing.


  “I know,” the snow leopard purred throatily into his ear. “Me too. You feel so good under me, Jason.” His arms tightened, holding the fox to his chest, and his purring began to break up into a series of moans as his erection pressed even more quickly in and out.


  Jason panted harder, his paw tight around his trembling foxhood. He liked to be tied, liked the warm full feeling that someone’s knot gave him, but there was something sexy about the way non-canids could keep thrusting in and out all the way up to their climax. He moaned louder as the back and forth built up more quickly on both sides of his hips, and then felt that warm tingling build and grow, expanding from his cock up through his chest and bursting from his muzzle in a loud collage of moans and yelps a moment before his seed spurted out into his waiting paw, his whole body shuddering in delight. Dimly, he heard the snow leopard’s deep moans of pleasure as his cock thrust hard into Jason, over and over, and his body tightened above the fox’s.


  As Jason finally relaxed, letting the warm afterglow take him again, he felt Trey slump atop him as well. “Oooh,” the fox managed to say. He brought his free paw down to hold one of the snow leopard’s on his chest.


  “Yeah,” Trey purred sleepily. “Mm. That was very good.”


  “For me too.”


  Trey nuzzled his ear gently. “And I can pull out whenever you want.” He chuckled.


  “You can stay a bit longer.” Jason grinned. “I’m used to having big knots under my tail.”


  “Sorry I can’t provide that.”


  “I’m not missing anything right now.” In fact, he thought hazily, he felt he would like to curl up and sleep here with Trey, something he didn’t often do with pickups. Usually, even if the sex was okay, or better than okay, they would’ve already done something to make him dread waking up next to them. With the snow leopard, he felt very at ease. He sighed, relieved that he wouldn’t have to use the excuse to leave. What was it again?


  “Oh. Crap.”


  Trey nuzzled him. “What?”


  “I have a Shakespeare test tomorrow at ten.”


  There was no immediate response, but he felt some tension return to the snow leopard’s body. A moment later, the cathood slid out from under his tail and Trey released his chest, sitting up astride him. “Okay.” He patted Jason’s back just above the tail and then got up and off the bed.


  Jason rolled over onto his side. “Trey…”


  Trey tossed Jason’s jeans and jacket onto the bed. “It’s okay, I understand.” His ears were back, though.


  “Trey.” He said it more insistently, and the snow leopard stopped to look at him. Jason thought he saw a trace of hurt in the blue-green eyes.


  “I was just going to ask if… maybe you could set your alarm for nine?”


  He watched the eyes lighten, watched the muzzle break into a smile, and then threw his arms open as the snow leopard gathered himself gracefully and pounced onto the bed, grabbing Jason and rolling onto his back with the fox gathered to his chest.


  Jason laughed. “Wow. Two times and you still have the energy for that? I can barely keep my eyes open.” He did, anyway, happy to see the laughter in the snow leopard’s lovely eyes.


  “I’m a firefighter. We have to have reserves of energy for when necessary.”


  Jason wriggled against the still slightly-firm cathood. “You sure know how to handle that high-pressure hose of yours.”


  Trey grinned. “You get to use that one exactly once. From now on, Mr. English Student Fox, you have to find better metaphors.”


  “Now on?”


  The snow leopard got the guarded look on his muzzle again, but only for a moment. He relaxed and scritched his claws down Jason’s back. “Yeah. Now on. I think I’d like to see you again.”


  “Mm. Good. Me too. You can meet me for lunch after my test tomorrow if you like.”


  “I do. Unless there’s a fire.”


  Sleep was fast overtaking Jason. He smiled and rested his muzzle on the broad chest. “Then we’ll just have to come back here and put it out.” He yawned.


  “I’d rather put it in.” Trey giggled.


  “That too.”


  “Okay, okay. Get your rest.” He held Jason in his arms, and the fox held him back, and within moments, both were sound asleep.


  Show Off


  

  Beneath the gold letters that read “HVFD”, the trenchcoat-wrapped figure pushed through the door and locked it behind him. He paused to discard his umbrella and shake the rainwater from his coat, uncoiling the long, plush length of his tail from underneath it, then walked over to the fire truck. Smiling, he rubbed a paw along its gleaming metal surface as he walked around the front, keeping his tail bobbing just off the ground. “Cur?” he called, his voice echoing in the open space. “I’m here.”


  “Hey, Jamie. C’mon up,” a voice boomed.


  The snow leopard padded across the concrete floor, leaving wet pawprints as he made his way to the spiral stair. Partway there, he stopped to caress the gleaming brass pole, and looked up through the hole in the floor.


  Looking down at him, he saw the brown and white muzzle of a burly Clydesdale, standing with his hands on his hips. The snow leopard grinned and waved, and the stallion waved back down at him. “Come up,” he repeated, and walked out of sight.


  He met the snow leopard at the top of the stairs and returned the cat’s tight hug with only a fraction of the force. “You sure you want to do this?” he said.


  “I’m sure,” the snow leopard said, leaning back to lick the horse between the nostrils. He ran his soft paws over the muscular back and pressed himself to the hard lines of the horse’s chest. “I’m tired of hiding.”


  “Right, then.” The Clydesdale caressed Jamie’s cheek ruff, brushing the soft fur of his fetlocks over it in the way that always made the cat shiver. “I’ve got the webcam set up right over here.” He pushed the snow leopard in front of him, past the row of lockers, guiding him to the end of the bench in the narrow room. On a table in the open space at the end of the room, a desktop computer and monitor were set up, with the monitor turned toward the lockers, and a small sphere on top of the monitor pointing toward the couple. As Curran pulled the snow leopard to a stop, Jamie could see the image of himself in the trenchcoat on the monitor screen, with the hulking figure of the Clydesdale behind him. He smirked at the camera and then looked back over his shoulder.


  “You gave him the location?”


  “Sure I did. Sent him home, said there weren’t likely to be any fires in such a rain. Showed him the camera, told him to keep an eye and he’d see if we needed him.”


  Jamie looked back at the monitor, running his paws down his damp trenchcoat. His eyes slid over to a framed picture sitting on the desk, in which he was laughing with a younger, larger snow leopard. “Hallo, dahling,” he said in a high, fake, movie-star voice. “And good-bye. I hope you can find someone to fuck you as good as I’m about to get fucked.”


  “Wanting to jump right into it, then?” the stallion said behind him, sounding amused. He reached around the snow leopard from behind and started to undo the buttons on the trenchcoat.


  Jamie raised his arms and wiggled his rear end back into the horse. He wasn’t tall enough to get it against the large bulge that he knew from experience was getting bigger and harder, but that was fine; the motion was enough. He curled his long tail between the stallion’s legs to brush Curran’s tail, and felt the brushlike tail switch back and forth against his. “Mmm,” he said as his chest was exposed to the camera, fluffy whiteness showing brightly on the screen. His arms slid further back as he reached for the stallion’s thick neck and ran his paws up and down it, claws brushing the soft brown mane. “You smell absolutely lovely today,” he said.


  Curran unbuttoned down to Jamie’s waist and stopped there, his huge hands circling the snow leopard’s narrow waist. He rubbed his nose between the cat’s ears and inhaled, then blew a warm breath into the fur. “You smell wet,” he said, and inched his paws inside the trenchcoat, rubbing his callused fingers through the soft white fur of Jamie’s stomach. “But you’re sure enough dry in here.”


  “I’m wet further down,” Jamie said. “Just thinking of you makes me leak like a faucet.” He pressed himself back against Curran, wriggling sinuously. “Hurry!”


  “You don’t want to take your time?” The hands rubbed slowly up, and then down.


  “We’ve got a lot to do, and I’ll explode if you keep touching me like that.”


  “Like this?” Curran moved his hands down, fingers brushing frilly lace as they passed the snow leopards waistline. “Oh, my,” the Clydesdale said.


  “I wore ‘em especially for you,” Jamie said. “Take the coat off. I want him to see.”


  “In a moment, in a moment.” Curran rubbed the outside of the lacy panties, down the hip and around to the front, where his hand cupped a hard ridge that was indeed wet at the tip. “Now, that’s not very ladylike.”


  Jamie giggled and then moaned, stretching his lithe body to its fullest as Curran’s fingers started to rub the lacy material up and down over his stiffness. “Oh…” he panted.


  “That’s it,” the horse breathed in his ear, the breath warm and smelling of the rich scent of oats. “Do a nice dance. Keep him in suspense.”


  “He knows what’s under there,” Jamie said, but writhed anyway, thrusting his hips forward against the stroking hand, getting his cock nice and hard. He could feel the dampness in the fabric as it rubbed against him, and the coolness was even more arousing.


  “We’ll show him in just a minute,” Curran murmured. “Want it to be a nice big package. You know things look smaller on the screen.”


  “This won’t.” Jamie bucked up into the hand, the fingers encircling his rigid member now and stroking it through the panties. “Oh my…”


  Curran let go and closed his lips over Jamie’s cute little round ear. “That’ll do for now. We don’t want to end the show too early.” He moved his fingers back to the buttons, undoing the bottom three and letting the coat fall open.


  Jamie watched himself on the screen. His ivory white belly fur was tousled from the rubbing it had gotten, and below it, the pink lacy panties were distended forward by the hard, jutting angle of his erection. His pre was visible as a dark stain at the top of the tent, smeared into the delicate fabric. Back and forth he shook his hips, as Curran’s hands moved the sides of the trenchcoat aside and rested on his waist. With his cock pushing the panties up, he could see his sac below the bottom fringe of lace. “Damn,” he said. “Those panties are hot.”


  “Sure they are,” Curran said, moving his hands over them again, tracing the line of Jamie’s member and rubbing the tip, spreading the stain further. Jamie purred and reached up behind him, to the stallion’s hips, hooking his thumbs into the waistband of his jeans. Anchoring himself there, he kept swaying back and forth as Curran stroked him through the panties, squeezing his shaft and bunching the fabric around it. The snow leopard’s slender frame shivered with each stroke, until finally he gasped and turned, pressing his nose to the stallion’s.


  “Okay,” he panted, “now it’s your turn to show off.”


  Curran grinned down at him, his paws moving up to Jamie’s shoulders to slide the trenchcoat off them. He let it fall to the floor in a heap as the snow leopard worked at the front of his jeans, unfastening them with practiced ease and sliding them down the powerful hips. Curran stepped out of them, and Jamie slid around to one side to show him off to the camera. “Look at that,” the cat purred, rubbing one paw up and down the thickly muscled thighs. “You should wear tighter jeans, gorgeous.”


  “Not so good for working,” Curran murmured, flexing his legs to make the muscles jump out under Jamie’s soft paw pads.


  “Oh, they’d work just fine. But I can’t fault your choice of undies.” The cat brought his paw to the tight white briefs and the package they were straining to contain. “Good lord.” He traced the outline and watched the stallion’s muscles twitch as the big Clydesdale shivered. He turned to the camera and grinned. “Did you know you’ve been working next to this for all those months? Look at what you’ve been missing out on.”


  “There’s no audio,” Curran snorted, watching the picture.


  “Doesn’t need any,” Jamie said. “This speaks for itself.” He ran his paw slowly up the long ridge, and snagged a claw in the fabric.


  “Careful, there.” Curran rested a hand on Jamie’s shoulder, rubbing. “I’ve no wish to lose my manhood on the internet.”


  “It’s just these undies,” Jamie said, and grinned up at the stallion.


  “Then you’d best take them off, hadn’t you?”


  Jamie grinned and pulled the waistband over the top of the stallion’s erection, sliding it down the broad shaft and over his huge balls. “Christ,” he said, “it’s as big as my arm.”


  “Maybe you should work out more,” Curran said, squeezing the cat’s shoulder.


  “I like my body,” Jamie said, retracting his claws to rub pads up the stallion’s length to the damp tip. “I just love yours. Mmm, you’re as sticky as I am.” He rubbed his thumb around the squarish tip, spreading the pre over the hot skin.


  “You’d best be cleaning that up, then. Put that pretty mouth to work.” The Clydesdale’s hand pulled Jamie closer to his groin.


  “If I get you ready, you have to get me ready.” He turned to look up at Curran with a mischievous glint in his eye.


  The Clydesdale chuckled deeply. “You still want to try?”


  “There is no try,” Jamie said, stroking his paw up the stallion’s long, hard shaft. “There is only getting this gorgeous cock up my ass.”


  “All right, then. You won’t hear an objection from me.” Curran reached a long arm over to the locker with his name on it and brought out a brown paper bag, which he set on the bench. From it, he withdrew a bottle of clear liquid and a length of silicone, tapered with a squarish head. He held the dildo up to the camera and swung it back and forth, grinning as Jamie’s eyes followed it. “Now, get that mouth to work, and I’ll take care of the rest.”


  They turned sideways to the camera, and Jamie gave it a sly smirk before turning his attention to Curran’s member. He put both paws around its base and then slowly licked up the length of it, taking his time to get to the tip. When he did, he flicked his tongue across it, lapping up the pre, then washed around it lovingly. He opened his muzzle, covered the tip, pursed his lips around it, and pulled off again.


  “That’s right nice,” Curran said. “Just keep doing it like that.” He leaned his massive chest over the busy snow leopard and ruffled his hands through the pretty spots on his back before reaching further to pull the frilly panties down. Jamie hiked his tail, letting most of the length dangle like a question mark over his slim furry rear, and Curran couldn’t resist that; he had to stroke his hands over its long plushness. Glancing at the monitor was the only way he could see Jamie’s shaft, hanging below his stomach as he bent over to service the horse, and Curran grinned as he watched it bob up and down in time with his hands’ strokes on the long tail.


  Jamie had taken him into his mouth again and kept him there for a little longer, the strokes of his tongue hot against Curran’s tip, but the stallion kept his body steady as he held the cat’s long tail up and drizzled the lube under it. He set the bottle aside and pressed his rough fingers right to the small entrance there, rubbing the lube all over it, sticking in one slickened finger and then another. He worked them in and out of the snow leopard’s tight warmth, making Jamie purr throatily around the stallion’s tip as he sucked on it full force now.


  “Ah!” Curran yanked on Jamie’s tail as one particular lap of the tongue caught him just right, sending sparks through his body. He checked the monitor and saw his bare arm and chest, muscles prominent above the cat’s back, his hips nicely positioned, his member pushing into the snow leopard’s muzzle. Jamie, he saw, was grinning, and his tongue was probing to find that spot again. Curran both did and did not want him to, but either way he knew he was going to have to hurry, so he let go of the tail and grabbed the dildo, smearing more lube generously over it.


  Jamie had both paws on the Clydesdale’s shaft, working them up and down as he got more and more of it into his mouth, more than Curran would have thought possible. He worked his fingers slowly out and brought the silicone head to Jamie’s tight little entrance, holding it there for just a moment before pushing it in.


  Jamie’s whole body went still for a moment, tensely waiting as the plastic member entered him. “Mmmf,” he breathed around the horse’s member, and lifted his muzzle. “That feels way bigger than yours.”


  “It’s not,” Curran said, pushing it in further. “Too big for you, is it?”


  “No, no,” the snow leopard said hurriedly. “Just feels big.”


  “It is, and getting bigger. You’d best get back to work on the real thing if you want it to be ready.” He pushed the dildo in another inch, making Jamie’s body tighten, and then leaned forward, pushing his tip against the cat’s mouth.


  “All right, all right,” Jamie said, and took the long shaft in again, sliding almost halfway down it. Curran watched on the monitor, shaking his head. The boy sure could swallow. He reached his free paw down under the fluffy white stomach and found his matching hardness, small, but no less tight. He wrapped his lubed hand around it and stroked, in time with the thrusts of the dildo, and soon found Jamie’s muzzle matching his rhythm.


  The stallion turned his head back to the monitor, enjoying the show almost as much as he was enjoying the warm, slick muzzle sliding up and down his cock. He worked the dildo out a bit and then pushed it in still further, watching the progress on the screen. He hadn’t really believed Jamie would be able to take him in, but he was certainly a lot more flexible than Curran would have thought from all the groping he’d done of that tight rear. His paw tightened on the hard, dangling cathood as he pulled the dildo out and worked it back in.


  “Mmmf!!” Jamie stopped him not too long after that, wriggling away from the strokes of his paw and pulling off his shaft to look at the screen and then up at the stallion. “Don’t get me off yet, Cur,” he panted. “You can pull that out now. I’m ready for the main event.”


  “A’right, then,” the Clydesdale said, squirming a little himself as Jamie kept working his paws up and down his now-slick shaft. “Smile for the camera.”


  He turned the snow leopard to face the camera, positioning him so that his frame was easily visible on either side of the cat’s fluffy, spotted sides. With both arms, he circled Jamie’s hips, lifting the cat’s slender body up and holding him off the ground as Curran sat himself down on the end of the bench, facing the camera himself. He set Jamie down in his lap, straddling his erection, taking a moment to note how good his arms looked on the monitor before letting the snow leopard go. His lubed hand came around to grasp the snow leopard’s shaft and his own together, stroking them up and down in a lazy, slow motion, and his other hand slowly worked the dildo out of the cat’s rear, making sure every inch showed on the screen. “Looka that,” he said to the camera. “Who’d have thought you could bury such a big cock in such a little kitty?”


  “I have hidden depths,” Jamie giggled, and then jumped and arched his back as the large head popped out of his rear. “Oh, god,” he panted.


  By now, Curran was tense too, his shaft aching for release, and he was having trouble keeping his hand’s strokes slow. “All right, kitty, on you go,” he said, letting the dildo drop to the floor and lifting Jamie’s rear with one hand.


  “Oh, yeah.” They both watched themselves on the screen, positioning themselves that way, Jamie with one knee on the horse’s massive leg and one paw on the floor, Curran moving his member to sit directly under the snow leopard’s rear. Jamie lowered himself slowly and wriggled as he felt the pressure on his stretched entrance, then pushed down harder and gasped as the large square tip entered him. “Oh,” he moaned, “that’s even bigger.”


  “You asked for it,” Curran said, pinning the cat to his chest with one arm and letting gravity push him further into the tight warmth. “But by the saints, if I’d known how hot and tight you are, I’d have asked for it too.”


  “We should’ve done this… a long time ago…” Jamie squirmed. “We’ll have lots of time… from now on…”


  “You bet,” the Clydesdale said, easing his hips back and forth, unable to get much room to thrust. He brought his hand back to Jamie’s trembling shaft and gave it a few more strokes.


  “Not too fast,” Jamie whimpered. “I could go off any second…”


  “Not without me, you won’t,” Curran murmured back to him, lifting him up and dropping him back down. Jamie closed his eyes at the feel of the huge member pushing into him, so far that it felt like it was poking him in the stomach. Every movement was ecstasy, his rear stretched as wide as he could remember it being, every nerve sparking as the shaft slid past it. He stared at the monitor, watching the horse thrust up into him, and it seemed unreal that the little cock on the screen was the same immense force he felt inside him. He wanted it to last forever, and he couldn’t wait for his climax to come. It was going to be a good, strong one, better than he’d had with Trey in a long time, he knew.


  Curran grunted behind him, his breath warm on Jamie’s shoulder. “Ah, yeah,” he said, his arm squeezing the cat. “Here we go. Here we go.” He was holding Jamie up, leaning back and just pushing his hips up into the snow leopard as they both watched his cock vanish into the white fur almost all the way to its base, slide back out, and push up in again. Jamie wound his tail tightly back around the stallion’s barrel chest and pressed back into the hard body, writhing against it. The Clydesdale started pumping Jamie’s shaft faster to match his quick thrusts, and as Jamie shuddered and squirmed and mewled in rushes of dazzling pleasure, Curran moaned and huffed behind him in short words. “Ah, yeah, yeah, that’s it, that’s it, ah, ah, ah, unhh!!”


  There was a little pain as he slammed his hips all the way up into Jamie, but the snow leopard barely noticed, hanging from the horse’s iron-hard arm and yowling in his own rush of climax. His paws scrabbled at the floor, reflexively trying to find purchase even though the tingle of being suspended was so good. He saw a jet of his seed arc through the air and land a couple feet short of the screen, saw another shoot almost as far, and then he was just pumping his juices out onto Curran’s hand and fetlock, sagging back to rest against the horse’s warm body.


  “That was quite a show,” Curran panted. “Pretty little cat.”


  “Huge gorgeous stud,” Jamie said, and before he could ask Curran to maybe take a couple inches out of him, the horse was pushing him off his lap.


  “Go on and clean up,” the stallion said. “I’ll clean up here and take the shower when you’re done.”


  “Okay,” Jamie said, standing up and flexing his legs. He turned to admire the stallion’s body, and under his eyes, Curran grinned and flexed, making the ridges of his muscles stand out and his flagging cock jump up briefly. Jamie just shook his head. “I can’t believe he didn’t come on to you all that time.”


  “Well, his loss,” Curran said, and stood himself, towering over the smaller cat. “Now let’s drop the curtain.” He stepped around the desk to the computer, and Jamie saw the image on the screen disappear as he walked around back to the bathroom and shower.


  

  Jamie was already starting to feel sore by the time he got home, but it was the good kind of sore, the kind that made him remember the evening’s debauchery. Wish we’d thought to record that session, he thought, but then reminded himself that there would be plenty in the future.


  He hadn’t gone straight home. He’d stopped to grab dinner at his favorite little bistro, where he’d made a show of fidgeting in his seat until Travis, the lanky otter who was waiting on him, said, “Looks like it’s already been a good evening,” and winked at him, and Jamie could grin and wink back. It had been that way with Trey in the beginning, that kind of lay where he wanted to tell everyone he ran into, I just got the most beautiful guy to take me in his muzzle as I was taking him up the chimney! Now he wished he could show everyone a picture of Curran reclining naked on the bench, fetlocks draped over his wrists, flexing his chest just because he could. Instead, he settled for ordering a cosmo and a light pasta dinner and dropping hints to Travis.


  By the time he’d finished dinner, he’d hoped Trey would have packed up and found somewhere else to spend the night. He hated scenes, and when he broke up with someone, he wanted it to be as clean as that: no tearful good-bye, no wondering what he’d done wrong, no plucking at Jamie’s too-tender heartstrings. He’d gotten Trey on the rebound, and had spent two years trying to improve him, to no avail. It would be easier this way.


  Sure enough, when he got back to his little apartment, the first thing he noticed was that Trey’s calendar was gone from the wall, the Playcat “Firemen” pinup one. Shame. He’d miss that. He dropped his keys on the counter and looked around for the inevitable note.


  There it was, propped up next to the computer, of course. He picked up the envelope and tossed it aside. He’d read it later. No doubt it was full of the usual “how could you” and “I thought we had something special” and other things he would rather read when he had a few more drinks in him.


  The monitor flickered to life. When he’d tossed the letter, it had hit the computer mouse, and the screen, which had turned off to save power, woke up. Jamie paused to look at it, and of course, it was still on the webcam at the fire station, and there was Curran, showing off for him again. He grinned—and then his grin vanished.


  Into the frame came another horse, a nicely muscled black Friesian with a long flowing mane, thick fetlocks, and a very hard erection bobbing between his legs. As Jamie watched, he bent over in front of the Clydesdale, and the two of them proceeded to go at it, Curran ramming his shaft into the smaller horse, who was arching his neck with a pleasure that Jamie still felt echoes of under his own tail.


  He watched, mesmerized, as the horses bucked and thrust together, the hands that had so recently held him and stroked him now moving over the sleek black coat of the Friesian. It seemed forever before Curran lifted his head and slammed forward, and his black mate twisted under him, spilling puddles of white onto the floor.


  “He’s mine, you bitch,” Jamie heard himself say, despite the images on the screen. The white rectangle of the letter caught his eye again, and he found himself imagining how Trey must have felt, standing and watching his boyfriend get it from someone else. He snatched the letter up and tore it open. Maybe he could still get Trey back.


  

  Jamie,


  

  I’ll be gone when you get this, and I’ve made arrangements to leave the city. I doubt I’ll ever see you again, and I can’t say I’m upset about that.


  Curran says you’ve been hitting on him for the past three months and that you’ve blown him pretty regularly lately. I didn’t want to believe him, because he is kind of full of himself, so he set up this webcam so I could see for myself. I guess I’ll know in another hour whether or not he’s lying, but thinking back on the last few months, I don’t think I need his proof. I’ve been fooling myself that things were okay, when they clearly weren’t. I know you apologized for that time with Sean, and I’d forgotten it, but now it makes me wonder how many more there were. We both want different things, I guess; at least, you do. I just wanted one.


  So I’ll go look for it somewhere else. Curran’s looking forward to getting under your tail tonight, he says. And he says after that he’ll be making sure you know it’s over with him, too, as a favor to me. Turn on the monitor around nine tonight if you want to know what he means.


  I hope you find what you’re looking for somewhere, Jamie. Take care.


  

  Trey


  

  The letter dropped from his fingers and fell to the floor. On the screen in front of him, the brown and black horses were entwined in each other’s arms, nuzzling warmly, and the Clydesdale was looking directly at the camera. Jamie turned off the monitor, numb, and stared at the blackness below the image for a long, long time.


  Snow Days


  

  Friday, the skiers poured into the DeMorneau Lodge. The kitchen was hopping from Friday at four through the weekend, so Marshall was glad to have a local kid help out on weekends. The kitchen at the Lodge wasn’t much larger than a residential kitchen; after all, the Lodge only had eight guest rooms and three staff rooms, even though they frequently got visitors from elsewhere in the ski resort town of Giancolo. Even so, the two polar bears rarely bumped into each other. Marshall liked Perry and more than once, had asked his sister to bring him on as a full time assistant chef, but on weekdays, there just wasn’t enough work to justify it.


  Friday, too, was the day the staff set up the weekly injury pool, which is where Perry’d gone when Marshall told him the kitchen was close enough to being clean. Wade, the ermine who was the full time waiter and the assistant chef when Perry wasn’t in, considered kitchen work below him. He bolted for the staff lounge, or the guest lounge, as soon as his waiting duties were over.


  They were probably all in the staff lounge now, waiting for Marshall to get there so they could make their pool picks and go out to the clubs or go to bed. And part of the reason Marshall was dallying over the cleaning of the kitchen was that he was on the horns of an unusual dilemma.


  The pool was mostly a casual thing, five bucks apiece, so the winner each week, if there was one, took home twenty to thirty, or sixty if there hadn’t been a winner the previous week. In his ten years at the lodge, Marshall had only once seen two weeks go by without a winner.


  Despite the casual nature of the pool, Marshall took it seriously. He prided himself on knowing the guests, and being right meant more to him than the money. This week, he knew with his head which guest would be the first one injured, if any. He just didn’t want to be right…


  He’d seen the little otter check in, with the two arctic foxes and the snow leopard. Nothing unusual about a bunch of buddies on a skiing holiday, but Marshall, who’d been working the lobby, had noticed the way the one fox and snow leopard looked at each other, and the way the otter hung near the other fox. He’d deliberately gotten their bags—not difficult, considering Wade was the only other one working the lobby and his eagerness to help a customer was in direct proportion to the customer’s breast size.


  On the way up to the room, he’d learned that the fox with the snow leopard was named Jason, and they were definitely a couple. They teased each other and even did a little surreptitious groping in the elevator when they thought he wasn’t looking. He didn’t catch the leopard’s name, but the other fox was named Davis, and Marshall gathered that Davis was paying for both rooms. He’d invited Jason along, because they were friends, and the snow leopard had come with Jason.


  The otter spent most of the elevator ride bouncing on his paws and looking around at the elevator, up at Marshall, and back down to Davis. As they spilled out onto the third floor, he bounced ahead of the group and got halfway down the hall before Marshall called, “The room’s this way.”


  Without showing a trace of embarrassment, the otter spun around and ran happily behind the rest of them. “Man,” he said, “I can’t wait to get out there on the slopes! It’s so pretty! Did you see the sky? And the way the snow flies off the top of the mountain? Can we go all the way to the top? Is it windy there? I bet it’s windy. Good thing we got goggles, huh?”


  “Settle down,” Davis told him. “We’ll get out there soon enough tomorrow.” He tried to engage the other fox in conversation, but Jason and the snow leopard were padding ahead eagerly to their room.


  Marshall dropped their bags at the door and paused long enough to hear their delighted “oohs.” He smiled and went on to the adjacent room, where Davis was stretched out on his bed and the otter was running from one window to the other.


  “This is gorgeous!” he said, and flung himself on the bed with the fox. “Thanks so much for bringing me!”


  Davis pushed the otter away, glancing at Marshall. The otter’s ears fell and he slid off the bed, going to sit on his own.


  Marshall put the bags down, feeling uncomfortable for the first time. Davis got up from the bed, rummaged in his wallet, and handed him a twenty. “Thanks,” the fox said without really looking at him.


  “Enjoy your stay,” Marshall said, and looked at the otter one more time. He wanted to put his arm around him and tell him to have fun, that that’s what DeMorneau Lodge was for. But it definitely wasn’t his place. He backed out and let the door close behind him.


  Now, approaching the living room that they called the staff lounge, Marshall knew that of all the guests he’d seen check in, the otter had the right combination of enthusiasm and inexperience to be the top choice to hurt himself during his stay. He just couldn’t bring himself to pick him. He wanted the kid to have a nice time, and he felt that if he chose him in the pool, he’d be jinxing him somehow.


  “Hey, Marshall!” Elaine waved enthusiastically at him as he walked in. He grinned and waved back, plopping down into the only chair that could bear his weight.


  “We got the pool all ready.” Hattie, a snowshoe hare like Elaine, but taller and less well-endowed, uncapped a dry erase marker and tapped the whiteboard. “Your turn to go first this time. Guest and injury?”


  Marshall went with his second choice. “The bobcat in seven. Ankle sprain.”


  Hattie wrote that down, and then added her own choice. “The otter in five. I’ll go with sprain too. Elaine?”


  Marshall saw Wade relax into a blissful smile as Elaine bounced on the sofa, her breasts bouncing with her. “I’ll take the otter, um, broken leg.”


  “Wade? Wade!”


  The ermine sat up straight. “Uh, otter, broken arm.”


  Marshall grinned. He’d worked with Wade for only one year, but Elaine had been here for five, longer than anyone else but him, and he was reasonably sure she was intentionally teasing the ermine.


  “And Mike?”


  The scruffy mouse who did most of the janitorial work yawned. “You guys took all the best limbs,” he said. “I say the otter, altitude sickness.”


  “Nice one,” Wade said. “I forgot about that.”


  “Perry?”


  The kid looked at Marshall. “The bobcat, altitude sickness,” he said. He always picked whichever guest Marshall did.


  Marshall winced inwardly. Poor otter. Even though he wasn’t likely to get all of the injuries, Marshall felt fairly sure he would end up with one of them. And his relationship with the arctic fox seemed pretty recent. Marshall hoped that at least he would get laid a few times.


  

  Saturday, Marshall suited up with the Snow Patrol as he did every weekend, helping with the rush of tourists that filled the slope like sand fleas. He got two calls in the morning, one ankle sprain and one altitude sickness. Each time his radio squawked, he was afraid it would be the otter, but the first was a squirrel and the second was a marmot, neither of them residents of the Lodge.


  He ate lunch alone up at the Cupola, where he could sit and look over the valley. His radio squawked again as he was leaving, and it was on the Growler, a blue slope right next to the restaurant. He called in and said he’d take it, and a moment later he was there on his snowmobile.


  His heart sank. The figure lying on the ground was the little otter from the Lodge, and his leg was probably broken, if he wasn’t standing. Marshall had seen enough to know. One ski was still attached to the boot and twisted at a bad angle. The other ski was completely gone.


  The strange thing was that the figure standing with him and signaling to him was a tiger in a blue snowsuit, standing next to a female snow leopard in a matching suit.


  Marshall checked the otter again, but it was definitely the one from the Lodge. “You guys with him?” he asked.


  The snow leopard shook her head. “We saw him fall. There wasn’t anyone with him.”


  “I got him,” Marshall said, putting his snowshoes on and getting off the snowmobile. “Thanks for calling me.”


  “Thanks,” the otter said weakly, raising a paw as the two felines slid past him.


  “You get some rest,” the snow leopard said, smiling down. “And don’t get discouraged!”


  That left Marshall looking down at the otter, who didn’t meet his eyes at first. Finally he looked up the bear’s seven-foot height and met Marshall’s eyes. He forced a grin.


  “Took that a little too fast. I guess.”


  “You’ll be okay,” Marshall said. “Just relax. We’ll get you up on the stretcher and down to the Lodge. What’s your name?” The question was part of his routine, but he wanted to know and so he was afraid it had come out too fast.


  “Trent.”


  “Okay, Trent. Right leg hurt?”


  The otter nodded. “I…” His eyes flicked away and he sounded almost apologetic. “I think it might be broken. I tried to get up, but it hurt too much.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” Marshall said. “I’m gonna get you onto the stretcher here, okay? I’ll try not to jostle you too much.”


  “I just appreciate the help. I feel like an idiot.”


  “Listen,” Marshall said, bending over and carefully unfastening the ski that was still attached to the otter’s shoe. “There are more accidents on this mountain than the regular patrol can handle. That’s why they need me to volunteer on the weekends. Even experienced skiers sprain an ankle or break a leg.”


  The otter studied him, and sniffed, and then his eyes lit up. “You’re the bellhop. From the Lodge!”


  “Yeah.” Marshall felt a warm flush that the otter’d recognized him. “Anyway, like I was saying…” He slid his paws under the otter. The kid wasn’t heavy at all, even for an otter. “Even experienced skiers… need the Snow Patrol.” Marshall lifted, cradling the otter to his chest, and took a few steps over to the snowboggan, which was open to expose the stretcher inside. For just a moment, he hesitated. He liked holding the otter like this. He set the otter down as gently as he could, though he could tell from the sharp intake of breath that he’d jarred the leg a bit. “Sorry.”


  “It’s okay. Thanks.” The otter settled himself on the stretcher while Marshall secured him. “I’m not really that experienced, is the thing.”


  “You were on a blue slope,” Marshall said, cinching the last strap. “You have to have had some experience.”


  “Not really. I mean, I played on the lower slopes a bit and I did okay. I figured it couldn’t be too hard.”


  Marshall stopped and stared at him. “This is your first day?”


  The otter blinked at him. “I did some water-skiing and some cross country, but I’ve never been on the slopes before.”


  “How did you end up on the blue slope?” Marshall thought he had a pretty good idea, and he turned out to be right.


  “Oh, I wanted to go up to the top, and Davis said he was going on the blue slopes, so I said I’d join him. He’s a pretty good skier. I figured I could watch him.”


  Marshall looked around. “Where is he?”


  “He went on ahead. I guess he might not have seen me hit the tree.” Trent looked to one side, up the mountain.


  The fox was definitely not improving Marshall’s opinion of him. Bringing a novice up to a blue slope was bad enough, but then going on ahead without keeping an eye on him? “Well, you can leave a message for him at the Lodge.”


  “I can call him. He’s got his cell phone with him. I just left mine down there. I was afraid I’d lose it in the snow.”


  “All right.” Marshall checked all the straps again. “I’m gonna go slow. I braced your leg, so we won’t jar it too badly, and you should be fine. I can’t hear you over the engine, so just hang tight and we’ll be down in about twenty minutes, okay?”


  “Yeah.” The otter smiled. “I’ll be cool.”


  “Okay.” Marshall closed the snowboggan and tromped back to the snowmobile. He knew the route to the Lodge well, so for the whole twenty minutes of the trip, he could afford to let his mind wander, remembering how the otter had felt in his arms. Maybe he’d dump his inconsiderate boyfriend, and Marshall could…


  Oh, cut it out, you old queer, he told himself. What would he want to do with you anyway? He wants to be running all over the place, breaking legs, having fun. He doesn’t want to settle down with some old fart who cooks in a ski lodge. Enjoy the moment, enjoy the fantasies, and remember that in two days you’ll be waving goodbye as he checks out and goes back to his young life.


  And that made him think, as always, of the bear he’d left behind at the city, when he’d gotten the offer to move up here. He’d hoped Warren would move with him, but Warren had remained behind, his promise to visit still unfulfilled ten years later. Now he was nothing more than a memory for Marshall to torment himself with.


  They pulled up in front of the Lodge, where there was an ambulance waiting. Marshall picked up Trent out of the snowboggan, stretcher and all, just to be able to hold him again, and set him down in the ambulance.


  Trent held out a paw to him. “Thanks for taking such good care of me, um…”


  “Marshall,” the bear said, folding his large paw around the otter’s.


  “Marshall,” Trent repeated. “I really appreciate it. I’ll see you when I get back.”


  “Yeah. Oh, do you want me to call Davis for you?”


  “Uh… sure. I think he left his cell number at the desk.” The otter’s expression grew clouded. “I don’t know it offhand.”


  “If not, I’ll leave a message for him.” Marshall patted the otter’s chest reassuringly. “See you back here tonight.”


  Trent smiled, and that was the last he saw as the ferret closed the ambulance doors.


  He killed time in between calls searching for the otter’s one missing ski, and was pleased when he finally found it, just before the end of his shift. He dropped it off at the lodge, returned the snowmobile, and drove back to start his shift in the kitchen.


  Dinner took up most of his time and thought. Saturday nights were always hectic, and on this particular night he’d underestimated the demand for his salmon steaks, so he ran out halfway through the night and decided to substitute rosemary chicken, always a favorite. But he didn’t have enough rosemary, so he had to send Perry on a quick errand to the “24,” and even a quick errand meant twenty minutes that he was handling all the orders. So he’d forgotten completely about the otter by the time Wade strolled back into the kitchen around 9:30 and leaned against the fridge, watching him and Perry run around.


  “You seen Elaine?” the ermine said. “I want to tell her the good news. I like to see her excited.”


  “What good news?” Marshall asked absently.


  “She won the pool. The otter broke his leg.”


  Marshall fumbled the bowl he was holding, recovered, and placed it on the counter. “Yeah, I know,” he said. “I brought him down here. How’d you find out?”


  The ermine’s eyes narrowed a bit. “When were you going to tell us?”


  “Look,” Marshall said, exasperated, “I came back from patrol and I’ve been at it for almost four hours now in the kitchen. Give me a break.”


  “Hey, it’s okay,” Wade said. “No shame in being wrong every now and then.”


  Marshall kept a rein on his temper. Perry was watching, after all. “How’d you find out?” he repeated.


  “Oh, that one fox is pretty hammered and he’s talking pretty loud. He just now asked me if there are any clubs in town where there’s some action.” Wade shrugged. “Marshall, you know any gay clubs up here? I don’t think there are any.”


  “Uh, no,” Marshall said. Despite his other glaring faults, Wade was not prejudiced. His attitude seemed to be that if some guys were into other guys, that left more chicks for him; if some of those chicks were into other chicks, then that was hot. They hadn’t talked about Marshall’s sexuality at all, so Marshall decided that the question was directed at him as a long-time resident, not the resident fag.


  “That’s what I told him. Just want to double-check,” Wade said. “Lemme know if you see Elaine.”


  It was, Marshall reflected, a good thing he was near the end of dinner. Perry could handle the desserts, which was mostly what was coming in now. “I’m gonna run to the bathroom,” he said. “Be right back.”


  “I got it,” Perry said with a cheerful wave.


  Marshall made his way past the restrooms to the front desk, where his sister Jenny was on the phone. He waited patiently until she hung up and turned to him. “Hi, Marsh. How’s dinner?”


  “Almost over, thank heavens,” he said. “Listen, I want to do a favor for a guest. His friend broke his leg on the slopes today and is in the hospital, and he wanted to send some flowers over. I said I’d take care of it.”


  “Flowers? Is he that kind of friend?” She grinned at him.


  Marshall spread his paws. “Hey, I just… I’m trying to do a guest a favor.”


  “Okay, sure. Who is it?”


  “Name’s Trent, um… Trent. He’s the otter who was in room five with the fox.”


  “Room’s under Davis Floyd,” she said, checking the computer.


  “That’s the fox. He’s the one sending the flowers.”


  “Okay,” she said. “No problem. Just generic flowers? Anything specific?”


  “Just generic,” he said. “Get well soon bouquet.”


  She nodded. “I’ll call Josie and have her take something over. Charge it to his room?”


  Here was the sticky part. “Uh, actually, he gave me forty bucks cash to take care of it. So I’ll just…” He took two twenties out of his pocket and gave them to her.


  She didn’t take them right away, just looked at him. “Marsh?”


  “He asked me to send the flowers, Jenny, I promise. Okay?” He waved the bills at her again.


  “I’m signing them ‘Davis,”’ she warned him.


  “That’s fine,” he said. “Thanks.” He walked back to the kitchen, feeling a bit happier.


  

  Sunday morning was a busy time for the Patrol, with all the skiers trying to get their last few runs in before leaving. The afternoon was not so bad, and Marshall was needed at the hotel to help with checkout, so at noon, he parked the snowmobile and hurried back to the lodge.


  He found Hattie in the kitchen in the middle of a cloud of smoke. “What are you doing?” he yelled, finding the stove as much by touch as by sight and turning all the burners off.


  “We had a room service request,” Hattie said sulkily. “Salmon omelette. I figured, how hard can it be? But it stayed runny, and so I turned the heat up, and I think I hit the wrong switch on one of them.”


  He flicked on all the fans, and slowly the smoke began to clear. “All right,” he said. “I shouldn’t have yelled. Was that all?”


  “No. I got the rest over here.” She indicated a tray with a fruit salad and orange juice on it.


  “Okay.” He peered at the order. “Room five? Why don’t you go on. I’ll take care of this and I’ll take it up.”


  “All right.” She didn’t even put up any argument, just swept out of the kitchen, coughing.


  He sighed, threw her burned omelette away, and started over again.


  Of course, he knew that room five was Trent’s room. Just what do you think you’re playing at? Well, chances were all the kid’s friends had left to squeeze in another day of skiing. If someone was there with him, he’d just leave the food and go.


  When he knocked on the door of room five, Trent’s voice answered, weakly. Marshall opened the door with one paw, balancing the tray on the other. He put on a bright smile. “Breakfast?”


  “Yeah.” Trent smiled. “I slept kinda late.” Marshall could see the large cast on the otter’s lower leg, as he was lying on the bed above the sheets. Trent was wearing only a pair of boxers, so Marshall could also see his nicely toned chest and stomach.


  “No problem,” Marshall said. “Breakfast anytime.” He flipped down the legs on the tray and set it down across the otter’s matted chest fur. The poor kid hadn’t cleaned up since his accident, probably.


  “Thanks.” The otter looked at the food, then up at the bear. “You’re the one who got me down off the mountain, right?”


  “Yeah.” Marshall felt again that flush of pleasure.


  “I didn’t even ask your name.”


  “It’s Marshall.” The bear realized that he was grinning like an idiot down at the cute little otter. He cleared his throat. “Um, you want some light in here?”


  “Sure, thanks.” Trent picked up the silverware and started to eat while Marshall opened the curtains.


  “So,” Marshall said, “your friends off skiing today?”


  “Mmyeah,” Trent said around a mouthful of omelette. Marshall saw his ears droop.


  “I guess they’ll be back before too long. You guys are leaving tonight?”


  “Uh-uh.” Trent shook his head and swallowed a bite. He was devouring the omelette. “We’re here for a week.”


  “A week?” Marshall stopped dead. His first thought was that the otter would be around for a whole week. His second was… “If you’re here for a week, don’t you think one of them could’ve stayed down here with you?”


  Trent looked so upset at his comment that Marshall backpedaled. “Sorry,” he stammered, “I mean, it’s none of my business. Sorry.”


  “Oh, it’s okay,” Trent said quickly. “They wanted to… at least, some of them did,” he said, more softly. “But I told them to go. I just… I feel so crappy. I already ruined their vacation by being stupid. I didn’t want to stop them from having more fun.”


  Marshall wanted to hug him. He said, “That’s nice of you. Do you have something to read? I’m afraid the movies here kind of stink on Sunday.”


  “I’m okay,” Trent said. “I haven’t seen ‘Bite Hard 3’ yet.”


  “It’s just like ‘Bite Hard 2’ but without the brilliant acting performances,” Marshall said, trying to cheer up the otter, and he was happy to see Trent grin.


  “Oh, it should be something to remember, then.” The otter ate the last bite of his omelette, and dropped the fork to the plate. “That was great. Tell the chef I’m impressed.”


  “Really?” Marshall said, and then just nodded. “Yeah, I will.” He didn’t want to be so forward as to take credit for the omelette right after the compliment. And Trent was digging into the fruit salad now, so Marshall really should leave.


  “Hey,” he said, “you’re almost done. I can stick around for another couple minutes and take the tray back down.”


  “Don’t you have stuff to do?” Trent said.


  “Nah. It’ll be quiet here until about three or four.”


  “Okay, then, sure.” Trent leaned back, chewing a piece of melon. “So how long have you been working here?”


  Marshall sat in one of the chairs, feeling as though a border had been crossed. He was still tense, but at least he didn’t feel like an intruder any more. “Oh, ten years,” he said.


  “Really?” Trent shook his head. “Cool. This must be really cool, living up in the mountains, waking up and seeing this every day. I just wanted to stare at the mountains yesterday morning.”


  “Can you see them from there?”


  “Yeah, I’m fine,” Trent laughed. “Thanks.”


  “This your first time up in the mountains?” Marshall asked.


  Trent nodded. “I told you.”


  “Well, yeah, but I… I mean, you just said it was your first time skiing. You might’ve been up here before.” Now he felt like an idiot.


  But the otter just smiled. “You’re right. Yeah, it is my first time in the mountains. I grew up by a lake, and I’m going to school in the city. Davis said the mountains were amazing and I had to come see them. He was right, too. I just wish I hadn’t…”


  “Hey,” Marshall said, “really, don’t beat yourself up. I mean it. I’ve seen people with lots more experience take worse falls. I saw a guy once, some hotshot fox, took a spill up on Corkscrew—that’s a double black diamond slope, second hardest one on the mountain—and broke both his legs and his wrist. He’d been skiing fifteen years.”


  “So that’s, like, one limb every five years.” Trent took another bite of fruit. “So I just have to go five more years without an accident.”


  “Without breaking anything, at least.” Marshall grinned.


  The otter sighed and reached forward to scratch at his cast. “You ever broken anything?”


  Marshall shook his head. “I grew up here, though. And polar bears are big and hard to hurt.”


  “I see that.” Trent’s eyes lingered on Marshall’s form until the bear shifted uncomfortably. He’s probably just never seen a polar bear before. Don’t get your hopes up, dirty old man.


  The otter looked quickly back to his plate. “So they told me that tomorrow I can walk around a bit. I probably won’t be skiing, though. What’s there to do around here if a guy can’t ski?”


  “Plenty,” the bear said. “The main street has some great little shops. You should make especially sure to see Chima’s shop. She does these amazing glass sculptures. And… what else do you like to do?” He congratulated himself on slipping the question in so smoothly.


  “The usual,” Trent said. “Music. Movies.”


  “Shopping?” Marshall asked.


  The otter grinned. “Well, yeah.”


  “How about street theater?”


  Trent tilted his head. “Good street theater?”


  Marshall grinned. “There’s a two-person troupe that puts on shows. Juggling and light magic. They’re not bad.”


  “Sure. Sounds cool” With some reluctance, Trent finished the last of his fruit. He set the fork down carefully.


  Marshall noticed. “Should I…” He gestured towards the tray.


  “I guess.” Was it his imagination, or did the otter seem downcast? He picked up the tray in one paw. “If you like… I have some movies I could bring up. Better than what’s showing, I’m sure.”


  “I don’t want to be any trouble,” Trent said hurriedly.


  Marshall checked the clock. “Look, if I’m here by one, we can watch a two-hour movie and I’ll be in plenty of time for my shift at three. Okay?”


  The otter’s response was the biggest smile Trent had seen from him since Friday. “If you’re sure…”


  “Positive. I’ll be right back.”


  Seeing the otter smile like that made him so happy he almost wanted to take the stairs so he could skip down them. Don’t fool yourself, he told himself for the hundredth time, waiting for the elevator. Save your fantasies for tonight and just make sure this poor kid has a good time here. He deserves better than…


  “that fox” ran through his mind. He pushed the thought away. Better than to lie in bed with a broken leg.


  He fetched a VCR and a stack of his favorite movies and was back at room five in ten minutes. “Come in,” Trent called when he knocked, and he found the otter sitting up in bed.


  “Here.” He handed him the stack of movies. “Pick any one you want. I like ‘em all.” He turned to connect the VCR to the TV, and when he looked back to see if the otter was choosing, he saw the little mustelid looking at him with a comically quizzical expression.


  “What?”


  “I’m sorry,” Trent said with a grin, holding up one of the tapes, “but what are these? Did you get these from a museum somewhere?”


  Marshall put his paws on his hips. He was glad the otter was showing his sense of humor again, but at the same time, the reminder of the disparity in their ages made him uncomfortable. He tried to set that aside. This is about Trent having fun, he reminded himself, and grinned back at the otter. “Yeah, a museum,” he said. “Tell your teacher you want to go on a field trip there sometime, you young pup.”


  Trent giggled. “Sorry,” he said. “It’s been ages since I’ve seen videotapes, though. Here, how about ‘Trading Places’?”


  “Sure.” Marshall took the tape and popped it in. He’d brought a bunch of comedies and only one semi-serious film, and he was glad his guess that Trent would want a comedy had been correct.


  They spent an enjoyable two hours watching the movie, which Trent had only seen on TV. When it was over, Marshall looked at the clock and sighed. “I have to get downstairs,” he said. “Want me to leave a movie?”


  “Sure.” Trent picked out “She’s Having A Cub” and handed the rest back to Marshall. “I’ll watch it later, or maybe tomorrow. Hey, thanks for the VCR, and thanks for hanging out with me all day.”


  “Oh, it’s nothing.” The big polar bear took the tapes back and smiled. “Part of my job.”


  “I thought you were just the bellhop.”


  “Nah, we all do a lot of jobs around here. I carry bags, I cook, and I’m in charge of making sure that everyone has a good time, even young pups who break their legs and wind up in bed.” He looked severely at Trent.


  The otter giggled. “Well, consider your job well done.” His good humor seemed fully restored. “Thanks, Marshall.”


  “Call down if you need dinner,” Marshall said.


  “Oh, I’m sure Davis will bring something up,” Trent said. “But thanks.”


  Yeah, Marshall thought as he closed the door behind him. I wouldn’t be so sure about that.


  During the movie, when Eddie Murphy’s character was exploring his sudden wealth, Marshall had casually asked what meal Trent would order if money were no object. The otter had thought about it and said, “Rock Lobster and Oysters Rockefeller.” Marshall couldn’t get the oysters, not for a few days, but he knew where to get lobster, and he made a couple calls to get them in for the following night’s menu.


  As dinner was winding down, Jenny walked into the kitchen to grab a couple bowls of ice cream. “Hey, Marshall,” she said, watching her brother cut a slice of cheesecake. “Mr. Floyd asked me about the flowers.”


  He didn’t know what she was talking about for a moment. “Mr. Floyd?” he said. “Trent?”


  “Davis. The fox?”


  “Oh.” Marshall focused very hard on the cheesecake.


  “Yes. Seems he didn’t ask them to be sent, but he’s very interested in who did.”


  “Maybe it was the other fox.” Marshall set the plate on the table for Wade to take out, and avoided looking at his sister.


  “Maybe it was,” Jenny said. “Look, Marshall, he paid for two rooms for an entire week. If he gets pissed off and leaves early because you’re sending flowers to his boyfriend…”


  “How do you know they’re boyfriends?” Marshall said. “Just because I found the kid on the mountain and felt sorry for him…”


  “Elaine found a bottle of lube in their dresser and a condom in the trash, and don’t give me that innocent act. I know how well your gay-dar works, remember?”


  “It’s not gonna be like that again,” he muttered, deflated.


  She held the bowls of ice cream in her paws and looked at him for a long moment. “I’m worried about you, too, little brother,” she said. “I don’t want to see you get hurt.”


  “I won’t get hurt,” he said. “That’s gonna melt.”


  She looked down at the bowls. “All right. Just be careful, okay?”


  “Sure.” But even after she’d left, his good mood was spoiled for the rest of the evening.


  He lay in bed that night, rehashing her words. It really wasn’t like that at all. Yeah, the otter was cute, but he wasn’t going to make a pass at him. For one thing, he was way too young. For another, he had a boyfriend, even if the boyfriend was pretty inconsiderate.


  And he didn’t know the boyfriend’s cell phone number.


  Regardless. He shouldn’t even be thinking about the otter, and how cute he was. Even if Wade’s bed was empty, the ermine having hooked up with some tourist. Even if it had been a long time…


  Marshall sighed and closed his eyes. The otter weighed next to nothing against his chest, cradled on top of him, slender lithe body pressed against his in all the right places. He imagined the tongue brushing his nose, trailing down his muzzle. His paw traced its path, through the thick fur on his chest and around one nipple, down to his stomach. He was already excited, but he avoided his heavy length, picturing the otter’s head moving instead down his thighs and then, only then, slowly up to brush his sac.


  He gasped, and imagined the otter’s smile at his reaction. He felt the soft tongue lick up his sheath to the base of his now-firm erection, and then hesitantly brush the flesh. His soft pawpad was callused from years of kitchen work, but moistened, it made not a half-bad tongue. Stroking himself up and down, eyes closed, he smiled. Of course the otter would know that he liked it slow and easy, would slide his tongue up and down just like that, would have both paws holding his bare rear, and would put his muzzle down all the way over Marshall’s shaft right… about… now.


  Moaning, he took himself fully in paw, and brought his other paw to the tip. For five minutes he teased himself as the otter, who would be playful, he thought, bringing him to the edge and letting him go back down before bringing him back to the edge again.


  Finally, his body tingling, he made the otter’s head move up and down, fast, arched his back, and grunted as his seed splashed into his paw. The bed creaked as he shuddered, filling his paw, but he had enough practice to keep his fur dry. He let himself relax for a little while afterwards before going to the bathroom to clean up.


  

  Monday morning he got the lobsters from the market and put them on ice for that night. After breakfast, he tidied up the kitchen and prepared for lunch, trying not to hope that a call would come for room service for room five. Towards one o’clock, Wade sauntered into the kitchen and said, “Table two would like to present their compliments to the chef in person.”


  “What?” Marshall looked up from the chicken sandwich he’d just finished. “Here, this goes to table four and we’re all caught up.”


  The ermine took the plate and shrugged, clearly unimpressed. “Table two. Fox, snow leopard, otter. They asked me if you were cooking, I said yes, they said they wanted to compliment you on the lunch. Did you do something special for them?”


  “No. I didn’t even know they were there.” Marshall grinned and followed Wade out into the dining room.


  Only two of the six tables in the small dining room were occupied. Trent and his friends had taken the best table, the one right next to the railing overlooking the back window with the view of the slopes. Marshall smiled and waved back at the otter’s enthusiastic wave. Trent wore a nice white shirt, with distressed jeans and some kind of silver necklace to go with it, and he looked even cuter, if that were possible. Marshall wondered for a moment whether his friends had helped him walk, then saw the silver crutch leaning against the railing behind the otter’s chair.


  “Good to see you up and about,” he said as he got close to the table.


  “I had to,” Trent said. “I couldn’t lie in bed another day. I’d have gone crazy. Even with the movies you loaned me. Jason, Trey, this is Marshall.”


  Marshall had been worried that the fox with them would be Davis, but even before Trent had introduced him, he’d known it wasn’t. Foxes all looked fairly similar to him, but Jason’s ears were up and his eyes looked happy. His casual t-shirt bore the slogan, “Attention to De-Tail,” which Marshall seemed to remember was the slogan of some fur shampoo a few years back. Somehow, he doubted that Jason was wearing it to promote the shampoo. Regardless, Marshall’s image of Davis would never in a million years have included that shirt, nor the casual smile; on top of all that, he was clearly sitting with the snow leopard, both of them across the table from Trent.


  “Nice to meet you,” he said, extending a paw. “Jason, and Trey, was it?”


  “Yeah. Hey, thanks for hanging out with Trent yesterday.” Jason shook his paw, then ceded it to Trey. The snow leopard, nearly as tall as Marshall, wore a wool-lined vest over his bare chest. When he shook the bear’s paw, Marshall saw the long fur ripple with the muscles underneath it. Construction worker, he guessed.


  “Oh, I enjoyed it. I try to make sure the guests all have a good time.”


  “Do you usually watch movies with them?” Jason asked, and there was a bit of a sly undertone in the way he said it.


  “Jason!” Trent said. “He was being nice.”


  Marshall grinned and shrugged. “I hadn’t seen the movie in a while, and I kind of got sucked in.”


  The fox grinned back. “Fair enough. So Trent says there are some street magic performers around here. Will they be out on Monday?”


  “Probably,” Marshall said. “They’re out about every day.”


  “You know them?” Trey asked.


  “Yeah… not well, but yeah.”


  “What else is there to do?” Jason asked.


  “Shopping,” Marshall said promptly. “Whatever you want, we’ve probably got it. Cute tchochkes, clothes, crafts, art, books. There are a few artists and writers who live up here and sell their work through shops in town.”


  Trey elbowed Jason. “See, if you finish your novel, you could live up here in the ice and snow.”


  Jason flicked his tail and arched an eyebrow at the snow leopard. “And who’s been taking up all my writing time?”


  The snow leopard leaned back easily and examined his claws. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  Marshall looked away from them to Trent, who was grinning, and the otter’s eyes lit up. “Hey, Marshall, you want to come with us? I mean, if you know some of these people, we’d get to meet ’em, right?”


  The bear nodded slowly. “If you want to, sure.” He ran through a quick list of people who might be out. “You usually don’t see the artists or writers around, but there’s a musician who might be around. He plays here in the hotel sometimes, so we know him well.”


  “What’s he play?” Trent asked.


  “Guitar.”


  “Ooh, nice. So can you get away?”


  Marshall thought of the lobsters. “I’ll need to be back by four,” he said. “But I can get away ‘til then. If you’re sure. I don’t want to intrude.”


  “Sure,” Jason said, and Trey gave a calm smile and nod.


  Jason and Trey walked together, sometimes behind Trent and Marshall, sometimes ahead. Marshall showed them his favorite craft store, stopped to watch the street show, and they spent a pleasant half hour chatting with Dave Farrel, the red fox guitarist Marshall knew. The town was in full tourist season mode, looking especially beautiful with snow on the roofs and the streets glistening in the afternoon sun. Painted signs swung gently in the breeze over the sidewalk, advertising the simple wood and brick shops that lined the street.


  Behind the snow-covered rooftops, the mountains provided a serene and majestic background to the small town. The sun lit the slopes in alabaster glory, making Marshall glad Trent had chosen this day to walk around, so he could see how beautiful everything was. The otter was limping along on his crutch, talking happily about how nice the town looked and his hometown, a place called Hilltown somewhere in the Midwest.


  “Is that where you’re going to school?” Marshall asked. He’d never heard of Hilltown.


  “No, no, I’m going to Forester, just down in the city. That’s where I met Jason, and Davis. Jason was my TA in English last year, and Davis… he knows Davis from a while ago.”


  “Oh. I went to Forester.”


  “Really? When did you graduate?”


  Marshall chuckled deeply. “I didn’t. And I don’t think I want to tell you how long ago I was there. I dyed my fur orange one year, let’s just leave it at that.”


  “Orange?” Trent giggled. “A big orange bear.”


  Marshall coughed. “Forester’s a good school,” he said deliberately.


  “Okay, I get the hint. So why didn’t you graduate?”


  He glanced down at the earnest face. “You don’t really want to hear that.”


  “Sure I do. Come on, I want to know how you ended up with a cool job like this. Maybe I should drop out too.”


  Marshall grinned. “No, no. Stay in school. I dropped out because… I was majoring in sociology, and at the time I thought I could learn more by being out in the world than by sitting in a classroom.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Well,” he shrugged. “I guess I did. But I worked a lot of odd jobs for a while, and then took a year of cooking school, kicked around some restaurants, and then…” He waved a paw.


  “You and your wife run the lodge?” Trent asked.


  “Oh, no,” Marshall said, “that’s my sister. Her husband owns the lodge and she runs it. They bought it ten years ago, and asked if I wanted to come up here and cook for them. I did okay the first few months. Only poisoned two guests. So they kept me around.”


  “You cook really well,” Trent said. “Honestly. I’m picky about what I eat.”


  Marshall grinned. “Thanks. It’s nothing fancy. I try to do the best I can.”


  “It’s really good,” Trent repeated. “Jason and Trey said so too.”


  Trent had been walking more slowly, though he insisted he was fine, and Trey and Jason had gotten ahead of them. Marshall looked at the two, walking casually together with their tails brushing every so often, and said absently, “They make a cute couple.”


  The otter stopped and shot him a quick look, then relaxed. “Yeah, they do. They’ve been going out almost a year, I think. Or a little over a year. Something like that.”


  “Cool.” Marshall smiled. “I heard if you make it to a year, usually odds are you stay together a while longer.”


  “I hope so.” Trent walked along without talking for a few minutes, and then said, “So… are you married?”


  “No.” Marshall flicked his ears. This was where Trent was going to ask him about his personal life, and he wanted to let the otter know he was gay.


  Why? So you can indulge your fantasy a little longer? He shook his head. Just to share more, deepen the friendship. He felt that knowing the otter’s preference and keeping his hidden was a little unfair. And yes, he conceded, there was that tiny spark of hope underneath it all.


  “Seeing anyone?” Trent said.


  “Nah. There was someone, back in the city, but… they didn’t want to come up when I moved here. And we lost touch.” There. The pronoun game. Trent could read that, he was sure.


  “That’s too bad.” Trent looked up at the mountains. “This is such a pretty town. I guess all the tourists might get annoying, though.”


  “Sometimes.” Marshall grinned. “Sometimes they’re a lot of fun.”


  They arrived at the end of the street, where Jason and Trey had stopped to look across a small park. “Looks pretty over there,” the snow leopard said. The park stretched from the street back to a small copse of trees, where they could see snowy mountainsides through a narrow gap. In the park itself, the only features of interest were a pair of benches, set to either side of the path, and a sculpture set back from the path itself that looked like nothing so much as a cluster of narrow brass triangles.


  “It is.” Marshall pointed across the park. “There’s a bridge over the stream and a small path on the other side. About twenty minutes’ walk down, there’s a really nice overlook.”


  “Oh, do we have time to see it?” Trent looked longingly over the frozen mud of the path.


  “Just about,” Marshall said, eyeing the sun.


  “Can you make it?” Jason asked the otter.


  “Sure!” Trent pretended to do a little dance. “I’m fine! I’m-ow!” He landed on the cast and almost tipped over. Marshall reached out to steady him.


  “Easy,” the bear rumbled, but his grin faded when he saw how downcast the otter looked.


  “You guys go ahead,” Trent said. “I’ll wait here.”


  “Nah, it’s okay,” Trey said. “We can go some other day.”


  “It is really nice today,” Marshall said. “Tell you what. Would you, uh… what would you think if… I did, um, carry you that one time.”


  “Oh,” Trent said, his ears folding cutely down. “I, uh…”


  “I’ll carry the crutch,” Jason said brightly.


  “I really couldn’t ask you to…” But the otter’s body language said that he wanted to go.


  “It’s no trouble,” Marshall said firmly. He crouched down. “Put your arm around my shoulder.”


  Trent looked at Trey and Jason, and got encouraging waves from both. As he put his arm around the bear’s shoulder, Jason took the crutch and swung it around. Trent yelped. “Hey, careful with that! I’ll lose my deposit!”


  Jason held the crutch as though it were a sword. “Careful? D’Artagnan is never careful! Come! I will clear a path for his lordship!” He jumped ahead onto the path, swinging the crutch wildly. Trey trotted after him, grinning, and the two of them drew curious glances from the wolf sitting on the bench as they passed.


  “He’s silly,” Trent said with a grin.


  “It’s cute,” Marshall said. “Hold on.”


  The otter’s arm tightened over his shoulders. He slid his other arm behind the leg and cast, and carefully scooped him up. “Ah, no problem,” he said. “You must have been dieting.”


  Trent folded his ears back and grinned. “You’re really strong. For a cook.”


  “I do rescue, too, don’t forget.” Marshall walked easily down the path. He felt he could carry the otter for an hour or more. Even through the shirt he was wearing, he felt the kid’s body heat, and the nice tone of his young muscles.


  “Oh, I haven’t,” Trent said, so softly it was almost to himself.


  Marshall walked slowly, enjoying the experience. Trent seemed reluctant to talk at first, especially as they walked past the wolf, but when they went under the trees and he saw the setting sun polish their needles with orange and red, he regained his voice. “I love sunsets. We used to have this place in Hilltown where you could watch the sun set across the cornfields. There was a grove of pine trees, but I never saw them in that light. It’s so beautiful. Oh, look there at the shadows!”


  The bear grinned at the otter’s enthusiasm. As they continued across the bridge, Trent squirmed to look down at the water, and sighed. “If I didn’t have this cast on, I’d want to jump in there.”


  “It’s freezing,” Marshall said.


  “Yeah, but you and I could jump in. Wouldn’t want to get the foxes wet, though.”


  Marshall laughed. “No, that wouldn’t be a good idea.”


  “Ever seen a wet fox?” Trent grinned.


  “They’re usually not happy,” Marshall said.


  “Not a bit.” Trent laughed. “Unless they’re at the pool. I actually have seen foxes swimming at the pool. They look very silly.”


  Marshall grinned. The path wound down a gentle rocky slope past more stands of conifers, and they were alone on it. Even when he could see a couple hundred feet ahead, he couldn’t see Jason and Trey. They’d gone on ahead, he guessed. He walked down a stair someone had set into the path, and then paused before the final turn. “Now, close your eyes,” he said. “I want to surprise you.”


  “Okay.” Trent squeezed his eyes shut, and that’s why Marshall was the only one who definitely saw Trey remove his paw quickly from the front of Jason’s pants as they rounded the corner.


  The snow leopard was standing behind the fox, holding him with one arm as they both looked out over the valley. His now-free paw was dangling awkwardly in the air, then settled around Jason’s stomach as both of them grinned abashedly at Marshall. The bear supposed they’d heard him talking about them as a couple, or else they’d just been too engrossed in each other to hear him coming.


  “It’s a very romantic view,” Jason said.


  “So it is.” Marshall grinned. “Open your eyes now.”


  He felt the otter’s gasp, and tried to see the sight with him, as if he’d never seen it before. The earth fell away below them, tumbling down precipitously to a river gorge whose roar was just barely audible. On the other side of the gorge, stark rocks dotted with bushes and snow rose in jagged thrusts, leveling off about fifty feet below them to a long snowy plain that Marshall knew was a meadow in summer. At the far end of the meadow, beyond a sizable frozen lake, the ground sloped upwards through a dark pine forest into a mountain again.


  “Wow,” Trent said softly.


  Marshall set the otter down by the railing, so he could look without craning his neck. His chest swelled with pride; after all, this was his home, and he was more than pleased by the otter’s reaction. “Not many people come down here any more,” he said. “I discovered it by accident a couple years ago.”


  “Really nice,” Trey said. He cinched his arms tighter around Jason, who wagged his thick, bushy tail in response.


  Jealousy joined the pride in Marshall’s chest. Gently, he pushed it aside. Just because he’d like to do the same to the otter, that didn’t mean he should begrudge these two their fun. As a matter of fact, he thought he might let them finish what they started.


  “I’ll need to get back in a few minutes,” he said. “I can take Trent’s crutch if you two want to stay here a bit longer.”


  Jason nodded emphatically, and Trey grinned at Marshall. “Sure. And if you see anyone coming down the path, uh…”


  “Greet ‘em real loud,” Jason said.


  Trent turned and looked from the couple to Marshall and back. “Oh, uh, sure, whenever you’re ready, Marshall.”


  The bear gathered the crutch and the otter, and started up the path. Twenty feet up the path, he distinctly heard a fox’s yip behind them, and he and Trent grinned at each other as they kept going.


  He took great joy in putting the lobster on the menu, and was even more thrilled when two orders for it came in from the table where he knew Trent and his friends were sitting. The two lobsters that went out to them were the largest he could find, with extra care taken in the presentation and a little bit of extra garnish. The rest of the dinner seemed to hum along at a rapid pace, as slow as Monday usually was, and when Wade poked his head in and said that one of the guests wanted to come in and compliment him, he dusted off his paws and grinned, waiting for Trent to come in.


  An arctic fox walked through the door, and not for a second did he think it was Jason. The haughty tilt of his head, the lazy smirk on his muzzle, and the elegant, impeccable suit he wore said his name as loudly as if he’d worn a name tag.


  “I wanted to compliment you on the lobster,” he said. “For a small kitchen, it was quite adequate.”


  “Thank you,” Marshall said stiffly.


  “Trent seems to have an inflated opinion of your culinary skills,” Davis continued, “but this isn’t the worst boarding-house food I’ve ever had.” He looked around the kitchen and sniffed. “I’m more impressed now that I see where it was prepared.”


  “I appreciate the compliments,” Marshall said, gripping the edge of the counter with a paw. He had ten years’ practice being polite to guests, but he’d never had to deal with one who wore a veneer of politeness over such a poisonous temperament.


  “And I appreciate you looking after my date while I’ve been enjoying your slopes. I just wanted to tell you that you could do without the flirting from now on, okay, chum?”


  “What?” Marshall jerked back, startled out of his anger into guilty surprise. Flirting? That was all in his mind. How… had he been that obvious? Had Trent noticed, too?


  “Please. We’re both men of the world. I know how attractive he is. Why else do you think I chose him to come along? And I’m sure cute gay boys must be hard to come by up here in the sticks, so I have an idea of how desperate you are. But you have to realize that he is nowhere near that desperate. I mean, what are you? Forty? Forty-five?”


  “I’m…” Marshall shook his head. “No, look, I haven’t been…”


  “Carrying him down to an overlook that was apparently so romantic that Trey and Jason were still panting from it at dinner?” The fox’s tone grew sharper. “Sitting with him to watch movies? Loaning him ‘Trading Places’? And ‘Titanic’?”


  “Oh, but…”


  Davis held up a paw. “I mean, really. Was that your idea of subtle? Was he supposed to watch that and say, Golly, maybe I should dump my rich fox and run off with this poor bear who enjoys life to the fullest? I have a bit of news for you. I am at least fifteen years younger than you are. I’m no Billy Zebra, and you are twenty years and a suite of plastic surgery away from being Leo DiVulpio. Do you really think that you have a chance with him, you old fruit? Yes, I know he’s got a thing for big guys, and you might have even gotten him into bed, which is why I’m here telling you politely to quit with the flirting. Got it?”


  Marshall’s head was reeling. His paw gripped the counter again, but not out of anger this time. His whole body felt like it might tip to one side at any second. He was trying to figure out if he’d been intentionally flirting, what he’d been thinking when he picked out the movies, how much he’d enjoyed carrying the otter, and during all this a detached part of him was saying, Trent has a thing for big guys?


  Davis watched him patiently, and then said, “Well, I trust I’ve made my point. I’m sorry if I had to be blunt. I wanted to be sure there were no misunderstandings.”


  “No,” Marshall said.


  “All right. Thanks for the lobster.” The fox raised a paw, looked around the kitchen again, and walked out.


  Marshall cleaned up the kitchen mostly through sheer force of habit; when he found himself sitting on his bed a couple hours later, he had no memory of having cleaned. His mind and emotions were whirling, scattershot bursts of contradictory thoughts and feelings, and even by the time Wade sauntered into the room close to midnight, the bear hadn’t managed to sort them out.


  The ermine had just gotten laid, and if Marshall for once hadn’t noticed his usual I-just-got-laid strut, Wade removed all doubt. “Woo!” He loosened his shirt. “That bunny is one fine piece of tail. You see her at dinner?”


  “Uh-huh,” Marshall said absently.


  “I took her out back, for a walk under the stars. Little chilly, so I used the old let’s-huddle-up move, got my arm around her, you know? She wanted it, though.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Sure hope nobody moves into that place two doors down. She got all hot when we were lyin’ there lookin’ at the stars. Whew! Starlight, starbright, Wade is gettin’ some action tonight!”


  “Uh-huh.”


  The ermine peered at him. “She had four arms, too. That always turns me on.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  Wade snapped his fingers in front of the bear’s face. “Hey, Marshall, yo. Planet Earth calling.”


  Marshall looked up. “Huh? Oh. Nice. She sounds really sweet.”


  “All right, out with it.” Wade plopped himself on the bed next to Marshall. “Come on. It’s that otter, isn’t it?”


  Marshall jumped, shifting the mattress so that the ermine bounced up and down. “What?”


  “Something’s on your mind, and I know we’re not good friends or anything, but we’re roommates and the only two guys here, and guys look out for each other. So go ahead, tell me what’s goin’ on.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” Marshall said.


  “Oh, come on.” Wade spread his little paws. “Look, I don’t know shit about cooking. I can barely wait tables. But trust me, I do know about makin’ time with the ladies.”


  “What makes you think I’m after a lady?”


  Wade grinned. “Okay, that’s better. We’re talkin’ now, see? I know you’re not after a lady, Marsh. I heard about that thing a few years ago from Hattie, and Elaine told me about the boys in five and six, and I know you’ve spent the past two afternoons with that otter, so give me a little credit here.”


  Marshall didn’t really want to discuss the details of his private life with Wade, but he sure wanted to talk to someone. If he talked to his sister, she’d bring up that other thing, and he didn’t have anyone else. He sighed. “Well, he’s still not a lady.”


  Wade waved a paw. “Same principle applies. So what happened? He turn cold on you? Or boyfriend warn you off?”


  Damn. He did know his stuff. “Boyfriend,” Marshall sighed.


  “Great!” Wade patted his knee. “So you’re still in the game. If he turned cold, it’s a lot more work.”


  “What?”


  Wade leaned in. “Boyfriend’s always going to warn you off. That’s fine, that’s cool. You can turn that to your advantage.”


  “How?”


  The ermine grinned, and his little tail thumped the bed. “Because, if she—he, I guess—if he’s not pushing you away right off, then that’s the first step right there. Means he’s not entirely happy. So the boyfriend coming to warn you off, that’s because he’s worried he’ll lose her. Or him. So that’s a good sign. So what you do is you mention it to him. Tell him his boyfriend seems pretty jealous and possessive, and maybe you shouldn’t see him any more.”


  “But I want to see him!” Marshall froze. Saying it out loud seemed to crystallize the feelings in his head. He did want to see the otter again, was really enjoying his company, and yes, maybe that feeling had the potential to grow into more.


  “Sure you do,” Wade said. “That’s the beauty part. When I do that with a gal, guaranteed—guaranteed!—first thing she says is, ‘he doesn’t tell me what to do.’ You get that, you’re in like Flynn. Now he wants to be with you because his boyfriend doesn’t want him to. It’s like they get a thrill out of rebellion or some shit, I dunno. Plus if you act like you don’t wanna threaten the relationship, they like that ‘cause then you’re not coming on too strong. Makes ‘em resent the boyfriend.”


  “But I don’t want to make him resent his boyfriend.”


  “Sure you do. That rich prick? You should hear him talk about this place. He said the décor was ‘neo-chintz’ and kept going on about these places out west in Beechwood and Summit that he knows.” The ermine snorted. “He was pissing me off, and I didn’t even pick out the curtains.”


  Marshall shrugged. “He’s free not to like it. We don’t have the money those places in Beechwood and Summit have.”


  “Hey, I like it. And your otter pal likes it too. He said so.”


  “Really?” Marshall’s ears went up as he turned to look at Wade.


  The ermine was grinning. “There ya go. Yeah, really.”


  “Well…” Marshall hesitated. The last thing he wanted to do was cause more trouble. But if Trent was really not happy with Davis, and if he liked Marshall, then maybe he could ignore Davis’s warning.


  “Look. You need my help, like to distract the fox or something, just let me know. I’ll do it.”


  “Why are you so interested all of a sudden?”


  The ermine crossed to his own bed and stretched out on it. “I been here, what, a year and a half? I’m gettin’ all kinds of action left and right, and you… I don’t think I’ve seen you even look at someone since I’ve been here. So now I know why the ladies don’t interest you, and I guess we don’t get that many gay boys up here, so I figure this is a big thing for you, and I wanna help out.”


  “Yeah, but…” Marshall was struggling between not wanting Wade to be involved at all and being desperate for any help he could get. “I mean, I never helped you out at all.”


  The ermine turned his head so Marshall could see his grin. “I never needed it.”


  “All right, look. I’m doing just fine on my own.” The bear lay back on his own bed, grumbling.


  “Sure you are. I’m just saying, if you get into a situation where you need a paw, let me know.” The ermine paused. “If it’d make you feel better, I’ll come and ask you for help if I need some next time I spot a gal who’s givin’ me a hard time.”


  Now Marshall regretted pushing for equality. “Uh, sure,” he said, because there wasn’t much else he could say.


  Wade chuckled. “Don’t worry. Not likely to happen anytime soon. G’night, Marsh.”


  “Night, Wade.” He clicked off the light, and though he anticipated tossing and turning for a large portion of the night, he fell asleep almost immediately.


  

  Tuesday dawned gray and foggy, a day that would probably end up snowy and would certainly start out busy, with the guests reluctant to head out to ski. Marshall got room service orders for breakfast from rooms five and six. Breakfast in bed, he thought, and tried not to dwell on it.


  At lunch, Wade came in and said, “Your friends are at table four.” Marshall shrugged, though he was glad to hear that Trent was just outside.


  “He ordered the seafood salad sandwich,” the ermine said a moment later, sticking the order up on the rack. “Do something special for it.”


  “Like what?” Marshall showed Wade the plastic container. Through its sides, the whitish-pink mass of the seafood salad was visible.


  “Can’t you make something fresh?” The ermine examined the plastic container. “Well, it doesn’t matter. I’ll tell him you did even if you don’t.”


  “No, don’t!” Marshall snatched the container back, horrified. “If I give him this and you tell him I made it fresh…”


  “What’s the difference? He’ll be glad you made the effort no matter what it tastes like.”


  “But this doesn’t taste like fresh!”


  Wade grinned at him. “Then you better do something, ‘cause that’s what I’m gonna tell him.” He turned around.


  “Wade, don’t…” The ermine was gone before Marshall could finish his sentence.


  He wouldn’t really. Would he?


  Yeah. Of course he would. The bear sighed, and looked around the kitchen. There was some leftover lobster. He could make a salad from that. Put some mayo and tarragon in with some lemon juice and shallots, toss the meat with that, put it on a nice sourdough bun…


  His tension ebbed as he planned the salad, starting to enjoy himself. It didn’t take a lot of effort, and when he tasted the result, he was quite pleased with it. He hoped Trent would enjoy it too.


  Wade sniffed it as he picked up the tray. “Nice. Lobster salad?”


  “Yeah.” Marshall grinned. “Let me know how he likes it.”


  “Will do.” The ermine swept back out.


  Ten minutes later, he was back. “Loved it. Couldn’t stop eating it,” he said. “I’m gonna wait ‘til the boyfriend goes to the bathroom, and then tell him you made it fresh.”


  “Okay. Hey, Wade!” Marshall called, stopping the ermine as he was about to leave again.


  “Yeah?”


  “You know which fox is the boyfriend, right?”


  The ermine snorted. “The one not attached to the snow leopard. I’m not that bad at reading people.” He slipped out the door.


  “He blushed,” Wade reported gleefully ten minutes later, while Marshall finished the last of a lobster salad sandwich he’d made for himself. “At least, his ears went all flat and he looked down at the table. I couldn’t see inside the ears to see if they turned red. So, you feel better now? You definitely got him on the ropes. Just need to have that talk with him. Want me to bring him in here?”


  “No!” Marshall said hurriedly. “Not today. I guess… if he wants to, maybe if the fox goes skiing tomorrow.”


  “Good plan,” Wade said. “He’s looking a little antsy at being indoors. I bet he’ll be out tomorrow unless there’s a storm.”


  Plotting with Wade felt dirty and wrong, but part of it felt good, too. Hearing that Trent had liked his sandwich and had blushed at Wade’s remark made Marshall feel tingly. Having Wade be the go-between was a necessary evil, he supposed, but he wished he could see the otter himself and see his expression.


  They went out in the afternoon and must have eaten out, too, because that was the last either Marshall or Wade saw of the foursome that day.


  

  Wednesday brought perfect skiing weather. Marshall did not, despite Wade’s urging, go up to Trent’s room as soon as Davis, Jason, and Trey left the lobby. Elaine, who was working the morning desk, had called the kitchen to tell them as soon as the trio left, and Wade just wiggled his ears when Marshall asked him how Elaine had been dragged into this and said, “We’re all pulling for you. Nobody likes that fox.”


  For the rest of the morning and through the lunch period, Wade delivered little snippets of information about Davis Floyd as he popped into and out of the kitchen. Like: “Did you know he brought three bottles of fur conditioner just for a one-week stay?”


  And, later: “He brought some stupid Business Strategy book along to read. On a ski trip! What the hell?”


  Still later: “You know, his father made his money cheating old people out of their pensions.”


  “All right,” Marshall said to that one. “Elaine can’t have noticed that from cleaning his room.”


  “Nah, I looked it up on the internet. His father’s a corporate lawyer, won a lot of cases for companies trying to default on pension funds. Slimeball. The kid’s just coasting through college to go to law school. Least, that’s what he says on his blog.”


  “His what?”


  “Blog. Online journal. He talks about how he just has to get good enough grades that his father can get him into a law school. Real nice guy.”


  “How did you find his journal?”


  “Oh, it’s just out there,” Wade shrugged.


  “Do you do this to the boyfriends of the girls you go after?”


  The ermine grinned. “Sometimes. If I think it’ll help. It’s fun.”


  Marshall shook his head. “You are a piece of work.”


  “Oh, come on, Marsh. Get into the twenty-first century. If they’re gonna leave this stuff out in public, people are going to find it and use it.”


  “And you ask me why I don’t have a computer.”


  Wade grinned. “If you did, you could find all this yourself. Nobody knows stuff about you if you don’t post it.”


  “Whatever. Just take table two’s order out to them.”


  “Right. Hey, your otter’s still not down. Did he call room service?”


  “Not yet.”


  He did, half an hour later, asking for a seafood salad sandwich again. Marshall panicked, cursed himself for having eaten the last of the lobster salad the previous day, and improvised something with crab and shrimp. Wade watched him with a grin, and when the sandwich was done, told him to take it up himself, but Marshall, still nervous, flatly refused. He didn’t want to explain to Wade that he was still having trouble imagining that he would have anything beyond a friendship, that he didn’t want to appear flirty again, that he was afraid that he would do something flirty if he went up there in person, and that he was even more afraid that Trent would reject him somehow. The ermine eventually gave up trying to convince him, and took the sandwich, grumbling all the while.


  The bear was preparing a salad for dinner about half an hour later when he heard the door open and a strange thumping sound. He assumed Wade was tossing dishes onto the counter. “Good,” he said. “I could use a paw with these salad bowls, if you can spare a moment.”


  “Uh… sure,” Trent’s voice said, and Marshall whirled, knocking a bowl over on the counter. Lettuce sprayed across the counter and spilled onto the floor.


  “Oh, sorry! I thought you were Wade.” Marshall shook his head.


  The otter grinned at him. He was dressed in a plain t-shirt with some retro fifties design on it that Marshall quite liked, blue jeans, and that same silver necklace. The thump had been from his cast, because he was still holding the dishes in his free paw. “If you need a paw, I wouldn’t mind helping.”


  “Oh, no, really. I can’t have guests in here.”


  Trent put the plate down. “Didn’t you say you were in charge of making sure guests had a good time?”


  “Not in charge of it, but I do what I can.”


  “Well, I really enjoy cooking and I can’t think of anything I could be doing that would be a better time than helping out in the kitchen. So if you want me to have a good time, you’d better let me help out.”


  “Listen,” Marshall said, “I’m not sure we should be hanging out.”


  “What? Why not?” Trent looked genuinely hurt.


  “Well…” He hesitated. Would he use Wade’s tactics and go over to the dark side? “I don’t think Davis likes it.”


  Trent raised an eyebrow. “He went skiing. And anyway, I don’t see that it’s any of his business. He doesn’t tell me who to hang out with.”


  Marshall hoped he was able to hide his shock. He hadn’t really expected Wade to be right. Now, if the ermine were right about the rest of it… the very thought made his heartbeat quicken. Trent took advantage of his shocked silence to say, “So?”


  The bear tried to muster more arguments, but none of them would even convince him, let alone the otter. Besides, Trent was now grinning the most adorable grin Marshall had seen from him so far, and no doubt the kid knew he was being adorable, so it seemed he really did want to help in the kitchen, for whatever reason. “Okay,” Marshall said finally. “But if you get tired, back to bed with you. And if my sister comes around… hide.”


  “Deal.” Trent hopped into the kitchen, letting the door close. “So what’cha making?”


  “Salad. This is a simple green salad. At least, it was going to be.” He looked ruefully down at the floor and started to scoop the lettuce into his paws. “I wasted a lot of lettuce. Maybe it’ll have to be a mixed green salad.”


  “What about one of those salads with all the vegetables?” Trent said as Marshall dumped the lettuce in the garbage and started scooping the rest into a bowl. “Primavera or something?”


  “You’re thinking of pasta primavera, but that’s not a bad idea. A garden salad, something along those lines.” Marshall tapped his muzzle and then wandered over to the refrigerator. “How are you with chopping?”


  “I get by,” Trent said. “I don’t just eat Ramen noodles at school.”


  Marshall grinned. “I did for a month. Okay, we’ve got some carrots, some radishes, some peas…”


  They worked together to chop the vegetables, and then moved on to preparing the sauces for the dinner. Trent chattered about his experiences cooking and asked question after question, all of which Marshall was happy to answer. They discussed their favorite meals, their favorite shows on the Food Network, which they both watched avidly, and their favorite restaurants. Surprisingly, several of Marshall’s favorites from his years in the city were still open, including Goose’s, a small diner near the university that Trent was also familiar with.


  The kitchen was small, so the first time Trent brushed up against Marshall’s side, he didn’t think anything of it. The second time, he noticed. The third time, the otter actually lingered, and Marshall looked down to see him happily occupied with trimming the fat off a pile of steaks, apparently oblivious to the touch… until his tail slid over to Marshall’s leg, touched it briefly, and moved away.


  It took the bear a good twenty minutes to work himself up to respond. He saw his chance several times, but not until Trent was trying to reach something that was just a little too high for him in the pantry did Marshall sidle up next to him, lean against him naturally, and pull the box down. Not too quickly, but not too slowly, either.


  It felt good to him, as though the timing were finally right. He’d gotten at least comfortable enough to chat casually with the otter, joke with him, tell him some things he wouldn’t tell just anyone. And the otter was undoubtedly interested in him. Trent didn’t flinch or pull away when Marshall leaned into him, and in the middle of a sentence about some movie he’d seen last week, he just stopped, and didn’t start talking again until the bear had stepped back.


  All good signs, if Marshall remembered correctly. When Wade poked his head into the kitchen and managed to stop grinning long enough to tell Marshall that guests were starting to return and that they’d be opening for dinner momentarily, Marshall didn’t have any hesitation about putting his large paw on Trent’s shoulder when he said, “Thanks for all the help.”


  “No problem,” Trent said, and he looked pretty happy, whether at the way he’d spent his afternoon, or the paw on his shoulder, or both, Marshall couldn’t tell. “I can’t wait to try the pork roast.”


  “I’ll leave the radishes out of your garden salad.” Marshall grinned. “Enjoy your dinner.”


  

  “So?” Wade said the first time he came back into the kitchen.


  “So?” Marshall retorted, but he couldn’t help grinning.


  “So do you have a date? Hmmm?”


  The bear threw a piece of carrot at the ermine, who caught it deftly and tossed it into his mouth. “No. But it was a nice afternoon.”


  “And?”


  Marshall shook his head at Wade’s smirk. “And you were right.”


  “Thank you.” The ermine bowed. “At your service, anytime. Hey, it’s supposed to be a pretty day tomorrow again. You’d better not wait to make your move.”


  “Do you actually have an order or did you just come in here to annoy me?” Marshall chuckled as the ermine waved an order slip, and set about making the first batch of salads.


  The grin didn’t leave his muzzle all night. He was a little worried he’d get another visit from Davis, but apparently Trent hadn’t talked about his afternoon, or else he’d made it sound more innocent than it was if he had. He didn’t see Trent the whole evening either, but that was all right. He had the memory of their touch and the promise of more to come.


  

  Thursday morning, he found out whom Davis had visited.


  When he got down to the kitchen, he found Jenny already there, collecting ingredients and unloading a box of pastries. “Morning,” he said. “I can get that. Sorry I’m a bit late…” But the clock read 6:25, plenty of time for him to get breakfast going.


  She turned to face him, paws on her hips. “I’m giving you the day off. Two days off. Take the truck. Go down to the city and don’t come back until Friday at 3. I’ll handle the kitchen until then.”


  There was no mistaking her clipped tone, nor the crease in her forehead and the narrowing of her eyes. “What… ?”


  She sighed. “Just go, Marshall. If you wouldn’t let yourself get into these situations, it wouldn’t come to this.”


  “What situations?”


  Jenny rolled her eyes. “Please. If you’d just be a little more like Wade…”


  “What?!”


  “Okay, maybe not,” she said. “But really, this is for your own good. And there is no debate about it.”


  “Well… what am I supposed to do in the city for two days?”


  “Go see a movie. There’s that art house theater you’re always going on about whenever you have a day or two off. And while you’re down there, you could take my shopping list to the SaveMart if you wanted to help out. We’re low on a few things and we’d save a few bucks if you’re going down there anyway.”


  “Fine,” he said. “Leave it at the front desk and I’ll collect it on my way out.”


  “Marsh,” she said, but he walked out before he could hear anything else.


  As he was tossing some things into an overnight bag, Wade practically skipped into the room. “Did she do it? Did she do it?”


  “Do what?” Marshall growled.


  “Send you to the city!”


  Marshall dropped the boxers he was packing and stared at him. “You can’t have heard about that already.”


  Wade rubbed his paws together and giggled. “It was my idea.”


  “What?”


  Wade plopped down on Marshall’s bed next to the overnight bag. “The fox went and complained last night. I happened to be nearby. Jenny said she’d take care of it and then said, ‘Wade, what am I going to do with him?’ So I said, ‘Give him a couple days off and send him to the city.”’


  Marshall couldn’t figure out why the weasel was so proud of himself. “I thought you were trying to help me!”


  Wade put a paw to his chest. “You wound me, dear sir. Have you so little faith in our new partnership?”


  The bear folded his arms. “Okay, what’s the punch line?”


  “Well, you know that bus trip up to historic Sparks Ridge?”


  “The one the old people take?” Sparks Ridge was historic in the sense that it had been around a long time; its main current claim to fame was that it was situated in the next state over, where gambling was legal.


  “The very same. It so happens that the bus to Sparks Ridge leaves in about half an hour, and someone just might have suggested to a certain jealous fox last night that an overnight trip to Gambletown with a few hundred bucks might be just the thing to keep a certain otter away from a certain bear.”


  “So I’m supposed to go to Sparks Ridge instead of the city? But Jenny wants me to pick up some things…”


  Wade pressed a paw to his forehead. “Just be in the lobby in half an hour and take the otter to the city with you, okay?”


  “But if he was booked on the trip to Sparks Ridge…”


  Wade sighed. “I have so much to teach you,” he said. “Even if the fox had made the arrangements himself and not trusted his concierge to do it for him, it wouldn’t matter. The otter will go with you.”


  “You booked the trip?”


  The ermine grinned. “Now, that would’ve been silly of me, considering he’s not going.”


  “So it’ll show up on his hotel bill?”


  “Oh, no. I wouldn’t get the Lodge in that kind of trouble. He paid cash.”


  Now, finally, Marshall understood. “So he paid you…”


  “To get you to take his otter to the city. Yes, that’s about it.”


  Marshall shook his head. “I can’t believe how devious you are.”


  “I am a weasel,” Wade said. “But don’t worry. I promise to use my powers only for good.”


  Trent had been as delighted as Marshall when they first got into the truck, sneaking around the back so they wouldn’t be seen leaving together, situating him so he could sit with his cast up, and giggling conspiratorially as they drove out of town. Once they got onto the highway, they quieted down, and Marshall felt a little unease. This was a big step, going away together. Looking over at Trent’s thoughtful expression, it seemed that the otter was thinking the same thing, and whether he was or not, the prospect that he might be cheered Marshall considerably.


  “So,” Trent said, “Since we’re going to be in the city, I was wondering if we could stop by the university so I could catch my one o’clock class. I’m having someone take the notes for me, but I really like the lectures and I’d like to be there.”


  “Sure,” Marshall said.


  “Oh, dinner’s on me, by the way. I think I am going to have a bad streak of luck with Davis’s money.”


  Marshall felt a twinge of guilt. “You know what?” he said. “Why don’t you just give it back to him and say you broke even? I’ll cover dinner.”


  “Okay,” Trent said, and then smiled. “So if we’re not going to Chez Marianne, where are we going?”


  “Oh, you were thinking of Chez Marianne? Maybe I should reconsider!” Marshall shared a laugh with Trent. “I was thinking about going to Goose’s. I haven’t been there in ages. And the Rialto is just a couple blocks away. I don’t know what’s playing there, but that didn’t matter too much back when I was living there. It’s always good.”


  Trent said, “You mean, like, experimental film?” He looked cautiously at the bear.


  “I’m not sure. Back in my day it was, like, Memento was there, Reservoir Dogs…”


  “Oh, just independent film.” Trent sounded relieved. “Yeah, they still do some of that, but lately they sometimes have these crappy experimental films. You know, like, ‘we filmed this movie with the sepia filter on, ooh, we’re edgy!’ I can’t stand that. I just want a good story and some good acting.”


  “Amen,” Marshall said. “Well, if there’s nothing there, we can drive around for a bit.”


  “Sure.” Trent yawned. “Man, it’s early. Hey, uh… where are we going to stay the night?”


  “I thought we’d get a hotel room somewhere. If that’s okay,” Marshall said. “We can get a room with two beds, and I’ll cover it.”


  “Well…” Trent said slowly. “If we’re going to Goose’s and the Rialto, we’ll be about half a mile from my apartment. I’ve got my keys.”


  “Oh, I couldn’t impose,” Marshall said.


  “No imposition. I’ve got a couch. If you’re going to cover dinner, let me provide the room.”


  “If you’re sure…”


  “Yeah,” Trent said. “No problem at all.”


  The otter dozed for part of the three-hour drive, but while he was awake they talked about the university, got on the subject of families, and before they knew it, they were passing the Loop and heading for the city.


  Trent directed Marshall to a new SaveMart that was closer than the one he knew, where they got the items on Jenny’s list and grabbed lunch in the nearby food plaza. After taking Trent back to the university for his class, he and Marshall walked around the campus so that Marshall could see what was new, and they could trade more college stories. Dinner at Goose’s was just as good as Marshall remembered it, down to the pecan pie with butter rum ice cream, and fortunately there was a good movie playing at the Rialto.


  They grabbed their bags from the truck and walked back to Trent’s place from the movie theater, and though their discussion was about the movie, Marshall couldn’t keep his mind from imagining Trent’s apartment, and what the sleeping arrangements would be once they were there. Even though he would normally be in bed at this hour, he was wide awake and keyed up as Trent walked along a street of row houses and ushered the bear through the door that barely fit his huge frame.


  “Second floor,” he said unnecessarily as they walked up a flight of stairs, and Marshall realized that the otter was as nervous as he was. He fumbled the key at his door and hesitated while opening it, then finally pushed it all the way open and said, “Here it is.”


  Marshall ducked to get through the door, bringing back a memory of agonizing searches for campus housing that could accommodate a polar bear, but at least inside he could straighten up. He looked around at the posters on the walls, all of seascapes and waterfalls. The walls were a sea blue, painted by a tenant, he thought as he looked at the raggedly painted join between walls and ceiling.


  Trent dropped his keys on the small stand next to the door and walked in. His whiskers twitched. “So, uh, this is it.” He pointed to his right. “Kitchen’s there. Bedroom and bathroom back there. It’s not much, especially for you, I guess, but…” he laughed nervously. “It’s cheap.”


  “Hey, I totally understand.” Marshall grinned. “Only… that couch doesn’t look big enough for me. Unless it folds out.” It was more of a loveseat, really, with a worn plaid fabric that made Marshall think it had been donated by Trent’s parents.


  “Oh, no,” Trent said hurriedly. “I was going to take the couch. The bed will fit you, no problem.” He flicked his ears, and for a moment Marshall saw the blush in them.


  “I won’t turn you out of your bed,” Marshall said. “Especially with your leg. I can take the floor out here. I’ve slept on worse.”


  “No, no, that would be rude of me!” Trent almost squeaked. “I’ve stayed on the couch, it’s fine. And I’ve been walking on the leg all day. It’s not bothering me.”


  “When did you sleep on your own couch?”


  Trent grinned. “When it was in my parents’ basement, okay?”


  Marshall yawned. “I’m going to brush up for bed, but I am not kicking you out of your bed.” Please ask to share it with me, he urged Trent in his thoughts, but the otter remained silent as Marshall went into the bathroom.


  The white tile had that old smell that comes with long-rented properties, and a small window through which Marshall could hear the sounds of university traffic. He’d almost forgotten what it sounded like to spend a night in the city. He brushed his teeth quickly and went out into the hall, where he met Trent.


  “The bed,” Trent said, pointing. “I’ve already set up the couch, and I’m going to sleep there whether you sleep on the floor or bed. So you might as well be comfortable.”


  Marshall studied the otter. “All right,” he sighed. “If you insist.”


  “I do. It’s in there. I’m gonna clean up myself. Make yourself comfortable.”


  Marshall nodded and walked into the bedroom. The whole room was thick with Trent’s scent, but it was tidy. The carpet was clean and the bed made, and the closet door closed. The lamp on the bedside table that was providing all the illumination in the room looked as old as the couch, but a little more stylish. Marshall rested a paw on the desk, which was clean of papers, but did hold a stack of notebooks. He smiled, took off his shirt, and sat on the bed.


  He was still sitting like that when Trent peeked in to wave. “Ah, you found it,” the otter said. He wasn’t wearing a shirt either, leaving his buff-colored chest ruff exposed, and he’d changed into a loose pair of pajama bottoms.


  “Yeah.” Marshall smiled. “Thanks for the hospitality.”


  “Glad to help.” Trent smiled back.


  They stood looking at each other, neither one talking. The tension in the room seemed to distort the air between them as if it were physical heat. Marshall was struggling to get up the nerve to ask the otter to come over, and he saw Trent’s whiskers twitching before the otter took a step forward and said, “Well, uh… good night.”


  The bear smiled. Mustering all his courage, he spread his arms and said, “Good night.”


  A welcome smile broke over the otter’s face. He took two more steps and fell into Marshall’s arms, hugging him as the bear hugged him back. “Good night,” he murmured, clinging tightly to the snowy white fur.


  “Night,” murmured Marshall against his ear. The otter’s small, lithe form felt so good in his arms that he didn’t want to let go, and the otter didn’t seem inclined to let go of him either.


  “Mmm. G’night,” Trent said. He lowered his muzzle to Marshall’s shoulder.


  “Night. Sleep well.” Marshall rubbed his muzzle gently along Trent’s cheek ruff.


  “You too.” Trent drew his claws through the bear’s thick fur.


  He felt so good. So good. Marshall held him and prayed every moment that the otter wouldn’t pull away and actually go to bed. There were no more words, no sound but soft breathing. The next time Marshall glanced at the bedside clock, he saw with surprise that over ten minutes had passed.


  “Trent,” he whispered, and the otter drew back his muzzle to look at Marshall.


  “Yeah?” The otter whispered, too. Their noses were an inch apart. The bear could feel Trent’s breath on his nosepad.


  We’re in that movie moment, Marshall thought excitedly, and there was no question now that they were going to kiss. They moved slowly, deliberately, and when their lips brushed, he shivered. Trent hugged the otter more tightly and pushed himself into the kiss. It had been a while, but Trent’s response dispelled any worry he might have had about being rusty.


  The otter pulled back and searched Marshall’s eyes with his sparkling brown ones. “Tell me something,” he whispered.


  “Hm?”


  “Did you send me the flowers in the hospital?” Marshall gaped at him, and Trent grinned smugly. “Thought so. It was so not a Davis thing to do.”


  “I, uh…”


  “Shh. Thank you.” And then they were kissing again, and Marshall closed his eyes to shut out as many distractions as he could.


  When he opened them, he wouldn’t have been surprised to see that an hour had passed, but amazingly, the clock showed that it had only been two minutes. Trent was nestled comfortably in his arms, looking at him with the quirky smile Marshall had grown very fond of, and the bear heard himself saying, “I don’t suppose I could take one more shot at talking you into sleeping in your bed?”


  The otter’s whiskers twitched, and he said softly, “Only if you stay there too.”


  Marshall’s pulse quickened. “Deal,” he said, and leaned back, pulling the otter into the bed before he could change his mind.


  They pressed close in the double bed. Marshall’s large frame took up most of the space, but Trent managed to squeeze himself in, lying on his side with his broken leg on top. The otter’s paws roamed through the soft white fur on Marshall’s back and sides, and his smaller size let him slide one paw between them to rub the bear’s chest, while Marshall had to be content with letting his paws rub down the otter’s smooth back.


  Trent took advantage of the situation, finding Marshall’s large nipples and brushing them with his claws, teasing them until the polar bear squirmed and crushed the otter against him to stop him. Trent giggled, panting a bit. “Oh, I’m sorry,” he said, but when Marshall relaxed, it took him only a minute to lower his muzzle to nuzzle and then lick at the fleshy nubs.


  Marshall squirmed, washing his huge tongue over the otter’s ears, but it didn’t deter him one bit. The bear was shivering from the delicious tingling those licks were bringing, and he was already hard as a rock. Trent could hardly miss the ridge of his erection, as his leg was pressed right against it, but other than rubbing gently along it, he paid it no attention.


  The scent of otter, the licking, the warm body pressed against him and rubbing, all this was driving Marshall generally crazy. He heard panting that it took him a moment to realize was his own, and after a few minutes, he slid his large paw all the way down the sleek curve of Trent’s back, around the tempting line of his tail, and cupped the otter’s tight, round rump in a firm grip. Trent made a soft sound of pleasure and redoubled his licking, and now that Marshall was pulling the otter’s hips against his stomach, he could feel the long shaft pressing against him through the thin pants, and he knew Trent was as aroused as he was.


  Not that he’d had much doubt, the way the otter was enthusiastically licking and squirming against him. He’d never been in bed with an otter before, so he couldn’t tell if Trent’s constant motion was normal or if the otter was just unsually excited, and he wasn’t about to stop so he could ask. He made an easy transition from rubbing the otter’s rear through his pajama bottoms to sliding his paw down inside and just rubbing against the fur directly, which allowed him to tease a claw up the cleft under the thick tail. Trent squeaked when he did that, and Marshall thought the sound was so adorable that he did it two or three more times before the otter giggled and changed his own tactics.


  “You weren’t really going to wear your jeans to bed, were you?” he whispered, easily unsnapping them at the waist and sliding his gentle paws down against Marshall’s boxers. Marshall stayed still while Trent’s paws rubbed his hips and then slid inside his boxers, rubbing all around his crotch without touching his straining shaft, and that teasing made Marshall pant even harder. He squeezed the otter’s rear and then slid his paw around, unable to wait, and found a warm sac and a long, hard shaft.


  Trent moaned softly, a long, low “oooh” of pleasure, and shivered as Marshall explored his taut, hot skin, tracing his fingers delicately up to the tip and back down, sliding, not stroking; not yet. The otter’s cast slipped twice as his wriggling intensified, almost dragging him off the bed, and the second time, Marshall stopped and grinned.


  “Let’s get more comfortable?” He tugged at the pajama bottoms, which slid down easily, giving him a nice view of the buff-colored sheath and the bobbing pink erection protruding from it. He reached out and brushed the back of his fingers over it, soft white fur gliding up and down and getting a little bit sticky in the process, as Trent stood on the floor and tried to work his pajamas over his cast without pulling away from the touch.


  “Now you,” the otter said, and leaned forward, but Marshall stopped him with a paw on his stomach.


  “In a minute,” the polar bear said, drinking in the sight of the naked and eager otter. He sighed. “It’s been a long time… and you’re very handsome.”


  “Hush,” Trent said, and leaned over to kiss him. “You are too, and I want to see the rest of you.”


  Marshall wriggled obligingly as Trent pulled his jeans off, but the otter only got them halfway down before he stopped. “Oh, my,” he said, his eyes fixed on the huge red shaft that lay dripping pre onto Marshall’s white belly fur. He reached out and brushed it with one paw as though he couldn’t believe it was real, then cupped the bear’s large sac and leaned over to lick the tip.


  The polar bear gasped. Trent straightened and grinned at him, licking his lips. “Sorry. Couldn’t resist.” He tugged Marshall’s pants the rest of the way off, and then said, “How about this?” Placing his cast on the pillow by Marshall’s head, he swung his other leg over the bear so that he was straddling him face down. Marshall lifted his head and got the otter’s dangling balls on the bridge of his nose. He giggled, licking up as he watched Trent stretch out and slide his mouth around Marshall’s dripping tip.


  “Oh, that works fine.” Marshall shuddered and reached up, holding the otter’s hips in place as he applied his soft, wide tongue to the shaft above him.


  Trent moaned, taking more of the bear into his muzzle. Marshall wondered distantly how much Trent would be able to take, but that was hardly foremost in his mind. He kept licking while the otter sucked on him, using his paws to help stroke, and at some point he realized hazily that he should really get the otter all the way into his muzzle.


  That brought a different kind of moan from Trent, which Marshall echoed. How long had it been? He didn’t know, didn’t care; that count would be reset tonight, and what was important was that it was still familiar to him, that he still remembered how to curl his tongue around and suckle the sensitive spots, how to press his tongue to the underside, and how to keep his teeth behind his lips. He had to keep a firm grip on the otter’s hips, too, as he was getting quite squirmy and again threatening to fall off to one side or the other. At least now his squirms and thrusts were mainly downward, shoving his length deeper into Marshall’s muzzle as he pushed himself further onto the bear at the other end.


  The sensations were coming too fast, too strong. Marshall was trying not to thrust upwards, unsure how much the otter’s muzzle could take, but he couldn’t stop the shuddering. He put it all into his muzzle, licking, pressing, sucking hard, feeling the otter’s response. It wasn’t going to be fast enough. He clutched Trent’s hips and moaned around his cock, putting some degree of urgency into it so that the otter would be warned.


  “Mmmm,” Trent responded. He had both paws around Marshall’s shaft and was pumping in time with his muzzle’s thrusts. He drove his muzzle down, tongue flicking against the tip again and again, and Marshall’s body jerked as he crested over into a loud, explosive climax. He breathed out through his nose, closing his eyes and grunting loudly around the otter’s cock as his shaft spurted hot seed into the waiting muzzle.


  He heard wet coughs and giggles from the otter, but ignored them, sucking hard and breathing hot breath into the buff fur around the sac that was bumping his nose. His paws tingled as he stretched them out, the otter’s body was hot against him as he held it tightly in his arms, and the world stopped for just a moment, leaving him hovering in orgasm for a moment before he came drifting back down to the bed.


  “Mmmm.” He panted, and then released the firm hips enough that Trent could raise and lower them again, helping a bit as he savored the taste of the otter and the delicious afterglow of his release. He gave a surprised growl as Trent sucked on the sensitive tip of his cock, trying to clean it, and redoubled his efforts on the otter’s own shaft. The otter let Marshall fall from his muzzle, giggling and then panting and moaning, holding onto the polar bear’s white hips while his own thrust shakily into the bear’s waiting muzzle.


  Marshall held onto him as his moans grew louder and squeakier, keeping a good, quick rhythm going with his sucking, and a moment later Trent squealed, crying out, “Ohhh, ohhhhhhHH!” and gave a violent lurch that almost carried him off the bed. Seed splashed onto Marshall’s tongue; he drank it in greedily and tightened his grip on the squirming otter.


  Trent seemed to squirm for a long time, even after Marshall had swallowed twice and no more was dripping onto his tongue. The bear held him through all of it, loving the feeling of pleasure his companion was getting as much as he’d enjoyed his own. Finally, Trent collapsed forward, pulling his cock from Marshall’s muzzle and plopping it down on the bear’s broad chest so that Marshall could stick his muzzle up between the otter’s legs, nudging his tail to one side.


  He stroked the supple curves of the otter’s back and tail, rumbling happily. “Whew,” he said.


  “No kidding,” came the muffled response.


  “You wanna turn around?”


  “I don’t wanna move for a bit.”


  “Okay.” Marshall grinned. A moment later, Trent did move, sliding off Marshall to stand on the floor. Looking up, Marshall saw streaks in the otter’s muzzle fur, and felt sure his ears were bright red with blushing.


  “What?” Trent grinned at him, and brought a paw to his muzzle. “Oh, yeah. I wasn’t quite ready… sorry. I should go clean up a bit.”


  “Sorry,” Marshall said, but the otter just giggled.


  “Don’t apologize,” he said. “It was wonderful. You were wonderful. I’d kiss you, but…”


  “I don’t care,” Marshall said, and reached out his arms.


  “Mmm.” Trent straightened up as they broke the kiss. “Now I have to clean us both up.”


  Marshall giggled, brushing the places on his muzzle where the otter’s sticky fur had brushed his. “It was worth it.”


  “Totally. I’ll be right back.” Trent limped towards the bathroom, lifting his tail to give Marshall a good view of his shapely rear. The bear enjoyed it, but was more worried about the limp; Trent was favoring the broken leg.


  He propped himself up on one elbow when the otter came back. “Did you hurt your leg?”


  Trent shrugged, applying a washcloth gently to the bear’s fur. “I think I banged it on something. It’s just sore. Don’t worry about it.”


  Marshall sighed. “I’m sorry. I should’ve been more careful.”


  “Hush.” Trent dabbed the washcloth at his lips, silencing him. He smiled at the otter as the young mustelid moved to clean off his shaft and the places on his belly where his seed had dripped.


  “Thanks,” the polar bear said.


  “Sure.” Trent grinned at him and tossed the washcloth into a corner. He stroked his paws along the white-furred body and smiled. “Anyway, I originally got this injury sliding down some soft white slopes. And these slopes,” he said as his paw trailed down Marshall’s tummy to his hips, “are much more fun than those other ones.”


  But maybe just as dangerous, Marshall thought. Now that the urgent sexual need had been sated, he began to wonder how Davis and Jenny would react when they found out about this night. He scooted over to let Trent spoon back against him and wrapped an arm warmly around the otter. “G’night,” he said, and Trent giggled back, “G’night, for real.” And Marshall closed his eyes and snuggled his muzzle between the otter’s ears, and lost himself in fantasies of running away with Trent to the city, going back to university, working in a diner or a hotel somewhere, living in a small room together…


  

  Friday: “I hope I didn’t snore too loudly,” he said as they were packing the next morning.


  “Nah.” Trent smiled. “I slept through most of it, and the times I woke up, it was nice and soothing. Like living near a train. A big, soft, white, fuzzy train.”


  Marshall grinned. He’d had a moment of anxiety before Trent woke, worrying that the otter would regret the night before, but Trent had seen his muzzle when he opened his eyes, and the first thing he did was lift his own for a kiss. So it was all right, except for the thing he kept pushing away to the back of his mind, because as long as they were in the apartment, he could keep his fantasies going.


  On the highway, it was Trent who finally mentioned it. “So, are we gonna be in trouble?” he said. “I’ll give Davis his money back, but I bet people will figure out where we were. Davis isn’t stupid.”


  Marshall smiled. “I can handle my sister,” he said. “Are you going to be okay?”


  “Yeah, sure.” Trent grinned. “I never figured Davis for a long-term thing anyway.”


  Marshall shot him a look. “What do you mean?”


  “Oh…” Trent shifted. “I didn’t mean that. I mean, I don’t expect anything… I just meant that if he doesn’t wanna see me anymore, it’s not a big deal.”


  “Oh.” The polar bear felt a twinge of disappointment, which to his dismay felt familiar. He shoved it away. This was never going to be a long term thing either. The otter was cute, sweet, funny, and amazingly sexy, but the age difference… he’d be fooling himself if he thought he had a shot.


  “All right,” Trent said. “I won’t worry about it, then.” He patted Marshall’s knee. “I’m glad you stayed over. I’m glad you slept in the bed.”


  “I’m glad you did, too,” Marshall said. “Whatever impression you might get from Wade, I don’t do this often.”


  Trent looked ahead at the highway, and nodded quietly. “It means a lot to me,” he said, and Marshall noticed that he didn’t add, ‘I don’t do this often, either.’ After a moment, he said, “So why is your sister so worried she’d send you away for two days?”


  This was where Marshall didn’t want to go, but he didn’t want to lie, either. He had to frame it so that Trent didn’t get the wrong impression. “There was one time, a few years ago… we had a big wolf staying with us, and he was…” He trailed off. “Mmm. Anyway. He and I… kinda hooked up, but then he left when his trip was over. He told me he’d write, and he didn’t, and he didn’t answer my letters. So I was kind of depressed for a while.”


  “Jeez,” Trent said. “That’s a sucky thing to do.”


  Marshall shrugged. “Men,” he said, and Trent laughed.


  “No kidding. So, uh, if I can ask, how long is a ‘while’?”


  The bear paused to compose his answer. “Okay,” he said, “before I tell you, I’m much more reasonable now. That was years ago. I wouldn’t be this bad now.”


  Trent folded his arms. “You’re worrying me now. Did you just get over him, like, last week?”


  Marshall laughed. “No, no. It was six or seven months.”


  “Months!?”


  “I told you, I’m much better now.”


  The otter chuckled. “I’d hope so. If you don’t mind me asking… what snapped you out of it?”


  “You know, I don’t really know,” Marshall said. “I just realized one day that I hadn’t thought about him for a week, and I said to myself, ‘if I haven’t been thinking about him, then why am I still depressed?’ There didn’t seem to be any good reason. And then I wasn’t depressed. It wasn’t really a choice, it was just time to move on.”


  “Whew,” Trent said. “If I can still remember someone’s name six months later…” He paused and turned to Marshall. “That’s a joke.”


  The polar bear chuckled. “I know all about you wild college students. I was one once, remember?”


  “Yeah, wasn’t that back during World War 2?”


  “Hah. Try double-ya double-ya one, ya young whippersnapper.” But even as he joked, Marshall felt a twinge of sadness at being reminded of the age difference between himself and the young otter sitting across the seat from him. Again he felt the urge to just keep driving, run away with the otter from everything. But there was no indication that Trent actually wanted that, though he was certainly very affectionate—they’d hugged in the apartment before leaving and even brushed noses. Now, he was more restrained, but he might just be nervous about being in public.


  Marshall forced his thoughts back to the road as Trent made another joking comment, and they continued to banter all the way home.


  He dropped Trent off around the corner from the Lodge and then drove around back, going in the staff entrance. Jenny was already busy in the kitchen, with Wade helping, so Marshall got right to work. The Lodge was going to be full that night, Jenny told him, and they had some visitors from other places, so it was after eleven before Marshall got a chance to relax and breathe, and by then he was so tired that he could do little more than stagger up to bed.


  Wade wouldn’t let him go to sleep right away, of course. “So?” he said, jumping onto the bear’s bed. “You look tired. It musta gone well, huh? Tell tell tell!”


  “Oy.” Marshall lay down and draped an arm over his eyes. “It went fine.”


  “Just fine?”


  “Yeah, fine, great, amazing, whatever.”


  Wade whooped and patted Marshall on the thigh. “Attaboy! Good to get your ashes hauled once in a while. Let me tell you, the fox didn’t suspect a thing while you were gone. Though I think he might’ve once you got back. They didn’t come to dinner. I told you that, right?”


  “Five or six times.”


  “Doesn’t matter, anyway. You gotta let this one go and move on. You’re back on the horse!” The ermine was bouncing up and down on the bed.


  “Wade… I’m really tired. I’m really grateful to you, but in about ten seconds I’m gonna kick you right off this bed.”


  “Okay, okay.” The ermine bounced one more time and then skittered over to his own bed and jumped into it. Breathing a sigh of relief, Marshall allowed himself to fall into sleep, ignoring the pang of loneliness that came from having nobody to wrap his arm around.


  

  Saturday, Jenny met him in the kitchen, her ears flat and a growl in her voice. “I’m firing Wade,” she said.


  “What? You can’t do that.”


  She pointed a clawed finger at him. “He orchestrated this whole thing, and if I have to explain for the next six months why everything coming out of my kitchen is overdone, at least I am not going to have that smarmy skirt-chaser delivering my explanation for me with a wink and using the story to get in bed since this is all his fault to begin with.”


  Marshall put his paws up. “Whoa, hang on. Who says he orchestrated this?”


  “Do not even try that with me. I am this close to firing you too and being done with the whole mess.”


  “Well, fire me, then,” he said. “Don’t fire Wade. He was just trying to help.”


  She stared at him. “You’re sticking up for him?”


  “Yeah. He was really trying to help. He felt bad for me.”


  “I feel bad for you,” Jenny said, “but I don’t go taking other people’s boyfriends for you to make you feel better. Because I know it’s just setting you up for another depressive episode. Why don’t you date a local guy?”


  “It’s not going to be like that,” he insisted.


  “Well, whatever it’s going to be like, it can’t be helped now,” she said. “So I’m going to fire Wade just to make myself feel better.”


  “Hey!” he said. “Do not fire Wade. He’s a good waiter. Are you going to wait tables? Or get Elaine to do it?”


  Her eyes narrowed. “She could do it.”


  “Wade’s good. He didn’t do anything wrong.”


  “Didn’t do anything”


  Marshall sighed. “If I don’t get depressed, will you keep him on?”


  She considered this. He pressed. “Because then it wouldn’t affect business at all.”


  “All right, fine. One month.” She pointed at him again. “If I hear one tear-laden sigh out of you…”


  “I promise,” Marshall said. “Cheery and happy.”


  “Fine.” She swept out, leaving him with the feel of having won a minor victory.


  He’d hoped to see Trent again, but forced himself not to think about the otter. Soon enough, he’d be gone, and Marshall would have to get used to not seeing him if he wanted Wade to keep his job. So he smiled at the ermine and tried to remember the good parts of Thursday night, and limited his thoughts about the otter to hoping he would find someone better than the fox, down there at university.


  Lunch sped by, and dinner did too. Perry came in to help, and if he noticed that Marshall was a bit distracted, he didn’t say anything about it. Marshall found that the younger bear’s presence cheered him up quite a bit, and he wondered whether Jenny would consider his request to hire Perry full time if he told her it would stop him from being depressed. She would, he realized, but then she would fire Wade after all.


  They put in their picks for the injury pool, and this time Marshall had no qualms about picking the rabbit who’d checked in with hundreds of dollars worth of brand-new ski equipment and apparently less than a nickel’s worth of common sense. And then he was off to bed, thinking his day was over.


  Wade poked his head in, wearing a huge grin. “I’ve gotta go off for a couple hours,” he said. “Pretty little weasel gal at the Copper Beech two doors down. So I’ll definitely be gone for a couple hours,” he said.


  “Great,” Marshall waved, a little annoyed that Wade was back to his old self so quickly. It almost felt as though the ermine had to flaunt his conquest to prove that he could still match Marshall.


  And then Wade moved aside and Trent slipped in the door, hopping on one foot to prevent his cast from making any noise.


  The otter laughed at the polar bear’s expression. “Hey, you didn’t think I’d leave without saying goodbye, did you?”


  “What about…”


  Trent waved a paw. “Jason and Trey took Davis out dancing.” He tapped his cast. “I told them I would be fine here.”


  Marshall propped himself up on his elbows in his bed. “Well,” he said, “if you come a little closer, I think I can get you further than ‘fine’.”


  The otter smiled and dropped his jacket on Wade’s bed, and hobbled over into the polar bear’s wide embrace.


  “Mmm. I wasn’t expecting to see you again.” Marshall nuzzled the otter.


  “Aw, you thought I’d just take off?”


  “Well, no, I thought you’d say good bye… I mean, see you again.”


  Trent giggled, and kissed him on the nose. “I couldn’t do that either.” He rubbed a paw down Marshall’s chest, and then moved the kiss down to his lips.


  Marshall had plenty of room to scoot over on his own bed and allow Trent to stretch out on it, which they almost managed to do without breaking the kiss. Trent nuzzled Marshall’s shoulder and flopped his long tail over the bear as far as he could. “I like this room,” he said. “You keep it nice and chilly, too. Good for snuggling up.”


  “Well, Wade and I both have pretty thick fur,” the bear said. He looked out at the ghostly white snow on the mountains. “You just tell me if you get cold. I’ll keep you warm.”


  “You do take good care of your guests,” Trent whispered, and during the next kiss, he tugged at Marshall’s shirt.


  Once the shirts had been tossed to the floor, they spent more time cuddling, pushing their noses through each other’s fur, and exploring with paws. Marshall enjoyed the curve of the otter’s muscular torso, and Trent seemed to enjoy the broad swell of the bear’s chest. When he started in on Marshall’s nipples again, the bear retaliated by unfastening Trent’s pants and teasing at his waistline.


  Pants soon followed shirts, and once the pants were gone, there didn’t seem to be much point in keeping the boxers on. Trent had to stand up to take his pants off, giving Marshall another chance to admire his form, and when the otter came back to bed, Marshall had him straddle his chest. “I like this view,” he whispered, looking up at the naked otter, buff-colored fur outlining his chest and stomach and continuing down around his sheath and balls. The polar bear put two large white paws on the otter’s thighs, rubbing them and getting a pleasant churring sound from the otter in response.


  Trent reached back with a paw and drew his pads up Marshall’s thick shaft, teasing it as Marshall caressed his body. The bear felt the otter brush his tip and then saw him bring the paw around to his muzzle and give it a sensual lick. “Mm, drippy bear,” Trent said, and Marshall giggled.


  “You’re not exactly staying dry yourself.”


  “Oh? What’re you going to do about it?” Trent asked, looking down at him.


  “Mmmmmmmmm, wait and see.” But Marshall didn’t have the patience to make the otter wait long. He craned his head forward and gave the otter a broad, warm lick.


  Trent steadied himself, panting, and closed his eyes as Marshall licked him again, and again, and finally closed his muzzle over the otter’s bobbing tip. The polar bear licked avidly, savoring the musky taste and the expression on his lover’s (yes, we’re lovers tonight, he told himself stubbornly) adorable face.


  With one paw on Trent’s hip, he bobbed up and down, rubbing gently down the thick tail with his other paw, holding the little otter in place. Despite the pressure of his paws, Trent was rocking back and forth and moaning in time with the licks. Marshall wondered fleetingly whether Elaine and Hattie could hear them, and then decided he didn’t care. The otter’s squirming and squeaking was delightful, and he wanted to enjoy it to the fullest.


  “Okay,” Trent gasped a moment later, pulling back. “I got a surprise.”


  “It can’t be better than you.” Marshall watched curiously as the otter rummaged through his jacket and came up with a small tube. “Oh ho.”


  “Yeah.” Trent looked down at the bear’s cock, lying thick and red on his white stomach. “I wanna try. I think I can take it.”


  “You take me in? I don’t want to hurt you.”


  “Shh.” Trent caressed his sheath and balls with a gentle paw. “I’ll stop if it hurts.”


  “Promise?”


  “Yeah.” He stayed still, waiting for Marshall’s approval.


  The polar bear looked at his cock, and then at the otter’s tight rear. He wanted to know how it felt, but it was a big step. He’d only ever actually been inside one other guy in his life, and only had one guy inside of him. From the way the otter was holding the tube and the eagerness in his expression, Marshall didn’t think this meant quite as much to him.


  That was fine. Then Marshall wouldn’t let it mean that much to him, either. He nodded. “If you want to.”


  “Do you want to?” Trent countered.


  “Of course.” Marshall grinned. “But if it hurts…”


  “I’ll stop. Really.” Trent squirted some lube onto his paw and applied it to Marshall, taking his time and covering every inch of the bear’s rock-hard erection. Marshall closed his eyes and stretched all the way out, trying to feel every touch of the otter’s small, gentle paws. Just when he thought Trent was finished, the otter started over again, spreading the lube in a stroking motion, up and down. He couldn’t get his paw all the way around the bear’s shaft, but he could cover the sensitive areas of the tip, and did so expertly.


  Just as Marshall was about to reach out and stop the otter, Trent lifted his paw away. He climbed back atop the bear’s chest and dangled his cock in front of the white muzzle temptingly while his slick paw busied itself under his tail.


  “Mmm,” Marshall said, reaching out to take the otter in his muzzle again. He watched Trent’s expression as he did and smiled at the bliss that crept into the otter’s eyes. For a moment, he thought that Trent might just come from fingering himself and Marshall sucking him, but then he regained control and backed up.


  “Okay,” he panted. “Let’s try this.”


  The bear watched Trent’s eyes for any sign of pain as he felt the paw lift his cock and situate it. At the first push back, the hole under his tail felt impossibly tight and Marshall thought it would never work. But the otter must have been just been tense, because a moment later he was opening up as if someone had turned a key, and Marshall’s tip was pushing into him. Trent leaned his head back and gasped, “Oh, gods…”


  “You okay?” Marshall said anxiously. He glanced down at what he could see of his cock, and noticed that the otter’s tip was dribbling even more pre.


  “Yeah. Just let me…” Trent closed his eyes and slid up and down just on the bear’s tip, and the strokes of that tight hole were almost too much for Marshall to take.


  “Trent,” he gasped. “Uh…”


  “Okay… that’s better… now… ohhhhhh!” The otter squeaked as he stopped thrusting down and lowered himself further onto Marshall.


  Good lord above, Marshall thought, both in amazement at the otter’s ability to stretch and at the thrill his tight ring of muscle caused as it slid down the bear’s engorged member. He reached out to hold the otter’s member in return, and started to stroke it as Trent lifted himself up and lowered himself again.


  “Oh my god,” the otter said. “I can’t believe how that feels… careful, hon, I’m not going to last very lo-ong!” He squeaked again, panting harder and starting to squirm around Marshall’s shaft, and that glorious tight stroking had Marshall arching his back and stroking faster. Trent braced himself against Marshall’s chest as he bucked up and down, and this time he came first, drenching Marshall’s paw in bursts of his seed.


  Marshall heard the otter’s yelps and smiled, clenching his teeth and stopping himself from shoving the little otter down onto his cock. A moment later, the desire and everything else vanished in a full-body climax. His back arched again, lifting Trent up into the air, and the bear’s free paw clawed at the sheets as he grunted and then let out a long, loud moan of intense pleasure. He felt the muscles in his cock clench as he filled the otter with a rush of hot seed.


  When he finally slid out of Trent’s backside, the otter jumped and gasped, and his cock quivered in Marshall’s paw. The polar bear grinned and let go, using his free paw to hug the otter to him. “So that was okay?” he panted.


  “Mmm. I’ll probably be sore tomorrow. But it was worth it. Many times over. Oooh. Wow.” He hugged Marshall back and wriggled against him, a big smile on his muzzle.


  “You were pretty amazing too,” Marshall said softly.


  “I was, wasn’t I?” Trent grinned at him.


  “Absolutely.” Marshall paused, still a bit giddy. “Glad you came around tonight.”


  “I had to.” Trent said. “But I was thinking about what you said, before I did. I know you probably wouldn’t get depressed over me like you did over that other guy, but I didn’t want to come here if I couldn’t promise you that I would write you. And I wanted to wait until we were done with, uh, this, because to be honest with you, twenty minutes ago I would’ve promised to go ski down the mountain naked if I thought I had to to get into bed with you. So now I just feel happy and sleepy, and of course I can write you. Just give me your e-mail address and I’ll send you a note, I promise.”


  Marshall felt his fur prickle at the word ‘promise.’ “Don’t promise,” he said quickly.


  “Don’t worry,” Trent said. “I write lots of e-mail. It’s no trouble.”


  “I don’t have a computer and I don’t get e-mail,” Marshall said.


  “Oh.” Trent rested his head on Marshall’s broad, white chest. “That complicates things a bit.”


  “It’s okay,” Marshall said. “I know you have another life to go to, and I’m a lot older than you are…”


  “No, I mean, I’ve already promised,” the otter said. “So I have to go through with it. I guess I’ll be writing paper letters.”


  “Really,” Marshall said, “you don’t have to.” He was starting to get that feeling again, building up inside him, that here was a sweet, caring guy who liked him, and of course it would lead to more, how could it not? He knew that feeling and he knew the ones that came after it. First with Warren, then with Alexander: the hope, then the short period of happiness before the worry crept in, then the anger, and finally the disillusionment and depression. He couldn’t afford himself the hope and the happiness.


  “I know I don’t have to,” Trent was looking into his eyes now. “But I feel like I should.”


  Marshall shook his head. “I appreciate that, but I’m twenty years older than you, and…”


  “So what?” Trent said. “Does that matter to you?”


  “Well, in another twenty-five years, you’ll be forty-five, and I’ll…”


  Trent shrugged. “We’ll worry about that twenty-five years from now, if we’re still talking. This is the present, right here, right now, and there is no other place I want to be.” He grinned at Marshall’s blank look. “That’s a song lyric. Never mind. Anyway, this is the present, and in the present you are about the sweetest guy I’ve ever met, not to mention a kick-ass cook and a pretty good lay.”


  “Only pretty good?” Marshall tried to deflect the emotion in the otter’s words.


  “I don’t want you getting a big head,” Trent said, and then kissed his nose. “Least, not up here… anyway, look, you’re a great guy and I don’t want to lose touch. I feel like you’d want something stable, something long term, and maybe I do too, but I don’t know about that. But you’re a keeper, Marshall. So I’m gonna do what it takes to keep you. So there’s only one more question I need to ask you, but it’s a very important one.” He looked directly into Marshall’s eyes. “Will you write me back?’


  Marshall laughed, but the laugh forced tears from his eyes at the same time. Overwhelmed by emotion, he kissed the otter and hugged him without regard for the sticky mess on his paw. “Of course I will,” he whispered. “I got the stationery and everything.”


  Trent panted softly at the kiss, and then grinned. “Stationery? What’s that? Something like those ‘videotapes’ you have?”


  The polar bear growled and tickled his claws down the otter’s sides, making him squirm. “Wait ‘til you’re out of that cast. I’ll show you what ‘stationery’ is.”


  The otter giggled happily. “I look forward to it. You know, if you’re down in the city shopping again, you damn well better look me up or I’ll come up here and kick your ass.”


  Marshall blinked. “You’d really want me to come see you again?”


  “If you don’t mind squeezing into an otter’s bed.”


  “I like tight fits,” the bear murmured, and Trent wiggled his rump appreciatively.


  “All right then. It’s settled. Now… how much time do we have before Wade gets back?”


  The bear laughed and stroked his claws through the otter’s sleek fur. “Maybe an hour, a little more… but we just…”


  “Shh.” Trent put a finger to his lips. “Let’s just make good use of the time we’ve got, ‘kay?”


  Marshall smiled into the otter’s earnest face and bright brown eyes, and nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “I think you’re right.”


  

  Epilogue


  

  Dear Marsh,


  

  Sorry! I know it’s been a couple weeks since my last letter. This “pen” thing keeps running out of “ink.” Okay, actually, I told you about finals coming up. They were even more brutal than I thought. I was wiped out. Second, though, I wanted to wait until I’d talked to my folks, because they were all stressed out over my broken leg and stuff. Anyway, I went home this weekend after finals and, well, I’m still there now. That’s where I’m writing this letter. Dang, it’s annoying when you can’t just backspace over something and rewrite it. Have I mentioned that already? I’m sure I have.


  Okay, I’ll get to the point. I told them that I want to spend the summer up in Giancolo, get a job and everything, and they did ask some questions, but I told them I had such a great time up there on the soft white slopes that I just fell in love with the place. I said those words, too: ‘soft white slopes.’ I’m so naughty!


  But you know that. So they finally said okay, and as soon as I get moved out of my apartment, I’ll be up there looking for a job!


  I hope you’re excited. I really am. If you’ve got seasonal openings at the Lodge, that’d be way cool. Otherwise just ask around and see if anyone wants help.


  And I’ll see you in a week or two!


  

  Love,


  

  Trent


  Best Served Cold


  

  “Ooh! Brookstone’s!” Trey dragged Jason into the store before the fox could protest. “I love their travel stuff. Oh, and their massage chairs.” He dropped into the sample chair, sweeping his long tail out of the way, and flipped a couple buttons. The chair purred to life, and the snow leopard responded in kind as he felt the vibrating pressure on his back.


  Jason watched him, a grin playing over his white muzzle. He swished his long tail and then sat next to Trey, who glanced over and met his eyes. “What?”


  “We’ve only been shopping for two hours. Don’t tell me you’re tired already.”


  Trey lifted a paw to swat the fox’s nose gently. “I don’t have your stamina,” he chuckled.


  The fox’s grin broadened, and he dropped his voice a bit. “You did last night.”


  “Mm. That was different.” He closed his eyes and smiled. He could hear the fox settling into the chair, and swiveled his ears to catch the sounds of the rest of the store. It was not crowded—a couple of wolves were occupying one salesperson by the hi-tech garden tools, and he could hear someone playing with the kitchen utensils. He cracked an eye open and surveyed the store, then got up.


  Jason stood too. “Ready to move on?” He smiled up at Trey’s muzzle, amber eyes warm.


  “Just a second.” Trey moved deeper into the store, the fox trailing behind him. He scanned the back wall and then made a beeline for the corner. “Here! Ever played with one of these?”


  Jason eyed the long massage wand dubiously. “No.”


  “Feels really good. Here.” He moved to stand behind the fox and turned on the demo model. It hummed more loudly than the chair had, and Trey could feel the vibrations moving down his paw into his arm. He pressed it to Jason’s back, moving it up and down, positioning himself between Jason and the rest of the store.


  “Mm. That does feel nice.” Jason relaxed as Trey moved the vibrating head down his spine.


  “Legs tired?” The snow leopard stepped closer, sliding the wand down Jason’s jeans. The fox settled back against him, and he moved his free arm around the soft white chest, holding Jason as he massaged his thigh. He waited until Jason had relaxed, and then gently brought the wand up between his legs, teasing the bulge in front of his jeans.


  Jason grinned at him and swished his tail. “Mm. That felt good. Maybe we should get one.”


  “Oh, I think you should try it a little more.” Trey scritched down Jason’s chest, sliding his paw inside the open jacket as he pressed the wand over Jason’s crotch. He could feel the vibration faintly through the fox’s tail, but felt it more in the fox’s shiver. “Like that?”


  “Yeah… ooh… but… we shouldn’t…” Jason whispered. His sheath, Trey noticed, had grown hard very quickly. He smiled, flicking his ears backwards to make sure nobody was coming toward them. The wolves were asking the salespeople about hammocks, and everybody else was moving around the front of the store. He slid the wand up and down the hardening bulge.


  “No,” he agreed softly, smiling more broadly as the fox squirmed against him in pleasure. “We probably shouldn’t. Maybe …I should just …stop.” He flicked the wand off quickly and waited while Jason panted.


  “That’s… probably best.” His muzzle turned to face Trey’s, but before he could go on, Trey’s claw had flipped the switch again, this time to “High,” and Jason shuddered in pleasure as the vibrations coursed through his cock. Trey grinned, easily following the oblong shape of the fox’s hardness through his jeans. He slid the massaging head around the tip and watched it strain against the tight jeans. He traced its outline with the wand, prodding the sensitive areas and going back when one part elicited a stronger reaction.


  “Trey,” he gasped, and tried to look around at the rest of the store.


  Trey nuzzled down to his ears and grinned, his own ears still swiveled back. “Nobody’s watching,” he whispered. “It’s as if we’re all …alone…” He rubbed the wand a bit more quickly over the squirming fox’s jeans, pressing in on the tip of the foxhood again.


  Even he was surprised at how quickly Jason came. The fox panted, “No… we… oh,” and then moaned, squirming more forcefully. Trey held him tightly, rubbing his fur with the other claw, and it couldn’t have been more than one delightful minute of rubbing later that the fox yipped sharply, convulsing, and doubled over the wand.


  That got the attention of one of the sales clerks, who wandered over toward them, her lapine muzzle set in a mixture of curiosity and reproach. Jason heard her and looked around, ears perked in alarm, but Trey waved the wand at her and shut it off. “Sorry,” he called, “He’s okay. I just hit a sensitive spot.”


  “You …sure did,” Jason panted as she turned away. “Oh Gods, Trey, I think we’re going to have to buy one of …oh, my pants.”


  Trey purred and grinned. “Make a bit of a mess, did we?” He knew Jason had worn underwear that morning, so didn’t expect to see a stain on the front of the jeans, but the aroma of fox musk was unmistakable.


  “How am I going to walk around like this? I stink! Dang you, I’m going to have to buy new pants.” He swatted the snow leopard’s muzzle affectionately.


  “Mmm. Maybe next time you’ll keep your muzzle away from my sensitive parts when my mom calls.”


  Jason laughed. “You think this makes up for that??”


  “With interest.” Trey grinned and licked Jason’s nose.


  “You’re so proud of yourself, aren’t you?” Jason shook his head and chuckled, ears flicking as he turned and looked at the rest of the store. “All right. There’s a bathroom nearby where I can get these off. Then you’re going to buy me a new pair.”


  “Oh, it’s worth it,” Trey purred, escorting Jason out of the store. The wolves turned and sniffed the air as they walked by, and Trey made a show of nodding to them and holding his nose. Jason elbowed him, and he collapsed into snorting giggles as they stepped out into the mall traffic.


  Walking behind Jason, Trey couldn’t help grinning at how the poor fox kept his legs apart, walking stiffly and glancing furtively at everyone they passed, as though they could see through his jeans to the sticky mess around his sheath. Of course, nobody noticed, though a couple noses did twitch. The musky fox scent was much less noticeable out in the mass of people than it had been in the store, but Trey could still smell it easily, and he was sure Jason could too. The fox darted for the bathroom entrance as soon as it came into view, and Trey, chuckling, leaned against the wall near the entrance to wait.


  He was almost taking longer to change than he had to come, Trey reflected, when a paw touched his shoulder and a familiar scent hit his nose. He smiled down at Jason. “Clean fox?”


  Jason nodded. “No thanks to you.” He adjusted the crotch of his jeans and scanned the hall. “Come on. I think I want a replacement from Sears.”


  “Sears? You want Craftsman briefs?” Trey let himself be dragged toward the huge store by Jason.


  “Well, I know you don’t like those fancy briefs I get at Target.” Jason flashed him a grin and wagged his tail as they stepped into the department store. Jason scanned the listings and then headed for the escalator. Holding their tails above the moving steps, they stood smiling at each other until they arrived at the second floor.


  Trey followed the smaller fox around the floor until he found the underwear section. He selected a pair, then perused the jeans rack.


  “Jeans, too?” The snow leopard folded his arms, but his tail twitched amusedly.


  “Hey, these are sticky and need to be washed.” Jason grinned at him. “I need another pair to wear out. Hm. Thirty-three waist… I’ll try these.” He grabbed a pair off the rack and headed back for the dressing room, with Trey trailing behind.


  On the way, he paused at a rack of short pleated skirts, and pawed through them quickly. Trey eyed him curiously. “I learn new things about you every day,” he murmured.


  Jason chuckled. “My sister’s birthday is next month. She likes my taste in clothes.” He grabbed a bright pink skirt with white polka dots. “And we’re about the same waist size, so I can try this on to see if it fits.”


  Trey laughed. “I want to see the look on the attendant’s face when you check that in.”


  The fox raised an eyebrow and grinned. “Want to see me in it?”


  “Huh?” Jason handed him the jeans and he took them, bemused.


  “Just follow me in.” He swished his tail as he walked saucily up to the attendant, an older lemur. She frowned at the skirt, then at him.


  “For my sister.” Jason winked at her. “We’re just the same size.”


  “Uh-huh.” She shrugged and passed him a tag with a ‘1’. He walked in and selected an open stall, turning his muzzle to beckon Trey in before he closed the door.


  Trey held out the jeans and got a similar tag, then, with a quick glance to make sure the attendant wasn’t looking, slipped into the stall Jason had entered. The fox had his back to the door, and had slipped off his jacket and jeans. He was just tugging the pink skirt up his bare rump. He paused as he heard Trey enter and slowed, wiggling his rear from side to side and hiking his tail up enticingly.


  Trey panted and dropped the jeans on the short bench. He stepped forward and slid his paws over the bare rump, moving them down between the white-furred thighs as Jason squirmed in pleasure. Trey breathed in his ear, “Are you really buying that for your sister… ?”


  The bushy fox tail swished against him, and a soft giggle floated back. “Well…” Jason wriggled his hips in Trey’s paws, and the skirt slid slowly down to the floor. Trey purred softly and took off his vest, then pressed up behind the now-naked fox, rubbing his cathood back and forth against the soft tail as his paws slid down the white-furred front. They stopped at a place where the fur was sticky and matted, just below the belly button, and tickled lightly there.


  “Hmm,” he whispered, “someone’s been naughty.”


  “Someone still is,” the fox whispered back, and turned in his paws, pressing warmly against him and lifting his muzzle to kiss him tenderly.


  Trey purred deep in his throat, returning the kiss and wrapping the fox in his arms. They held each other in the warm embrace for a few heartbeats, then Jason pulled back, his paws teasing gently down Trey’s fluffy stomach fur to the catch of his jeans.


  “Er…” Trey said as Jason’s paws deftly undid the catch with a quickness borne of familiarity.


  “Don’t worry,” Jason whispered. “No cameras.” He flicked a glance at the ceiling, then put a finger to his muzzle and indicated a sign on the wall. As the fox’s paws slid his jeans down, brushing his underwear along his sheath with a soft touch that had an undoubtedly intentional effect, Trey read the sign: “Underwear must be worn when trying on pants.” He glanced down at the kneeling white fox, who was busy working his jeans over his feet, and then understood and had to stifle a giggle. The thought aroused him still more, and so when Jason’s paws returned to Trey’s hips, he found a substantial bulge in the underwear he set to remove.


  He cocked his head up at Trey with a smile, as much as to say ‘enjoying this?’ Trey nodded, and sighed softly as the fabric slid down over his swollen sheath. He stepped out of the underwear and stretched, watching his reflection in the mirror. One paw moved almost automatically to his sheath, rubbing slowly there as he watched Jason slip into his underpants and then pull on the jeans he’d brought in. Jason was watching him with a smile and a bright eye, but didn’t make any move towards him. Instead, he posed in the mirror in front of Trey, showing off his rump and crotch, and then spread his paws in a ‘what do you think?’ gesture.


  Trey, eyeing the tight jeans spread across Jason’s sensuous curves, gave an enthusiastic thumbs up with his free paw. Jason grinned, tail wagging, and then set his paw next to Trey’s at the snow leopard’s sheath. Trey’s eyes widened a bit, but he moved his paw away to allow the fox access.


  Jason smiled, and slowly brought his fingertips from the underside of Trey’s white sac up the length of his sheath to linger at the tip. The snow leopard closed his eyes at the soft touch and let himself shiver as it tingled through his body. He felt the warmth spread through his cock, pushing it upward and against the tight entrance to his sheath. Another brush of the soft white fingers, and his tip was slipping out into the cold air. He exhaled slowly, resting a paw on Jason’s warm side.


  Jason’s fingers teased the sensitive tip delicately as it appeared, making Trey squirm. He grinned at the snow leopard and went back to stroking his sheath, tail wagging faster as more of the long cathood appeared outside it. Trey braced himself against the wall of the dressing room, and as the fox’s warm paw closed around his erection, his eyes drifted shut with a happy sigh. He felt the warm pads slide up and down, and the thrill of danger that surged through him when he heard the attendant move around outside only added to his pleasure. She never came in, but the threat that she might have made him hard as a rock, and he heard Jason sigh appreciatively.


  Time slipped away from him as he stood there, eyes closed, his whole body in tune with the strokes along his cock. Jason’s paws were soft and delicate and felt exquisite on him. He didn’t know how long it was before the fox stopped, but he realized that his tip was chillier than normal and had been leaking pre for some time. He barely had time to register this before he felt moist warmth on his tip, and the soft ruffle of Jason’s breath as the fox gave him a slow, sensual lick.


  He couldn’t help letting out a soft moan, but nobody around seemed to have noticed. The attendant’s chair rolled a few inches—he could hear the sound the metal casters made—but then stopped. The dressing room was as quiet as before.


  Jason’s paw slid down his cathood, holding it in place. Slowly, his tongue washed over it, and then his muzzle was closing around it, lips pressed against the smooth skin while his tongue lapped up Trey’s pre. Trey spread his legs to keep his balance, leaning against the wall with one arm while the other brushed the back of the fox’s head. He loved Jason’s supple tongue, the way it curled around his length and rubbed and licked in just the right places. Jason was helping out with his paw, too, stroking the warm erection firmly while he sucked on the tip, and Trey knew that as much as he was enjoying it, this wasn’t the time to make it last. He submerged himself in the sensations, letting his whole body enjoy the feeling of the fox muzzle and paw. He filled his thoughts with the picture of Jason’s muzzle on his cock, the attendant just outside, all the people changing who had no idea there was a snow leopard in this room who was getting closer to coming in his boyfriend’s muzzle…


  He flicked his ears about, but all he could hear over the background rustle of people dressing and undressing was the soft slurping of Jason’s tongue. He shivered, opening his eyes to look down the graceful curve of the fox’s back, watching the muzzle and paw slide up and down his pink erection and feeling the tingling inside him grow with each stroke. He shifted his legs again for balance, his long tail lashing against the walls, and gave Jason’s neck a warning squeeze as he felt the fox’s licking take him past the point of no return. Breathing hard, trying to stay quiet, he rocked his hips into the warm muzzle, the sensations flooding his whole body, and after a long suspended moment of pleasure, he finally came, clutching Jason’s head tightly. He felt the fox’s tongue lap up his seed as it spurted out, a process that seemed to stretch on and on, and then was suddenly over.


  Trey gasped and wavered on his feet. Jason slowly removed his muzzle from the dripping cathood and lowered the panting snow leopard to the bench. He licked his lips and then kissed Trey. “I’ll just leave you here to get dressed,” he whispered, amber eyes gleaming. He grabbed his jacket and shrugged it on, then scooted out the door, closing it quickly behind him. Trey heard him saying to the attendant, “Yes, I like these, I’ll just wear them out if that’s okay.”


  The snow leopard panted contentedly on the bench, smiling as he caught his reflection in the mirror again. His erection was still dripping a bit, shrinking slowly… and then he found himself looking at the reflection of the door. There was a small silver hook on it, a hook where he was sure he had hung his vest. But the vest was no longer there.


  Apprehensively, suddenly remembering the gleam in the fox’s eye, he turned slowly. Not only was his vest gone, but so were his jeans. And Jason’s old pair of jeans. The only things the fox had left in the room were the tag with the ‘1’ on it, and the short pink skirt.


  Trey picked up the skirt and shook his head, grinning at the fox beyond the door. “Oh, I’m going to get him for this.”


  Pop the Cork


  

  Jason flipped the light switch and looked around the cellar. “Pretty nice,” he said, walking past the rack of wine bottles to the half-finished bar. “It’ll look great when it’s done.”


  “You’re sure nobody’s going to come down here?” Trey glanced up the stairs at the closed door, then peered around all the corners as if someone might jump out and shout, “Boo!”


  “No,” Jason said, “but they’re drinking champagne, not wine, and they’ve got enough to celebrate midnight in all four time zones. I saw it in the kitchen.” He checked his cell phone, lay it on the bar, then pulled the chain on the small ceiling lamp over the bar. Letting his leather jacket hang open, he posed against the polished wood. “There’s room back here, if you’re really worried. And you can flip off the light now.” He let his fluffy white tail curl back and forth.


  Trey followed the tail with his eyes, his grin slowly widening. “If you’re sure…” He hit the switch, leaving the cellar dark except for the pool of light around the fox. His own long tail flowed behind him, feline ears cupped forward now. He padded up and placed his soft paws around Jason’s midsection.


  “I told you I’d take care of it.” Jason inclined his muzzle up to the taller snow leopard and kissed him on the chin. “Can’t break our tradition.”


  “You’re sure this isn’t one of your schemes to embarrass me in front of your friends?”


  Jason’s paws slid to the snow leopard’s bare stomach, then worked at the fastening of his pants. “Hon, if it were, I’d be just as embarrassed.”


  Trey nuzzled between his ears. “I dunno,” he said, unzipping Jason’s leather pants. “I think you might enjoy it.”


  Jason arched his eyebrows, then pressed in closer, snuffling the fur at the base of Trey’s throat. His paws worked the denim jeans free, reaching around to liberate the tail and then pushing them down.


  “Hey.” Trey pushed forward, shoving Jason behind the bar. “You said we could fit back here.”


  “Mm-hmm.” The fox had the jeans halfway down Trey’s thighs already. “I said if you wanted to.” He knelt, bringing his muzzle in line with Trey’s nicely full sheath and white sac. While his paws kept pushing the snow leopard’s jeans down, he rubbed his muzzle against the soft white fur and then licked the tip of the sheath.


  Trey gasped. “Foxy,” he moaned, bringing his paws to Jason’s shoulders and pushing the leather jacket off them.


  Jason’s tail wagged. He licked again, then licked at the pink tip when it appeared. His free paw pulled his own sheath out of his leather pants and started working it. “Don’t have much time,” he said. “Sure you’re going to be ready?”


  “You better be careful,” Trey panted. “Still got… nine minutes left.”


  The fox pursed his lips around the pink shaft, drawing it out with each lick in movements as easy and familiar as the strokes he gave his own growing erection. Trey closed his eyes and purred, his tail’s lashing slowing as Jason brought him to full hardness, the slender white muzzle sliding up and down his barbed pink shaft.


  When Jason’s rhythm faltered, Trey opened his eyes. The fox was pulling a bottle out of his jacket pocket and flipping the top open with his free paw. He glanced up, met Trey’s eyes, and grinned. “Time?”


  “Seven minutes. Plenty of—”


  The door at the top of the stairs rattled. Trey’s eyes opened wide. Before Jason could say anything, he dove on top of the fox, nearly flattening him to the floor. He wrapped a paw around Jason’s muzzle as feet descended the stairs, and hissed in his ears, “If you planned this, foxy, I know what my New Year’s resolution is going to be.”


  “Mmf mmmf mff!” Jason protested.


  “You sh-sure this is okay?” A female voice, high and soft. She giggled.


  “Don’t worry so much.” The raspy feline voice made Jason’s ears shoot straight up. “Nobody comes down here. Now, quickly, heh heh, we only have five minutes.”


  Jason squeezed his eyes shut. Trey released his muzzle. “Please,” Jason whispered, “put your paws over my ears.”


  “Who—”


  The girl was giggling. “Oh, Professor!”


  “My advisor,” Jason whispered. “Please!”


  Trey stifled a giggle and moved around to lie atop Jason, covering the fox’s ears with large paws. He curled his hips in to rest against the fox’s rear, ignoring the voices on the other side of the bar. The professor was saying, “My dear, my dear, you are… such a flower as May never bore.”


  Jason shivered, under Trey. “He’s quoting Blake,” he whispered. “God, I can still hear him.” He levered himself up onto his knees and pulled his pants further down. With one paw, he reached for the bottle.


  “I don’t know if we should…” The girl’s voice didn’t sound as though she were objecting too strongly.


  “As the sunlight clasps the earth, and the moonbeams kiss the seawhat are all these kissings worth, if thou kiss not me?”


  Jason’s whole body quivered. “Shelley,” he whimpered, clamping his jaw shut. He shook the little bottle into one paw, then reached back and rubbed under his tail.


  Trey’s paws came off the small white ears at that motion. He leaned down and whispered into them, “Are we still…”


  “Tradition,” Jason breathed back. His body curled, letting his paw reach back between his legs to grasp Trey’s shaft. It had softened some, but the touch of Jason’s slick fingers brought it to life again.


  “Mmmmm. Mmmmmm.” The sounds of kissing reached them, of clothing fasteners being undone. Then the girl: “Oh… Professor.”


  “My… my dear, oh… you are as the blossoms on the hill in spring, you are the blush of sunset on a spring meadow.”


  Trey hurriedly replaced his paws on Jason’s ears, pressing his own muzzle into the fox’s ruff and trying to stifle his moans as Jason’s fingers stroked him hard again. He couldn’t help anticipating the tight warmth that would soon be around him, the thought alone enough to get him dripping pre onto Jason’s paw. He nuzzled the fox’s ear as the professor kept talking, and whispered, “Who’s this?”


  Jason panted. His paw guided Trey to his tail hole, his hips wiggling gently back and forth. “Now he’s just making shit up,” he breathed, pushing back until Trey’s shaft entered him slowly.


  “Oh!” The girl’s voice was a high squeak. “Oh, yes!”


  “Ahh… oh, my lovely,” the professor said, in ragged pants.


  Jason flattened his ears and Trey pushed his paws down against them, thrusting into the fox’s rear. Jason was leaning on one elbow, stroking himself with his lubed paw, both of them moving together. Trey slid in and out in practiced rhythm, while Jason clenched his rear around the snow leopard’s shaft and applied his fingers to his own shaft.


  Another noise came to Trey now, of commotion upstairs. About a minute to go, he guessed. He pressed his hips tight to Jason’s, drew his shaft out, then shoved it back in, speeding up. He flattened his ears as well, doing his best to drown out the professor’s raspy moans and the girl’s squeals.


  Jason arched back against him, paw working quickly. His rear moved back against Trey and forward in time with Trey’s own motions, both of them tense and shivering now, just waiting for the moment. The commotion upstairs grew louder.


  “Uh… uh… UHHH!” The professor’s voice rattled. The girl squealed again, then they both fell silent.


  Trey kept thrusting, still holding Jason’s ears tightly. When he heard the chants of “TEN! NINE!” upstairs, he let the fox’s ears go and wrapped both arms around his chest. He was close, and so was Jason; the fox’s paw sped up as the countdown went on. “FIVE! FOUR!”


  Trey felt the surge at just the right moment, braced himself, and squeezed the fox hard, his body singing as the crowd upstairs cheered, “ONE! HAPPY NEW YEAR!” He felt Jason’s hips shudder in the same moment and smelled the fox’s climax spurting onto the ground as he emptied himself into the fox. As he always did, he pressed his muzzle between the two white ears and gave Jason a long kiss as he came, holding him tight.


  And a second later, the cell phone on the bar beeped its alarm.


  “What’s that?” The professor sounded startled.


  “Professor, I’m notI didn’t—”


  “Is someone else here?” They heard the professor get to his feet and pull up his pants. “Is…”


  In one smooth movement, Trey grabbed Jason’s jacket and threw it over the fox’s head and shoulders, a moment before the scruffy face of a bobcat appeared around the bar. His eyes widened.


  Trey put on his best snarl. “Excuse me,” he growled.


  The bobcat backed away. “Oh! I… uh… so sorry to…” He turned and vanished from view. “Come on, dear.”


  “Someone was there? But Professor, you said…”


  “Just get your skirt on and get upstairs.”


  Jason’s body shook under Trey with silent laughter while they listened to the girl get dressed. Trey tried not to laugh, but it was impossible in that situation, and soon both of them were feeding off each other’s laughter, shaking and letting out small giggling snorts. When the footsteps had hurried up the stairs and the door had finally closed, Trey howled with giggles and Jason collapsed under him.


  “Oh my god,” Jason said. “I can’t believe… that was Penny! New grad students…”


  Trey pushed harder into the fox, making him yelp. “You’re lucky it was your professor,” he said. “Otherwise I’d be sure you’d planned it.”


  Jason tilted his head back until he could almost meet Trey’s eyes, looking down at him. “Would it help if I told you I love you?” Trey continued to glare down, letting out one snorting giggle. “Would it help if I told you there’s a back door?”


  Trey’s muzzle split in a wide grin. He squeezed the fox again and nuzzled between his ears. “Life with you is never boring,” he said. “Happy New Year, foxy.”


  Parts of a Whole


  

  Trey shifted his weight again in the passenger seat, and Jason finally burst out in giggles. The snow leopard glared across the small car at him. “I’m sorry,” the arctic fox said, keeping a paw on the wheel, “but it’s your own fault.”


  “Oh, is it?” Trey’s long tail wrapped around behind the seat to rest on Jason’s. “I’d say at least half the responsibility—and all the come—is yours.”


  “Ahem.” Jason watched the road, maneuvering around a slow pickup truck. “You’re the one whose idea of ‘communing with nature’ was ‘getting fucked against a big sequoia tree.’”


  “I thought you would use a condom.”


  “What, the ones you left on the bathroom counter? Or the ones in the glove compartment of your car, which we didn’t take?”


  Trey folded his arms and shifted his glare to the windshield. He clenched his teeth for a good ten seconds before squirming in the seat again. When Jason snorted, Trey pointed ahead. “There! Stop there.”


  “What? That’s a rest stop, Trey.”


  “I know. I need to clean up.”


  Jason frowned. “They usually don’t let you wash your butt in the water fountains. Emotionally scarring to the children.”


  “This one has a shower.”


  The arctic fox slid the car over a lane. “How do you know that?”


  Trey slid one foot under himself, shifting again. “I’ll tell you later. I’ll just take five minutes, ‘kay?”


  The last time Trey had taken only five minutes to shower had been when he’d just jumped in to wash his cock after topping Jason. It was plausible that he could wash his butt in five minutes, just not likely. But Jason had learned that compensating for Trey’s optimistic “planning” wasn’t worth arguing over, so he pulled over into the rest stop and found a spot at the far end of the parking lot.


  “Why so far?” Trey opened his door and looked down the lot to where the small buildings were.


  Jason switched the car off. “Because we might need some privacy. Go.”


  Trey grinned, leaned over, and kissed Jason. “Always planning,” he said. Then he jumped out the door and walked quickly down the pavement.


  The arctic fox watched him go, leaning out of the open window with his muzzle resting on his arm. Trey had a gorgeous butt and nice flowing tail behind it, long and soft and spotted. Watching it reminded Jason how recently it had been wrapped around his hips, and despite his recent activity, he felt his sheath stir in response.


  “Down, boy,” he murmured. They’d be at the hotel in a couple hours. So he just watched the snow leopard until Trey disappeared into the wooden building, and didn’t think about that body naked inside. Much.


  The rest stop wasn’t very busy. Two cars were parked down by the building, and a pair of trucks further along. The air was a mixture of the sweet scent of trees and the exhaust fumes from the freeway; wildflowers on the verge between the lot and the freeway added a splash of red and violet, if not much scent.


  Already, it had been a pretty good vacation, driving north from Hilltown to spend a weekend in a small town on the lake. There’d be swimming and hiking, and at least one or two nice restaurants, and nice cool lakeside air to curl up together in at night.


  Jason’s eyelids drooped slightly in the afternoon sun. He watched the wind rustle the trees, and then saw a slinky shape detach itself and take one step toward him.


  He lifted his head, but the wind was wrong to get the scent. The shape looked a little like Trey, with a long, fluffy tail, but the tail was striped, not spotted, and his large ears stood up over his head.


  He took another step toward Jason, into lighter shadow so his long, shapely legs showed with more definition, the hem of his tight denim shorts barely visible below the hem of his loose t-shirt with the faded glam pop band logo on it. Another step, and another, brought the ringtail out into the sun, where his ears blazed with colorful metal.


  Jason squinted. He’d have bet his post-doc that the guy had not hit his side of twenty yet, but there was a maturity and a kind of assurance—not confidence in himself, but assurance that he knew the situation—to the way he carried himself, the short strides, the curled tail. And the guy was definitely coming toward him.


  It was too late to roll up the window; they’d made eye contact. For a moment, stories of hitchhikers killing drivers at rest stops flashed through Jason’s head until he realized that the kid had literally nowhere to be hiding a knife, much less a gun. The jeans shorts were so tight, stretched across the kid’s package, that Jason was surprised when the kid spoke in a low voice.


  “Hey. I’m tryin’ to get to Crescent Bay.”


  Jason forced his eyes upward. The ringtail had wide brown eyes and a hesitant smile, the adorable kind. “I don’t have any money on me,” he lied.


  “I’ll blow you for a ride north.” The kid licked his lips. “I’m eighteen. I got ID.”


  “Look, I’m waiting for…” Jason gestured toward the rest stop.


  “I saw your friend. He’s pretty hot. I’ll blow him too.” The kid shrugged. “You can watch if you want. I don’t mind if he doesn’t.”


  “No, it’s not that, um…” Jason searched for words. “Look, I appreciate it, but…”


  The ringtail leaned down, getting his head closer to the window. “It doesn’t make you gay. Just close your eyes and think about some girl you know. I’m really good, I promise.”


  Jason laughed. “It’s not that. It’s…I’m here with my boyfriend.”


  “Oh!” The ringtail grinned, shaking his ears so the earrings jingled. “No problem, then. I’m Danny, nice to meet ya.”


  “No, look, Danny.”


  “What’s your name?”


  “Jason. But—”


  “Jason. That’s a great name.”


  Jason didn’t know why he’d told the kid—Danny—his name. Clearly they weren’t going to be friends or anything. “Thanks. Look, you shouldn’t walk up to strangers and offer them blow jobs.”


  Danny frowned, slightly. “Then why’d you park over here?”


  “I didn’t know—”


  “And you sat in the car looking out the window. Shit, did you not know?”


  “No.” The arctic fox sighed. Trey knowing about the shower made more sense now. “I think someone else did.”


  “Look, uh, I’m sorry, man…” Danny started to back away. “No hard feelings?”


  Jason’s attention was distracted by Trey running back along the pavement. The snow leopard was naked from the waist up, carrying his pants in one paw and holding his shirt around his waist with the other. Dark, wet pawprints collected on the pavement as he ran, and drops of water sprayed out from his fur. He only hesitated briefly when he saw Danny, but made no move to go back inside.


  The ringtail turned, ears perked to the running steps, and Jason had to stifle a laugh at his expression as Trey came running up to the car. “Pop the trunk? Please?”


  “What happened?” Jason reached for the latch and flipped it. The trunk latch released with a thunk.


  Trey ran around back. “Forgot to get a towel. Good thing you parked over here. Hi, I’m Trey.”


  This last was to Danny, who raised a paw uncertainly. “I’m Danny.” He still looked about ready to bolt back into the shade of the trees. Jason had to be amused at how easily Trey was able to fluster a kid who’d just walked up to a complete stranger and, well:


  “He offered to blow us in exchange for a ride to Crescent Bay,” he told his boyfriend. At that, Danny’s expression didn’t change.


  “Oh.” Trey pulled out a towel and slammed the trunk shut. “We don’t need blow jobs, but we’ll give you a ride. Hop in.”


  Danny looked at Jason uncertainly, and Jason met his eyes, now somewhat off-balance himself. It had never occurred to him to offer the kid a ride but decline the blow jobs. He searched for reasons it wouldn’t be okay as Trey came around the side of the car and forced a decision. “It’s okay, right, hon?”


  The snow leopard’s easy confidence made Jason smile, nod quickly, and say, “Sure.”


  “Only hang on while I dry off.” Trey went around the other side of the car, opened the passenger door, and draped his wet shirt over the window, giving Jason a nice view of his naked body as he toweled himself off in the sun. The fox leaned back and whistled softly, so Trey gave him a quick wink.


  When the snow leopard had pulled his pants on (no underwear—”I’m sure you don’t mind,” he said to Jason), they let Danny into the back. “You have to promise not to knife us,” Trey said.


  Danny held up a paw. “I won’t stick anything in you that you don’t ask for.”


  He grinned, and Jason grinned back. Pulling out, he couldn’t help looking over at Trey’s relaxed smile, and thinking about how easily the snow leopard had made his decision. Jason often laughed at Trey’s reckless nature, but sometimes the cat spotted the right thing to do and just went ahead and did it.


  Danny had asked Trey where they were from, and the snow leopard was responding. Jason reached over and squeezed Trey’s paw, where it lay on his leg. Trey gave him a curious look, and Jason just responded with a broad smile.


  “Where d’you need to go in Crescent Bay?” Jason asked Danny.


  “Ah, just drop me by the marina. I’ll find my way.”


  “Don’t you have someone to stay with?”


  Trey nudged Jason. “Let him be. He’s young, he’s hitching around the country.”


  “Somethin’ always comes along,” Danny said.


  Jason glanced sideways at Trey. “Like a rest stop with a shower?”


  Trey’s ears flicked back. “Hey, I just heard about it. Never stopped here myself”


  “Right. All those gay guys at the fire station know where to get blow jobs and clean up after, right?”


  Danny said, “You don’t have to be gay to get sucked off.”


  “So how did you know about it?”


  “Internet.” Danny flashed his phone at them. “Got a whole list of places. This one guy from Crystal City got across the country with six blow jobs. I’m at four right now. ‘Preciate you guys giving me a lift without one.”


  “See,” Jason said to Trey, “he has a plan.”


  “Ah.” Trey dismissed Jason’s words with a paw. “Whatever. He’s not planning out every single stop.”


  “Nah.” Jason watched the road ahead. “Seems like a good mix. Little bit of planning, little bit of spontaneity. That could take a guy pretty far.”


  “Or two guys.” Danny grinned again from the back seat, his ears up. Cleverer than he came off at first, Jason thought.


  Trey didn’t say anything, but after a moment he reached over and squeezed Jason’s paw back.
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