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  Puppylove


  Paul sat stiffly in his chair, looking across the table at his strange dinner guest; he tried not to stare, but it was easier said than done. Having grown up and lived most of his life in the Midwest, Paul hadn’t really had much of a chance to interact with, or even see anyone other than what most folks from his town called ‘regular people’. All that changed when he moved out west.


  If he had been told as little as a month before that he would end up having a dog over for dinner he would have laughed it off as someone’s silly attempt at a joke… yet, that was the case. He kept telling himself that he shouldn’t had been so surprised, especially since he knew before moving that the western states were a much more varied melting pot of cultures and peoples. His new friend, Tanner, was an example of that.


  Tanner wasn’t even his real name, in fact. His parents lived in a predominantly human neighborhood before Tanner was born, and they picked up some of the more human cultural norms, such as naming a baby boy after his father. Tanner’s father was named Tan Paw, due to being completely covered in black fur except for a single tan ‘sock’ on his right paw. Tanner, on the other hand, took more after his mother; he had black fur, except on his muzzle and the inside of his ears.


  In order to make things less confusing, shortly after starting school, Tan Paw Junior started going by Tanner. According to the several stories Paul had heard from the dog in the few weeks since they had met, there were many cultural allowances his family had made over the years. Paul remembered hearing some of the stories about how Tanner was required to learn how to use a fork and a spoon, even though they left something to be desired when used in conjunction with a muzzle.


  It was that memory that clung to him as he observed his dinner guest trying in vain to find the best way to situate a meatball on a fork and get it into his muzzle without making a huge mess. Paul’s staring must have caught Tanner’s attention, however, as the dog paused, and glanced over to him and commented neutrally, “Take a picture; it’ll last longer.” Paul felt himself blush.


  “Sorry… it’s just…”


  “You’ve never seen a dog do ‘x’, ‘y’, or ‘z’… I know… I know…” Tanner offered in an exasperated tone with a good natured roll of his eyes, “So the real reason for inviting me over becomes clear: you wanted a floor show to accompany dinner.”


  “If I wanted a floor show, I’d have offered you peanut butter.” Paul countered with a humored wit. He paused when Tanner dropped his fork.


  “We’re a little sensitive about that sort of thing, thank you very much.” the dog noted flatly. Paul tried several times to formulate an apology for what he realized must have been a racist comment, right up until Tanner couldn’t hide the smirk on his muzzle, and started laughing. Paul, after a moment, felt the embarrassment flush away from him, and he joined in the laughter.


  A short, awkward silence filled the room as they both returned to looking at their food. Paul played with the napkin next to his plate while, across the table, Tanner tried to make do with his utensils once again. “Sorry… it’s just… I haven’t met a lot of dogs and all.”


  “And you find me ‘intriguing’… right… you’ve said. Now all we have to do is get you away from the words like ‘intriguing’ and you won’t come across as such a bookworm.” the dog commented casually. He picked up the errant meatball on his plate and quickly popped it into his muzzle using two fingers on his left paw.


  “If they’re bothering you, you don’t have to use them.” Paul offered. It had taken Tanner 30 minutes to eat half of his meal with utensils, but he finished off the last half and was licking the spaghetti sauce from the plate in less than three minutes. Their eyes met again, and both glanced away; Paul could feel his own grin, and could see one on Tanner’s muzzle out of the corner of his eye.


  The two met at a shoe store where Tanner worked. According to Tanner, Paul had been the only human who had ever asked him for help—apparently dogs weren’t hired as salespeople, and Tanner was only helping to restock the sales floor. Of course, Tanner had tried to get someone else to help Paul, and Paul, being as self conscious as he was, originally thought that Tanner was trying to avoid him. The scene he made, Tanner later revealed to him, was the stuff of legends at the shoe store. In the end, Tanner ended up buying him lunch, and they’d been friends ever since.


  Paul hadn’t made many friends since moving out west; in fact, Tanner had been the only one. The young man wasn’t particularly outgoing, and, humorously enough, found that he had more in common with the dog than most of the other people he had met during his stay on the west coast. In addition to not being very lively at parties, Paul also preferred to avoid large crowds, and surprised himself that he made a trip to the mall once a week just so he could hang out with Tanner during the dog’s lunch breaks. It was during one such visit that he found out something else about Tanner.


  It was only last week that Paul had gone to visit the dog at the shoe store. He had arrived early, taking the opportunity to pick up a new shirt at a nearby store not far from Tanner’s work. He went to take a seat outside the shoe store, when he saw Tanner talking with another dog. The other dog looked to be a dalmatian of sorts and, before the two parted, they shared a kiss.


  At first, considering the other dog’s shorter stature and slighter build, (not to mention the kiss), Paul had thought that it might have been a female—he just wasn’t very good at telling dogs apart considering how little time he’d spent around them. As the dog left the shoe store, the dalmatian approached him and asked politely, “Excuse me, do you have the time?” and the voice did not sound female at all. Tanner came out a few minutes later, and they shared quite a long discussion once Paul asked about it.


  Tanner had an extended lunch that day, talking for over an hour about how negatively the dog culture viewed same sex relationships. Paul listened the whole time, completely enraptured with the discussion of cultural differences, accepting it as another amazing experience of west coast life. More so, however, he was intrigued at the thought of meeting a gay dog. Tanner had become shunned by his family, and had been living his own life since he was 17. Once Tanner had said his fill, Paul came clean to the dog, telling him about one of many reasons he moved out west, including to provide his own family to analyze his own coming out. The two agreed that, since Paul still talked to his family, he probably got it easier.


  The young man looked across at Tanner, who had his elbows on the table with his paws folded together, holding up his muzzle, which lay propped up on them. It was the dog’s turn to stare. Paul found himself smiling sheepishly. The two met one more time at the mall before Paul had invited Tanner over for dinner. They got along well and Paul felt comfortable enough inviting the dog into his apartment or, as he deemed it, his ‘inner sanctum’.


  “I’m… uh… glad you were able to come over.” Paul offered, a little unsure of exactly what to say or how to say it.


  “Thanks for having me.” Tanner offered with a genuine smile. The young man felt a moment of pure warm joy when he heard the sound of the dog’s tail beating against the back of the chair. It gave Paul a reason for pause when he questioned why it was that he felt so good about getting a positive review. He realized that he liked Tanner, but he wasn’t sure in what way. That thought alone scared him a little.


  “Can I… um… be a little nosey?” Paul asked, trying to find a way to ask what he had been wondering for over a week.


  “About what?” Tanner inquired.


  “That dalmatian that was in the store… the one that started our ‘big discussion’ last week?”


  “Old boyfriend.” the dog answered simply, “We’re just still on good terms.”


  “Pretty good terms, it looked like.” Paul commented.


  “Jealous?” Tanner countered, and Paul heard the dog’s tail sounding out a wag against the back of the chair, but it was less noticeable than the beating of his heart against his rib cage. He felt his face flush immediately.


  “Just… curious. I… just never saw any guys kissing in public before, and I thought it might have been a little more serious, I guess.”


  Tanner laughed in response, “A little muzzle-touch is hardly a kiss… it’s just a fond way of saying goodbye.”


  Paul worked to pass off the embarrassment of the situation with a casual laugh, but it sounded strained to his own ears. He was just wonder how to dig himself out of the hole he created when he was given a well-timed reprieve—the sound of a loud blast of thunder drew the attention to a new topic, especially once a deluge of rain created a timpani of drumbeats on the roof.


  “Guess I’d better get going before the weather gets any worse.” Tanner offered. Paul was both relieved and saddened. While he was glad that he would have an escape from the awkward direction the conversation was going, he was disheartened to be losing the wonderful company his friend provided, “We’ll have to do this again soon.” the dog smiled, and Paul’s unhappiness abated, just a little.


  “Soon, I hope.” the words escaped Paul before he could silence them, suddenly making him fee embarrassed once again. He walked Tanner to the door in silence and, as the dog grabbed his black ski jacket from the hook by the front door, he turned around, leaned down, and brushed the tip of his muzzle across Paul’s lips.


  “Soon.” Tanner confirmed, but the word may as well have been in a foreign language, as the young man’s brain was stuck in a loop, the feel of the velvety muzzle fur touching his lips, and an errant whisker brushing across his nose, almost tickling, almost itching… and the warm puff of Tanner’s breath as he pulled away. The dog walked outside, and Paul slowly closed the door behind him, turning to lean with his back to it as the touch of Tanner’s muzzle continued to roll around through his mind. He wished very badly to have one again… even if it was just ‘a little muzzle-touch’, as Tanner had referred to it.


  In a near dream-like state, Paul remained leaning against the door, letting out a deep sigh as he hugged himself, feeling almost giddy. He never thought that he’d be friends with a dog, not that he actively thought he wouldn’t, but it just hadn’t ever factored into his life when he lived in the mid-west. Things had been changing for him ever since he moved to the west coast, and the strange events that included Tanner in his life were just the most recent. And, as far as he was concerned, the best. He grimaced in embarrassment when he realized that his pants were uncomfortably tight; the dog had a far greater effect on him than he had realized.


  Paul stepped away from the door, a faint shiver running through him as he realized with shame that he was attracted to the dog. He’d heard stories back in his home town about humans and non-human couples, and how they just didn’t work, and how it was wrong, and how it was ‘an affront to the Lord’, and all that sort of thing but, then again, they said exactly the same thing about same sex couples, or black and white couples, or any of the other things that just didn’t happen where he grew up. He was pulled from his conflicted thoughts when a firm knock at his front door pulled his attention away from his own musings.


  The young man cracked the door open and peered through. Standing on the stoop, Tanner had his head pointed downward to avoid the worst of the storm. Little rivulets of rainwater dripped from the tip of his muzzle, and the dog was throughly soaked. “Car won’t start.” he offered in a sullen tone.


  “Come in.” Paul insisted, grabbing the dog by the shoulder and pulling him inside, “Any idea what’s wrong with it?”


  Tanner shrugged in response, “It was working fine on the way over… do you know anything about cars?”


  Paul shook his head, “No… less than I know about computers… and that’s almost nothing.”


  “Well,” the dog noted, taking off his jacket and replacing it on the hook next to the door, “I think it’s acting up because of the rain… it’s happened before… but it isn’t usually as big an issue since it almost never rains here. You think anybody tows this late?”


  The young man tapped his chin a for a moment in thought. He had heard the term ‘flooded engine’ before, but didn’t think really had anything to do with water. His dad’s car used to act up in the snow, so he knew weather sometimes had a bearing on cars. “Haven’t ever needed one.” Paul finally brought his thoughts to the present, looking at the sopping dog in his entryway. “You can stay here tonight… we’ll worry about the car in the morning.” the young man tried to hide a smile as he heard Tanner’s tail beat rhythmically against the door.


  “Okay… is my coat okay there? I don’t want it dripping on your floor.” the dog offered sheepishly.


  “The landlord said the carpet had to come up anyway… and it’s not like there’s many other places for it.” Paul offered with a shrug. “Meanwhile, you can feel free to dry off in the bathroom if you want; I have a hair dryer.”


  The dog regarded him for a moment and looked down, “Yeah… unless it’s a fully body one, that could take awhile… I have fur in more places than just on my head, Paul.”


  The young man chuckled “Well, it’s better than nothing, come on.” he reached out and took Tanner by the paw. He could feel his heart beat quicken as the dog’s paw clasped his hand. Tanner’s palm and the tips of his fingers had warm, sandpapery pads on them. They weren’t anywhere as stiff and coarse as that of a four legged dog, and Paul was almost giddy at the new sensation of holding hands as he took his guest to the bathroom.


  “Let me just find it here…” Paul leaned down to the cabinet under the sink and fished around for the hair drier. He didn’t use it personally, his short, brown hair being perfectly suited for drying without any mechanical aid, but his mom, who worked back home as a hair stylist in the town’s only beauty salon considered it a requirement for modern living. The search ultimately resulted in success, as Paul found what he was looking for. “Now,” he noted, standing up, “as long as it still works—” and he froze in place.


  Looking at the mirror over the sink, Paul saw Tanner stretching his shirt across the curtain rod over the shower. The bare-chested dog’s wet fur glistened in the overhead bathroom lighting and, as Tanner turned around, Paul could see a series of well defined muscle moving beneath the shimmering fur. Tanner wasn’t a body builder by any means, but he was toned, and it showed even through the fur. “Gonna show me how it works?” Tanner smiled at Paul, meeting his gaze in the mirror. Paul blushed immediately.


  “Yeah… um… if it still works.” the human offered. He plugged it in, and fumbled several times with the on/off switch, “I haven’t used it in awhile…” and, with that, the hair drier sprung to life. Paul took a moment to adjust the settings, and turned it around so that he could hand it to Tanner.


  “Could you get my back? It’s not exactly easy to reach with a cord hung up on my ears.” the dog requested, turning around and presenting his bare back to Paul. Feeling his face flush, but without objection, Paul put the hair drier to work. He worked his way from the base of Tanner’s neck, all the way down to the small of his back. While he worked, the young man thought about how his mom used to use a hair drier on her clients at the salon, and smiled to himself that Tanner’s back, even though the fur was short, would have been the equivalent of five of her customers.


  Paul paused as he reached the top of Tanner’s jeans. The dog’s still-wet tail was wagging lazily. “Oh…” Tanner quickly noted, and reached back to a button clasp on his jeans above his tail. Paul had been quite bemused the first time he saw the ‘tail button’. While human jeans only had a single button in the front, Tanner’s jeans had one in the back right above his tail, making it easy for him to put them on without having to bend or crinkle it. Paul’s smile turned to one of shocked surprise as Tanner just let his jeans fall all the way to the ground, revealing a divide between the black fur of his back and the coffee-colored fur along his rump.


  “Yeah… well you try designing underwear that’s comfortable with a tail.” Tanner offered with a wry grin visible in the mirror, obviously having heard Paul’s muted gasp. Paul’s quick glance at Tanner’s face in the mirror also brought with it a faint glimpse at the brownish fur along his front as it traced its way down to the dog’s groin. The half-glance of the spot between Tanner’s legs made Paul blush even further. He felt like a schoolboy with a crush, and he berated himself for his silliness as he quickly went back to distracting himself with drying Tanner’s tail.


  The wagging length of fur did not make it easy, but Paul finally managed to cradle it with one arm while he worked the hair dryer over and under it. A laugh from Tanner finally made Paul realize that he was being played with. Good humored laughing aside, Tanner finally relaxed his tail, allowing Paul to dry it as well as the quickly overheating hair drier could manage. “That’s good enough.” Tanner noted, “That thing smells like it’s going to burn itself into the trashcan if you use it much more.”


  Paul kept his back to Tanner, trying to avoid any more blushing as he set the hair drier on the counter, “Just so long as I don’t get that ‘wet dog smell’ all over the place, you’ll be fine.” he offered, trying to ease his own tension by cracking a joke.


  “I dunno… you might learn to like the smell… it’s not as bad as wet human.” the dog countered.


  Paul smirked, turning to face the joking dog, but paused as Tanner took a step closer and laid a paw on his shoulder, “Thanks.” he noted, leaning forward and brushing his muzzle across Paul’s lips again. Paul went rigid, body freezing up at the touch of Tanner’s paw, but more so at the touch of his muzzle. He recovered quickly, however, resting a hand against the dog’s side, feeling his fingers get lost in Tanner’s fur, and he pressed his lips back to the dog’s muzzle before Tanner could pull away.


  It was Tanner’s turn to be startled, and he could feel the dog tense up, but only just for a moment before he stepped closer, returning the kiss with vigor. The dog’s furry form pushed up against him, forcing his back into the wall, and he felt the full front of Tanner’s body press against his. The gasp that escaped him opened his mouth enough for the dog’s tongue to find its way through his lips and give his own the faintest sensation of a gentle caress, and then it was gone, just as surely as Tanner pulling away, leaving only the paw on his shoulder, and a host of giddy warmth flowing through Paul’s body.


  “I—” Paul began. He wasn’t sure whether he was about to object to the sudden withdrawal, or make a confession, but Tanner interjected.


  “I’d like to see more of you.”


  The comment struck Paul as odd, considering they had already known one another for several months, and he had no intention of stopping their friendship. He wondered if Tanner was concerned that any kind of physical—his mind stopped its thought when he felt Tanner’s free paw slip down to undo his belt.


  “Oh… see more of me…” the thought came out aloud, which made him blush deeply, and, despite his wishes, a very unbecoming giggle escaped him. The sound made Tanner grin, and Paul could see the dog’s already wagging tail pick up speed, visible in the mirror.


  “It’s only fair.” Tanner noted with an open-muzzled, panting grin. Paul’s eyes migrated downward, visually tracing the faintly discernible curves of muscles just visible through the brown pathway of the dog’s fur. His gaze continued to lower until it came to a small spec of red crowning Tanner’s fleshy sheath.


  He was mesmerized by the strangeness of it, looking nothing like his own maleness, but he was unable to focus on it long, as an eager paw slid the zipper of his own pants down, and a furry finger hooked around the elastic band of his boxers. Paul watched as more of Tanner’s pink flesh slipped free of his sheath, but the dog knelt down, paw on his boxers taking the clothing with him while the paw on Paul’s shoulder slid enticingly down his chest and came to rest on his stomach.


  Paul gazed down to look at the top of Tanner’s head, and inhaled through his teeth as he felt the dog’s warm breath blast across his already hard member. The breath was exhaled in a wheeze as his flesh disappeared to the hilt into Tanner’s muzzle. The dog’s muzzle was awkward for using utensils, and it was a most unique experience in sharing a kiss… but the extra distance between the tip of his nose and the back of his throat meant that Tanner had no trouble completely enveloping Paul’s erection. It was enough to make his head spin.


  With one paw pressed against his stomach, holding him back against the wall, Tanner’s other paw pressed Paul’s pants and boxers to the ground and, as soon as the young man’s feet were free of the clothes, the dog slowly withdrew his muzzle, tongue sliding along the underside of Paul’s hard shaft until it was free.


  “I…” Paul murmured, little shivers running through his body as the drying saliva on his flesh chilled with stark contrast to the fiery warmth of Tanner’s muzzle, “… don’t think that’s… what they meant by… ‘giving your dog a bone’.”


  “Smart ass.” Tanner responded, and rose up to his feet, pressing his body once more against Paul while the firm, cold surface of the wall limited any chance the young man could have had to pull back, not that he would have. Paul slid one of his hands around the back of Tanner’s head, and pulled him closer for another kiss, this time pressing his tongue into the dog’s muzzle.


  Paul didn’t know how long they kissed, tongues sometimes in muzzle and sometimes in mouth, but his hands traveled all over the dog’s body, sliding through fur as he felt the warm flesh and toned muscle beneath. The dog’s scent was different than anyone he had been close to before… musky, and still faintly smelling of drying fur; it had to have been an effect of the blow drier.


  The thought was torn right from his mind, however, when the smooth pads on one of Tanner’s paws encircled his shaft. He arched his back against the wall, stomach pressing into Tanner’s. Their kiss broken, Paul moaned as he felt the dog’s digits surround his flesh, and gently stroke it. Closing his eyes, Paul tilted his head back, swimming in the pleasure of Tanner’s touch.


  He felt a hard, slick, length of fur less flesh draw across the top of his shaft. It felt so warm as to be hot, and Paul could feel Tanner’s heartbeat through it, and it took him only a second to realize what it was. Eyes rolling in their sockets, Paul couldn’t even formulate a cohesive set of words as the dog slid his hips forward, and Paul felt a tight seal of furry flesh slowly part before enveloping the head of his penis.


  “Wha?” is all Paul could manage as his flesh pressed into Tanner’s already half-withdrawn sheath, barely managing to squeeze in between Tanner’s partly-firm member. The heat of Tanner’s body surrounded him as the dog’s hips slowly eased forward, making the entrance easier.


  “Shh…” Tanner responded, his tongue sliding across Paul’s exposed neck, “I think you’ll like this.”


  Tanner was not wrong. Paul drank in the sensation of the dog’s strong tongue as it pressed against every part of his throat. Tanner’s firm paw aided with easing the young man’s shaft into his sheath even as his own doghood thickened and swelled, threatening to leave no room for either of them within the furry sleeve. The tightening increased the sensations even more.


  It was all Paul could do to keep from losing himself in the sensations, but he slowly drew his hands back up Tanner’s body, resting them against the dog’s shoulders, and gently pushed him back. Tanner drew away at the gentle insistence, brown eyes gazing at him with a mixture of confusion, concern, and embarrassment.


  “It’s alright,” Paul noted, raising a hand to gently caress the side of the dog’s face. The young man was astounded as Tanner turned his head sideways, rubbing his cheek into the touch; the act reminded him of an action reminiscent of a four-legged dog’s enjoyment of the attention, and the seeming meekness of it seemed surprising.


  “Come’ere…” he noted softly, one hand sliding down a furred arm to gently grasp one of Tanner’s paws. Tanner followed him obediently out of the bathroom, and one door down the hallway. He heard an audible swallow from the dog, and he led him to the small, twin-sized bed that was situated against the corner of the room.


  Moving to sit on the bed, Paul pulled Tanner down beside him. The dog seemed slightly aloof, ears back, not looking at him. “Are you alright?” Paul inquired, hand gently petting Tanner’s furry thigh.


  “I just…” the dog hazarded a glance his way, “Did I do something wrong?”


  Paul couldn’t help but smile, glancing over at Tanner, who looked, by all estimations, like a four legged dog who got caught after peeing in the house. “Wrong? No.. no no… if anything, you’ve been… uh… tubular?” he offered, having trouble finding the right west-coast slang.


  “Dweeb.” Tanner responded, some of the dog’s tenseness bleeding out as his ears slowly found their way into more of an up position. The dog reached down and laced the digits of his paws with Paul’s fingers. The action made the young man smile.


  “Why did you think you did something wrong?” Paul asked, turning to face Tanner, free hand pressing against the dog’s chest, easing him backward so that he was reclining against the wall.


  “Well… because we stopped.” the dog offered, one ear up and one ear back, a sheepish expression on his muzzle.


  “Oh…” Paul paused, considering the implications of the statement for a moment.


  “I mean… if you didn’t want to, that’s okay…” Tanner was quick to add.


  Paul slowly slid sideways, taking Tanner with him, so that the two crowded together on the small mattress, “I’m not exactly sure all about dogs…” the young man noted, “I mean… there are a lot of ways that humans are… er… intimate… maybe I wanted to explore one of those with you.”


  Tanner tilted his head to the side, the expression of confusion growing, “Well… humans don’t have sheathes, so I guess that would have been new… but I pawed you… and I muzzled you…”


  Paul barely restrained a laugh at the terms, and simply kissed Tanner on the nose, “Right… but isn’t turn-about fair play?” he asked, gently scritching Tanner’s chest.


  “Oh… uh…” and the dog fidgeted, “I’ve never really been on the.. uh… receiving end…”


  Paul was astounded by the speed at which Tanner had done a near 180 in his mind. The young man had almost felt overwhelmed by the forwardness of the dog in the bathroom, and it was hard to imagine that the timid dog with him was even the same person.


  “Well…” Paul smiled, hand gently pressing against Tanner’s belly, “It’s only fair.” the smile turned into a grin as he mirrored the dog’s earlier words back to him.


  “Smart ass.” Tanner repeated one of his own earlier statements, and Paul laughed as he caught a glimpse of the Tanner he knew.


  “That’s more like it.” the young man said, easing himself over so that he lay between Tanner’s legs, blankets pushed back to his feet as he rested his head on the dog’s thigh, “Just tell me if anything’s wrong.” and he rubbed Tanner’s belly, and pressed his face into the dog’s groin fur beside the red blade of flesh half-emerged from the coffee-colored sheath.


  Paul inhaled Tanner’s musk deeply, head awash with the animalistic scent, a much more prominent version of the drying-fur smell he had experienced earlier. The young man kissed across Tanner’s groin, stopping to kiss one of two furry orbs hanging below the dog’s sheath, before working his way up to a third bump most prominent at the base of the furry sleeve.


  The young man moved further up, stopping at where Tanner’s fur less flesh was first visible, and he felt the dog tense beneath him the moment he touched it with his tongue. Tanner let out a faint, high pitched whine as Paul’s tongue traced the underside of his doghood. Paul had heard Tanner yelp before, and knew what an ‘in pain’ whine sounded like, and he was glad to know that the sound his lover had made was neither.


  Paul reached the tip of Tanner’s shaft, and, in one quick, move, slid his lips around it, and dropped his head down the length. Out of the corner of his vision, he saw one of Tanner’s paws grip the mattress, and his hips instinctively bucked upward, causing Paul to gag as the dog’s flesh hit the back of his throat.


  “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” Tanner quickly blurted.


  Paul just laughed, waving away the apology, “It’s alright… it’s alright, Tanner.” he said, bemused, as Tanner’s tail tried to curl up between the dog’s legs even though it was pinned by his own body.


  “I just.. well… never had anyone do that, and…” Tanner offered.


  “And you enjoyed it.” Paul smiled.


  “Well… yeah.” the dog offered, in a tone that would have sufficed with ‘Duh!’. Tanner sat up a little more, leaning back against the wall as his paw migrated to between his legs, adjusting himself with an uncomfortable expression plain on his muzzle.


  “Everything alright?” Paul asked, swallowing a few times to get rid of the gagging sensation.


  “Knot…” Tanner answered with a grunt.


  “It’s not okay?” Paul asked, confused by the one word answer.


  “No… knot… as in, my knot…”


  “Your…?” Paul began, but was cut short as Tanner used his paw to skillfully ease back his sheath, and release a rapidly swelling ball of flesh before it got caught by the furry sleeve.


  “Let me guess… your school left that out of the curriculum?” Tanner offered.


  “No dogs at my school… guess they didn’t figure it was necessary.” Paul answered.


  “Remind me to never go to a doctor if I visit your hometown.”


  “Asshole.” Paul countered with a laugh, and flopped down onto the dog’s chest, laying half beside him, half on top of him due to small size of the bed. The young man looked back down to the alien flesh between Tanner’s legs, realizing that there had been a lot he hadn’t known about the world since before meeting the dog.


  He looked up to Tanner’s face, the two locking eyes for a moment. They said nothing, but Paul felt as though something passed between them… an understanding and an appreciation for the other’s presence… or something more. Paul leaned up, and gave Tanner a soft kiss. The dog smiled against his mouth and the young man heard Tanner’s tail beating softly against the mattress.


  Paul could feel his heart beat quicken, pounding against the inside of his ribcage as he slowly crawled up onto Tanner. He straddled him, sitting on the dog’s belly with either knee pressing into the mattress beside him. Tanner’s ears went up as the dog’s deep brown pools shot him a puzzled look. Paul could see a faint glimmer of green as the half light reflected off of Tanner’s eyes.


  “Just relax…” he murmured to the dog, leaning forward to touch his nose to Tanner’s.


  Paul could feel Tanner’s heartbeat quickly pick up speed to mimic his own as he reached behind himself to gently grip the dog’s knot. The young man slid down his lover’s abdomen and paused when the tip of Tanner’s shaft poked him in the thigh. He readjusted his hold of the dog’s flesh.


  “Paul… I don’t think this is a good idea…” Tanner whined softly, but made no outward move to stop him. The dog kept his eyes on Paul, both ears having dropped back down to either side of his head, “You might hurt yourself.”


  Paul smiled, “I’ve done this before… don’t worry.”


  “Not with a dog, you haven’t, and I—” but Tanner’s words were lost to him as Paul slowly sat back, wincing only at first as he was opened up by Tanner’s pointed tip. The young man found it easier, in fact, than the times he had been with a human; the dog’s tapered tip and firm shaft made the entry easier, and he slowly eased himself onto his lover.


  Tanner let out a faint whine, which was quickly replaced with a moan from deep in his chest, and Paul watched as the dog squirmed beneath him, one paw pressing against the wall while the other gripped the mattress, and Tanner moaned anew, “Paul…” he breathed.


  “I said relax, silly puppy.” Paul chided, slowly adjusting himself as he pushed further against the dog’s groin, arching his back slightly as he felt his insides cramping; it had been awhile for him. The young man let out a shaky breath as he felt himself settle down against Tanner’s knot. “There… that wasn’t so bad… was it?”


  Tanner merely looked away in response, steading his breathing as his paws slowly relaxed and his body untensed, “Just… be careful, Paul… I don’t want you getting injured.”


  “A little full of yourself, huh?” Paul chided, but the half-hearted smile from Tanner wasn’t quite the enthusiastic response to their mutual teasing he had expected. Paul stopped at that, and rested a hand on the side of Tanner’s face, slowly pulling his muzzle to look at him, “Tanner… I’m fine. Really.”


  “Dogs don’t usually do this.” Tanner noted, a faint reddish flush coming to the visible fur on the inside of his ears.


  “Is it making you uncomfortable?” Paul asked, slightly confused at the dog’s hesitation, “I’ll stop if you want.”


  “No… it’s… amazing…” Tanner replied sheepishly, “But you can’t find many dogs who are willing to have it in their tail-hole… not that you have a tail or anything…”


  “You’re rambling.” Paul noted. “You’re in all the way, so it won’t hurt me to keep going if that’s what you’re worried about.”


  “well… that’s the thing…” Tanner professed, gazing away again as his ears got even redder, “I’m not in all the way.”


  “But the only thing left that could—” Paul froze on the spot, his muscles clenching around the shaft inside him. Tanner practically yelped as his hips bucked involuntarily, and the young man saw stars as he felt as if someone had just hit a line-drive baseball right into his anus.


  “Oh god… oh god… oh god…” Tanner was whimpering underneath him, “I’m sorry, Paul! I’m sorry!”


  Paul barely heard the apology from the dog, his head swimming as stars danced across his vision and, for a moment, he could only see red. Pain spread from the point of contact, through his legs, and up the small of his back. He clenched his eyes as air rushed through his teeth in short breaths. Paul felt paralyzed by the sensation as his body tried to assimilate the mixture of hurt that had struck him.


  “It’s… alright…” Paul gasped after a minute, “I think that was my fault…” he placed his hands on Tanner’s chest and his arms to help him arch his back, pushing so that he could readjust his position on Tanner’s groin so that his insides weren’t being yanked against his bladder. “Ow…” he added after his vision finally started clearing.


  “That’s… that’s why dogs don’t normally do that. I’m sorry, Paul, I tried to warn you.”


  “You did warn me.” Paul answered, “It doesn’t help if I don’t listen.”


  “I wasn’t trying to ruin our night.” Tanner noted, his whimpering slowly fading.


  “It’s not ruined, Tanner. It’s just… well… modified, a little.” Paul hazarded a faint chuckle, wincing as he slowly drew his legs upward so they weren’t curled underneath him. being locked to Tanner wasn’t as bad if he simply sat on the dog’s groin, and he let his weight hold him in place as he spread his legs, planting his feet firmly on the mattress on either side of Tanner, knees in the air.


  “Hmm…” Tanner commented, looking between Paul’s legs. Paul followed the dog’s gaze, and saw his own flesh, still hard, and leaking fluid. It was his turn to blush.


  “Take a picture… it’ll last longer.” Paul repeated Tanner’s earlier suggestion.


  “Dick.” Tanner retorted.


  “Yes it is.” Paul replied, “Very observant.”


  “Prick.”


  “That too.” Paul chuckled.


  “Pain-in-the-ass.” Tanner continued.


  “Indeed you are.” the young man responded.


  “You suck.” the dog said flatly.


  “You’re better at it.” Paul replied, wincing as he readjusted his posture again, body finally starting to ease up as less pain ran through him.


  “Am I now?” the dog inquired, nosing Paul in the chest. Paul laughed as Tanner’s whiskers tickled his flesh, but the laugh got stuck in his throat as a strong, warm dog tongue washed across one of his nipples.


  “Ohhh… you’re good at that too.” Paul offered, resting both hands on Tanner’s shoulders as the dog curved his neck lower, and, before Paul knew it, Tanner’s nose was pressed up against the tip of his member.


  Paul’s back went rigid the moment Tanner opened his muzzle. The dog’s flexibility was more than anything he had considered, and his entire length slid into Tanner’s warm mouth for the second time that night. Paul let out a murmur of approval, hands slowly tracing their way up to the top of the dog’s head.


  He gently gripped Tanner’s ears, crinkling and massaging them as the dog’s head bobbed up and down, suckling his flesh. Paul’s toes gripped the bedding as he tentatively flexed his legs, pushing back against his lover’s groin. The young man felt Tanner’s tongue stiffen within his muzzle, applying more pressure to his stimulated member, and Paul realized that the movement got quite the response out of the dog.


  “Good boy.” Paul grinned, eliciting a snort from Tanner. The hot breath against his abdomen tickled him, and Paul laughed. Using his legs, Paul began rocking himself against the dog. He felt Tanner’s abdomen twitch several times, and, before long, they were both moving in time with one another.


  Tanner was thrusting gently up into him even as he rolled his weight from the dog’s abdomen to his thighs. There was very little actual movement from the dog’s member within him, but he felt Tanner’s knot tug at his insides, massaging his prostate in a way he would have thought previously impossible.


  Paul didn’t last much longer than that. Even with the near-painful overfull sensation from Tanner’s knot, Paul’s orgasm hit… and it hit hard. Buried to the hilt in Tanner’s muzzle, the young man took a tight grip of the dog’s ears, gasping and panting, a hard, painfully drawn out release played its way through him.


  Unable to empty his load in a few, powerful bursts, the knot inside his body forced Paul’s escaping seed to trickle out. As the pressure built, Paul was practically weeping until Tanner took hold of the young man’s thighs, planted his feet against the mattress, and jack knifed his body, forcing his knot a half-inch deeper into Paul.


  In one, full moment, all of Paul’s release hit him. With less pressure restraining him, the young man blew his entire load into the waiting muzzle. He gasped for air, balancing himself atop Tanner for several seconds before he realized that the dog was shivering. Paul’s whole body still tingled from the uniqueness of his release, but his focus was on his lover. Tanner was staring at the ceiling, muzzle half open, slightly twitching as if he were mouthing words without speaking them.


  “Tanner?” Paul inquired, pressing a hand to the side of the dog’s face. The dog’s hips twitched, and he blinked, turning to regard Paul.


  “I…” Tanner wheezed, “so close…” and his body shook harder. Paul felt the dog’s shaft inside him begin to twitch. Tanner’s hips were still pushing against him, and he felt the muscles of the dog’s thighs as tight as a steel bars. Paul realized that his lover was on the brink.


  The young man rocked his hips again, slowly grinding them into Tanner’s groin. The dog groaned, and he felt Tanner’s short, black nails dig into his thighs, and heard the joints of the dog’s paws pop as he clenched his toes… and then Paul felt it. Tanner’s member began to pulse rhythmically within him. The dog was holding his breath, shaking against the bed with his eyes clenched as Paul was filled from within.


  Tanner’s body rocked with the release for longer than Paul bothered counting. He reveled in the feel of the pulsing member inside him, and watched the expressions of hard-earned bliss flow across the beautiful, furry face he held in his hands.


  Paul smiled when Tanner finally opened his eyes, letting out a shaky breath, “I… uh…” the dog started.


  “Enjoyed yourself. As much as I did, apparently.” Paul grinned, kissing Tanner on the muzzle. The dog returned the affection, and wrapped one arm around him, rubbing the young man on the back. Paul reached out to Tanner’s free paw, and interlaced his fingers with the dog’s.


  Tanner pulled back slowly, ears back with embarrassment, “We might be like this for a little while… you should wait for my knot to shrink before trying to get off.”


  “I already got o—”


  “Don’t even start.” Tanner interrupted. Paul just chuckled.


  “Thanks for coming over.” Paul smiled down at his lover.


  “Thanks for having me over.” Tanner replied. The dog leaned forward, ears back, eyes locked with Paul’s as he gently nuzzled his cheek, and caressed the side of his face with a gentle lick. Paul wasn’t sure when the knot finally came out… he had fallen asleep atop Tanner in a warm embrace.
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  Bedroom Conversations


  “Paul, this is Casey. Casey, Paul.” the introduction was a simple one, but Paul realized that a lot more was going on in Tanner’s mind than his relative calm gave away.


  “Cool.” The dalmatian standing across the table from Paul smiled in a friendly manner, tail wagging genuinely as he offered the young man a paw.


  “Uh… hi.” Paul answered back. The dalmatian’s demeanor was slightly distracting, not to mention the eagerly wagging tail and the limp-wristed shake. He really wasn’t any good at social situations, and meeting an ex of Tanner wasn’t exactly his idea of harmless practice. Tanner had insisted it, however, to show him that both dogs had moved on.


  It was a touching sentiment, especially since it had only been three days since the fated dinner that led them to become something more than friends. Paul still didn’t feel comfortable with the idea of an introduction to the dalmation but, he reminded himself, Tanner was the one who was most exposed in the situation of having a current boyfriend come face to face with a previous boyfriend.


  The human tried not to be concerned by the fact that Tanner was apparently taking it well. He knew that, were he in the dog’s position, he would have likely been a sniveling mess; some of his previous relationships were things of nightmares. It amazed him how well some people were suited to social situations. In Paul’s case, as soon as a gathering exceeded two, he was out of his element.


  “So…” the dalmatian noted casually, taking a seat at the table, “Tell me… did Tan-Paw here pull the whole ‘car engine trouble’ thing on you yet?” Tanner coughed around a mouthful of food court chow mien, and Casey continued unabated, “He’s a tricky one… keep an eye on him at all times.” the dalmatian gave a conspiratory wink to Paul.


  “Car engine trouble… thing?” Paul inquired of the spotted dog, whose wide smile got even wider as he looked between the two before answering Paul’s question.


  “I take that as a yes.” Casey noted, taking a swig of his bottled cola. Unlike Paul, both of the dogs chose a bottled drink over one with a straw; muzzles just weren’t well suited to fast food soft drink containers. Paul’s mind wasn’t really on drinks at the moment, however.


  “So… why the turtleneck?” Paul asked, eager to get the conversation to a safer subject. He had considered it casually as the dalmation came to join them at the table, but it seemed like a more important topic since it meant a good distraction from the direction Paul had a feeling the talk was going, “Isn’t it a bit too warm here for winter wear?”


  “Fashion statement.” Tanner spoke up.


  “Oh pfft…” Casey noted, waving Tanner’s comment away, “The human wants to know, and honesty is the best policy, right, Tanner?” the dalmatian half stood from his seat and leaned forward, pulling the edge of the sweater away from his neck, revealing a thick green cord attached around his throat.


  “A collar?” Paul asked, confused.


  “Yep.” Casey answered, taking a seat back in his chair, tail wagging, sounding quite pleased with himself.


  Tanner turned to Paul, “It’s a subculture among dogs.” he explained, “Casey is what we call a ‘Burb Dog’.”


  “Burb Dog?” Paul repeated, “Is that something like a ‘bird dog’? Hunters use them back home when they go hunting for quail or duck or phes—”


  “No… not like a bird dog, silly boy.” Casey responded, leaning forward, resting his muzzle on his paws as he regarded Paul, “It means I like the whole idea of being a human’s pet.” he winked, “It’s just not a kink many humans like to humor… and the ones who do end up with someone like Tan-Paw, who has no idea how lucky he is to snatch one of you up. Just the thought of doing anything and everything a human might ask… well… let’s just say I find that… enticing.”


  Paul felt uncomfortable being the target of Casey’s gaze, “It’s not really that I’m into… well…” he realized the argument wouldn’t come out well no matter how he formulated it, so changed the topic as quickly as possible, “But… uh… I thought you and Tanner had a… um… history… and Tanner isn’t… well… human.”


  “Just because it’s a kink doesn’t mean it’s my entire life.” Casey rolled his eyes, “Tanner’s a really good guy. We had a ‘thing’ going for awhile but, you’re right… we’re still friends, but we each kind of went our own way in that department. Anyway, I’m pretty happy keeping my eyes open for a human who likes the idea of having a dog all his own.”


  “It’s a lifestyle thing.” Tanner noted.


  “And not exactly your thing, right.” Casey added matter-of-factly, as if it were a return to a conversation the two had shared more than once.


  Paul couldn’t help but feel more and more like a third wheel. He tried to carry the conversation in a different direction, “So… I know why Tanner is called Tanner, but… um… the name ‘Casey’… did your parents choose a human name or did you change it?”


  “Neither.” the dalmatian grinned, “Cute question though.” Casey affixed his gaze right on him, making Paul feel uncomfortable anew.


  “But Casey is a human name, and I thought—”


  “Casey is a human name, yeah… but my name is K. C.” the dalmatian made the difference much clearer by putting an extended pause between the initials, “My parents named me Kitten-Chaser because, when I was a pup, I would always chase the neighborhood cats away when I started crying.”


  “Well… that’s… original.” Paul offered a hesitant smile.


  “Right… but the story really doesn’t do much for making my life easy when I went to school. K.C. was easy enough and teachers didn’t ask too many questions, they just guessed that I chose a more human name and started writing it out as Casey, so it kinda stuck.”


  “But you like sticking with K.C.?” Paul asked.


  Casey leaned closer, lowering his voice, “Yeah… K.C. looks better on a dog tag anyway.” and the dalmatian flicked the front of his turtleneck, allowing Paul to hear the sound of muted metal jingling from underneath.


  “Ooooookay.” Paul noted.


  “Paul… why don’t you tell Casey about your dog tag collection?” Tanner interjected.


  The dalmatian sat up straight immediately, “You have dog tags?”


  The human glanced past Casey to Tanner, who was just managing to hold in a laugh. Paul hoped his ‘I am going to kill you’ look translated well enough for his boyfriend.


  “You’re not wearing a collar though… humans have tags?” Casey inquired, suddenly paying an even greater amount of obsessive attention to Paul.


  “Um… no. They belonged to my grandfather.” Paul noted.


  “Your grandfather? Was he like a human Burb Dog?” the dalmatian looked as energetic and as hyper as a puppy.


  “No… he was a soldier. Back home they call the metal tags soldiers wear dog tags.” Paul noted.


  “That’s a funny name for em… sounds almost racist.” Casey noted, sitting back into his chair, energy deflated, “Here, they just call em FIDs.. Field IDs.” the dalmation dug into one of the pockets of his cargo pants and pulled out a set of tags, tossing them onto the table next to Paul’s tray, “a little less derogatory for us canine soldiers.”


  “Even though you don’t mind a little abuse.” Tanner added, but his comment was largely ignored by the spotted dog, whose attention was on Paul.


  Paul looked down at the tags, “Private Kitten Chaser… serial number…” he mumbled his way through half of the numbers before looking up, “You were in the military?”


  Casey shrugged, “For awhile. The guys in my unit used to call me ‘Private Chaser’… they didn’t really think the nickname was very funny after I broke the ‘dont tell’ part of the creed and realized I really did chase after ‘privates’.”


  “My grandparents wanted my dad to join the military because my grandfather was in it.” Paul noted.


  “I thought it’d be fun. Nothing makes you feel like a dog more than having a drill sergeant treat you like dirt.” Casey smirked sidelong. The expression came across nearly unreadable, making it impossible for Paul to know whether the dalmatian was kidding or not. The consideration ended as Casey took the tags back and returned them to his pocket. “Anyway, it’s a good story to tell when I’m drunk, and I’m not drunk, so we’ll leave it for another day.”


  “Another day?” Paul asked.


  “Yeah… another day. If you and Tan-Paw there are glued at the hips, I’m sure I’ll be seeing a lot more of you in the future.” The dalmatian’s choice of metaphors made Paul blush; it wasn’t even a half a week previous that he and Tanner really were stuck together at the hips. The human quickly pushed the thought from his mind.


  “So you’re bailing on us already, huh?” Tanner asked of the dalmatian. Paul could tell that Tanner was not entirely bothered by the thought of Casey leaving.


  “Yeah,” Casey responded, glancing at the watch band on his wrist, “I gotta get back to work.”


  “Fire Fighter?” the words escaped Paul’s mouth before he could manage to stop them.


  “Cute… real cute.” the dalmatian noted, not failing to miss the implied humor, “No… I work at an eye doctor’s office… they have me stand in front of the eye chart so all people can see are spots.” Casey said mockingly, “Gets them more business.”


  “Sorry.” Paul noted, unable to hide his smirk.


  “That’s fine… I hear it all the time… yeesh… humans.” Casey rolled his eyes, “You know… I could work as a valet too… I’d have no trouble driving cars into parking spots… plenty of barking in the rear… maybe I work at a newspaper—I’d fit in just fine with all the black and white…”


  “I like the color you chose for your collar.” Paul noted, interrupting the stream of snide comments.


  “You do?” Casey was back at his side in a moment, tail wagging madly as his tongue hung out of the side of his muzzle, “I have a leash too! Maybe if Tanner says it’s okay I can come over later this week and—” Tanner’s shaking head was not missed by the excited dalmatian.


  “Who asked you anyway…” Casey grumbled. The dalmatian grabbed his soda pop bottle from the table and trudged toward the mall doors, “catch ya later.”


  “Well…” Paul noted, once Casey was suitably out of ear shot, “That was… interesting.”


  “You said you wanted more exposure to dogs.” Tanner offered, bemused.


  “Well… now I feel overexposed… like walking out into the snow in my underwear.”


  The dog laughed in response, reaching across the table to take Paul’s hand in his paw. “You did fine.”


  Paul became slightly self conscious at the dog’s touch. Public displays of affection weren’t exactly the easiest thing for him, and he quickly drew his hand back out of Tanner’s paw, but he did well to hide his insecurity at the situation, “Well… he seems nice enough, if a bit… um…”


  “Fruity?” Tanner offered as Paul searched for a word.


  “Yeah… in more ways than one.”


  The two finished their lunch, the conversation moving on to lighter, more relaxed topics. Tanner had a split shift, so his ‘lunch break’ was actually a three hour span between his morning shift and evening shift. The two spent the time walking up and down the mall’s main concourse, chatting and laughing together about any number of topics.


  They parted ways just outside the shoe store as Tanner’s next shift was almost ready to begin. “My landlord finally got the okay for his building permit.”


  “So you are moving?” Tanner asked, “You’re still going to be local, right?”


  Paul nodded, “’Course.” he confirmed, “I already have a new place signed for.”


  “Wow… must be nice to have good credit.” the dog smirked.


  “Anyway,” Paul continued past the wry witticism, “I’ll be spending tomorrow moving.”


  “That was fast.” Tanner remarked, “He told you two days ago, and you’re ready to move tomorrow. If I were you, I’d be suffering from whiplash.”


  Paul foraged ahead despite the dog’s humorous take on the situation, “I’m just saying that I won’t be around for lunch tomorrow.”


  “Well that’s fine.” Tanner noted, “I’m off tomorrow, and I’ll be helping you move.” his tail wagged.


  Paul’s business-like, matter-of-fact demeanor finally cracked, “I wasn’t trying to talk you into helping me you know.” he smiled. He really hadn’t been, and it had been a long time since Paul had known someone who was so eager to help.


  “I know you weren’t.” Tanner noted, “When you are in control you aren’t very subtle about it.” the grin on the dog’s muzzle revealed the double-meaning of the statement. Paul quickly fought back the embarrassed blush and changed the conversation.


  “Okay… well, if you’re helping tomorrow, you’re coming over tonight. I’m getting started pretty early in the morning, and dinner seems to be a good start on repaying you for helping out.”


  Tanner’s grin grew larger, “Dinner is a good start… we’ll figure out where to go from there.” The comment made Paul lose the fight with his reddening face as the blush came through despite his willing it under control.


  “You’re horrible.” Paul noted.


  “You’re worse.” Tanner responded, “but in a good way.” the dog leaned forward and brushed his muzzle across the human’s face, touching his cold, black nose to Paul’s. It was a quick, innocent gesture, one he’d come to be familiar with as he’d paid attention to dogs interacting in public. Dogs did a muzzle-touch all the time, both in greeting and in parting, but they usually stuck with a handshake if it involved humans.


  A nuzzle was far more intimate than that, however. Although Paul enjoyed the thought of it, the expression made him feel increasingly self conscious, especially since there were several mall-goers staring at him as Tanner went back into the shoe store. Several of the people eying him whispered quietly to one another, making Paul even more ill at ease. In the end, however, he tried to put it out of his mind, and he made his way to the nearest mall exit.


  * * * * *


  “So… tell me about the ‘car engine trouble’ thing.” Paul asked Tanner as the dog helped him clear the dinner plates from the table. Steak, potatoes, broccoli and carrots; it had been a decent dinner, and Paul hadn’t wanted to disrupt it with the question that he had managed to hold since lunch. Tanner had no trouble picking up on the human’s meaning.


  “Are you looking for blunt answer or the sweet, tender, endearing one?” Tanner asked, turning to lean on the counter as Paul washed the dishes. Normally, Paul would have preferred to use the dishwasher but, seeing as he’d be starting to pack in the morning, it made no sense to run a load of dishes that consisted of two plates, two forks, two knives, and a cup (one cup because, like with straws, cups really weren’t well suited to dogs).


  “The blunt one.” Paul noted, looking critically at his boyfriend, setting a cleaned plate and cup into the drain board. He started on the silverware.


  “I could tell by your scent and your heartbeat that you really really liked me, but you were too dense, embarrassed, and unsure of yourself to ask me to stay.” Tanner commented as matter-of-factly as if he were talking about how to change a light bulb.


  “Wow…” Paul noted, “That was blunt.”, holding a hand out to the dog.


  “I told you.” Tanner confirmed, putting a plate in the human’s hand.


  Paul took the plate and began scrubbing it under the water, pausing for a few moments before speaking up, “And you used the same line on Casey too, huh?”


  “What?” Tanner asked, ears rising, “Casey? No.”


  “Then how’d he know how you ended up staying the night with me on Monday?” Paul asked, “Do you talk to him about us?” the question came out a little more accusatory than he had planned.


  The dog paused, cocking his head to the side, ears falling slightly, “He bothers you… doesn’t he?”


  “No, Tanner…” Paul noted, pausing as he set the final dish into the drain board. He turned off the water and looked down at the sink as he collected his thoughts, “I’m bothered… but I don’t really know why.” he admitted after the pause.


  Tanner leaned over the counter and gazed at the side of his face, “Casey and I talk about a lot of things, Paul… we’re still friends, but that’s it. And, no… I don’t talk to him about us—it would only make him jealous anyway.”


  “He still has feelings for you, and thinks I’m some kind of obstacle to overcome, huh?” Paul wasn’t sure how he felt about that. He never liked the idea of being in a love triangle, and had seen too many dramatic thriller movies to know that some people were just crazy when it came to obsessions.


  “No… he’s jealous of me.” Tanner noted, straightening up, ears pulled back. Paul didn’t know all there was to know about dogs, but he was able to identify the first signal that Tanner was finally uncomfortable about the situation. It somehow made him feel better to see it but, at the same time, he realized the implications of the dog’s words.


  “Jealous of you? Why?” Paul asked, looking at the dog.


  “You were there at lunch. You couldn’t tell?” Tanner asked, ears up.


  “No… he was poking fun at me and trying to make himself look good. I figured he wanted to make me look bad or something, or try to make me angry.” the human commented.


  “Are you sure we were at the same lunch?” Tanner asked around an uncertain chuckle, “He was all over you.”


  “Apparently we have different views of what counts as flirting.” Paul noted. Something about the whole situation seemed crazy to him. It didn’t make sense on so many levels. Tanner and Casey had been a couple at one point, and yet, Casey was jealous of Tanner because—, “He’s not jealous that you’re with me… he’s jealous because you’re with a human.” Paul clarified.


  “Sure… let’s go with that.” Tanner offered neutrally.


  “That doesn’t make me feel much better about the situation, Tanner.” Paul said to the dog, “and you still didn’t tell me how he knew that you said you had engine trouble when you were over here last.”


  “It was a joke… an inside joke, really.” Tanner said.


  “Really convenient,” Paul noted, “and I don’t get it.”


  “That’s why it was an inside joke.” Tanner answered. Despite the seriousness Paul could see the dog was trying to offer to the discussion, Tanner couldn’t manage to contain a hint of a smile at the answer. It might have frustrated the human, but the dog was quick to add, “I’ve known about Casey’s ‘human fetish’ for a long time, and I told him once that the only way he’d probably get to sleep at a human’s house is if he convinced one that his car was broke down.”


  “You’re kidding.” Paul said flatly.


  “Actually, no… I’m not kidding. We really did joke about that. When he brought it up he expected me to roll my eyes and share a laugh. I guess he never figured that it’d really happen.”


  “So… your car really did break down?” Paul asked incredulously.


  “Well… no.” Tanner responded, “I was lying… otherwise I wouldn’t have had such an easy time leaving in the morning.”


  “Easy time leaving?” Paul asked, a hint of humor somehow finding a way into his voice, “All I can remember is a whole ton of whimpering and whining about not wanting to go to work and wanting to stay here and ‘try it again’.” by the time he said his piece, one side of the human’s mouth was tipped into a wry grin.


  “Once I got into the car.” Tanner clarified. Paul could see him blushing through his fur.


  “So…” Paul noted, returning to the conversation, “so I can clarify… you and Casey used to joke about tricking a human so you could get to sleep in his house—”


  “So Casey could… right.” Tanner interjected.


  “And, lo and behold, you ended up using the exact same line so you could get to sleep in a human’s bed.”


  “I didn’t know it would end up that way.” Tanner confessed.


  “But you lied.” Paul noted.


  “Uh… yeah.” Tanner noted, eyes settling on the counter so he could avoid Paul’s gaze.


  “How often do you tell little white lies like that?” Paul inquired, smiling inwardly at the almost unhealthy warm glow he felt at being worth lying to in such a manner. He winced at that part of him that enjoyed the thought, but couldn’t deny that it seemed somehow a twisted pleasure.


  “Never!” Tanner insisted.


  “Never?”


  “Well… not often… I don’t think.” the dog noted.


  “Not often?” Paul pressed, actually having fun with torturing his obviously off-balanced boyfriend.


  “Just tell me what you want me to say!” Tanner pleaded, and Paul erupted into laughter at the faint whine that accompanied the words.


  Paul reached up and patted the confused dog on the head, “Relax, Tanner… as far as I’m concerned, your story checks out. It’s really too unbelievable to be a believable lie. If you tell me that you and Casey used to joke about things like that, well… I guess that’s believable enough considering the kind of things we joke about.”


  The dog’s relief was palpable. The end of his tail began wagging as he spoke up, “You mean the things you joke about… I’m just a poor victim.”


  “Right,” Paul responded with a grin, “you’re always the victim, says the guy who spent most of Tuesday walking around bow legged.”


  “You seduced me?” Tanner offered, making it sound more like an offered explaination than a statement.


  “Hey… you’re the one who got naked first.” Paul responded, poking Tanner in the nose.


  “Well… then it’s only fair that you’re the one who gets naked first tonight.” the dog followed up with a wry grin.


  “Oh… so just because you’re helping me move, all of the sudden you think that entitles you to extra benefits, huh?”


  “Well… I was hoping.” Tanner offered sheepishly.


  “Your car not starting again, I take it?” Paul inquired, unable to resist a smile in response.


  “Nope.” Tanner answered with a smirk, “It should be okay by morning though.”


  “I guess you’ll have to spend the night then.” Paul noted simply.


  “Damn my luck.” Tanner’s downcast tone was easily betrayed by his tail, which wagged quite energetically.


  They spent some time in the living room after dinner, just enjoying one another’s company. They shared Paul’s recliner, which was made for one occupant, but they crumpled together, sharing it. The closeness was only intensified as the show they’d watched ended at eleven, and they moved into the bedroom once things started to heat up.


  Paul groaned, pressing his head back into the mattress, feet hanging off the end of the bed with Tanner’s head between his legs. The dog was kneeling on the floor at the foot of the bed, leaning forward with his muzzle wrapped firmly around Paul’s shaft.


  Tanner was well on the road toward helping Paul achieve release, but was still half on the ground, squirming his way out of his own clothes. Once they had arrived in the bedroom, they quickly had Paul out of his clothes, and Tanner wasted no time in closing his muzzle around the human’s ready flesh. Slowly climbing up the rest of the way onto the bed, Tanner finally managed to kick off his jeans.


  The human moaned as Tanner’s tongue emerged from its place in his muzzle. It extended, tickling the flesh of his scrotum while Tanner continued to massage his member with skilled ministrations. Paul gently gripped either of Tanner’s ears, holding them in his hands as the dog’s head bobbed up and down, his boyfriend working him towards a heightened level of intensity.


  “You know your stuff…” Paul gasped between his quickened breaths, smiled down at his lover. The dog raised his head just a little, allowing him to look up at the human out of the top of his vision, brown eyes awash with vitality and humor. Tanner said nothing in response, continuing his attention to Paul’s needs, returning to his task as one paw gripped one of Paul’s thighs, the other resting on his furless stomach above his groin.


  Paul sought out the paw on his stomach with a hand as he felt Tanner bring him ever closer to release. He entwined his fingers with the paw, squeezing it as the dog’s tongue drove him to the edge, and he let out a wordless, prolonged grunt as his body gave in. He sailed along the wave of pleasure that took hold of him in a vice-like grip, and squeezed him for all he was worth, emptying it all out through his member and into Tanner’s waiting muzzle.


  His entire body went slack as the last of the pressure escaped, leaving him spent, and content. Paul’s breathing slowed as his body relaxed, and he smiled as Tanner climbed up along the mattress to his right, laying beside him. The dog’s breath was quick as well, labored by the activity. Paul blushed slightly, the scent of it quite distinct.


  “Mmm…” the human murmured, turning to kiss the dog, “That was… perfect.” Tanner met the kiss, not able to do the same in the human sense due to the difference in his muzzle structure, but Paul enjoyed the feel of the velvety muzzle fur nonetheless. He reached up to rub his cheek as he felt one of Tanner’s long whiskers brush against it.


  Tanner slowly sat up, putting his back against the wall. Paul did not fail to see the dog’s excited member standing up at attention, glistening in the half-light filtering in from the bedroom window. Tanner glanced down at it as well, then to Paul. The dog reached down with a grimace, easing his sheath down over his knot to let it out.


  “And what about you?” Paul asked with a smile, “Need some help with that?”


  “Gonna have to do something, or there’s no way I’ll be able to get to sleep. I’m not too sure a repeat of Monday would be smart tonight… not unless you want to be in too much pain to get all of your stuff moved tomorrow.” Tanner blushed.


  Paul grinned at that, sitting up beside his boyfriend, leaning back against the wall with him. Tanner slid an arm behind him, letting the human recline against it in a half-hug. The two shared another soft kiss as Paul’s hand drifted down to the exposed dog flesh between Tanner’s legs.


  Tanner tensed up for a moment, but relaxed quickly, legs spreading more to complacently give Paul full access. Paul slid his right leg underneath the dog’s left, leaning fully against his lover as he began to slowly caress Tanner’s length with his hand.


  “Your skin is so soft…” Tanner murmured, brown eyes gazing into his. Paul smiled in return, reveling in the adoration apparent in the dog’s eyes. “…feels good.” Tanner whispered, closing his eyes as he rested his head back against the wall.


  “Good. It’s supposed to.” Paul replied with a smile, leaning sideways so he could rest his head against Tanner’s shoulder. The dog squeezed him a little closer with the arm around his shoulder, and Paul let out a content breath, even as his hand stroked Tanner, fluid from the dog’s shaft slickening his palm as the human’s lover squirmed under the attention.


  Paul could feel Tanner’s strong heartbeat against his side. The dog’s breath was speeding up as Paul’s hand encouraged him onward. Tanner’s hips began to quiver, and Paul could feel the dog’s thighs twitch with unspoken desire for the feelings to continue. He kissed Tanner’s neck as the dog shifted, and the paw on his shoulder gripped it tighter. Paul felt Tanner’s other paw slide by his hand as he continued stroking his lover. Looking down, the human watched as the dog circled his own knot with the paw.


  Tanner’s muzzle gaped and a strangled wheeze coming out of it, “Keep… going…” he rasped, eyes clenched tightly as Paul felt the dog’s rock-hard flesh start to pulse in his grasp. It flexed three times before several thick jets of fluid sprayed out, slickening his hand even more as Tanner cried out in pleasure at his climax.


  The human held himself against the dog, feeling the muscles of Tanner’s body twitch and the small nuances of his lover’s release. He listened to the dog’s breathing, and the little shivers that rank through him as his orgasm slowly slackened. Paul looked up as Tanner turned his head to regard him, a quiet satisfaction of gleaming appreciation apparent in his face and on his muzzle.


  “Enjoy yourself?” Paul asked, leaning forward to kiss the dog.


  “Much.” Tanner responded, meeting the human’s lips with his muzzle. As their kiss came to a conclusion, the dog snickered, “Except now I’ll have to figure out how to get cleaned up… this stuff doesn’t come out of fur all that easy, you know.”


  Paul smiled in response, looking down to Tanner’s groin, and the paw that slowly let go of the swollen knot. It was still almost impossible for Paul to consider that the thick bulb had actually been inside him, but it had. Reaching his un-splattered hand across to Tanner’s messy paw, the human took hold of it by the wrist, and slowly turned it this-way-and-that, “I didn’t do it right?” he asked, questioning his lover’s intervention in the process.


  “You did fine,” Tanner responded, lowering his head to the sideways so he could lick the side of Paul’s neck, “We just need to educate you a little more about the differences between dogs and humans.”


  “You mean a lot more.” Paul corrected.


  “Okay… a lot more.” Tanner grinned.


  “With ‘hands-on’ training.” Paul added.


  “You’re starting again, aren’t you?” the dog asked with a theatrical scowl.


  “And an ‘oral exam’.”


  “Yeah… you’re starting again.” Tanner noted.


  “I just hope I don’t ‘blow it’.” Paul grinned.


  “Paul, you are horrible.”


  “I thought you said I did fine.” Paul questioned, grinning wider.


  “I changed my mind.” the dog grinned back, and the two just relaxed in one another’s arms as a comfortable silence passed between them.


  “You know—” Paul began.


  “No I don’t. Tell me.” Tanner spoke up quickly, and got a ‘hrumph’ from the human in return.


  “You said there were two ways to explain the whole car thing… and you only told me one.” Paul offered, recalling their discussion after dinner.


  “Well… I like where that explanation got me. Do I have to ruin it with another one?” the dog offered with a complacent smile.


  “I’d like to know, if it’s all the same.” Paul commented.


  “So… you mean the endearing one?” Tanner asked.


  “I think you called it ‘the sweet, tender, endearing one’.” the human corrected with a playful grin.


  “Oh… right.” Tanner noted, and turned to regard Paul anew, “I was going to say that I could tell by your scent and your heartbeat that you liked me, but you were too embarrassed, reserved, and unsure of yourself to ask me to stay.”


  Paul was quiet for a moment, then spoke up, “That’s exactly like the blunt answer.”


  Tanner nodded, “Right… but this answer also includes the fact that I really really really wanted you to ask me to stay and I was too embarrassed, reserved, and unsure of myself to ask if I could.”


  The two shared a laugh, and both leaned back against the wall. Paul enjoyed the physical and emotional warmth of the dog, basking in a love that knew no difference beyond the fact that he felt more complete when he was with Tanner. Despite his hesitations, inhibitions, and doubts, Paul was happy. “And it’s all your fault.” he noted with a smile at his lover, who was already asleep in his arms.
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  It’s So Easy


  Paul smiled as he got out of Tanner’s car. He looked at the small but well-kept duplex, admiring its simple but welcoming charm. It was the first time he’d been to the dog’s home since they first met. Having had Tanner over to his previous rented home and, most recently, to his new condo, it seemed only fair that he spend a weekend at his boyfriend’s in return. Even though he’d only been settled in for a handful of days at his new home, Paul didn’t mind the idea of a weekend away from it with Tanner. He reached into the back seat of the two door and grabbed his backpack.


  “Evening, Mr. Hatter.” Tanner offered in an amiable tone, pulling Paul’s attention to an older man on the opposite side of the duplex yard. The man was seated on a gardening stool, bent over and tending to the flower bed. He didn’t bother acknowledge the greeting, remaining elbow-deep in the flowers. Paul almost thought he saw the old man turn further away.


  “He keeps to himself.” the dog offered with a faint smile, but Paul could see that the smile was a false one. Something about that old man bothered his boyfriend, and that didn’t sit well with Paul. “Let’s get inside; I picked up an old movie from the rental store I think you’ll like.” the smile that followed Tanner’s statement looked more genuine.


  “Do we get to do the Mystery Science Theater thing with it?” Paul responded with a wide grin, trying to put the man out of his mind.


  “I wouldn’t stop you if I could.” Tanner replied, grinning equally. Paul followed the dog up to the door. It was late afternoon, but there was still plenty of light out, and Tanner walked into the house without bothering to turn on the front porch light. Paul hazarded a glance toward the old man. Mr. Hatter, as Tanner had called him, was staring right at him. He saw the old man grunt, and return to his gardening. Paul felt more self conscious, and quickly went inside.


  The door opened into the duplex’s main room. The tan-brown carpet looked clean, but was apparently in need of replacement with obvious threadbare spots here-and-there. The off-white paint on the wall wasn’t very inspired, but Paul had to admit that it was better than the 1970s wallpaper his own prior rental had. Tanner stood to the side of an old, slightly faded bluish sofa, watching him take in the scenery.


  “Not too bad, huh?” he asked, a pleasant smile spreading his muzzle.


  “Not bad at all.” Paul confirmed. The answer obviously didn’t sit well with Tanner, who was far more astute than most people Paul knew.


  “What’s wrong?” the dog asked, dropping a stack of mail onto one of the cushions of the couch. He stepped closer to Paul, cocking his head to the side critically as he met his gaze.


  “Mr. Hatter… what’s up with him?” Paul asked, unable to formulate his unease.


  “Mr. Hatter?” Tanner asked, ears rising up, “Not sure really… I haven’t spoken with him very much. He’s pretty quiet, and doesn’t really talk much. He hasn’t really caused any problems for anyone though, so we pretty much each do our own thing. Why… jealous?” the attempt at humor didn’t sit well with Paul, and Tanner was obviously able to realize that.


  “He just seems… well… I don’t know. He just… seems.” Paul shrugged, content to leave it at that. He really wasn’t sure what it was about Mr. Hatter that he didn’t like, but he definitely got the feeling that the old man wasn’t a pleasant fellow. In the end, he decided to toss the thought from his mind; he didn’t want some first impression to ruin his evening by preoccupying him, “Never mind. What movie did you get?”


  “The adventures of Rin-Tin-Tin.” Tanner’s grin was from ear to ear.


  “Rin-Tin-Tin?” Paul asked, “You must really be into old movies.”


  “I told you before… I like the classics.” the dog answered, moving over to take a seat on the couch. He patted the cushion beside himself after removing the mail from it, “Got something against dog movie stars?” the grin on his muzzle became a witty smirk.


  “Well… Rin-Tin-Tin was a womanizer, you know.” Paul answered, taking a seat beside his boyfriend, mindful of the german shepherd’s tail.


  “Hollywood gossip rags trying to destroy his reputation.” Tanner answered back.


  “He had puppies with, like, twenty different women.” Paul countered.


  “That’s beside the point.” Tanner responded without missing a beat, “Anyway, dogs were a little more progressive back in that era… they had different social values compared to a lot of human cultures.”


  “ ‘Progressive’ meaning they humped like wild—” but Tanner cut Paul short with a touch of his muzzle to the human’s lips.


  “Do you know that they originally planned to cast Rin-Tin-Tin as a four legged dog?” the dog changed the topic.


  “And now you’re just lying through your teeth.” Paul accused with a roll of his eyes.


  “No… it’s true!” Tanner insisted, “They were going to make it a non-talking part.”


  “That wouldn’t have worked… he would have died after a decade and that would have been the end of the movie series.” Paul offered.


  “Well, you’ve always said dogs look alike… the could have found another four legged dog to take over the leading role.” Tanner countered.


  “Still… that would have been like having Coco the chimp play the lead in Casablanca.” Paul stated flatly.


  “You mean that little guy with a cigar wasn’t a—” Tanner didn’t get the chance to finish his statement, getting an elbow in the ribs for his trouble.


  “Well, I’m glad they gave him speaking parts and made him a verbal character… I think his german accent worked really well in the story too… he led the way for other heavily accented actors like Arnold.” Paul offered.


  “You know he was actually born in France… I think he just used the accent for show.” Tanner commented.


  “Arnold? Are you smoking something? He’s from Austria!”


  “All hail the Governator.” Tanner winked, “No… I meant Rinty, you dweeb.” and they both shared a laugh.


  “So…” Paul asked, leaning against the Dog, “You really mean to say that Rin-Tin-Tin was originally going to be just a standard, run-of-the-mill German Shepherd?”


  “French Shepherd.” the dog replied, and got an elbow in the ribs for his trouble. Tanner smirked, “Well… I’m a standard, run-of-the-mill German Shepherd, you know.”


  “You know what I mean.” Paul scowled playfully, “and you’re not from Germany either.”


  “Yeah… but it just sounds so funny to hear someone say something like ‘standard, run-of-the-mill German Shepherd’.” the dog offered.


  “Well, I need to get a little bit better about what I say or people’ll think I’m racist.”


  “I don’t think anyone will accuse you of being racist… you have too much of the deer-in-headlights look.” Tanner confirmed, “They’ll just think you be ig’nant.” the dog spoke the last words in a heavily accented slurred tone.


  “Whatever…” Paul said with a melodramatic sigh, “just so long as you don’t start going out and impregnating the whole of the city, I’ll let your love of Rin-Tin-Tin slide.”


  “I’d much rather spend my time trying to impregnate you.” the Dog responded with a grin, leaning over to lick Paul’s neck.


  “Yeah… I don’t think you’ll have much luck there.” Paul laughed, pushing the Dog back, but only by a little, “You can’t exactly get me pregnant… or are you not as good at human anatomy as you thought?”


  “Doesn’t mean that I should stop trying.” Tanner’s grin widened, and he pulled Paul into his lap. Paul laughed at that, reaching up hold the back of Tanner’s head, pulling it down so he could share a kiss with him. He could feel the dog’s firming sheath through each of their pants, “Should I wine and dine you first?” Tanner asked, licking Paul’s throat once their kiss ended.


  “Well… you can always get some microwave dinners going…” Paul offered, “and if you say ‘pleasepleasepleaseplease’ with enough of a whimper that should count for ‘whine’, right?” the young man grinned.


  “You’re horrible.” Tanner noted with a smile, wrapping his arms around Paul and dragging him down to a laying position on the sofa.


  “You must be a masochist if you spend so much time suffering because of me then.” Paul answered, slowly pushing against Tanner’s shoulders until he escaped the hug, and slid off of the couch and onto the floor with a controlled flop. He looked back to his furry boyfriend, who still lay on the sofa, head propped up, just looking at him.


  “I love every minute of it.” Tanner responded, simply watching him, eyes shining with vibrant joy. Unable to resist, Paul leaned forward and they shared another kiss. Tanner’s tongue softly slid across his lips, and Paul joined it with his own. Furry paws slid up under his shirt, velvety paw-pads brushing across the skin of his back as Tanner renewed their embrace.


  Paul felt his own erection starting to grow, and, realizing that he would have to wait, he slowly drew away. Tanner gazed up at him from the sofa quizzically. Paul spoke up, “I think we’d better do the dinner thing right now.”


  “It can wait.” Tanner offered, dropping his ears slightly in embarrassment as one of his paws moved to adjust the jeans at his crotch, “We can always have ‘dessert’ first.” he offered a sheepish grin.


  “No… I don’t think it can…” Paul felt his own face grow reddish, “I… I’m thinking about trying that one thing again.”


  “One… thing?” Tanner’s ears went back up as an expression of confusion drifted across his muzzle—but only for a moment, “Oh! The ‘one thing’!” Tanner bolted upright, realization coming to him. He paused long enough to rest a paw on Paul’s shoulder, “Are you sure though? The first time—”


  Paul interrupted, “I’m sure.” his smile was much more confident, “I’m really sure. If we do that first, I don’t think it’d be very easy for you to cook… not even with the microwave.”


  He watched Tanner trot off into the kitchen, the dog’s gait filled with levity and excitement, tail wagging. Paul pulled at the front of his own jeans, member already cramped with his own expectations; Tanner wasn’t the only one excited at the thought.


  Paul went to where he set his backpack down. He opened one of the smaller pouches, pulling out his toothbrush, toothpaste, deodorant, and what it was he had been seeking: a small, clear bottle.


  “That what I think it is?” Tanner spoke up from the doorway leading into the kitchen. The comment made Paul jump, and he turned around to regard the dog, who was leaning against the wall without a shirt, crumpled plastic film in one paw.


  “Depends on what you think it is.” Paul replied with a smirk.


  The dog trotted over to the human and slid an arm around his mid-section, resting a muzzle on Paul’s shoulder. Tanner’s other paw reached out to grasp Paul’s wrist, and moved the bottle into clearer view, “It is.” the dog noted.


  “I figured that it’d make it a little… er… easier.” Paul chuckled with good humored embarrassment, and slid the bottle into his front pocket.


  “You know I don’t want to hurt you.” Tanner nuzzled the side of his cheek.


  “We’ll be really careful… no sudden surprises like last time.” they both shared a laugh.


  Paul realized, however, that anything too spontaneous had the capacity to end the night in the one quick moment where it became too late to prevent them from being locked together. It was a moment he looked forward to trying again with his lover, but he also knew that it would limit them for who-knew-how-long afterward. Tanner rested his chin on Paul’s shoulder, nuzzling the side of his face with a cold, black nose.


  Paul really didn’t want to disengage from the embrace. He felt Tanner’s bare chest against the back of his shirt, the dog’s fur brushing across the cloth that separated them. Paul didn’t know if he had the willpower to pull away. The sound of shattering glass from beyond the front door solved the problem for him.


  “What the hell?” Tanner inquired. He released Paul and moved to the door and opened it. During the course of the movie the sun had set, and there was barely any light left in the sky. Looking around on the front step, Tanner sighed, “Oh, damn it.”


  Paul moved up behind him and looked past the furry form to the shattered lamp casing on the ground. He stuck his head out of the door past Tanner, glancing to where the light had been beside the door on the front porch; an empty fixture identified that the shattered glass on the concrete had indeed once been the front porch light.


  There were clods of dirt and mounds of scattered soil commingled with the glass, along with a discarded gardening spade. Glancing across the side of the building to the adjacent duplex, Paul saw the door to Mr. Hatter’s unit close. Tanner’s paw rested on his shoulder, and pulled him back into the house. Paul looked to his boyfriend, the scowl on Tanner’s muzzle evident, but he also noticed that Tanner’s tail had started to curl between his legs.


  “This isn’t the first time something like that’s happened, is it?” Paul asked, reading into Tanner’s mixed reaction.


  “No… I hope that didn’t ruin our night.” Tanner offered sullenly.


  “It sure as hell is going to ruin his.” Paul noted indignantly, “Where’s your phone? We should report this.”


  “Please don’t.” Tanner requested, his ears dropping slightly.


  “That Hatter guy just smashed your porch light.” Paul spoke, his voice coming out a little louder than he intended.


  Tanner looked down with a nod, “Right. I’ll call the landlord and have it replaced tomorrow.”


  “That’s not okay!” Paul’s voice rose even louder, “Why would he do something like that? It’s because you’re a dog, isn’t it? Is he some kind of racist or something? That’s not okay, Tanner… it’s not okay.” fuming, Paul moved to flop down on the sofa.


  “Just drop it, Paul…” Tanner moved over to take a seat beside him, “please?”


  “You’re being victimized, Tanner. He doesn’t have a right to do that kind of thing.” Paul fumed.


  “He’s just confused.” Tanner noted, resting a paw on Paul’s arm.


  Paul leapt up at that, “He broke your porch light on purpose, Tanner… I don’t think someone can claim to have done it because they were confused.”


  “Mr. Hatter isn’t racist.” Tanner spoke from his spot on the sofa, “He’s just going through a hard time.”


  “So he broke your porch light so he could feel better? He isn’t exactly the nicest guy toward you, Tanner. He’s singling you out, and if that isn’t racism, I don’t know what is. I know you don’t want to make a big deal out of it, but, Jesus… if you don’t do something then it’s only going to get worse. He—”


  “He’s going into a nursing home next week.” Tanner interjected.


  “So what does that have to do with—”


  “It’s dementia.” Tanner interrupted again, “Two years ago he was a really nice man. He’s been losing it, and it’s been getting worse lately. This whole vandalism thing started last month. Mr. Hatter’s daughter came over personally to apologize. His mind’s going, Paul, and she’s having him admitted into a nursing home.”


  Paul paused, then tried several times to continue the argument, attempting to save face some how by finding an excuse for his anger or dismiss his ill-called-for crusade for justice. In the end, he sat back down next to Tanner and sighed. After a few moments he spoke up, “I didn’t know.”


  Tanner just nodded, then said softly, “Nobody told you—you couldn’t have known unless you asked.”


  “I didn’t ask.” Paul noted, “I just jumped to conclusions.”


  “It says a lot about you though,” Tanner stood slowly, “I’m going to check on dinner.” and he padded quietly into the kitchen.


  “It says a lot about me?” Paul inquired of himself. The parting comment made him squirm. Did Tanner think he was hot -headed? Did his boyfriend think that he saw the worst in people? Worse yet, an old saying said that people saw the worst parts of themselves in others when they couldn’t face it in themselves. What if Tanner thought that Paul was racist, and trying to make up for it by starting a witch-hunt against everyone else?


  “What does it say about me?” Paul asked to the room. He didn’t consider himself hot headed, and he liked to think that he saw the good sides of people before the bad ones, but he also had to admit that he had judged Mr. Hatter long before he received any real information regarding to motive or understanding. “Judging someone before you know them… prejudice… and that’s not far from racism.” he mumbled.


  “Dinner’s ready.” Tanner noted quietly, placing two cardboard platters of food on the coffee table to the side of the sofa. He dragged it to a position in front of it, and sat down beside Paul, handing the human a plastic fork, “It’s all I have.” he offered. The two ate in silence.


  “Tanner?” Paul asked once there was no more food on his tray to keep him focused on anything other than the self-depercating thoughts running around in his head.


  “Yeah?”


  “What does it say about me?” he asked, looking at the empty platter and not his boyfriend.


  “What?” came the confused reply.


  “You said my reaction to Mr. Hatter breaking your porch light said a lot about me.” he squirmed in his seat, not sure he was ready for the dog’s critical realization. He gripped either of his knees with his hand as he waited to hear what the dog had to say.


  One of Tanner’s paws pressed down on Paul’s. When Tanner didn’t speak immediately, Paul looked up and over at him; the dog was gazing right back, “It means you care, and that you’re worried about me, and that you’re ready to come to my aid at a moment’s notice… even if you don’t stop to think first.” the comment made Paul blush.


  “And it also means that I definitely wouldn’t want to be the jackass that made the mistake of crossing you when it comes to someone you care about.” Tanner added, leaning forward to lick Paul’s cheek.


  Paul just looked at the dog, who simply stared right back. He didn’t know what to say, and it was apparent that Tanner had said all he had planned to. For the second time that night, Paul had presumed to know something, and had been completely wrong… one time so horribly judgmental of another person, and then, the second time, so overtly critical of how he expected to be judged. He felt ashamed… right up until Tanner’s paw squeezed his hand gently.


  Tanner spoke quietly, “Don’t beat yourself up.”


  “What I was thinking was that obvious?” Paul asked, chuckling softly so he could avoid shedding tears; he didn’t like to think of himself as an ass, but he certainly felt like he was one at that moment.


  “If you had a tail, I bet it’d be curled right now.” Tanner noted, circling Paul’s shoulders with his spare arm.


  “It’s not just Mr. Hatter…” Paul noted, swallowing a lump in his throat, “I… think I might be racist.”


  Tanner’s deep-gut laughter off-balanced Paul’s thoughts. “Okay… seriously, Paul… if you’re racist, then the world needs more racists like you.”


  “No… what I meant was…” the young man spoke up quickly, face flushing in embarrassment at the reaction.


  “I know what you meant.” Tanner noted, his laughter abating, “you’re putting a lot of emphasis on the whole human-and-dog thing… and you know what? If you’d grown up with it, yeah, okay, maybe your obsession might be a little out-of-the-ordinary, but, from what I gather, it’s still a new thing to you… and it’s okay. Honest.” Paul smiled when Tanner patted him on the head; the gesture was as endearing as it was humorous.


  “It just feels… I don’t know.” Paul shrugged, slowly starting to calm down, “I ask myself if I would have acted the same if Mr. Hatter had done that kind of thing to a friend of mine who was human.”


  “And if he had, would it have been because he was bigoted towards humans?” Tanner interjected with a grin, “If so… did he hate himself?”


  Paul let out a huff, trying to avoid the humored twist of logic the dog used, “Are you being serious?”


  “Are you?” Tanner countered, “Paul… listen…” the dog took both of the human’s hands in his paws, “If you keep thinking about this race thing then you’re going to drive yourself crazy. You’ll be second guessing yourself from now until the end of time, and you’re going to drive me crazy doing it too.”


  “Yeah… well driving you crazy would be a short trip.” Paul hazarded some humor. At first, it seemed odd to him that something as a simple smile could have made such a difference, but looking at the smirking muzzle of his boyfriend dismissed all doubts; if Tanner said everything was alright, he knew he’d believe him. “Even if the sky was falling.”


  “What?” Tanner asked, and Paul’s heart skipped a beat when he realized he finished his thoughts aloud.


  “Uh… nothing.” Paul looked away, blushing profusely.


  “Yeah… who’s crazy now?” Tanner grinned.


  “Well… I’m crazy about you—that counts, right?” Paul offered, feeling the tenseness of the situation continue to bleed away.


  “The crazy must be spreading.” Tanner responded, touching his muzzle to Paul’s lips. For the second time that night, Paul’s head floated into the clouds, heart beating quickly as time slowed around him, nothing but the warm feel of is lover’s body and the subtle caress of the dog’s tongue against his.


  Tanner let out a soft mrrr against his lips, and slowly pushed forward. Relenting, Paul fell to his back, sprawled out across the sofa as Tanner’s paws traversed his body. He gasped as blunted claws traced across his sides. Tanner eased Paul’s shirt off, and the two renewed their kiss, the dog’s fur tickling his bare flesh. Paul shivered, arching his back at the sensation, pressing his body even more fully against his lover.


  A wet ‘splurt’ made Paul freeze, and the sound was followed by a warm, slick sensation at his groin. His heart skipped a beat in abject terror; it had only ever happened to Paul once, and that was back when he was a teenager. He had become far too excited and—


  Tanner pulled away for a moment, “Did you just…?”


  “I…” Paul stammered, confused at the slick feeling, “I…” He quickly sat up, a dark, damp spot on his jeans visible with horrible clarity, “Oh god, I think I—” he reached down to his groin.


  “Left the lube in your pocket.” Tanner’s grin stretched from ear to ear.


  Reaching into his front pocket, Paul numbly drew the small bottle out; the top had popped open. The human felt all the more embarrassed for it, though relieved beyond words.


  Tanner continued grinning, “You’re priceless, you know that, don’t you?”


  “Am I supposed to be offended, or flattered?” Paul questioned, putting the bottle off to the side on the empty food tray while flailing his lube-covered hand, trying to free it of the skin-slickening gel.


  “A little bit of both… and, just because it’s a rental, doesn’t mean you can go getting lube all over the carpet.” Tanner’s smirk turned into a full-blown goofy grin.


  “Oh?” Paul asked, not missing the cue, “Is there somewhere else you’d rather I put it?”


  “I can think of a few ideas.” Tanner responded, pulling Paul closer by one of the belt loops on his jeans. The two renewed their kiss, and Paul kept himself propped up with his dry hand, while his slickened digits squirmed, having trouble catching firm hold of Tanner’s zipper.


  “Doing okay there, Paul?” Tanner’s grin never left him, even through the kiss.


  “I hate you.” Paul answered, finally managing to get hold of the zipper.


  “I hate you too.” Tanner licked his chin. He opened his muzzle again, presumably to launch out another colorful quip, but the comment was stuck in his throat when Paul’s lube-slickened thumb slipped effortlessly into the dog’s sheath. With a wry grin, he took guilty pleasure in making his boyfriend squirm.


  Tanner’s whole body went taut as Paul worked the digit to the hilt, pressed firmly up against the underside of the dog’s still-sheathed member. The dog, stuck beneath Paul’s weight, could only grip the sofa as he whimpered, “Paul… that’s… oh, Paul…” Tanner licked his muzzle, eyes closed as the human continued his ministrations, quickly coaxing the dog’s hardening flesh out from its hiding spot.


  Paul just smiled in response, leaning forward to kiss Tanner on his nose as he wrapped his whole hand around the emerging shaft. The dog bucked once, and let out another faint whimper, “Paul…” and Tanner reached toward his hand with a paw.


  Paul stopped the slickened stroking long enough to bat the paw out of the way. “I know… I know… your knot.” he grinned, starting his fingers at the tip of Tanner’s flesh, and slowly, ever so slowly drawing them down to where the bulge in the dog’s sheath was most evident. He gently peeled back the sheath, easing it further open as Tanner’s knot sprung out, obviously eager for open air. Beneath Paul, the dog let out a reassured sigh.


  “Now don’t go anywhere…” Paul grinned, slowly sliding off of the couch as he moved to his backpack. He heard Tanner squirming his way out of the jeans that had been brought down to his knees, and Paul smirked, wiping his hand off on his pants leg as he unlatched the button holding them up.


  “The only place I’d go would be to follow you.” he heard Tanner say from behind him, and a furry paw gripped one of Paul’s belt loops, and pulled him back toward the sofa. Laughing, Paul squirmed, managing to mostly escape his pants, but he ended up in Tanner’s grasp again.


  “Hey! I didn’t even get a chance to—woah!” Paul didn’t have a chance to finish his statement as Tanner hooked a claw around the waistband of his boxers, and pulled them down with his pants.


  “Just relax… you had the chance to slicken me up.” the dog noted cryptically, pulling Paul to the edge of the sofa, “Now it’s my turn…”


  “Just what do you—” but Paul’s words were cut short again as Tanner’s hot breath huffed out on his rump. The young man’s toes curled as he felt the dog’s hot, slick tongue slide up between his cheeks, and his fingernails dragged through the short carpet as the tongue caressed his opening.


  “Damn… oh damn…” Paul murmured, the flesh between his legs hard at a moment’s notice from the touch of the dog’s tongue squirming its way inside him. Paul closed his eyes, slowly rolling over to his stomach as Tanner rolled out of the bed, pressing him to the ground as he settled his weight on Paul’s back. The dog’s paws held him firmly by the waist, thumbs spreading his cheeks apart as Tanner received full access to him, causing Paul to moan, his member stimulated as it got stuck between his body and the short carpet.


  One of the paws left his hips, and Paul’s wrist was quickly encircled by it. The paw felt about next to his head for a moment before Tanner’s digits encircled the small lube bottle where it had fallen once Paul let it go, “Just… be careful…” Paul gasped, somehow still able to remember the precaution through the haze of pleasure.


  “I will.” Tanner crooned, licking the small of Paul’s back, warm saliva contrasting the suddenly freezing cold paw digit that took the tongue’s place at his opening. Paul had just enough time to wheeze in surprise before the gel warmed up, and, before he knew it, one furry digit slipped carefully into him.


  “You did that on purpose.” Paul groaned, half-laughing at his lover’s playful sadism.


  “Well ‘Duh!’ ” Tanner said, smiling against his back. Paul winced, his back arching slightly as Tanner slowly began to wriggle the digit within him. As Paul began to grow accustomed to the digit, he felt a cold shock to his senses as Tanner squeezed a generous amount of lube right onto his rump. “Did that on purpose too.”


  Paul’s exclamation was caught in his throat as his opening clamped reflexively down on Tanner’s finger due to the coldness. He wheezed out his breath, about to let any number of explicatives fly, but, he suddenly realized to his amazement, the dog already had a second digit probing into him. “How did you…?”


  “A little distraction… some surprise… a few tablespoons of cold lube… it’s all very magical.” the dog nibbled his shoulder.


  Paul chuckled. It was an uneasy experience having the dog be so forward, but Tanner’s continued gentle ministrations, his reservations quickly eased away and the concern from him disappeared, “In control tonight, are you?” he smiled over his shoulder.


  “Well… we are at my house… what kind of host would I be if my guest wasn’t well ‘taken care of’?” the fingers slowly slipped free from Paul, leaving him feeling empty in comparison, but he was more worried about the slick smear of his own precum slathered across the carpet and his stomach.


  “So you’re gonna take care of me, are you?” Paul asked, slowly turning over onto his side to look at the dog.


  “If you still feel up to it.” Tanner offered, his ears drooping just a little. Paul could see the eagerness in his eyes, his tongue lolling with anticipation, and the nervous twitch to his nose; Tanner was really enjoying himself, which was just fine with Paul, because he was too.


  Paul made a theatrical show of looking down between his own legs, “Definitely up for it,” he glanced over his shoulder to Tanner, “How about you?”


  Tanner didn’t respond verbally, but simply slid behind Paul, easing his hips closer so that the human could feel the dog’s shaft slip up against his thigh. “I’ll take that as a yes.” Paul grinned, pushing his body back against Tanner’s. He could feel the dog’s lube-soaked paw caught between them, stuck in the action of slickening up his canine shaft.


  “Okay… let go, for a minute.” Paul felt his ears turning red, laughing inwardly at the thought of telling his lover to stop rubbing himself. He smiled all the more when Tanner did what he requested.


  “Only if you’re sure about this…” Tanner whined softly, resting his un-lubed paw on the carpet beside Paul’s head, propped up on his elbow.


  “Well, you did say you wanted to be a good host.” Paul smirked, using his hand on Tanner’s flesh to align it as he slowly eased himself back against his lover, feeling the pointed tip of the dog’s flesh slip effortlessly into his loosened opening. He inhaled, cocking his hips slightly as he pushed himself backward against Tanner, sliding the flesh even further into himself. “Mmmm… that’s not too bad.”


  He heard Tanner rasp behind him, and felt the dog shaking faintly. Tanner leaned forward, nibbling and licking at Paul’s shoulder urgently, murmuring, “Oh, Paul… keep going…” Tanner’s empty paw clenched and released next to his head on the carpet, “keep going…” the words came out in a shaky whimper.


  “Your butt’s against the sofa, silly dog.” Paul noted reaching back across himself to locate Tanner’s other paw. He entwined his fingers with his lover’s and pulled Tanner’s arm to drape over him, using the motion to pull Tanner further towards him, feeling the dog’s flesh wiggle inside of him, “I’d say ‘straighten up’, but I wouldn’t want you leaving me for a female.”


  “Bad humor… doesn’t… get me in the mood…” Tanner mumbled against his back, teeth chattering with desire.


  “Any more in the mood, and you’ll be done already.” Paul grinned, sliding one leg backward, hooking the bridge of his foot behind Tanner’s calf. With a little flex, he managed to get Tanner to slowly straighten out his body, causing the dog to impale him another inch or two. Tanner let out a dull moan, nose pressed hard against the back of his neck.


  “I’m gonna buck, Paul…” Tanner whimpered, “It feels so good… I’m gonna buck…” the dog’s voice was a disheartened admittance of failure, “I… don’t wanna hurt you…” His boyfriend’s body practically vibrated against his back as Tanner tightened all of his muscles, attempting to remain still.


  “Shhh…” Paul murmured, squeezing Tanner’s paw in his hand. The dog squeezed back, hard, “It’s okay, Tanner… shhh…” and he began to push back harder, using his free hand to shove against the carpet, giving him more force as he felt himself slowly begin to open wider, the Tanner’s knot starting to fight its way into him. Paul grit his teeth, easing back millimeter by millimeter.


  “Paul, I… I can’t… stop… I have to… be… inside you…” The human felt Tanner’s blunt claws dig into the back of his hand as it was put in a death-grip. The dog’s body shook, almost as if in a seizure, and he gasped as Tanner bit down on the nape of his neck, sobbing as he did it. It wasn’t a hard bite, by any means, more of a glancing nip, but he felt it all the same.


  In one final push, Paul ground back against his lover, practically rolling into a seated position atop him. In that one, slick moment, the knot slip into him. Paul gasped as the thick bulb was quickly captured by his body, and his head swam as it ground down against his prostate. Tanner let out a yelp but, half a breath later, he howled. It wasn’t an exclamation, or a combination of nonsensical words… it was a full-blown, full-forced howl.


  Tanner’s body jack-knifed and Paul slid to the ground, landing on his side as the dog held him close, hips undulating against his in time with each convulsive jet of fluid that bathed his insides. Paul closed his eyes, feeling Tanner’s body grip him as he was filled to overflowing.


  The velvety paw that slid around his flesh was all Paul needed to join his lover in the release. He felt his convulsions caress the member inside his body, milking Tanner for everything he had even as Paul’s own seed stained the carpet. They collapsed together, each laying on their side, Paul’s back to Tanner’s chest, breathing heavily, and aglow with the tingling releases that still washed over them.


  “I… I’m sorry, Paul… I didn’t mean to get carried away.” Tanner offered with the embarrassment obvious in his hesitance.


  “It’s alright, Tanner…” Paul noted between breaths, “You did just fine.”


  “I wasn’t trying to push you or anything.”


  “I know. It’s okay… honest. You were great.” Paul smiled, leaning back to glimpse at Tanner. The dog smiled back, nuzzling the side of his face.


  “I really needed that… and it was pretty obvious that you did too.” Paul closed his eyes, reaching one had up to grip the paw that was on the carpet beside his face. He pulled it under his head so he could use his lover’s forearm like a pillow. Letting out a deep breath, Paul just smiled, content in Tanner’s embrace. Tanner pulled him closer, resting a paw against Paul’s abdomen.


  “Are you sure I was okay? I know you wanted to be careful.” Tanner murmured quietly.


  “You were wonderful, you goof… I thought I was supposed to be the insecure one.”


  He could practically feel Tanner’s comedic glare on him as the dog licked his jaw from over his shoulder, “Well… your dick is already calming down… mine’s gonna be like this for awhile still—I’m entitled to be insecure.”


  “Yeah… well I’m the one that’s going to have it stuck in me for another however-long… I win on the insecurity level.” Paul smirked, the exchange feeling good—almost as good as his lover’s arms wrapped around him.


  The dog gave him a gentle squeeze now and again, softly licking the back of Paul’s neck where he had been bitten. It didn’t hurt any longer, and Paul was pretty certain that Tanner hadn’t broken the skin; Paul had to admit to himself that he found the bestial aspect of it kind of erotic.


  The two lay there for a time, Paul content with the warm embrace, feeling the rise and fall of Tanner’s chest slowly start to ease. Swallowing a lump in his throat, Paul let out a contented sigh, and said something he had been thinking for awhile.


  “I love you, Tanner.” he spoke quietly, resting his head back down on the dog’s arm. Tanner tensed immediately, and Paul felt the -pop- as the dog’s member slid free of him. That was his boyfriend’s only response.


  “Tanner?” Paul slowly turned to assess the dog. Tanner was glancing around at the floor, his paw, the wall…


  “Uh… thanks.” Tanner replied, offering a sheepish smile.


  Paul didn’t know exactly when he felt the incredible surge of indignation. He couldn’t exactly recall what he yelled or how Tanner responded. The young man, for the life of himself, didn’t remember the many ways Tanner tried to calm him down or the probably-very-reasonable explanations the dog had for any number of things that were said (or not said).


  There were a lot of things that happened then that Paul didn’t feel the urge to remember. What Paul did know, however, was that he walked four miles that night to get home and woke up in the morning, alone, and feeling miserable. He was crying as he was getting ready for work. How could three words make that much of a difference?


  Paul never found it easy to hide his deepest emotions. He always worked to remain as reserved and impartial as he could when it came to relationships, but that wasn’t always the case. Even though it took a long time to open up to anyone, when he did, he laid himself out, and sometimes ended up raw. In many cases, it had cost him a relationship.


  Paul didn’t know why it was so easy for him to say those words to Tanner; he had enough boyfriends in the past with whom he had never said it. Why didn’t Tanner feel the same way, and why had not hearing it never hurt that much before?


  Putting on a fake smile and donning his professional mask, Paul left his condo and headed to work. He couldn’t help but think that he might not make it through the day. Of course, he also wasn’t expecting some strange answers that would arise from an unexpected source.
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  It’s You


  “HEY, MILLER!” the shout finally broke through Paul’s haze of self-reflection. He glanced across the office to Mateo, one of several uptight graphic designers who, despite keeping him waist deep in unreasonable deadlines, was one of a few co-workers he new well enough to consider a friend.


  “What’s up?” Paul asked, glancing up at Mateo as he drew closer.


  “You tell me, amigo… you don’t got nada, and you’ve been sitting here for hours.” Mateo motioned to the blank computer screen staring Paul in the face. His coworker had a knack for using an occasional Spanish word in casual conversation. Paul found it a little annoying at first but, after several months, he began to think of it as an endearing personality quirk; he’d even managed to learn a few words in Spanish because of it.


  Paul shrugged with a sigh, “Not sure… my head’s just not in the game today.” leaning back in his chair. His coworker was handsome, in an exotic, Latin way, not that Paul would ever say anything. Having grown up in a predominantly white, protestant, salt-of-the-earth small town in the mid-west, Paul often focused on things that were different than where he had come from. The idea started making him think of Tanner again, and he fought to push them from his mind.


  Mateo had grown up in San Diego. His parents immigrated from Mexico before he was born, which made Mateo a natural born citizen of the United States, but the man occasionally made him suffer from culture shock. Paul didn’t mind it at all and considered it just another flavor in the cultural melting pot of southern California. Some of the others in the office, however, did not. He figured that was why Mateo hung around him so much.


  “So…” Mateo leaned on the desk next to him with a conspiratory grin, “who is she?”


  “Who?” Paul asked, confused as he glanced to his coworker.


  “The senorita on your mind, my man? It’s obvious from your far off look and ignoring me calling to ya three times that you’re busy thinking about a fine piece of tail you probably met last night. Did you go to her place, or bring her home to yours?” Mateo grinned.


  “Piece of tail?” the metaphor didn’t sit well with Paul as he slowly started to realize what Mateo was getting at, “Three times? You called me three times?” he changed the subject as quickly as possible. He didn’t discuss his personal life at work, and no one knew about his homosexuality, let alone know that he had been seeing a dog.


  “Yeah. Tres veses.” Mateo confirmed, holding up three fingers, “Figured when that didn’t work, your last name might. Paul Miller…” he chuckled, “Could your name be any more common?”


  “I could be Joe Smith, or John Doe, or Michael Brown…” Paul said flatly. Mateo was usually really good for a distraction, but he didn’t really like the idea of casual conversation while his mind was full of unpleasant thoughts; if he couldn’t focus on the discussion he knew he’d make some stupid comment, and a stupid comment could make his working life as difficult as his personal one.


  “Yeah, yeah, bro… so… back to this senorita…”


  “Mateo… did you have something work related to talk to me about?” Paul could have slapped himself in the face for the aggravated tone he used. He hadn’t meant to snap at his coworker. One more thing to chalk up to talking before he thought, he realized.


  “Relax, amigo… you don’t kiss and tell, I get’cha.” Mateo stood up off the desk, raising his hands up in front of himself, palms facing Paul in supplication, “Didn’t mean to get you riled up or anything… just saw you sitting there looking ‘not busy’, and thought you should know that the exec from ‘Mein Hund’ is coming in today.”


  Paul bolted up in his chair. The German company ‘Mein Hund’ was the firm’s largest prospective client. Paul had started his job at AHB Marketing a few months after it had first opened its doors. Having been at his job for only two months, he was one of the newest employees, but since that time they had been growing steadily. ‘Mein Hund’, however, was the first international company that had accepted a bid from them; Paul had made it his job to do research on them and he was surprised by what he had found.


  ‘Mein Hund’ is a German company that creates unique clothing, equipment, and products for pets and pet owners. Everything from silly-looking Christmas tree sweaters for humans and matching ones for their cats to innovative hands-free leash systems that allowed a dog owner to clip a leash onto a belt at their hip so they could keep their hands free while walking a dog. There were even a number of questionable products that the company marketed in Germany that made much of Europe recoil in surprise.


  Most recently, ‘Mein Hund’ made plans to expand into the U.S. market. Paul’s research suggested that they were shopping around for a capable marketing firm that wasn’t afraid of being on the cutting edge of advertising and wouldn’t object to pushing the envelope. The fact that one of their executives was actually visiting AHB Marketing meant that they were seriously considering using the firm, and that was a big deal.


  “Still with me, Paul?” Mateo asked, staring at Paul, who suddenly realized he had begun zoning out again.


  “Yeah, I’m sure… but… why ABH?” Paul questioned.


  “Because we rock, amigo, duh!” Mateo laughed, and slapped him on the shoulder, “Why else?”


  “Because most of the larger firms are too worried about their established images to do the kind of shock advertising ‘Mein Hund’ has planned for the American public. That’s why.” a deep baritone answered Mateo’s question from the other side of a cubicle.


  “Oh, come on, Ray… are you trying to rain on the party?” Mateo asked, “If we get this contract then we’ll be in the big time.”


  Fifteen-Until-Nine, more commonly known around the office as ‘Ray’ came into view with his camera case draped over his shoulder. Ray was one of the older members of the staff. His slightly graying muzzle gave him something of a refined look, but he remained spry enough to avoid looking too much like an old dog. Although Ray usually had an upbeat attitude and vitality, the golden retriever looked bedraggled, tired, and drained.


  His usually attentive brown eyes had a glazed look to them and, as he leaned against the office wall, he let out a wide yawn, “We already have the contract.” the dog stated.


  “Then why aren’t we celebrating?!?” Mateo let out a muted shout, mindful of the workplace noise, but obviously quite ready to get louder.


  “Because the people they’re making us work with are dicks.” the retriever answered, setting his camera case down on Paul’s desk before letting out another yawn, “I had to be in here at 5:30 to start a test shoot with the model they chose for the shoot, and he’s a fucking amateur who acts like he rules the roost.”


  “That bad, huh?” Mateo asked, “Makes me glad I only have to deal with layout and print.”


  “Yeah, well, if we get into the big time, I guess this’ll be business as usual.” Ray let out a dejected snort, “Hey… watch my gear for a minute, I need go to rust a hydrant.” and the dog headed for the hall leading to the bathroom. Paul watched him go.


  “That means he’s going to use the bathroom.” Mateo noted.


  “I figured that, thanks.” Paul answered. He turned to regard his coworker, “Do you really think he meant what he said?”


  “No… there’s no way Ray would have gotten here before 6.” Mateo retorted.


  “I mean about the corporate angle.” Paul noted, quickly working to realign his thoughts; Mateo’s comment was the kind of playful banter that made him think of Tanner, and he really didn’t need that kind of distraction at work.


  “I wouldn’t doubt it. The bigger the corp, the bigger the egos.” Mateo shrugged. Paul realized that Mateo would know, having come to AHB Marketing from one of the larger firms. Mateo had said many times that he liked the personal atmosphere and enjoyed working with the smaller firm because it was so much less cut-throat. He could already see a glint of concern in his coworker’s eyes.


  “So…” Paul began, “Why is it he goes by Ray?” he inquired, hoping to get Mateo’s mind off of the worrisome topic.


  “Ray? Oh… well, because Fifteen-Until-Nine is too much to say, and he probably didn’t want to go around being called ‘Fifteen’. Work around dogs long enough and you’ll learn to stop asking why. Hell… at Broker and Cox I worked with a beagle who went by ‘Ken’ and refused to give his real name to anyone. Someone from HR told me one day what it was.” Mateo’s grin was so wide it revealed his teeth.


  “I can feel a punchline coming.” Paul commented flatly.


  “Do you know what his name was?” Mateo’s grin didn’t even falter.


  “No… but you’re probably going to tell me.” Paul sighed.


  “Broken-Condom.”


  “That’s horrible, Mateo.” Paul rolled his eyes.


  “But completely true.” his coworker laughed.


  “No it isn’t… it’s an urban legend.” Ray commented.


  “Damn it, Ray!” Mateo spoke up, “How do you keep sneaking up like that?”


  “Will you leave the poor kid alone?” Ray noted, holding a paper cup of coffee in one paw, “He won’t know when to believe you if you keep feeding him these lines.” the retriever fiddled with the cup, “Anyway, I’m going back to the shoot… apparently they want three more full rolls of their ‘face of Mein Hund’. They’ll end up with a bloody face if this keeps up.”


  “Keep up the good fight, Ray… and remember: your camera is not a weapon, and costs more than your pride.” Mateo chided him.


  “Bite me.” the dog noted, heading off down the hall.


  “Anyway, back to work for me.” Mateo spoke up, then paused, looking to the camera on the desk, “Well, looks like he’ll be back pretty quick.”


  “Sounds like the day I’m having… I’m surprised I remembered to put on pants this morning.” Paul noted.


  “Oh… so now you feel like talking about your date last night?”


  “Bite me.” Paul repeated Ray’s earlier statement.


  “Fine… go get the camera to Ray. You look like you could use the walk, and you might even get a chuckle or two from looking at whatever pretty-boy twink they chose for a male model. Watching those guys prance about like the lead hen in a hen house always makes me laugh.”


  “I think I’ll just go make sure he doesn’t try to strangle anyone with his camera strap.” Paul noted, standing up and grabbing the camera. Truth be told, he really didn’t want to have anything to do with the photo shoot, but he realized that any further discussion with Mateo would only push the wrong buttons, and he didn’t have the patience for it.


  Paul let out a deep breath as he exited the office and headed down the hall. He paused at the vending machine just outside the staff lounge and began looking over the drink selection. He never really was much for coffee, and quickly passed the hot-drink dispenser. Looking over sodas, he lamented the lack of Big Red—he hadn’t found it anywhere on the west coast. In the end, he settled for a Mountain Dew; the caffeine would hopefully help get him moving.


  “Good morning.” the voice caught him by surprise just as he was about to take a swig of his drink. The voice was self assured, powerful, and had a very strong European accent. Lowering the can and slowly turning around, Paul stood face to face with a very imposing Doberman in a decidedly high profile corporate power suit.


  “Uh… hi.” Paul answered back. He saw the Doberman’s nose work, and even heard the not-so-subtle sound of the dog’s sniffing.


  “You are a photographer for the shoot?” the Doberman inquired simply, the words coming easily and without any hesitation, leaving Paul to believe that the dog was quite fluent in English despite his German accent.


  “Um… no.” Paul noted, realizing the camera was still hanging on his shoulder, “I’m just… a… well… my name is Paul.” he offered his hand, “and you are?”


  “Alric Eisenzahn.” the doberman replied, clasping Paul’s hand in his paw. The name made Paul freeze in place.


  “A… Alric… Eisen… zahn?” Paul stammered. He knew that name.


  “You know of me?” the dobie’s muzzle perked into what was quite obviously a self-assured smirk.


  Paul nodded, his hand going slack in the doberman’s grip,“Marketing Director of ‘Mein Hund’.”


  The doberman’s smirk turned into a smile, “I did not realize your organization was already so familiar with ‘Mein Hund’. I am impressed, Paul.”


  “Uh… Guten Morgen… um… Herr Eisenzahn.” Paul offered with a stammer.


  “English is fine, Paul.” Alric offered, finally releasing his hand, “Unless you speak German fluently.” the Doberman winked, obviously guessing that he didn’t.


  “Oh… um… sorry.” Paul offered, face going red.


  “You are going to the photo shoot?” the dog inquired, stepping up next to him.


  Paul nodded, taking a moment to find his voice, and stepping back a pace, the Doberman’s proximity making him uncomfortable, “Yes… the photographer forgot his camera in the office.” he gave the item a little heft, as if proving he had a right to go there.


  “Have you ever used a camera before, Paul?” Alric questioned.


  “Well… yeah… not professionally though.” he answered.


  “Walk with me.” noted the dog, putting an arm around Paul’s shoulders, practically pulling him down the hall toward the photo shoot.


  “Um… okay.” was all Paul could answer.


  “I would like you to work with our model.” Alric noted as the two turned the corner.


  “But, Ray—”


  “Fifteen-Until-Nine is not the kind of photographer we need. Although I am certain he is very good, he does not mesh well with our project.”


  “He’s not getting along well with your model.” Paul translated the corporate speak.


  “Just so.” Alric confirmed, “But I think you will do well.”


  “Even though I’m not a photographer? Why?” Paul questioned.


  “Because I can tell you get along well with dogs.” the Doberman answered matter-of-factly.


  “I do? How can you tell?” Paul asked, completely confused.


  “You did not shower this morning—I can smell him on you.”


  Paul had nothing to say in response to that, feeling all the blood in his face drain away in surprise, shock, and fear. The dumbfounded look that was most likely plastered on him seemed to amuse Alric, who came to a stop, the faint quirk of a smile at the corner of one muzzle.


  “I…” Paul managed to stammer.


  “Have a dog as a boyfriend.” Alric noted.


  “Had, I think.” Paul relented, the confusing rush of emotions starting to overwhelm him. He hadn’t thought to consider them at all at work, let alone speak of them, but the Doberman had managed to worm his way into Paul’s personal life. Paul covered his face as he narrowly avoided a sob.


  A paw rested on his shoulder, “Come. We’ll attend the shoot later. Right now, you need a break.”


  “It’s… too early for lunch.” Paul inhaled deeply, removing his hand from his face as he tried to recover his composure.


  “I will have my assistant tell your boss that I require your services.” he pulled out a blackbery and began typing away with one paw, the other one not leaving Paul’s shoulder, “What is a good place to eat?”


  “Um… there’s a place down the street.” Paul answered, slowly setting the camera down. Although the young man wanted nothing more than to run and hide, he realized no gracious way to do so while Alric Eisenzahn had such a firm hold on him, both physically and figuratively.


  * * * * *


  Charlie’s Cafe was a nice enough place, if a bit spendy. Paul made it a point to visit the restaurant for special occasions, or, at the very least, for social gatherings involving his coworkers. He usually considered the cafe a calming, relaxing place; Alric made it significantly less so. He didn’t often consider it a meeting place with corporate clients, especially not ones interested in his personal life.


  “Now…” the Doberman began, taking a seat at the booth once the waiter had shown them to their table, “tell me about your experiences in professional photography.” Alric balled his paws together, elbows on the table, and rested his muzzle atop them, staring at Paul intently.


  The question broke through the millions of thoughts flying around inside Paul’s head and made him focus on the Doberman. “Professional Photography?”


  “Yes,” Alric noted patiently, “we are discussing work related topics, which is why I called you away from your office. I am also happy to talk with you about your relationship issues, but you do not come across as a very open human, so I presumed that it would be more polite to avoid the issue until you were ready to bring it up.”


  “Even though you brought it up just now.” Paul offered before he could keep the words from escaping.


  The Doberman’s muzzle quirked as Alric observed him, bemused, “I am also very direct.”


  “So I can tell.” Paul noted, pausing for a moment as he forced himself to remember that the dog across from him was probably the single most important client his employer had ever had, “I had a journalism class in high school, and took a non-credit photography class my first year in college.” he answered after his pause.


  “So you are familiar with a camera and lightning, and have an eye for detail.” the dog offered.


  “The first two, yes, but I don’t do so well with details.” Paul noted, squirming in his seat. He was thankful when the waiter came by to provide them with water; it gave him a moment of respite from what suddenly felt like a job interview. Paul began to wonder if a discussion on his personal life would have been less stressful.


  “Oh, a third place setting, if you please.” the Doberman said before the waiter left. With a nod, the man headed back to the kitchen.


  “Third?” Paul inquired.


  “My assistant will be joining us—we usually have lunch together; it gives us time to compare notes.” the dog said, matter of factly, glancing after the waiter.


  “Not exactly a lunch break, doing business work during lunch.” Paul offered, aiming for a slightly more casual conversation.


  “I like to know my employees.” Alric noted, his astute gaze returning to Paul. The young man felt immediately uncomfortable once again, “I take it you believe… how does that saying go… ‘familiarity breeds contempt’?”


  “Uh… no.” Paul found himself squirming in his seat again.


  “Then you are a man who likes to keep his business life separate from his personal one.” the Doberman offered.


  “Yeah. Something like that.” Paul swallowed the lump in his throat. There was something about the marketing director that Paul found threatening, though he realized without any hesitation that Alric was not making any attempt to threaten him. It might have been because Paul had never met a corporate executive, or because Alric had that imposing ‘Doberman look’.


  “Do I frighten you?” the dog inquired, as if reading Paul’s mind. One of the dog’s eyebrows raised as he observed Paul.


  “Well… it’s more… the situation.” Paul stammered.


  Alric’s laugh was full-bodied, and something entirely unique. It came out as several quick, powerful ‘ha’s, each separated by a pause for a fraction of a second. It was not what Paul would have considered a contagious laugh, but it was genuine, and something about it managed to make the executive seem a little less imposing… a little more real.


  “What?” Paul couldn’t help but ask, though he came to wish that he hadn’t.


  “I can see what he must see in you.” the dog noted. Paul didn’t have to ask what ‘he’ the exec was referring to.


  “Listen, Mr. Eisenzahn… I appreciate lunch, but I really think—” Paul started to get up.


  “Sit.” The straight-forward nature of the command broke through whatever Paul had been about to say along with any personal inclination to leave. He returned to his seat.


  “Why did you sit just now?” Alric questioned, burning gaze more than enough to hold Paul in his seat.


  “Because… you… um… told me to.” Paul fidgeted.


  “You do not have a mind of your own?” the dog questioned.


  “Well… I do… but…” Paul scratched his arm, “I’d get fired if I made you angry.” he felt embarrassed, frustrated, and more than a little scared.


  “Social expectations.” the executive noted.


  “What?”


  “Social expectations.” Alric noted matter-of-factly, “You are having so much trouble because of what and how you think people think.”


  “What people think, in that case, can cost me my job.” Paul stated.


  “I was not referring to whether you stay or go… I am referring to the trouble you’re having with your boyfriend.”


  “Who said I’m having—what does that have to do with—” Paul felt is face flush and his heartbeat increase. His eyes started stinging as they got moist, “How did we start talking about Tanner?”


  “Ah… Tanner. That’s a handsome name. Is it his given name, or one he’s chosen to use with humans, or both?” the simple, relaxed, casual tone of Alric’s voice confused Paul all the more. It was far from the cold, neutral tone with which the exec had made his earlier statements.


  “His dad named him Tan Paw… Tanner is the one he generally uses.” Paul slouched in his seat, letting out a sigh as he worked to keep his tears from showing, “I really screwed things up with him.”


  “And why’s that?” inquired Alric, his voice smooth, and mellow, almost like a psychologist. Paul would have laughed, comparing it to something like Freud, though he really couldn’t bring himself to make the connection… not when he felt like crap.


  “I told him I loved him, and he didn’t say anything in return.” a tear escaped, rolling down his cheek despite his wishes. Paul hung his head, “And then I yelled at him.”


  “Do you know that Alric is a name I use only for business?” the Doberman inquired, his voice still calming and relaxed. Although the statement was completely off topic from the discussion, Paul welcomed the interruption—he hated having the urge to talk about his problems.


  “What’s your given name?” Paul asked, wiping his cheek dry.


  “Eizenzahn.” Alric replied, “It means Iron Tooth in English.”


  “Oh…” Paul paused, looking up at him, “I just thought it was a family name, or something.”


  “It is not.” the dog noted, “I was named for a condition with which I was born.” he traced a line across the left side of his muzzle, “I had no bones up here.”


  “Oh… I’m sorry.” Paul stammered.


  “You had no control over it, Paul. There is no need to apologize.”


  “Er… well… it looks okay now.” the young man quickly attempted to move the conversation along, the dog’s comment blowing right past his reflexive social comment.


  “When I was a pup, I went through many surgeries. During that time, I wore a metal prosthetic. My parents named me thus because my first tooth was metal.”


  “Oh…” Paul noted, “I didn’t know if dogs in Germany had different naming guidelines than dogs here do.”


  “To my knowledge, we don’t… but you never would have been able to figure that out unless you asked, or unless I told you.” the exec noted.


  “True.” Paul nodded, wondering at the strange pause after Alric’s comment.


  Their discussion was interrupted by a white-furred poodle who arrived at their table. Alric smiled, and scooted over in his seat, permitting the new dog an opportunity to sit. The two of them touched muzzles, which made Paul blush; something about the greeting always made him feel funny, but, in a way, it also seemed almost endearing. The tongue-licking, however, was a little new, and it made Paul even more squeamish.


  The poodle was dressed in a pink business suit that looked like it was something a female lawyer from a comedic court show might wear: short skirt that was too short, power shoulder pads, and a push-up bra that was meant to accentuate, though all it really did was show that there wasn’t a whole lot to present. The poodle’s claws had a light layer of polish on them, accentuated by large, golden bracelets on both paws.


  Paul was shaken from his appraisal of her when he realized that the muzzle-touch was not exactly a run-of-the-mill greeting… not when they had their tongues down one another’s throat. “ahem…” Paul coughed politely.


  “Ah, yes, Paul… this is Pascal, my assistant.” Alric noted, placing a paw on the poodle’s.


  “Bonjour.” the poodle offered in a bubbly, high-pitched tone. Paul would have equated it to a mix between a California valley-girl and a French whore. The mix was probably due to the accent… and the display he had just observed.


  “Um… hi.” Paul offered in return. There was very little about Alric that didn’t make him uncomfortable; his assistant was definitely included. There was something about her. For yet another time that day, he spoke up before he could shut his mouth, “I haven’t ever met anyone named Pascal… I always thought it was a boy’s name.”


  “Not if you have ze ‘e’ at ze end, Monsieur.” the dainty poodle noted with a giggle, “Pascal iz both for ‘he’ and ‘she’… but for ‘she’, it has ze ‘e’.” the accompanying smile, despite the poodle’s over-the-top look, was still pleasantly flattering.


  “Oh.” Paul noted, rubbing the back of his head as he worked his way through dealing with two different accents. The waiter, thankfully, kept with his impeccable timing and, once again, saved Paul from more unpleasant conversation. The three ordered quickly, or, rather, he and Alric ordered, and the exec placed an order for his assistant.


  “So… are you two… a… um… couple?” Paul asked.


  “A couple of what, Monsieur?” the poodle asked vacuously.


  “He wants to know if you are my amoureaux.” Alric noted, using a French word Paul guessed had something having to do with love—he had seen enough Pepe LePeu cartoons as a child to know the word ‘love’ in French. Pascal giggled and the muzzle-touching continued anew. Paul had a feeling he had his answer; he was, however, wrong.


  “I am a married man, Paul. Pascal is just my assistant.” the exec noted simply.


  “Oh…” Paul’s face turned deep red, “I just thought—”


  “Zat we reenact World War 2?” Pascal inquired, running a paw under the table to who-knew-where. Based on the way Alric’s ears raised at the action, Paul had a number of ideas just where the poodle’s paw was, “Well… to be honest, zere are many nights when he has me surrender more than once.” the poodle grinned at the Doberman, “He is quite ze fan of ze blitzkreig.”


  “Shock and awe, as they say here in America.” Alric grinned.


  “But… you said you were married.” Paul stumbled, “and… you sleep with your asssitant?”


  “My Tilly is a wonderful woman. She has given me three children, and I love her dearly.” Alric noted matter-of-factly, “What does that have to do with my assistant?”


  “Well…” Paul blurted, so surprised by the comment that he had trouble finding the right words, “I would have thought that being married means that you don’t sleep with another woman, to start.”


  The two dogs across the table from him looked to one another, and both started chuckling. Paul felt his face blush, both from them laughing, but also from embarrassment. “What?” he asked as they turned to regard him again.


  “You are such a cute boy.” Pascal giggled reaching across the table to pat him on the hand.


  “Pascal is not a woman, Paul.” Alric noted simply, as if commenting on the weather.


  The rest of the lunch went much better than the first awkward ten or fifteen minutes. Paul would have liked to have thought that he didn’t make a complete jackass of himself but, as always, he realized that he must have. Alric was entirely gracious during the whole ‘ordeal’, a trait that Paul began to admire very much.


  Pascal remained with them for about a half an hour, doing very little talking, but being apparently very good at listening. He did occasionally make a comment or two, his French accent and soft, bubbly voice became much more pleasant as the meal went along and Paul came to realize that most of his vacuous inanity was a show. Just before leaving, however, Pascal said something rather significant.


  Standing up from the table, the poodle moved around to crouch down next to where Paul sat. “Listen to me… you do a lot of thinking with this…” he placed a manicured paw on Paul’s chest, soft voice taking on an air of seriousness, “That can be a good thing… but you need to know that a lot of a relationship is patience, mon ami… and that takes a little of this too.” and he ruffled his hair.


  Once Pascal was a good distance away, Alric leaned forward and spoke up, “I told Pascal a little about the problem with your friend.” and the exec winked, “I think once he met you he saw the same thing I did.”


  “And what’s that?” Paul asked, smoothing his hair back into its correct shape. For some reason, Alric’s comments didn’t bother him as much just then.


  “That you act before you think.” Alric noted, setting down his fork. For the first time during their whole lunch, Paul realized that neither the Doberman nor the poodle had any trouble whatsoever with their eating utensils. He also looked to Pascal’s vacant spot and noticed a straw sticking up out of the cup. He blushed when he considered the implications.


  “What do you mean?” Paul spoke up, working to get his mind back onto the conversation.


  “At every point, you were surprised today, yes? And yet, you took everything at face value. I am proud of you, Paul… not many humans are as open minded and as willing to understand as you.” the Doberman smiled genuinely, and Paul couldn’t help but feel a little warmth at that. He didn’t know why, but it felt good to have the dog’s approval.


  “But…” Alric added, and the good feelings disappeared with the single conjunction.


  “But?” Paul asked.


  “But you are understanding in all the wrong ways.”


  “There’s a wrong way to understand?” the young man asked, feeling confused again for what must have been the fiftieth time during the day.


  “You have no attachment to me… I explain my name, and you asked questions and received answers. I introduced you to Pascal, and, after some very humorous expressions going across your face, you managed to understand. Of course, if I were a betting dog, I feel that you still do not accept the answer.”


  “Well, it doesn’t make sense having a wife and taking a lover, even if your lover is a ‘he’.” Paul spoke slowly, not exactly how to phrase his comment.


  “Again, another difference in culture, I’m sure. I do not know how the humans of Deutschland feel about such things, but for dogs, it is the norm. I am certain my wife has interests in other females… she has, in fact, brought one home. That was an interesting evening.” Alric chuckled to himself.


  “So… she knows about Pascal?”


  “Of course. She is my wife, and I love her very much. I would not keep secrets from her.” Alric set a credit card down on the table as the waiter offered the check. The conversation halted until the waiter had moved on.


  “So… she approves?” Paul asked after the pause.


  “Well… she thinks he is entirely too girly, but, once they began comparing the best way to accentuate their eyes, it all turned out very well. Dogs do not wear eyeliner, you see—it upsets the fur.” Paul laughed at what he figured was a joke from the Doberman, and Alric smiled in response, “It is good to hear you laugh, Paul… you should do it more often.”


  Paul let out a sigh in response, “Yeah… well… maybe I do. But it isn’t always easy when you have foot-in-mouth disease like I do.”


  “That is an expression, I assume.” Alric noted. Paul looked at the Doberman, who continued to watch him with the powerful gaze. Strangely, it didn’t seem as imposing as it had been at the start of lunch.


  “Oh… right… sorry. You speak English so well sometimes it’s hard to remember that you don’t know all of the expressions and stuff. It means… well… that I speak before I think, like you said before.”


  “Speaking before you think can cause trouble, yes… but I think the problem is that you act before you think, Paul.” the Doberman accepted the card back from the waiter and scrawled a signature on the receipt. He stood, motioning to the door to the restaurant. Paul got to his feet and followed. “Actions speak louder than words—that is another expression I’ve heard. When you act and don’t think you are practically shouting.”


  “And I end up acting as foolish as it makes me feel.” Paul nodded, sticking his hands into his pocket.


  “I will not argue that.” Alric said simply. “You are a little older than my eldest son. He started college this year, and you remind me of him very much in that you are both very headstrong, but often act without thinking.”


  “You have a son in college?!?” Paul blurted, completely taken by surprise, “But… you don’t look old.”


  Alric laughed, walking along the sidewalk with him as they traveled toward the office, “And, you do it again.”


  “Do what aga—?” Paul paused, “Oh… this is where you say ‘how old do I look?’ and I say, ‘I guess I don’t know because I don’t know how to tell the difference.’, right?”


  “You are making progress.” Alric affirmed simply.


  “Well… I do know that most dogs start getting gray around the muzzle… and you don’t have any gray.” Paul defended his assessment.


  “One of the owners of your firm is older than I am, and he doesn’t have gray hair.” the dog countered.


  “Yeah… that’s because he—” Paul froze. The corner of Alric’s lips curled in a smirk.


  “Because he…?” Alric encouraged Paul onward.


  “Do they make fur dye?” Paul inquired, feeling another blush coming along.


  “Yes, Paul… yes they do. We do, in fact.”


  “Oh…” the young man blushed, “I didn’t know that ‘Mein Hund’ was so diversified.”


  “I’m sure you will have plenty of time to study.” Alric held the door open for him as the two reentered the office, “Now… let’s see about that photo shoot.”


  Paul walked down the hall alongside the Doberman, his mind mulling over their lunch, their conversation, and the very strange experience of being exposed to all of the ‘culture’. He stopped outside the door to the studio, and turned to regard the exec.


  “You had a reason for lunch today, didn’t you?” Paul asked, looking at the Doberman.


  “Of course. I wanted to see if you would be a good addition to the advertising team.” Alric noted “Shouldn’t that have been obvious?”


  “And the personal questions?” Paul inquired, giving him an appraising look. There was something about the dog that kept him thinking there was more to it.


  “You have a lot of promise, Paul… you just need to learn when to think and when to speak.”


  “Or act.” Paul added.


  “Very much so.” the Doberman chuckled, “But there is one more question you haven’t bothered asking.”


  “Like what?” the young man asked. No matter what, Alric seemed to keep one step ahead of him, and he never new what was coming next.”


  “Your boyfriend… you can continue being mad at him without knowing why, or you can ask that important question.”


  “You mean, why didn’t he acknowledge it back?” Paul asked.


  “Yes… that’s the one.” Alric smiled warmly, touching his nose to Paul’s before taking a step back. The expression created a happy/fuzzy feeling in Paul’s stomach.


  “So… what’s the answer?” Paul asked once he managed to regain his composure.


  The smile turned into a knowing grin, “I could give you the answer, Paul… but, honestly, now that you have the right question, I think you should ask the right person.” and, with that, the exec headed back down the hallway, waving, “Now get into the studio—we’re wasting money every minute we keep the staff waiting.”


  “What’s that supposed to—” Paul began saying, but Alric was already beyond talking range, having simply left him to his own thoughts. “Tanner…” he answered his own question. Squaring his jaw, Paul inhaled through his teeth and reached for the doorknob, then jumped when it opened in front of him.


  Ray came storming out of the room, causing Paul to leap to the side to get out of the way.


  “TOMORROW TRY BEING ON TIME, FIVE-TILL!” came a snide shout from the studio.


  “Good luck, kid… you’re dealing with a grade-A ass.” and Ray tossed the camera into the air, “I’m getting to old for this shit.” Paul stumbled, grabbing for it as it came down in front of him.


  “Uh… hi, Ray.” Paul offered hesitantly. The retriever just continued walking down the hall, spouting profanities. Swallowing his hesitation, Paul entered the studio.


  A large number of people were mulling about, looking like a football team at half-time. Based on the expressions everyone wore, it looked like the team was loosing. A collection of the interns were mulling over the set, a backdrop of what appeared to be a city apartment overlooking a balcony.


  The model was just loud enough, berating the entire team to be audible over the loud discussion, and he had a lot to say, “No, damn it! No more make-up! They’re spots! They’re supposed to stand out! What is the fucking straw for? Is that some sort of joke? Will you just stop? It’s fine! If you keep fiddling with me I’m going to charge you!”


  God… Paul thought to himself, He’s going to eat me alive. Fumbling with the camera, Paul almost started to wonder where the film went in before he realized it was digital, I’m screwed.


  “Alright… photographer’s changed. Everyone get back to your places; we’re running behind.” shouted one of the shoot managers.


  Paul moved to the camera stand and snapped it into place. He cleared his throat as he checks the equipment while the aides cleared the way. A spotted back met his view, and he felt himself blush when he realized the dalmatian model was completely naked, or, at least, it looked that way, except for a bright red collar with the ‘Mein Hund’ logo embroidered into it.


  “Okay… um…” Paul cleared his throat again, stabling his voice, “I want you to look over your shoulder towards the camera… maybe, with a surprised look like someone just walked in on you when you just came out of the shower.” It was a silly suggestion, but Paul’s mind wasn’t about to come up with anything better.


  “What kind of stupid suggestion is tha—?” the dalmatian turned around, and the two locked gazes. There was never a better expression of surprise caught on digital media as Paul’s hand reflectively clenched, snapping the photo… of Casey.


  They spoke in unison, “You?”
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  All of the Words


  Paul turned on the high beams. He had only ever really been out of the city’s bright glare one or two times since moving to the west coast. Even though he had grown up on dark roads back in the Midwest, it seemed oddly strange now not to have lights shining everywhere, though he had to admit that it was wonderful being able to see the stars again in the night sky.


  There was something about driving at night time that appealed to Paul. Between the lesser amount of traffic, the quiet, serene darkness, and the smooth relaxation that came with knowing that a day was nearly at its end, the young man often wished that he had more opportunities to drive at night. Even so, that night’s outting was not anticipated.


  He hadn’t really planned to go out. His work day had been anything but normal. The photo shoot had dissolved in the confusion and the session manager told everyone to pack it in. Paul hadn’t had a chance to talk to Casey; the dalmatian had made a pretty quick get-away, and Paul wasn’t certain of what he would have said to him even if he had the opportunity. It had been a strange day… a very very strange day.


  At that point, all Paul had really wanted to do was go home and go to sleep, but that was not to be. There was a message on his answering machine when he got home that really called for his evening trip. It was a message from Tanner, and he could practically recite it word per word.


  “Hey, Paul… it’s me… it’s Tanner.” Tanner had stopped to sigh, “Listen… you left pretty quick last night, and I know I said something that really screwed up our evening. I… I’d really like to talk about it… please.” The dog had provided simple directions to an off-ramp about 20 miles north of town. It was a very generic invitation, but Paul didn’t need much more of an explanation.


  Things had been left in a kind of limbo between them. Having had the entire day to consider it, Paul realized there was plenty he wished he would have said the prior night, and many more things he did say that he wished he would have not. With any luck, Paul hoped he would have a chance to say all of the words that he wanted to, and perhaps take back some of the venom from the previous night. He was still angry, but he was willing to hear Tanner out. The dog’s message on his answering machine reinforced that feeling.


  As the exit came up, Paul eased the car off the interstate and pulled into a parking lot at the end of the off ramp. The young man turned off his car and stepped out onto the gravel. There weren’t many open stretches of land in the area, but the one Tanner had chosen as a meeting spot was quiet, disturbed only by the faint sound of the blowing wind and the electric hum of the parking lot’s single lamp next to the road that passed by.


  Paul closed the door, taking in a deep breath of the night’s air. It was warmer at nighttime than it had been back in the Midwest, which was something that Paul and come to like about California. The wine country’s air held a faintly sweet scent to it. Of course, he realized, it could have just been his imagination—either way, it was infinitely better than the smell of the dairy yards and processing plants.


  Paul saw Tanner’s car parked in the corner furthest from the street light. The car was turned off and no one was inside. Paul started toward it until two glimmering orbs of green stopped him in his tracks. They caught his attention, gazing at him from a slight embankment beyond the simple wooden posts that cordoned off the parking lot. It caught the young man by surprise at first, until he realized that it was a pair of dog eyes gazing at him in the dim light.


  The moon was mostly full, providing more light than just the stars. Paul moved so that the street light was at his back and his eyes slowly came to adjust. He saw Tanner seated on the slope, looking over his shoulder at him. Paul tried to stay reserved, but a small smile split his neutral demeanor when he saw the German shepherd’s tail tip wag against the ground.


  The distance across the parking lot felt three times longer than it actually was. Paul crossed it slowly, walking at a casual pace as he collected his thoughts. There were many things on his mind, and he was determined not to let them take him in the wrong direction… they were here to talk, and Paul really wanted the talk to have substance.


  “Hi.” he said, moving to sit on the grass beside the dog. He curled one leg under himself, leaning at an angle to face the German shepherd. Tanner had both his legs stretched out to the front, leaning backwards with both of his paws on the ground behind himself, propping up his weight as he lounged.


  “Hey.” Tanner replied, offering an unsure smile, “I’m glad you came.”


  “I’m glad you invited me.” Paul offered, feeling a little embarrassment return as he considered their parting the previous night. They sat in silence for a time, Paul listening to the sound of the cars whiz by on the interstate several hundred yards behind them. After the long pause, Paul realized that something needed to be said. He let out a breath.


  “Work was crazy today.” Paul began. It wasn’t the discussion he really wanted to have, but it was a start, and he needed something to break the awkward silence.


  “Really?” Tanner asked, ears going up slightly, “What was so strange? You don’t normally talk about work.”


  “That’s because it’s usually boring and nothing happens.” Paul noted, “But today was… well… crazy.”


  “As you already said.” Tanner offered, a hesitant smile flickering across his muzzle, “What happened?”


  Paul took a few moments to appraise the question. The dog’s eyes were focused wholly on him, as attentive as ever. Tanner always had a knack for showing just how interested he was, and whenever Tanner appeared interested, Paul had no doubt that it was genuine. He smiled a little inside despite the discomfort of considering how to explain the chaos of the day.


  “AHB got a really big corporate client from Germany.” Paul noted, “They’re expanding their retail market into the US, and they wanted a smaller firm to represent them commercially, so they chose AHB because they knew we would give them hands-on control.”


  “Oh…” Tanner noted, pausing for moment before adding, “But I thought you said before that the partners of your place keep a strangle-hold on all the contracts.”


  “True…” said Paul, astounded that the dog would have such a good recollection of his company after only the most trivial discussions about his work, “…but when you’re dealing with a client twice the size of the rest of your whole portfolio you tend to be a little more open to their ideas.” he noted, matter-of-factly.


  Tanner nodded at that, “So when do you guys start work with them, and what are you going to be doing?”


  “Well… that’s the funny thing,” Paul blushed slightly, hoping the dim light from the moon wouldn’t reveal the embarrassment at the situation, “I’m going to be doing photo work.”


  “But, you don’t usually do any hands-on stuff, do you? I thought you were part of the support staff.” Tanner cocked his head to the side.


  Paul nodded, “Right… I did say my day was crazy.”


  Tanner smiled a little at that, “Well… how’d that happen then?”


  “I met the marketing director from ‘Mein Hund’, and he asked me to do the photo shoot for—”


  “Mein Hund?” Tanner asked, ears going up.


  “Yeah… they’re the foreign corporation that gave us the contract.” Paul confirmed.


  “Wow… that is really weird…” Tanner nodded, “Casey just—”


  “Got hired as their brand model.” Paul finished the sentence for him, “I know. I kind of ran into him on the set.” he found himself blushing more.


  “That must have been awkward.” Tanner offered a half-grin.


  “I did say my day was crazy.” Paul repeated, yet again.


  With that, their smalltalk came to a close. Paul shifted position, pulling his free leg to his chest as he contemplated more than just his day. The dog next to him sighed quietly. There was a lot more Paul wanted to discuss than idle chit-chat. He had spent all afternoon mulling over what Alric Eizehzahn had said, and, more so, the important things he had left unsaid.


  “Can we talk?” they both asked at the same time.


  After fumbling through several more false starts and talking over one another, they both paused, each chuckling uneasily. Paul felt his face flush in embarrassment, looking down at his shoe, but, out of the corner of his eye, he also saw Tanner’s ears droop sheepishly.


  Paul had a lot to say and an important question to ask… but he lost his nerve. “You first.” he offered Tanner, “I think I did enough yelling last night without giving you a chance.” he presented as an excuse.


  Tanner nodded, bringing one of his knees up and resting his arm on it. The two sat in silence for several more seconds until Tanner spoke, his voice hesitant, but far from undecided, “Paul… I… really like you. I mean… a lot. More than anyone else I have ever been with.” the dog’s ears drooped slightly, and he looked away, obviously uncomfortable with speaking about it.


  The words made Paul smile, but just a little, sitting patiently as he heard the dog out. He watched Tanner’s expressions shift and flow through any number of emotions as he spoke. He remained quiet, watching the dog rub his knee nervously as he leaned back, supporting his weight on his other paw. Paul saw from the expression on Tanner’s face that the dog was looking to say more, but was trying to figure out how to do it.


  “You’re important to me, Paul.” Tanner’s voice cracked as he said it, “I… really don’t want to lose you, and I feel like—” he let out a huff as his voice started to carry a canine-like, whimpering whine to it. Paul could see the glimmering of moonlight in Tanner’s damp eyes and he could tell that there were a number of conflicting thoughts running through the dog’s head.


  Paul reached out and put his hand on the paw on the ground, giving it a light squeeze, trying to keep himself from tearing up along with Tanner. Those words could have easily come from Paul, and it was a relief of sorts to hear Tanner speak them first, “I was thinking the same thing.” he noted, “I just want to hear something like that last night. I know I should have asked this last night instead of blowing up, but… if you feel that way, what’s so hard about saying ‘I love you’?”


  Tanner let out a deep sigh, and remained quiet. Paul did not press the issue, he simply remained sitting next to the dog, hand on Tanner’s paw, waiting patiently, like he knew he should have done the prior night.


  “It’s a dog thing.” Tanner offered at length, “I know it sounds silly to you, and I don’t want to hide behind the whole ‘you wouldn’t understand’ conversation, but that’s pretty much it.”


  “After the day I’ve had, Tanner,” Paul felt a faint smile start to spread across his lips, the conversation going better than the many ways he envisioned it. “I think my mind is pretty wide open if you want to explain.”


  “Well…” Tanner noted, taking another deep breath as he gazed off toward the horizon, “You know how humans do the whole wedding ring… er… engagement ring thing? You know… the getting down on one knee?”


  Paul nodded, not exactly sure where Tanner was going with the conversation.


  “If there’s no engagement ring, does that mean that they don’t love each other?” the dog asked.


  “No… of course not.” Paul commented, “Well… unless they’ve been seeing one another for like, ten years. I guess then maybe it’s a matter of commitment issues. And, well… if it’s two guys or two girls—most states haven’t legalized that sort of thing yet.” his attempt at humor wasn’t as heartfelt as it could have been; Tanner continued on without commenting.


  “Then how do they know that there’s love in the relationship if there’s no ring?” Tanner questioned, looking to Paul.


  “Because people say they love one another.” Paul commented, confused by Tanner’s discussion, which seemed only to be making Paul’s case. He was trying to figure out where the discussion was headed.


  “Dogs don’t wear rings. That’s a human custom.” the dog offered.


  “Okay…” Paul noted, avoiding adding an ‘aaaaaaaand?’ to it.


  “We say ‘I love you’.”


  The comment took several moments to sink in but, when it finally did, all of Paul’s thoughts came to a screeching halt. His mind fumbled with that piece of trivia as he hugged his leg, considering the implications. Tanner made it sound like ‘I love you’ was the same thing as asking ‘Will you marry me?’. He continued thinking long enough that Tanner kept speaking even as Paul tried to sort through the importance of it.


  “I only remember one time at all when my parents ever told one another ‘I love you’. They were renewing their vows when I was 10.” the dog noted.


  “Humans buy rings that aren’t engagement rings.” Paul finally managed to speak up, realizing that Tanner meant exactly what it sounded like: ‘I love you’ meant the same thing to dogs as ‘Will you marry me?’. That really gave him pause for thought.


  “And dogs say ‘I care for you’ and ‘You’re important to me’ and ‘I don’t want to lose you’… which isn’t the same as ‘I love you’.” Tanner noted, one ear pulled back and the other off to one side, looking away from Paul as if trying to ignore the dry humor that came with the statement. Paul, despite himself, smiled… just a little.


  “Sometimes it’s just… nice to know.” Paul offered, “You know… to hear it… so you can be sure.”


  “Humans say things like ‘I love you’ because they don’t have the ways to show them… that’s how dogs know.” Tanner continued, “Not to pick on you or anything, but your ears aren’t very expressive, and you don’t have a tail. There’s no way you could know how a human is feeling unless you’re really good at reading body language and, let’s get serious, not many humans are. The only other option is for you to say how you feel.”


  “Point taken.” Paul said softly, mind still brimming with thoughts. He considered the previous night, and all of the things he said. He thought about his lunch meeting with the Doberman, and all the implications of what the executive had said starting to fall into place. Yet again, Paul found himself wishing he had a rewind button.


  “So, you’re saying that dogs show their love until they’re ready to confess it.” Paul noted at length.


  “And humans confess their love until they’re ready to show it with a ring.” Tanner spoke back.


  “I guess you know a lot more about humans than I know about dogs.” Paul admitted.


  “It took you that long to realize it?” Tanner noted flatly, but the rhythmic thumping of Tanner’s tail against the ground reaffirmed what Paul had thought; it was a light-hearted jab, “So… I’ve said what I had to say, unless saying what you want me to say is the only way I can convince you that I lo-.”


  “Tanner…” Paul spoke quickly, interjecting in an even tone. “You don’t have to say anything.” a strange, surreal calmness began to flow through Paul, the kind that could only be felt when someone realized that an obstacle in the distance ended up not being as bad as was first thought, “Not until you’re ready, anyway.” he cracked a wry grin, turning to regard his boyfriend.


  “I just… don’t want you thinking that I don’t care.” Tanner looked back, “because I do.”


  “You have ears and a tail… I’m the one with hard-to-read body language. I know you care.” his grin widened, “Not to mention that you seem to remember every detail about every discussion we have. You listen better than anyone else I know… and bothering to do that is genuine proof you care.”


  “…thanks.” Tanner smiled.


  Paul smiled, leaning forward to touch noses with Tanner. The German shepherd almost looked like he was ready to swoon due to the dog-like expression Paul had chosen, “I’m addicted to you.” the young man spoke softly to his boyfriend.


  “Huh?” the dog pulled back slightly, cocked his head to the side, ears up.


  Paul couldn’t keep the smile off his face, “Well… I figured I didn’t want to make you uncomfortable, so I was trying out other phrases of adoration.”


  “Well, that one doesn’t sound very positive…” the dog chuckled, “like you’d be going through withdrawals if you couldn’t get your daily fix of Tanner.”


  Paul’s smile softened, and he leaned forward to touch his nose against Tanner’s again, “You know… today, I think I was.”


  “Then I’m addicted to you too.” Tanner responded quietly, ears falling sideways in complete adoration. The two moved closer, Tanner resting a paw on the side of the human’s face. Paul could feel the plentiful, smooth fur of Tanner’s cheek in his own hand, velvety muzzle pressed to his lips, sharing a quiet, gentle kiss.


  It was soft… loving… intimate—everything Paul needed to know that things would be okay between them. They remained on the hill for awhile longer, until the moon was well up into the sky. Neither said anything else; nothing else needed to be said.


  They didn’t part easily, each trying valiantly to hang onto their precious moments together. They tried to find a time during the week when their schedules would meet. “It’s going to be crazy at the store for the rest of the month.” Tanner offered, ears drooping forlornly, “The store is gearing up for the fall shoe sale.” Paul remembered the dog saying before that he despised shoe sales.


  “Yeah… with this new project at work, I have a bad feeling that I might be working during the occasional weekend.” Paul noted with a sigh.


  “Hey… it’s a big promotion of sorts, and at least you get some weekends off… I’m lucky if I even get two days together.” the dog smirked.


  “I’d suggest you leave your job, but I know you have too much ‘sole’ for that.”


  Tanner nodded, “Yeah, I’m committed, I guess. I don’t—was that just a pun?” the dog paused, ears up.


  “Oh, I’d never pun about something like that…” Paul noted with as neutral an expression as he could manage, “When it comes to your job I make it a point to watch my ‘tongue’.”


  “Okay… now you’re punning.” Tanner noted matter-of-factly.


  “I’d never do something like that… if I did, you’d ‘boot’ me right out.” Paul couldn’t suppress the grin any longer.


  “Paul—” Tanner began.


  “The shoppers should have to march into the store on sale day… that way they’ll all be ‘instep’.”


  “That one was really bad.” Tanner spoke up.


  “I know… does that mean I’m going to be ‘pun’nished?”


  “That one was worse.” the dog commented.


  “You’d better ‘sneaker’ outta here before I keep going.” the young man offered.


  “Now they’re just plain painful.” Tanner groaned.


  “I know, I’m sorry…” noted Paul, hanging his head comically, “I feel like such a ‘heel’.”


  Tanner did groan that time. A paw touched Paul on the chin, pulling his head up so that he could look at the dog. Tanner touched his nose to Paul’s, “Okay… I’m going to run before you start in on the sandal jokes next.”


  “Oh, I might ‘flip-flop’ from one pun to the next if the—”


  “Goodnight, Paul.” Tanner interrupted. They kissed again when saying their goodbyes, Tanner promising that everything would be okay. When the two parted ways for the night, Paul knew that it really would be.


  Paul’s smile lasted back to his car. His mind, for the first time during the day, was focused on the good, and things finally felt alright. He let out a contented sigh, and put the car into gear. He eased out of the parking lot and onto the empty onramp then got back onto the interstate.


  The ride home was relaxing. The southbound traffic was near non-existent, which allowed Paul to travel at his own pace. Paul stayed in the slow lane, catching occasional glimpses of the moonlit countryside while also trying to keep his eyes on the road. It was all surreal, like he was walking on a cloud. It made him think back to the day that Tanner said ‘yes’ to coming over for dinner; just like back then, his night felt like a step forward: it felt like progress. His smile was renewed.


  Paul stopped to get gas after leaving the interstate, glad that at least one station stayed open past eleven. He had been out later than he wanted to, but Paul felt it was well worth it. I can unwind a little and still have time to get ready for bed. he told himself, knowing that his mind would be racing a mile a minute once he had a chance to sit down and relax.


  The short trip through town to his condo was not the calmest; even that close to midnight there were still plenty of cars on the road, not to mention stop lights, pedestrians, and flashing store signs. Paul felt an immediate longing to return to the simple darkness and uninterrupted cruising of the interstate, but going through town was a necessary evil if it meant getting home.


  Finally, at long last, Paul was able to turn off of the main city streets and head into the residential roads. The only illumination aside from his headlights were the subdued street lights and the occasional glow through a drawn blind in houses where the residents were most likely night owls.


  Turning into the driveway outside his condo, Paul immediately noticed the car parked at the curb right in front of his door. Even if he hadn’t have recognized the car the dog leaning against it would have been obvious in a heartbeat. “Tanner?” Paul asked, stepping out of his car, “What’s wrong?”


  “Well… I was on my way back home… and my engine…” the dog grinned wide.


  “Happened to give out right in front of my home.” Paul replied with a wry smirk.


  “Well… up the street from your condo… the car rolled the rest of the way.” Tanner flicked an ear, motioning with one finger from the corner of the block to where his car was parked.


  “And it should be fine in the morning?” Paul asked neutrally, raising an eyebrow.


  “Just needs to cool down overnight, I think.” Tanner noted after casual consideration.


  “It’s a good thing that my condo is closer to your work than your duplex.” Paul responded, heading for the door, jingling his keys, “I guess you’ll just have to stay here.”


  “It’s a good thing you’re around,” Tanner noted, “I have no idea what I’d do without you.”


  “You’d have less engine trouble, I’d imagine.” Paul smirked, opening the door. They both shared a chuckle.


  Tanner followed him into the condo. They both kicked off their shoes next to the doorway and Paul paused long enough to take off his over shirt, laying it across the back of the sofa. The dog stepped behind him, resting a paw on either shoulder, and began to gently massage him.


  “Paying for a room for the night with your skilled paws, are you?” Paul smirked, placing his hands on the back of the couch shoulder-width apart as he leaned forward, giving the dog full access to him.


  Tanner pressed up behind Paul, nuzzling the back of his neck. The gesture sent a chill up the back of his spine, not just from the close, intimate contact, but also from the dog’s cold black nose “Unless you had something else in mind for ‘payment’.”


  Paul slowly turned around in the dog’s grasp, sitting on the back of the couch as he stretched his arms around his boyfriend and pulled him closer, “Well, you’re certainly forward.” he smirked, and Tanner echoed it.


  The two shared a kiss as the human slid his hands up the back of Tanner’s shirt, drawing his fingers through the dog’s thick fur. A smile split Paul’s lips, and ended their kiss.


  “What?” Tanner asked, pulling back with a faint smile on his muzzle as well.


  “I’m just thinking…” Paul replied, slowly moving to the side and out of Tanner’s grasp. The dog followed him as he went to the hallway.


  “About?” Tanner inquired, just a step behind.


  “Setting my alarm… we both work tomorrow, you know” the young man glanced over his shoulder with a smirk.


  Tanner, behind him, cracked a wry grin, “Always planning ahead, aren’t you?”


  “One of us has to.” Paul noted, moving to the night stand next to his bed. Tanner returned his paws to Paul’s shoulders and Paul could feel his pants tightening at his groin. “I didn’t really expect to do the whole making-up thing in one night.” he admitted.


  “Just being a little spontaneous.” Tanner noted, resting his muzzle against the side of Paul’s face and licking his cheek from behind. Paul laughed at that, batting Tanner away. “What?” Tanner offered with fake indignation, “You’re supposed to say ‘one of us has to’.”


  “You’re incorrigible.” Paul responded.


  “Always with the big words… now try to spell it.” the dog responded.


  “I’m going to go brush my teeth.” Paul countered, heading to the attached bathroom with a chuckle.


  “Paul…” Tanner called from the bed.


  “Hmm?” Paul inquired simply, pausing at the doorway to the bathroom.


  “I do care for you, you know… a lot.” Tanner said softly, tail wagging gently in the air, ears sloped backward and to the side.


  He smiled to himself as he shut the door, still feeling the cooling lick from Tanner on the side of his face, and the warmth of Tanner’s words deep in his heart. He brought one hand to touch his cheek and the other to hold against his chest. Paul smiled; things felt… right.
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  Where Things Go From Here? / Breakfast and Bad Puns


  Paul looked at himself in the mirror, the faint ghost of a smile still on his lips, “My god… I do love him.” he murmured quietly to himself, reveling in the feeling of warmth that spread across his body at the notion. Tanner was in his adjoining bedroom, but Paul still felt the giddy, glowing feel of having him close by.


  Paul had a few relationships in his life, some good and some bad, but they had almost always been flights of fancy or simple, non-complicated attraction. Something about Tanner felt more real, even if he was a dog. Paul put some toothpaste on his brush and began brushing his teeth. Flights of fancy, he reminded himself, often made things very simple.


  Although his relationship with Tanner was too new to toss out the possibility that would possibly be a flight of fancy, it was, by that point, anything but simple. As for non-complicated… Paul almost laughed at the thought; it seemed like the complications were some of the best parts.


  He finished brushing and spat into the sink. Quickly rinsing off his brush, Paul half-considered flossing, but, realizing that midnight was fast approaching and that he’d be due into work at 8am, he decided that one night wouldn’t cause any serious problem. And there was also his guest to deal with.


  Returning from the bathroom, Paul saw Tanner on the bed, shirt already off. The dog was sitting on the far corner, holding a crumpled quilt in his paws. Tanner gazed up at him from his position on the bed, “This quilt is pretty cool. Hand-made?”


  Paul nodded, taking a seat by the dog, “My grandmother made it for me when I started college.” he rested his head on Tanner’s furred shoulder, “She said she always wanted me to have a piece of home with me wherever I went.” he smiled at the memory.


  “Heh…” Tanner grinned, “and you still have your ‘blankey’ with you several years later.” he poked Paul in the ribs, causing the young man to leap up with a laugh. “Come back here, you.” the dog laughed as well, pulling Paul into his lap by the bottom of his shirt.


  The two shared another kiss, Paul letting out a soft, contented breath through his nose as Tanner’s tongue explored his mouth. “Minty enough for you?” Paul inquired with a smirk as their kiss ended, “I didn’t know I’d be brushing your teeth too.”


  Tanner’s ears lowered in embarrassment at that, the insides flushing slightly. Paul smiled, untucking his own shirt before drawing it upward to take it off. A firm paw gripped both of his wrists and the shirt after Paul had drawn them above his head, and he felt a warm breath on his chest as Tanner’s tongue caressed Paul from his sternum to the base of his throat.


  “You silly dog.” Paul murmured beneath his shirt, which was still stuck around his head.


  “Silly human.” Tanner chuckled back, and Paul gasped as the dog’s warm tongue slid across his left nipple. Comeback forgotten, Paul squirmed in Tanner’s grasp before the dog finally relented, and helped him take his shirt off the rest of the way.


  As their gazes locked again, Tanner paused, ears faltering for a moment along with the panting smile on his muzzle. His hungry gaze softened slightly, and his paws slid down to rest on Paul’s thighs, “You’re okay with… everything… right?”


  Paul nodded after a moment, “Yeah.” and he leaned forward as Tanner did, the dog’s muzzle touching his nose and lips, “As long as you are.” he added.


  “Why wouldn’t I be?” Tanner asked, pulling Paul close for a hug.


  Paul was quiet for a moment, “I don’t know… having to deal with a guy who tends to act before he thinks, and goes crazy over the littlest thing?”


  Tanner raised a paw to gently rest against the side of Paul’s face, velvety paw-pad caressing the human’s cheek, “It’s just another one of those things that show you care… a whole lot… and very loudly.”


  Paul laughed at that, hugging Tanner and resting his chin on the dog’s shoulder even as his boyfriend’s muzzle rested on his. The young man grinned where Tanner couldn’t see it, “Well… I don’t know… what about having a human addicted to you and all?”


  He felt the dog’s whiskers perk in a grin at his own shoulder, “Well… I might just be addicted to you too… so that means we’re each feeding our addictions.”


  “Ah… co-dependency is such a wonderful thing.” Paul chuckled softly, fingers slowly clenching a handful of quilt, “Just do me one favor…”


  “Hmmm?” Tanner inquired, slowly pulling back to look Paul in the face.


  “Suck quilt, dog!” Paul laughed, taking the opportunity to hurl the quilt playfully at Tanner’s head. The German shepherd was caught off guard by the surprise attack and Paul took the opportunity to leap out of his grasp and race out into the hallway.


  He barely made it more than a few steps before Tanner collided with him from behind, and tackled him to the floor. Paul rolled around within the dog’s grasp until his back was pressed against the carpet, leaving him looking up at the mirthful face of the panting German shepherd, “Running only means I’ll end up chasing you.” Tanner noted with a grin.


  “Maybe I was wanting to get caught.” Paul responded suggestively, his hands slowly undoing the button on the front of Tanner’s jeans.


  “Well… now that I have you…” the dog mrred, leaning a little closer.


  “I have a feeling we’re not going to get much sleep.” Paul spoke up, and they kissed lightly.


  “That’s not such a bad thing, is it?” Tanner asked, wide grin spread across his muzzle.


  “Nope… and I can quit any time I want.” Paul offered.


  “Sure you can… junkie.”


  Paul chuckled at the comeback and stretched his neck forward so he could touch his nose to Tanner’s, “Recovery is a twelve step program… and the first step is acknowledging you have a problem.”


  “So I’m a problem then?” the German shepherd inquired, a glimmer of mischief in his eyes.


  “You’re my favorite problem,” Paul winked, “because I can never figure out the best way to make use of you.”


  “Hmm… ‘Make use’ of me, huh?” Tanner chuckled, holding his weight up off of Paul enough to allow the young man a good angle to slide his hands into the open-front of the dog’s jeans.


  Paul grinned in response, fingers siding down either side of the dog’s already filled-out sheath, “Well… I mean, as far as addictions go, you’re pretty varied. I could take you orally…”


  “The doctor suggests twice daily…” Tanner murmured. The dog’s voice came out out with a faint shudder to it as Paul’s fingers traced an outline around the his furry sac, eliciting a faint moan from Tanner.


  “And when it comes to ‘injection’, well… I’m pretty stuck on that idea… am I knot?” Paul continued the puns, fingers of one hand gently guiding Tanner’s sheath further back as more and more of the dog’s excited flesh emerged from it, other hand gently palming and caressing his lover’s endowments. Tanner hung his head down, lifting his hips up a little more to provide Paul with full access to his groin.


  “I’m not sure what’s worse…” Tanner panted, gazing down at Paul, lust and eagerness quite visible within his lazily hooded eyes. A grin creased his muzzle, “Your puns… or the fact that you’re not out of your pants yet.” Tanner nosed Paul, and gently slid his tongue across the human’s lips, “Think you could fix at least one of those?”


  Paul’s grin widened, “I can’t believe you actually said ‘fix’ while I have one of my hands around your ba—”


  “Pants it is then.” the dog retorted, easing his hips backward so that he could sit down on Paul’s knees. Tanner’s own legs were curled under himself along either side of Paul’s, the majority of his weight held up by his own knees and his shins, but enough of it was on Paul’s legs to keep the human immobilized.


  Paul let go of Tanner’s flesh as the dog sat back, looking up at the bemused expression on his boyfriend’s muzzle. “Turn about is fair-play, huh?”


  “Well, let’s just say that neither of us are doing you any favors by keeping you in your jeans.” and Tanner’s paws nimbly unbuttoned him, and slid down the zipper. Paul gasped as his already-hard flesh was grasped lightly though his underwear, and Tanner smirked, “You know… sometimes I’m jealous that you humans have such an easy time with underwear…”


  “Maybe you should try boxers.” Paul offered.


  “Never really liked that breed…” Tanner noted, straight-faced, “I’m more into collies.” the dog’s wagging tail gave the humor of it away.


  “Boxers… collies…” Paul rolled his eyes, “You’re stealing my lines.”


  “Like you said,” Tanner grinned, tongue panting happily, “turn about is fair play.” and he gripped hold of Paul’s garments, giving them a solid yank. Paul squirmed, palms on the floor. With a quick shove against the carpet, Paul slid out from underneath Tanner, the action helping the dog free him from his jeans and underwear as they were dragged down to his ankles.


  “So…” Paul noted, sitting in front of his boyfriend, eagerly at attention as he admired the mostly naked form of the dog in front of him, “What about your puns, or that fact that you aren’t fully out of your pants yet… what did we just get finished discussing?” he grinned, “something involving ‘turn-about’ and ‘fair-play’?”


  Tanner flexed his legs, rising up onto his knees as he hooked a furred thumb into a belt loop at either side of his waist, and pulled his pants down to where his knees met the floor, “I’ll one-up you, and quit the pants and the puns.”


  The dog leaned forward, placing his paws on the ground as he went down to paws and knees. His forward movement forced Paul to lean back, Tanner lowered his muzzle down to the human’s abdomen. Paul smiled as Tanner scooted even closer, fighting back the urge to pun further.


  The dog used his paws to pull the bulk of his body onto the human while kicking his pants off the rest of the way with his feet. “There… much better.” Tanner noted.


  The dog also took a moment to untangle Paul’s feet from his own jeans. Tanner slowly drew himself up onto Paul’s prone form, sliding his legs to the outside of Paul’s, returning to the same position they had been previously, a knee at either side of the human’s waist and palms planted on either side of Paul’s shoulders. Paul wasn’t surprised that it was even more enticing without clothes, feeling Tanner’s thigh-fur pressed against his legs.


  The two shared a kiss, tongues meeting in Paul’s mouth even as his lips pressed up against the velvety end of Tanner’s muzzle. Paul’s fingers brushed through the fur of the dog’s chest and abdomen, hands meandering across his boyfriend’s body. Their kiss broke only once Paul’s fingers found their way to Tanner’s exposed member, causing the dog to arch his back, pushing his hips forward and down against Paul.


  “There you go.” Paul smirked, gently gripping and encircling the slick, furless flesh with both hands. Tanner didn’t reply, simply closing his eyes as a soft mrr escaped his muzzle.


  Tanner slowly leaned forward again, “You’re getting good.” the dog noted. Paul grinned in response, stretching his neck upward enough so he could touch his nose to Tanner’s.


  A smile spread across this boyfriend’s muzzle at that, but the expression was interrupted by a throaty gasp when Paul finally eased Tanner’s sheath back fully, allowing the dog’s knot to escape, “Ohhh… you’re a life saver.”


  “Fruity with a hole in the middle? That’s not very nice.” Paul pouted playfully.


  “I have to watch what I say around you, ass.” Tanner laughed.


  “My ass has a hole in the—”


  “GYAH!” Tanner interrupted, “You’re crazy!”


  “Crazy for you, maybe.” Paul winked, making Tanner gasp as the human grabbed his knot in one palm.


  “I hate you… you know that, right?” Tanner smirked down at him.


  “Awww… I hate you too, Tanner.” Paul responded, and the two renewed their kiss.


  Paul slowly pushed, using his weight to roll the two of them over until Tanner was on his back and Paul was laying atop his lover, hands stuck between their bodies as all of his weight was pressing down on the dog. He grinned as Tanner rolled over again, their kiss never stopping. He readjusted his hold of the dog’s shaft as he settled onto his back, sliding his own member over with his thumb. Paul pulled Tanner’s hips closer, using his firm grip on the dog’s knot to guide him.


  Tanner squirmed as Paul added his own flesh to his hold on the dog’s member, pressing the two together with his hand. The texture of Tanner’s shaft was slick and smooth, and made his toes curl when he felt it against his own flesh. The dog began to gently rock his hips, member moving within Paul’s grasp and the sensation only became that much more powerful.


  “Oh…just like that…” Paul crooned, rubbing his cheek against Tanner’s. The dog, getting the picture, began to slowly work his hips forward, pressing his erection more powerfully into the human’s grasp, bucking against the grasping digits.


  “Like that, huh?” Tanner answered back, nuzzling Paul’s neck, making the young man grit his teeth at the feel of the cold nose on his shoulder, the sensation making his head swim when taken in conjunction with the warmth of Tanner’s rapidly slickening shaft as it pressed against his own.


  “You have good rhythm…” Paul offered with a smile, closing his eyes as he embraced the feel of the dog atop him, furred thighs embracing his legs, velvety sac brushing against his own with each of Tanner’s thrusts, and the tactile tantalization of his lover’s warm shaft as it caressed his own.


  Tanner chuckled, “That’s a funny thing to say.”


  “Well it’s true.” Paul grinned, opening his eyes to see his lover gaze down at him, humor glinting amidst the deep glow of appreciation and excitement. The young man changed his grip on their joined flesh, squeezing a little more firmly with his hand as he ran his other one across the side of Tanner’s body, reveling in the feel of the dog’s muscles bunch and clench with each thrust.


  “Only when I have the right inspiration.” Tanner smiled in response, leaning forward to nuzzle Paul’s face.


  “So you think I’m a-muse-ing?” Paul inquired, forgetting himself and releasing the pun.


  Tanner slowed his movements and came to a stop, “aaaaaannnnnd you just killed the mood.” he offered with a wry grin, the hardness of his canine member revealing that Tanner’s ‘mood’ was still plenty alive.


  “Then I suppose I’ll have to get it back?” Paul offered, maintaining his current hold on their combined flesh, but drawing his other hand down to between their bodies. Paul slid four fingers around behind the back of Tanner’s knot, causing the dog to wheeze.


  Tanner groaned, his hips beginning to shake as he tried to remain still, “You pick up on these things too quickly.” he murmured, sliding his muzzle against Paul’s shoulder, the dog’s whiskers tickling his cheek. Tanner relented, and his hips began moving again, tail wagging with each motion.


  “I’ve always been good at learning things in a ‘hands-on’ manner.” Paul noted softly, letting another pun go as his breath caught in his throat, Tanner’s movements coupled with the tightness of his hand around their shafts making his toes curl. He didn’t know if Tanner’s newest groan was from the pun, or from the sensations… but, smiling to himself, he realized he would be content with either possibility.


  He heard Tanner’s blunt claws drag along the carpet on either side of his shoulder as the dog gripped into it. Paul let out a gasp as his lover began licking his shoulder, hips moving more powerfully, forcing the dog’s member into his hand and against his own flesh, making him grip their joint flesh even harder.


  Tanner lowered his body more fully down onto Paul. The human’s breath was coming quickly, partly from the excitement, but also from the weight of his boyfriend. His hand was caught between their two bodies, providing far more of a grip than he would have intended, but the resulting effect made him cry out in ecstasy as the dog’s pistoning flesh massaged him in ways unimaginable.


  His lover’s teeth grazed his shoulder as Tanner’s licks turned into nibbles. Paul gasped, clenching his hand around Tanner’s knot as he heard the claws on the dog’s hind paws pull across the carpet; Tanner had his feet against the ground, claws hooked into the carpet and was using his legs to provide more power to his thrusts, breath coming out as hot blasts against Paul’s neck.


  “I…” Paul wheezed, but he could say little more. Everything escaped him at that moment: his emotions broke free, and the quarrel that had been clinging to his mind exited him, his doubts and concerns, exiting him in time with the powerful orgasm which washed it all away in a torrent of white, slickening his hand and covering both his and his lover’s abdomens.


  Tanner shook atop him, and Paul felt teeth on his shoulder bite down. He gasped, the sensation only fueling his release more. It wasn’t a hard bite, but he knew it would leave a mark—not that he cared at that point.


  The dog’s entire body bunched up, muscles in Tanner’s legs and arms pressing against him, squeezing Paul for half a second before the German shepherd thrust forward powerfully. Paul felt the dog’s sac grind against his, almost painfully, causing one final jet of the human’s seed to further slicken his hand… but only moments before Tanner’s fluid joined it.


  Tanner held onto Paul’s shoulder with his muzzle, teeth gripping him without breaking the skin, and Paul could see the dog’s tail flagging, pressing down rhythmically each time he felt another hot pulse of his lover’s seed spray out into his hand and dribble down onto his stomach. After nearly a dozen such convulsions, Tanner’s hold on his shoulder relented, and the dog rolled to the side with a groan, collapsing onto the floor next to him.


  Paul let Tanner dismount, releasing the dog’s knot as he raised his not-as-messy hand up to feel his shoulder. The young man’s cheeks felt went, and he realized that tears had escaped him… but, he realized, it wasn’t from the pain—it was relief, and gladness, and a combination of other emotions that he felt when he realized that being with Tanner felt ‘right’.


  “That was… just… perfect.” Tanner panted.


  Paul smiled, slowly sitting up, but he groaned anew as he felt several rolling droplets of semen trickle down his abdomen, “Yeah… but really really messy.”


  Tanner propped himself up on an elbow, watching Paul with a big grin. The dog’s eyes glimmering with all the love that Paul realized Tanner truly didn’t need to voice, and Paul felt himself start to tear up again. All that ended, however, with a playful swat when the dog commented, “Well… you did want a shower.”
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  Paul awoke in the morning when Tanner shifted in the bed beside him. The furry body pressed up close against his back was a welcome thing to awaken to. He enjoyed the slightly musky scent of the dog’s distinctive odor, smelling it all over himself despite the shower he had taken that night. It was not something he minded in the least.


  Paul would have longed to remain there the whole day. As it was, unfortunately, glancing to the nightstand in front of him, his clock noted that his alarm was set to go off in less than ten minutes. He glared at it, as if it were betraying him.


  “Morning.” Tanner murmured in his ear, muzzle resting on his shoulder. Paul smiled when the dog’s tongue licked the side of his face.


  “You always know when I’m up…” Paul smiled in response, turning around to embrace his boyfriend, reveling in the feel of the dog’s naked, furred form.


  “I cheat.” Tanner answered.


  “So you’re seeing someone else?” Paul asked, feigning horror, “or were you kidding? Because I’m okay with the thought of letting sleeping dogs ‘lie’.”


  “I hear the pace of your heartbeat and breath… smart ass. I cheat… I’m not a ‘cheater’.” Tanner noted, poking Paul in the ribs.


  Paul laughed at the jab and quickly slid a few more inches away on the mattress, but he failed to pull the blanket and sheets with him, getting quite the shock from the early morning air. “Just so long as you’re not cheating on me… you pig-in-a-blanket.”


  “I’m not a pig.” Tanner grunted, pulling the beddings the rest of the way onto himself and off of Paul.


  “No… but you are like a pig-in-a-blanket… you’re a wrapped up ‘hot’ dog.” the pun came easily to Paul.


  “There are extra pillows here, Paul… and it’s WAAAAYYY too early for puns.”


  “It’s never too early. You get dinner rolls at night, and warm breakfast-puns in the morning.” Paul offered, right before a furred paw loosed a pillow in his general direction. Tanner groaned, rolling over while Paul laughed, “Alright.. sleep in… I’m going to go take a shower, and I’ll let the alarm wake you up.”


  Tanner grunted out a gruff response, but Paul saw the dog’s tail wag against the inside of the blankets. Smiling to himself, the young man went to the bathroom to have another shower; if Eisenzahn hadn’t pointed out the scent thing the previous day, Paul night not have paid as much attention to it.


  As it was, he felt a little better about presenting himself more professionally. To a greater extent, however he really really didn’t like the idea of spending time with Casey while smelling like Tanner. Paul usually preferred showers at night when he could spend a half an hour or more in the warm water, but he had to admit there was something invigorating about having one first thing in the morning… even if he did have to rush.


  Stepping out, Paul dried himself off quickly. Having the extra few minutes in the morning made a world of difference, it seemed. He returned to his bedroom and saw that the bed was empty and that Tanner’s clothes were off the floor. For a moment, he almost wondered if Tanner had already left… but it was then that he smelled the scent of a hot breakfast permeating from down the hall.


  Paul’s mouth began watering, enjoying the scent of a hot breakfast as he searched around for clean clothes, “Ugh… I really have to do laundry.” he told himself. Pausing in front of the mirror on his closet, Paul reached up to touch his shoulder. Several small black and blue marks prominently displayed themselves: campaign ribbons detailing his ‘tour of duty’ when he was ‘serving under’ Commander Tan Paw. Paul rolled his eyes at his own metaphor.


  He ended up choosing one of his few dress shirts. Finding a tie to go with it, Paul buttoned up the top button, the collar thankfully covering up his ‘service record’. The young man took a moment to lean against the wall, letting out a sigh, “I haven’t punned in my head for years.” In the end, he just chuckled to himself. He took a deep breath and headed down the hallway to see to his boyfriend.


  Tanner, as Paul expected, was in the kitchen. He stood in front of the stove, diligently monitoring a pair of eggs in a pan, “Sunny side-up work okay for you?” the dog inquired, ears focused on Paul even though his eyes were not.


  “Remind me to never bother trying to sneak up on you.” Paul smirked, leaning against the archway separating the kitchen and hallway. The kitchen was a small and simple affair, little more than a widened extension of the hallway as it led to the front door. Paul was never much of a cook, and a walk-thru kitchen served his needs just fine.


  “Sunny side-up it is.” Tanner grinned, tail wagging as he obviously let the comment slide.


  Paul smiled, hoisting himself up onto the counter on the opposite side of the kitchen, watching Tanner work. The dog was humming quietly to himself, tail wagging lazily back and forth. “You know, I usually just grab a cup of coffee.” he admitted to his boyfriend.


  “Well… I already made eggs for myself, and it’d be rude to raid your fridge and not give you something in return.” Tanner noted, giving the pan a light shake on the burner.


  “The way I remember it, you ‘gave me’ quite a bit last night.” Paul grinned wide.


  “And here I was thinking that your foul humor would have been washed away in the shower.” Tanner commented, tail still wagging regardless.


  “Nope… I’m pretty sure it’s here to stay.” Paul offered with false dejection.


  “Just so long as you realize that I have a spatula, and I’m not afraid to use it.” Tanner countered.


  Paul cracked a wide grin when Tanner glanced back at him, “I see… and how exactly do you intend to use it?”


  “We’ll best leave that up to your imagination.” Tanner countered, looking back to the pan.


  “I might decide to keep ‘egging’ you on anyway.” Paul punned.


  Tanner remained facing the eggs, but Paul caught the tell-tale perk of the dog’s whiskers as he tried not to smile.


  “Relax… just take it (over)easy.” the young man continued, downplaying the first part of the word and emphasizing the second.


  “Paul…” Tanner sighed, “Sometimes I think your puns might be a symptom of a brain disorder… do you need to get your head checked?” the words were accompanied by a wagging tail, and a wry smirk.


  “Maybe I’m just ‘panning’ for attention?”


  Tanner visibly rolled his eyes, glancing over his shoulder with a death grip on the spatula, “Don’t make me throw these eggs at you.”


  “Well…” Paul noted, a grin pulling at his lips, “I’ve heard of fast food before, but I don’t think that’s what they had in—” and the young man was forced to duck as two mostly-cooked eggs turned into UFOs aimed for his head. Unfortunately for Paul, he didn’t duck fast enough.


  Tanner started laughing from the moment Paul pulled the eggs off of his forehead, and didn’t stop even when Paul reached for the paper towel, “I’ve been egged!”


  The dog slowly found his breath, adding, “It looks like the ‘yolk’s on you.” and he returned to his hearty belly-laugh.


  Paul paused mid-wipe, taking a half a second to process the return-fire on the puns, and he half-heartedly tossed one of the mostly-splattered eggs back at Tanner. The dog nimbly caught it in his muzzle and gulped it down. Paul sighed, “I asked for that, didn’t I?”


  “Yes…” noted Tanner with a smirk, moving over to Paul, “Yes you did.”


  “And now I need to get cleaned up again.” the human continued, continuing to wipe at his face with the already saturated paper towel.


  “Yes…” Tanner acknowledged, “Yes you do.” and he licked Paul’s face clean.


  “You’re pretty handy to have around sometimes.” Paul smiled wide, feeling the genuine affecting as the tongue caressed his forehead and a furred paw interlaced fingers with his own hand.


  “Yes…” the dog grinned between licks, “Yes I am.”


  “And now you’re stuck on an endless feedback loop because I broke you with my puns.” Paul offered.


  Tanner didn’t respond to the comment. Instead, his other paw joined Paul’s other hand and, finished with cleaning the young man’s face, he touched his nose to Paul’s. “Just promise me that if I’m ever broke, you won’t have me ‘fixed’.”


  Paul groaned, “It’s official… I rubbed off on you.”


  “Well… we kind of ‘rubbed off’ on each other…” Tanner grinned, “last night, anyway.” the grin widened, the dog quite obviously pleased to be on the offensive, for once.


  “Truce?” Paul asked after a pause.


  “Agreed.” Tanner answered, and they shared a light kiss.


  The two quickly cleaned up the damage done to the kitchen, the last egg still salvageable, though it ended up becoming ‘scrambled egg’ in ‘short order’… at least, that’s what Paul was thinking, but he thought better of voicing it. Paul’s smile lasted the duration.


  As the kitchen was returned to order and Paul scarfed down his egg with a content Tanner watching him, the two finished taking care of the dishes together, and shared one more embrace.


  “I hope we don’t have to wait a whole week between now and when I see you next.” Tanner admitted, squeezing Paul in a strong hug.


  “Well… if I can squeeze out of the office for lunch, I’ll see if I can swing by the store.” Paul offered.


  “Works for me.” the dog smiled, leaning down to nuzzle Paul.


  “Oh…” Paul noticed, giving his boyfriend a little shove back, “I almost forgot… don’t go anywhere.” He left Tanner standing in the entryway as he ran back down the hall to get what he was looking for out of his nightstand. The dog was waiting for him when he came back, ears up, inquisitive look on his muzzle.


  “Here.” Paul said, taking hold of one of Tanner’s wrists, and placing his hand into it, transferring the object over. The dog, ears still up, looked down into his paw, gazing at the item: a door key.


  “The condo leasing company gave me two.” Paul smiled.


  “Wha-?” Tanner asked, looking up from his paw into Paul’s face. The slow realization slowly began to filter into his eyes, and Paul watched with warmth as it finally struck.


  “Paul… I…” Tanner spoke, fumbling for the right words, ears having fallen to either side, a combination of shock and heartfelt joy apparent in his every movement.


  “I like having you around… and you have to be able to get inside somehow if you car ever breaks down again.” Paul offered, a little embarrassed at the awkward moment… but it was a good embarrassment… a good awkward.


  “If it breaks down again?” Tanner asked, ears slyly slipping backward just a little as a grin came to his muzzle.


  “When it breaks down again.” Paul corrected himself, feeling a similar grin hit his own lips.


  They embraced again, and Paul opened the door, following Tanner out onto the patio. He had the dog test the key to make sure it worked, and they locked the door. Tanner headed to his car on the curb while Paul made his way to the car in the driveway. The human started his engine car first, and backed out of the driveway.


  Tanner was still parked when Paul pulled up alongside him. The two met one another’s glance, and Paul rolled down his passenger-side window. Likewise, Tanner rolled down his own. “Yeah?” the dog asked, looking his way.


  “I’m addicted to you.” Paul said with a grin.


  Tanner matched his grin, “I’m addicted to you too.” The words kept Paul smiling all the way to work.
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  Giving In


  For the dozenth time during the week, Paul wished that his desk was a big pillow. Picking his head up off of it, he could only groan at the numbness in his forehead. Tuesday morning was the last time he had been with Tanner, and, although life went on, it somehow felt more incomplete. Scheduling at the office gave him little time for anything but work, and he knew it would be awhile yet until they were together again.


  It felt like he hadn’t seen Tanner in a month. It was Thursday morning, but the thought of the weekend only being two days away did nothing to offer any consolation for Paul’s mood. Tanner would be working all weekend long, which meant that Paul would have empty hours to fill without his beloved Dog around him. As for work, at the very least it kept him preoccupied so he didn’t have to think much about being Tanner-less.


  The past two days had been spent almost exclusively with Ray, relearning what he’d need to know for the photo shoots. Although the golden retriever was a patient instructor, Paul had a feeling that he was learning at a pace far too slow to be the kind of photographer the advertising agency needed. Regardless, the training sessions were useful, and he was thankful for having such a pleasant teacher. His inexperience with professional photography was a problem he knew he’d have to address


  A bigger problem on his mind, however, was Casey. The thought of spending that much time with Casey made Paul more than a little uncomfortable. It wasn’t just the thought of his personal life being so closely entwined with work; Casey intimidated him. He got to his feet with a groan, grabbing the camera out of his top drawer. He realized that no amount of procrastination would make the day go any easier, and, if anything, it would detract from prep meeting with Ray.


  That morning was to be his final meeting with the golden retriever, and then the photo shoots would continue. Alric had requested some matting and bordering meetings, which delayed the shoots while Paul got the hang of his new task; in all, it was a very generous gesture by the doberman, but Paul was still less than confident in his readiness. He navigated his way through the cubicles to one of the side offices, and peered through the open door. Ray was on the phone, talking quietly, half-turned away from the entrance.


  Paul cleared his throat, and gave a polite two-knuckled knock on the door frame. Ray’s ears went up and he glanced over his shoulder, offering an introductory wave to Paul. He turned back around, said a few words into the phone, and hung up, “Well… you look like hell.” the dog noted with a friendly grin.


  “Thanks… I feel like hell too. Way to promote confidence.” the young man replied.


  “I’m not up on the whole new-age management style thing,” Ray noted unapologetically, “What you’re learning should be good enough for your confidence; you do just fine with a camera, Paul.”


  Paul trudged into the office and collapsed into one of the two chairs on his side of Ray’s desk. Ray didn’t host people in the office, and it often made Paul wonder just why the chairs were even there, but he didn’t mind at that moment, just happy to have some place he could sit. The dog cleared off a section of his desk before holding his paws out, “Camera.” he directed. Obediently, Paul placed it into Ray’s paws.


  Something about Ray’s demeanor changed every time he held a camera. There was a certain giddiness to it, like an expectation was about to be fulfilled. Paul couldn’t help but compare it to a four-legged dog eagerly waiting for a ball to be thrown. It was a joy to watch, and never ceased to amaze Paul at how much Ray obviously enjoyed his job.


  The young man had watched the Dog once or twice at a photo shoot, and always marveled at how well Ray could command the entire room, creating a kind of rhythm and dance to what would otherwise be pure chaos—the kind of chaos Paul had experienced his first day walking into the shoot on his own.


  “I don’t think that I should do this shoot.” Paul blurted out, his reservations having reached critical mass. His internal objections had nowhere else to go but out his mouth, and he found himself embarrassed by his own admission.


  “Then don’t do it.” the retriever shrugged in response, setting the camera back down in front of him.


  “But…” Paul paused.


  “But?” Ray questioned, “You’re arguing with yourself now, are you?” Paul was still far from perfect at reading dog expressions from their muzzles, but the raised ears and the tell-tale thwap thwap thwap against the back of Ray’s chair indicated that the otherwise caustic comment was meant in good humor.


  “I mean… well… I didn’t ask for this project.”


  “That’s why it’s called work, kid.” Ray noted nonchalantly, the sound of the dog’s tail continued its wagging, and it almost managed to make Paul smile.


  “I just…” the young man squirmed in his chair, “I just don’t feel right about taking it from you… you’re the photographer, not me.”


  “Professionally, maybe, but from what I hear, management says different.” Ray stood, placing his paws on his hips and stretching backward with a grunt, “There are plenty of other projects for me to work on. Besides, I’m way too short on patience for dealing with this new guy, and—”


  “Casey.” Paul noted, freezing in his chair the moment his brain had the chance to catch up to his mouth. He felt himself go a little pale, but worked to recover as quickly as he could, as Ray shrugged it off.


  “You’ll do fine, Paul.” the dog finally relented, giving him a vote of confidence, “You’ve obviously done your homework on Mein Hund, and you care enough to bother learning the name of their model… but, more than that, you know your way around cameras. Whether you want to admit it or not, I can tell that you have most of the talents needed to be a photographer.”


  “Thanks…” Paul answered, feeling a flush return to his slowly un-whitening cheeks, but he paused as he considered Ray’s comment, “wait… most of the talents?” he inquired.


  “There’s more to photo shoots than knowing what way to point the camera, Paul. I haven’t seen what you can do yet when you have to deal with a model, set up lighting, and figure out how to make use of your full exposure count.” Ray explained.


  “Well… uh…” Paul fumbled, “couldn’t you teach me about those things too?”


  Ray laughed, walking past him on the way to the door. The dog patted him on the shoulder, “That’s all about creativity and expressing yourself, kid. That kind of thing you have to figure out how to do on your own. Good luck with the ‘spotted terror’… I think you’ll need it.” the golden retriever chuckled all the way down the hall.


  * * * * *


  Paul held the camera at the front of his body as he entered the set. He realized it was too small to hide behind, and it wasn’t the same thing as a badge, but somehow it made him feel better having the hand-held hunk of technology separating him from everyone else. It wasn’t as if he could hide, however, as he was spotted immediately by the director of photography, a high-octane, coffee-fueled red-head named Miranda.


  “Oh, good, you’re here, Paul. Come on over… we’ve already delayed the shoot long enough and there are other projects I need some of these people for. Over here… I need to introduce you around to the people you’ll be working with directly. Through here. Sam, watch the lights. Mateo, do the damn cuts somewhere else. Ollie, where’s the Talent?” she didn’t bother longer than it took to get a finger point from the startled lightning technician. “Sam and Ollie are our two light-techs, and Mateo you already know.” she added to Paul as an afterthought.


  Paul rarely had a reason to talk with Miranda, and that suited him just fine; she was able to hop from topic to topic so fast that it made his head hurt. He was just starting to get the hinting of a major migraine by the time she finally came to a halt. The pain only got worse when he realized that he was standing in front of Casey. The dalmatian had a folded newspaper in one paw, and some kind of coffee drink in the other. They two locked gazes again, and he saw Casey’s adam’s apple jiggle as the dog swallowed hesitantly.


  “Paul, this is Kitten-Chaser—he goes by Casey.” Miranda noted. “Casey, this is Paul Miller; he goes by Paul.”


  “Hey.” Casey responded. Paul was grateful for the casual greeting, the dalmatian thankfully not acknowledging that they knew one another. The young man felt it would be easier if they could keep things professional, “I’ll be your model today.” the dog added with a smirk.


  “Um… hi.” Paul responded, glad to have the chance to show his professionalism, “I’ll be your shooter today… uh… shootist… um.. photo-shooter… er… photographer.” he fumbled with his camera, So much for professionalism.


  “This is Paul’s first official photo shoot.” Miranda explained matter-of-factly, astutely observing the movement of several small pieces of the set, completely missing the dirty look he gave her.


  “Ooohh…” the dalmatian crooned, “your first time…” and he set his paper and cup on a table beside the chair, “I’ll be gentle.” with a grin, he stood up and moved toward the lit set. The dog let his robe drop to the ground, revealing that he was wearing nothing except for a white, string speedo, “How do you want me?”


  “Excuse me?” Paul wheezed.


  “Where should I be? What’s the plan… Paul?” Casey clarified.


  Paul fought to clear his mind as he went to the camera stand. He attached the camera to the tripod as a small mob of fur-stylists, make-up technicians, and lighting specialists mobbed Casey. One of the men from wardrobe was affixing Casey’s collar, and Paul did not miss the fact that the dalmatian was fighting hard to resist wagging. Paul tried to clear that thought as well, and surveyed the backdrop.


  The set builders had done an excellent job making the backdrop look like a quiet, intimate apartment, including a view of the city out the window—of course, that was just a keen eye for perspective. In reality there was nothing beyond the window’s colored paper-scenery except for more of the studio. What Paul really liked was the way that there were small holes poked into the black paper that was supposed to be the night’s sky, creating little ‘stars’ for the camera to pick up on the exposures.


  Once everyone cleared the set, however, Paul could no longer focusing on the task at hand; he was left looking at only Casey, lit by a dozen lights. The dalmatian was in good shape, physically fit, and he obviously took very good care of his fur. The dog was idly making some snide remark to one of the fur-stylists for trying to cover up the spot he had on the left side of his muzzle, “I’m a dalmatian. We have spots.” Paul didn’t catch the reply from the worker, but whatever was said, it made Casey bristle.


  “Get in position, Casey.” Paul interjected, eager to forestall any arguments; he was amazed at how quickly the dalmatian responded. Adjusting the camera, Paul let the auto-focus take control. He checked the lighting indicator, and took a moment to assess the dalmatian’s pose. Casey was turned 3/4 away from him, mostly facing the fake window. The dog was acting as if he were gazing out of it, allowing the Mein Hund logo to be clearly visible on the back of the collar. “Hold it.” he directed, and Casey remained as still as a statue.


  Paul snapped an exposure, and, self-consciously glanced around to the collection of people looking-on. None of them were paying him any attention. He smiled to himself; it was a good indication that nothing was wrong. “Alright… head up, and look back over your shoulder. I want to try a few exposures with different expressions.” It was essentially the same pose in which he first encountered Casey early in the week, but he fought hard to remove the thought from his mind.


  Casey started with a surprised expression, similar to the one Paul recalled. snap. The dog changed it into a wry grin. snap. Casey winked at the camera, the grin turning into a suggestive smile. snap. Casey raised a paw and hung a finger from his muzzle with a foolish smirk. snap. Paul fought hard to ignore the dalmatian’s tail, which was picking up speed in its wag. A few people around the set started whispering to one another, and Paul quickly stepped back from the camera, “Alright… let’s try some different poses.” his voice came out with a hesitant squeak.


  “I’m yours to command.” Casey replied. Paul tried to avoid scowling, and he realized that the whispers were still continuing. The dalmatian stood, turning to face him, making Paul wish immediately that he hadn’t. Casey’s thong had tightened significantly, revealing a far-too-clear outline of the dog’s thickened sheath. Paul felt a powerful blush hit his face like a sunburn; Casey liked being ordered around more than he had realized.


  “Miranda?” Paul inquired, and she was next to him immediately, “Can we get maybe a small table or something?”


  “Be a little more specific.” she requested simply.


  “I want Casey—” he grimaced inwardly when he saw the dalmatian’s ears raise, “—seated at a table…” he continued, and the dog attempted a casual ear-scratch before lowering them, “maybe a chess set or something in front of him… and jeans. Put him in relaxed fit jeans.” Paul was glad to see that a lot of the whispering had halted; he took that as a good sign.


  Five minutes later, Casey was being fitted into a pair of jeans, “I could have just used my own.” he argued as wardrobe dressed him, “Hey… watch it!” he swatted at a pair of hands as they neared his crotch, “I can zip myself up, thanks.” and he did so before seating himself back down. The dalmatian stared back at Paul from across the table, tags glinting in the set’s lighting. Paul swallowed self-consciously as the prop department set a chess set down in front of the dog.


  “White, or black?” Casey asked, looking at the set.


  “White with black spots!” came a shout from somewhere in the gathering.


  “Mateo… out. Now.” Miranda ordered.


  “I was just—”


  “Now.” Miranda repeated.


  Paul continued unabated, “Why don’t you play black?” Casey smiled, and obliged, turning the board so that he was behind the black pieces. “Good. Go ahead and move a few pieces around for both sides. We want this to look like a game is underway.” The room got much quieter, and Paul took that as a good sign. Casey did as was requested.


  “Anything else?” the dalmatian inquired.


  “That’s good just like that. Can someone from wardrobe give his collar a twist? We need the logo to be visible.” Paul requested, and as requested, someone from wardrobe moved over to adjust it. “Back further.” Paul directed. “No… the other way.” after two more tries, Paul sighed, realizing why Ray was on heart medication. He moved into the frame and shooed the other worker away.


  Paul took hold of Casey’s collar, and gave it a slight twist, running his fingers underneath it to smooth the dog’s fur out after the rotation. The dalmatian gave a faint shiver underneath his hands, coupled with a near inaudible mrr, and Paul quickly backpedaled, moving to his camera once again as he started to blush, “Okay…” he said, a few octaves too high. He cleared his throat and started again, “Okay… Casey… turn to the right, just a little; I want you staring at the camera with an expression that says you’re winning.”


  “I’m pretty sure I am.” the dog grinned, placing a thumb and forefinger on a pawn, leaning forward toward the camera with an expression that was entirely too accurate.


  * * * * *


  When Miranda finally called for a lunch break, Paul tried to slink out of the office unnoticed, but it didn’t work. “Hey! Paul!” Casey called from behind him, the sound of bare claws clicking on the tiled floor as the dalmatian ran to catch up, “Heh… you almost got away there.” the dog smiled, pulling a blue turtleneck over his head. Paul didn’t miss the fact that the dog didn’t bother taking his collar off.


  “Hey, Casey.” Paul replied neutrally, “I figured you’d still be changing. I’m just heading out to lunch.”


  “Cool!” the dalmatian noted, wagging. “I’ll join you. Lunch is always better when you have company. Where are we going?”


  Paul paused at that, and turned to look around and make sure no one else was in the entryway before speaking up, “You know… for a Burb Dog, you sure have a way of taking control.”


  “Some Burb dogs don’t mind a little control… anyway, I’m just direct is all.” Casey replied, his tail slowing its wagging, “I was just looking forward to… you know… spending some time with you.”


  “Well…” Paul spoke up, trying to figure out how to say what he wanted to say, “maybe I don’t want to spend time with you.” The words weren’t exactly what he had in mind, but, as usual, they were out before he could hold them back.


  “Oh…” Casey replied, tail completely stopping as it started to tuck up between his legs, “I…”


  “That’s not what I meant.” Paul added quickly, “It’s just that…”


  “I make you uncomfortable.” Casey responded, ears drooped slightly, eyes not meeting Paul’s.


  “Well… yeah. Kinda.” Paul responded with a helpless shrug, “I mean… you’re the first Burb Dog I’ve ever met, and I don’t really know a lot, so I… kinda trip myself up, I guess.”


  “I could… well… teach you… if you like.” the dalmatian looked up at him, head cocked to the side slightly, black tip of his tail wagging… just a little.


  Although Paul had seen ‘the puppy face’ from dogs often enough, he had never seen it from a Dog before. He was jointly tempted to laugh and give the unavoidable ‘awww’ at the same time. In the end, all he managed was to offer a half-hearted shrug and a nod, “Alright… come on.”


  Paul waited for Casey to get a pair of shoes on before the two walked out into the cold. Paul laughed inwardly at the thought of considering 50 degrees cold. Looking around on the street, people were bundled up in heavy coats, and some even wore earmuffs. He casually strolled down the street in his t-shirt, remembering fondly that plenty of people back in his home state considered fifty degrees to be sandal weather.


  “Doesn’t look so silly now, does it?” Casey asked of Paul, strolling beside him.


  “Huh?” Paul inquired.


  The dalmatian tugged at his turtleneck, “Fits right in, almost.”


  Paul shrugged, “Yeah… I guess so.”


  The two continued on toward the cafe at the corner in silence. After a half a block, Casey tried again, “You know… it was really cold down in Los Angeles yesterday.”


  “I’ve set up enough jokes to see one coming.” Paul replied, glancing sidelong at the smirking muzzle of the dalmatian.”


  “No… it really was!” the Dog overacted in response.


  “Okay… I’ll bite. How cold was it?” Paul questioned.


  “It was so cold, they had to wear two sweaters over their shoulders.” the dalmatian’s tail started to wag again and, despite himself, Paul couldn’t help but smile at it. Regardless of Paul’s desire to keep Casey at a distance, he had to admit that the dalmatian was pleasant company.


  Once in the cafe, the two were guided to a booth, and they took their seats, “So what happened to that last camera guy? The gray-muzzle who obviously hated my guts.”


  “Why do I get the feeling that the term ‘gray-muzzle’ for a Dog is about as respectful as saying ‘that bald guy’ about a human?” Paul questioned.


  “Probably because it is probably right in line with that.” Casey smirked.


  “Well… Ray is a friend of mine.” Paul said flatly.


  Casey’s smirk disappeared, “Oh.”


  The two sat quietly for a few moments until the uncomfortable silence broken by the waiter, “Can I start you gentlemen off with an appetizer? The mozzarella sticks are really good, and so are the onion rings.”


  “No thanks… not for me.” Paul replied, looking across the way to Casey, whose muzzle was buried in the menu.


  “Um… one of each.” Casey looked up at the waiter, a pleasant smile on his muzzle, “If you really think they’re that good.” Paul did not fail to notice the wink the dalmatian shot their server. He didn’t comment about it until after the waiter nodded and left.


  “Were you just flirting with him?” Paul asked in a shushed tone.


  “It all depends.” notes Casey.


  “Funny… I always figured flirting was a pretty straight-forward yes or no.” Paul responded, resting his chin on the palm of his hand, propped up by his elbow on the table.


  “Well… you’re obviously not very good at flirting then, are you?” Casey replied with a grin, “if he’s interested, then it was flirting—if not, then it was just being really nice. Finding a Leasher is a hard enough thing… but finding a male Leasher for a male Burb Dog is even harder.” Casey explained.


  “And… a Leasher is…?” Paul questioned, focusing on the new word as opposed to the jab at his flirting skills which, admittedly, were horribly underdeveloped.


  “A human who’s into dogs…” Casey leaned forward with a conspiratory wink, “kinda like you.”


  “I’m not a—!” Paul began before realizing that his tone was a little louder than he would have liked, “I’m not a Leasher… I’m not even really into Dogs… it’s just—”


  “Complicated?” Casey inquired, “Coincidence?” he smirked, “Maybe it’s just a one-time thing.” the dalmatian leaned further forward, “Or it could be just an emotional attachment… you know… like having a special someone there for you that you can relate to, and be yourself around… and maybe take for walks…” Casey’s tail started wagging against the back of the booth.


  “I just like Tanner for who he is… not what he is.” Paul explained, “The way I see it, you explain Burb Dogs and Leashers as people who look for specific physical traits that they like about someone and hook up based on that.”


  “It doesn’t have to be physical traits, you know… it’s a kind of societal thing too, I guess.” Casey explained, “I mean… yeah, I kind of think of Humans as Leashers, and as far as any Dog I’ve ever been with, well… I’ve always been the one in control. Dalmatians are very aggressive towards other dogs, you know” he grinned toothily at that.


  “You don’t say?” Paul smirked in response, “I think that I’ve noticed that, yeah. But I thought that tended to be with the four-legged variety.”


  “Hello… Burb Dog here.” Casey raised his paw off the table, inconspicuous enough in the comment so as to not draw attention, Paul thankfully realized, “I tend to like being a dog for the right people.”


  “So… it’s kind of like a role playing thing.” Paul assessed.


  “Yeah… kinda like that.” Casey smirked, resting his muzzle atop his two paws as he gazed across the table at Paul, “You know… all of your wide-eyed approach to all of this new stuff is really cute.”


  “Uh… I’m not sure whether I’m supposed to be flattered or insulted.” Paul answered, fidgeting at the dalmatian’s stare.


  “Both, maybe… or at least flattered.” Casey responded, “I think I’m beginning to see what Tanner sees in you.”


  “And what’s that?” Paul answered, feeling infinitely more uncomfortable at the mention of his boyfriend.


  “He must really enjoy teaching you all about Dogs.” Casey licked his muzzle, leaving Paul wondering just what was going through the dalmatian’s mind. Whatever it was, Paul was pretty certain he wouldn’t like to know.


  “Could we change the topic, please?” Paul requested, “I thought we were going to talk about Burb Dogs.”


  “Well… we are… just a little indirectly.” Casey smiled, sitting up a little straighter, “One reason why I can tell that for sure that you and Tanner don’t have that kind of relationship is because Burb Dogs don’t usually bite their Leashers.”


  “Huh?” Paul asked, likewise sitting up, “Tanner hasn’t ever bitte—” and he froze mid-word as he saw the smirk on Casey’s muzzle, and the dalmatian’s paw idly tapping at his shoulder. Paul’s hand went reflexively to the faint black-and-blue mark left by his lover’s teeth during their most recent passionate moment several days previous.


  Casey leaned forward a little, a wide grin stretched across his muzzle, “You have no idea how hot that sounds.”


  “I thought that Burb Dogs weren’t into biting.” Paul retorted, still reeling from the embarrassment of Casey pointing out his ‘war wound’.


  “Yeah… but it can still be sexy in the right circumstance. I remember this one time with Tanner when—”


  “That’s okay… we can skip over that.” Paul quickly interjected, feeling his whole face flush red, whether in embarrassment or indignation, he wasn’t sure; the young man truly didn’t want to hear about Tanner’s last exploits from one of the Dog’s ex-lovers.


  “Okay…” Casey shrugged, “But if it helps at all, Tanner told me, paws-down, you are better in bed than me.” the dalmatian’s ears reddened slightly as they drooped.


  “He told you what?” Paul replied, half angry at the two Dogs for having discussed it, but also half flattered that the german shepherd would have judged him superior.


  “Oh… well… not before I asked.” Casey added quickly, “I kind of interrogated him. Don’t be mad.” and the dalmatian shot in that out-of-sorts ‘puppy face’.


  “GYAH!” Paul relented as he turned away, “Stop doing that!”


  Casey chuckled, just a little, “I’m not too bad at it, am I?” Paul rolled his eyes, but jumped when Casey’s paw slid onto his hand, “There’s a lot of other things I’m good at too, you know.”


  Paul quickly pulled his hand away from Casey’s paw, “Why do you keep doing that?”


  “Doing what?” Casey inquired, pulling his paw back as his ears lifted slightly, as if accentuating the question.


  “You’re flirting with me. Stop it. It makes me uncomfortable.” Paul’s voice slowly began to climb upward in volume, but he worked quickly to bring it back into a quiet decibel, “I’m with Tanner—you know that.”


  “I know… I know.” Casey folded his paws on the table, “But… I mean… it’s not like you do everything with Tanner, right?”


  “What’s that supposed to mean? And why does that even matter?” Paul asked.


  “Well… I know you humans have your whole up-tight thing about relationships and all…” Casey began, fiddling his fingers together on the table, “But, you know… Dogs tend to focus on different kinds of relationships… different people for different needs.”


  “So… this means what, exactly?” Paul asked, wishing afterward that he had just asked Casey to forget about it.


  “It means that anything you do with Tanner you do with just him… but if there’re things you don’t do with Tanner, then you can do them with other people.” Casey replied matter-of-factly, “That’s what a closed relationship is about.”


  “A closed relationship is about ‘doing things’ only with your chosen partner.” Paul countered.


  “What about all the fun things you want to do but your ‘chosen partner’ doesn’t?” Casey asked, “They’re going to be greedy enough to tell you that they won’t do it with you and you can’t go anywhere else to find someone who will?” Casey stuck his tongue out, “I think that sounds kind of stupid.”


  “And I think it’s called ‘compromise’.” Paul responded. The more he thought about it, the more the young man realized that what the dalmatian said held some kind of sense, but it wasn’t the kind of sense he wanted to acknowledge—it felt wrong.


  “Well, I think it’s stupid. You should be happy for your partner being able to find someone who will do something you won’t—it means they get to do what they enjoy, and you don’t have to do it for em.” Casey answered flatly.


  “What about if your partner decides to have a relationship with that person instead?” Paul countered.


  “Then your partner is an asshole.” Casey answered, “They’re with that other person to fulfill a physical need… they should get everything they need from you.”


  “Well… I think that sex and emotion should go together.” Paul answered.


  “Yeah… I’ve heard that argument before too.” Casey shrugged, “The day I stop enjoying sex for the sake of sex I’ll be sure to let you know.” the dalmatian grinned… but the expression slowly abated as he regarded Paul more seriously, “I like you, Paul… and I’d really like to… well… you probably know all the things I’d like to… but, really, it’s more important to me that we can work together and, I hope, be friends.”


  The comment caught Paul off-guard. During numerous occasions his impressions of Casey as a shallow, sex-driven, boy-toy were continually reinforced by the dalmatian’s bon-vivant behavior. At that moment, however, Paul really didn’t know what to think. Was it possible that there was more to Casey than first met the eye?


  “Cheese sticks… and onion rings.” noted the waiter, setting the appetizers down at the table, “And plates for both of you.” The waiter excused himself, and promised to be back for their main dish orders.


  Looking across the table at the dalmatian, Paul saw Casey idly playing with one mozzarella stick and one onion ring, making a lewd face as he slid the cheese into the O of the onion ring. He heard Casey’s tail beat out a rhythm on the booth backing. Paul realized that it was possible that there was more to Casey than first met the eye… but he was doubtful.


  * * * * *


  Everything was dark by the time Paul got home. The porch light, thankfully, was on a timer, which meant that he had light by which to let himself in. He held the door open for his guest; Casey strolled inside.


  “Wow, Paul… I had no idea you lived in a place like this.” the dalmatian’s tail was wagging freely.


  “It’s home.” Paul acknowledged, heading down the hall to his bedroom, stopping only long enough to verify that there were no messages on the answering machine; there were none.


  Casey followed, albeit, much more slowly, pausing every few steps to look at things, ears perked as much as they could be considering the flopped tips. He sniffed around quite unabashedly, not subtly like Paul had seen other Dogs do. Paul found himself watching Casey who, after a moment, caught his glance, and his tail-wagging increased in speed, “Like what you see?” he asked.


  “You are so weird.” Paul rolled his eyes.


  “Weird is good… it makes life that much more interesting.” Casey winked, and slid past him into his bedroom, “Wow… now this is cool.”


  Paul watched with bemused interest as the dalmatian strolled around the room, looking everything over, sniffing, inspecting, and peering. When Casey finally finished a review of the room, he stopped right in the middle of it, closed his eyes, and inhaled a deep breath through his nose. The dog held it for a moment then, shuddering, slowly exhaled. The whole action made Paul feel more than a little uncomfortable.


  “Everything okay?” he asked of the dog. Casey turned toward him, eyes lightly hooded, as if he were inebriated.


  “Mmm-hmmm.” Casey responded, a strange, warbling giddiness to his voice, “I just… really like the way you smell.” the dalmatian’s goofy grin remained. Sighing, Paul moved to his bed. He took a seat and began untying his shoes as Casey continued to inspect the room. The dog’s tags released a muffled jingling from his turtleneck every time his head snapped one direction or the other.


  “Ugh… this week is going to kill me.” Paul groaned, laying back on the bed as he kicked off his shoes. The jingling of Casey’s tags grew closer, and even more prominent once he felt the Dog’s turtleneck land on the bed beside him. Paul opened his eyes, looking up just in time to see Casey kneel down on the floor at the foot of his bed, resting a spotted muzzle on the human’s thigh.


  “It’s Friday tomorrow… just one more day to get through.” the dalmatian smiled, “I look forward to it… that’s another day I get to have you ordering me around.” Paul could see Casey’s tail wagging through the air behind him. It was funny, in a way, to see the Dog that had terrorized the whole photo-shoot being so quiet and well-behaved. The good behavior didn’t last for long, however, as Casey leaned further forward, and inhaled deeply at Paul’s zipper, and exhaled powerfully, shuddering.


  The dalmatian’s breath felt good against the front of his jeans, making him shiver just a little as he was reminded of the longing he had to have Tanner with him again. Furred paws gently massaged his legs as Casey nuzzled his crotch. Paul put a hand atop Casey’s head and slowly pushed him back; it took all of his strength to say it: “No.”


  “Just relax, Paul… I’m not doing anything you don’t want.” the dalmatian smiled plaintively, withdrawing at the human’s request. Casey stood up and moved to the entrance of Paul’s room where he had dropped a backpack. The Dog hadn’t discussed what it was he carried with himself, but Paul realized that he’d get the chance to find out. Casey knelt down and began unzipping various pockets in it.


  The dalmatian rummaged around for a time, the white and black fur of his back rippling and flowing every time a shoulder rose or lowered. Paul huffed, looking away. He realized far too quickly that, between the supple grace of the dalmatian’s body, and the remnants of the breath on his groin, he was starting to get hard. Casey was up to something, Paul realized… but he couldn’t figure out what. Regardless, he realized that he had to stop it before it began.


  “Casey—” his comment was cut short by a jingle from the dalmatian. Rising up and turning to regard him, Casey had a leash attached to his collar, both of the same green color, and appearing to be a matched set.


  “So… what do you think?” Casey inquired, posing with the collar and leash, one paw held behind his head, the other up at chest height, holding the end of the leash. The dalmatian leaned against the half-open door, closing it with his bodyweight.


  “I think it looks silly.” Paul answered, fidgeting with his hands as he admired the dalmatian’s sleek body, thin, but muscled, not unlike a professional marathon runner; he idly wondered if Casey’s stamina was as good, but quickly dismissed the thought. His mind came back into focus, however, when he felt a strip of nylon pressed into his hand.


  “I think that looks even better.” Casey crooned, seated on the floor next to the bed, leash trailing from his collar to the looped end held loosely in Paul’s hand.


  “Hold on a minute…” Paul interjected, looking down at the leash gripped in his digits. He didn’t get a chance to finish his thought as Casey rose up in front of him. The dalmatian let his loose pants fall to the ground, revealing a thickened mound of sheath crowning a white, furred sac.


  “Put your pants back on.” Paul urged, turning away from the spectacle, unable to get the view out of his mind. Despite his reservations, Paul realized, however, that he didn’t want to get rid of the image. The dalmatian’s sheath was thinner than Tanner’s, and slightly smaller, not unlike the dalmatian’s build. Like Casey, it was sleek and supple, and—“god damn it…” Paul huffed. He went rigid as he felt paws at his zipper.


  “You don’t really want me to stop… do you?” Casey mrrred, and Paul shivered at the sound of his zipper being lowered.


  “Yes… I do.” Paul attested, though it sounded unconvincing even to him.


  “This won’t cause a problem between us, Paul…” Casey crooned, and the dalmatian slid Paul’s jeans to the floor, one paw gently kneading the firm flesh through his underpants, “Tanner told me there’s one thing that you and he don’t do.”


  Paul’s head swam at the feel of the dalmatian’s ministrations. His eyes rolled in his head and, despite his feelings on the matter, he realized what was happening: Casey really was winning. The Dog’s comment, however, did break through his lust-filled haze, “Wha?”


  Casey moved forward, spreading his legs as he put one knee then the other onto the mattress on either side of Paul’s hips, and the Dalmatian sat down in his lap. Paul felt his cloth-covered erection brush up against Casey’s furry sac, but his attention was drawn more prominently to the dalmatian’s eyes, which hovered right in front of his, black nose pressed against his own, “Tanner’s been inside of you… but you haven’t been inside of him… have you?”


  “No… I haven’t…” Paul relented, swallowing a knot in his throat as he felt the front of his underpants dampen; he was leaking with excitement despite his reservations, “Dogs don’t like that, I thought.”


  The insides of Casey’s ears flushed red slightly as he looked down and away, “Well… I would never let another Dog do that to me… I mean… for one, I’m way too in control with other dogs and… well… second… a knot? I mean… get real.” he chuckled, “But a human… oh god… with your blunt tips, and your thickness, no knot, all smooth and—” the dalmatian shivered atop Paul, “I’ve fantasized about that a lot.” The young man felt a warm, slick spear of flesh slip out onto his abdomen as an embarrassed grin spread across Casey’s muzzle.


  “So… you mean… with all the humans you’ve been with, none of them have ever—” Paul paused at that, wondering if Casey was all bark and no bite. Had he really never—


  “What do you mean, ‘all the humans’?” Casey questioned, “I may have wanted to… but this is the furthest I’ve ever got with one of you.” a nervous giggle escaped the dalmatian.


  Letting out a breath, Paul gave Casey’s leash a yank. Almost as if by reflex, the dalmatian obediently rolled off to him and flopped out on the mattress beside Paul. “Stay.” he directed to the Dog, who, with curiosity spread obviously across his muzzle, nearly vibrated in place at the opportunity to be given direction.


  “Yes Sir.” Casey noted, a huge grin parting his muzzle, tongue hanging out of the side of his muzzle as the dalmatian’s firm member bobbed up and down in place with his rapid heartbeat. Paul kept his lubrication in his top drawer. Returning to the eager Dog, Paul took hold of the offered leash again, “Roll over.” he directed, a giddy humor filling him as he wondered at the silliness of it, but Casey was all-too-willing to oblige, turning to lay on his stomach.


  Paul took a moment to free himself of his shirt, throwing it across the room into his clothes hamper. He shivered at the proximity of the dalmatian, and the all-too-eager wagging of his black-tipped tail and the feeling of his member restrained by his underwear. The young man slid that last bit of clothing to the floor as Casey began fidgeting on the bed, hips humping into the mattress in excitement, tail wagging wildly.


  The dalmation became as still as a statue, however, the moment one of Paul’s hands gripped the base of his tail. The dog let out a low-toned moan, hips barely able to restrain a quiver the moment Paul slid a lubed-up finger against Casey’s opening. The Dog’s response only made Paul that more aware of his own eagerness, despite his reservations. Keeping a firm hold of Casey’s leash, the young man slowly began to inch his digit into the dalmatian’s tail hole.


  “Ooohhh…” Casey moaned beneath his ministrations, tail-end rising up slightly, providing Paul with an even better angle. The human slid his digit further in, up to the second knuckle, and slowly began to pull it free. He felt a shift of weight on the bed as Casey propped himself up with one arm, his other paw sliding down beneath himself to begin stroking at his hard member.


  “No. Bad dog.” Paul grinned, feeling foolish for saying it, but was rewarded by Casey returning to his previous position, leaving the dog’s member unattended. He had no real interest in pursuing the Burb Dog game, but he knew where he wanted their interaction to go, and if Casey was about to offer himself to Paul, then Paul was ready to demand the terms.


  Removing his finger from Casey’s opening completely, he quickly encircled his own flesh with it, slickening his member up. It had been a few years since he was last inside another man, but the absence of Tanner, the stress at work, and the availability of Casey meant that he had a chance to find release. Regardless of how he got it, he realized, he really really needed it.


  Casey yelped as Paul positioned his flesh beneath the dalmatian’s tail and gave an experimental thrust. The Dog’s tight opening barely relented, permitting nothing more than the head of his member within. Casey groaned beneath him “Ow…”


  Paul gave the dalmatian a moment to reposition himself amd the Dog spread his legs wider and sliding his muzzle over the side of the bed. “Let me know if you want to stop.” the young man said to Casey, gripping the dalmatian’s tail tighter as he wrapped another length of leash around his hand.


  “You’d make a great Leasher.” Casey crooned, slowly pushing his hips back against Paul’s.


  “Ngh.” is all Paul replied, thrusting powerfully into the Dog to end the discussion, making the dalmatian yelp, and he felt Casey’s insides clench around his invading member. He relished the sensation of it, knowing it wouldn’t take him very long to fulfill his desire as his flesh was washed with the Dog’s body heat within the tight confines.


  “Ohhh…” Casey shuddered, slowly lifting the front of his body up, paws placed firmly on the mattress as he remained on his knees in front of Paul. The human smiled at the position: “Doggy Style.” The humor of it was not lost on him, and he looped another length of leash around his hand, forcing Casey to raise his head up slightly, pulling against Paul’s grasp as the collar forced the Dog’s body back into the human’s groin.


  Paul began moving his hips, making short, powerful into the dog. He added more power once Casey’s opening was stretched to accomodate him further, all the while, the dalmatian continued panting and whining, occasionally murmuring half sentences of “finally happening…”, “so good…”, and, later, “almost there…” It was after the final whimper that Paul felt Casey’s insides begin to spasm around his length, and the dalmatian started to pull even more forcefully against the collar, practically looking like he was choking himself.


  Casey let out a whining rasp, muzzle screwed up in a curious expression Paul could only catch a glimpse of through the mirror on the side of the room. The dalmatian’s paws clenched down on the mattress, and, with no further warning, Paul felt a rhythmic roll of muscle contractions massage his member deep within Casey as the Dog loosed jet after jet of ejaculate onto his sheets.


  “Ooohhhhhh ffffuck…” Casey groaned, the sound of the first convulsion of his member slapping his stomach as it sprayed out its first blast almost hid the sound of the doorknob to Paul’s room turning. The dalmatian’s whimpering cry at the continued release came close to covering up the creaking of the door hinge as it opened. But nothing Casey did next could possibly have drawn Paul’s attention away from the stunned and shocked expression of Tanner as he gazed through the doorway at them. “Paul?”


  Paul jumped up from his desk, the lamp light attached to it scoring a glancing blow on the back of his head. “Paul…” Tanner’s voice called again. He quickly turned, rubbing his wounded scalp. Tanner was leaning in the doorway to his cubicle, a half-bemused expression on his muzzle, “Did I wake you?”


  It had been a long time since he’d fallen asleep at work, and even longer since he’d had a dream like that. The young man fought hard to avoid shivering. He shifted his stance, aghast that his body really was excited even after he woke up, “Long day.” he answered, looking around his cubicle, “Really long day.” He remembered the photo-shoot, and going to lunch with Casey. They came back and finished the shoot up late. Paul had gone back to his desk to finish up some of his paperwork… but that was all.


  “You okay?” Tanner asked, taking a step into the cubicle, a slight indication of concern present on his muzzle.


  “Yeah.. bad dream.” Paul noted, more than willing to acknowledge the comment and complete and total truth.


  “Well… let’s get going… I’m off early tonight, and I figure we can grab some dinner.” Tanner offered an encouraging smile.


  “Sounds good.” Paul noted, half distracted as he gathered his things. The curiosity of seeing Tanner at his work place caught up to him, “How did you get in here?”


  “Oh… doberman at the front door let me in.”


  “Doberman?” Paul paused, and he felt his heart renew its rapid beat, “Um… business suit?”


  “Yeah… he seemed to know who I was too… directed me right over to your cubicle.” Tanner shrugged, and smiled warmly, “I didn’t know you talked about me to your coworkers.”


  Paul barely heard the comment, numbly heading to the door beside Tanner, “Do you… think maybe you could call me before coming over in the future?” he inquired, glancing around at the mostly-empty office. Almost everyone had gone home for the evening, and anyone staying late wasn’t paying him any attention.


  “Sure.” Tanner responded, looking at him, “Did I do something wrong?”


  Paul shook his head, “No… it’s just… my coworkers don’t really know about… well… us.”


  “Ahh…” Tanner nodded knowingly, “Alright… I’m sorry.” and he leaned forward, touching the top of Paul’s forehead with his muzzle.


  “I’m sorry too.” Paul responded, but he didn’t bother telling Tanner what for… it didn’t really seem to matter that much anyway. It was just his mind playing with him. It was a dream. It would never happen. Paul continued reminding himself of that.


  He exchanged a pleasant goodbye with Alric, who was seated on the stairs inside the front door as they passed. The executive provided a friendly enough farewell, offering Tanner a “Nice to meet you.” The two existed onto the street, and proceeded down half a block on foot. Paul didn’t manage to notice the figure peering out at them from the second story window as he and Tanner shared a kiss before making their way off to the parking garage.
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  Dog-on Good Christmas


  Paul let out a deep sigh as he walked into the office. Something about coming to work at 8pm seemed fundamentally wrong to him. The fact that there was music playing and almost everyone was wearing casual clothes made it even more unnerving. It wasn’t that Paul had anything against holiday parties—


  “Hey, Paul.” Casey grinned, walking past him with a mug of eggnog in one paw. Paul did not fail to notice the sprig of mistletoe tied around the base of the dalmatian’s tail with a bright red ribbon.


  Paul was finally able to list at least one thing he could officially say he objected to about office holiday parties. Shaking the sight (and, moreover, the implication) from his mind, the young man moved quickly past the entryway and into the main office space, which looked entirely different.


  The cubicles had been folded and drawn back against the walls. Desks had been placed back-to-back and side-to-side to create little sections of holiday tables. Red, green, and white paper ‘tablecloths’ were tossed over each group of six desks, giving them an almost-believable faux table appearance.


  “Not bad, eh Paul?” Mateo questioned, leaning against the door leading to the entryway, “A few hombres and I stayed late to help set up.”


  “It looks better than I thought it would.” Paul answered honestly, pausing after the words came out to think if they could have sounded insulting; he thankfully decided they didn’t come across that way, and Mateo’s chuckle helped reinforce the idea that he wouldn’t have to stick his foot in the mouth. One discussion down… about fifty to go before the night was over.


  “Well, I’ll catch ya later, amigo… I wanna see if Miranda is here yet… see what kinda props she gave me for my work on that photo shoot.” he winked at Paul.


  “Good luck. I’m pretty sure Mr. Aimes and Mr. Eizenzahn were very happy with how it turned out.” Paul offered with a pre-prepared plastic, professional smile. Talking about work was never a bad thing; it was harmless and straight-forward and didn’t involve any judgment calls or carefully tip-toeing around any sensitive topics.


  “Well… luck has little to do with it if you’re any guide.” Mateo offered. The comment was not as casual as the rest of their talk, and Paul would have stopped to contemplate it further, but two soft furry paws grabbed him by the forearm and gave a tug.


  “Paul!” it was Pascal, “I am so glad you are here, mon ami! Come! Come!” the petite poodle dragged him across the room over to a table where Eizenzahn was seated with Chris Aimes, the senior partner of the marketing firm.


  “Ah, Pascal… I see you’ve found our photographer for me.” the doberman noted matter-of-factly, creating a pause in the discussion he had been having with Mr. Aimes.


  “Join us for a moment, will you, Paul?” Mr. Aimes motioned to one of the open seats. Pascal took the chair directly next to Alric. Paul strategically left a seat between himself and Pascal on one side and his very higher-up boss on the other.


  “Merry Christmas.” Paul offered blandly, unable to think of any suitable comment.


  “Happy holidays.” the AHB exec responded, “H.R. would have a fit if we called it a Christmas Party.” the comment held an element of humor to it, but Mr. Aimes didn’t seem to convey any in his demeanor.


  “Oh… well… they call it Christmas Marketing, right?” Paul offered an attempt at levity… but it fell flat.


  “Marketing and HR have different points of view on things.” the executive responded.


  “I am told that the director of the shoot, Miranda, I believe her name was, is very pleased with the end product.” Alric quickly changed the discussion, much to Paul’s undying gratitude. He tried to make it not-so-obvious that he was much happier when not being the center of attention.


  “Indeed,” noted Mr. Aimes, “but what we think about it isn’t nearly as important as your impression of the end product, Mr. Eizenzahn.” the human executive offered quite eloquently.


  “In my mind, it does.” Alric countered, “If you are pleased with it when Mein Hund is not, then we have a difference in opinion that could cause problems. If we are pleased with it and you are pleased with it then we share a vision.”


  “Une vision artistique.” Pascal added.


  “Yes, very much so.” Alric accepted the interruption, “Artistic vision is very important in our line of work, wouldn’t you agree, Paul?”


  Paul, who had been just begun to think that he would be able to slip away unnoticed, instantly sat up straight in his chair, mindful of the three sets of eyes on him. “Um… yes.” Paul offered hesitantly.


  “So you see, Mr. Aimes, this is why I would like Paul Miller to work on Mein Hund’s next project with your firm.”


  “Next project?” Paul and the human executive spoke in unison.


  Alric Eizenzahn’s muzzle split into a confident smile, “Of course. If I have not already been clear enough, I am very pleased with Mr. Miller’s artistic vision. He has shown that he can be quite adept at handling our chosen model, and I like what he has shown he can do with a camera.”


  Paul’s head was reeling; there were any number of comments he would gladly have made at that moment but, for one of the few times in his life, Paul remained silent… thankfully.


  “Our staff is at your disposal, Mr. Eizenzahn, but I am still a little concerned about putting such a…” Mr. Aimes looked to be searching for the right word. Paul would have happily thrown any number of adjectives out into the discussion: new, inexperienced, inept, untrained, unskilled, unproven—but he didn’t get the chance, “valuable member of our planning team into such an unorthodox position for him to hold.”


  Paul could have a series of puns off of the executive’s comment, but he was too stunned to react. Valuable? Him? He was flattered… but it lasted all of five seconds when he realized what it was about; this was corporate negotiation. Even during what was supposed to be a holiday get-together mixed with a celebratory party for the ad release, business was still being done.


  “Paul will stay on as a photographer full time, and we will discuss a marked increase in our renewed contract.” Alric offered casually. Paul remained silent, but felt his heart beating in his chest. He wasn’t sure whether it was because he was excited, or if the pressure was getting so bad his veins were going to rupture. He almost began to feel light-headed Maybe it’s both… he wondered to himself.


  “I’ll need Mr. Miller for some other projects, so I’m afraid I can’t commit him to a full time position.” Mr. Aimes noted casually, “Perhaps you can make do with his ‘artistic vision’ as a lead consultant and ad designer instead? I have several other photographers who could substitute at other times.”


  “Done.” the doberman nodded and, as if toasting the agreement, took a swig of the cider in his cup.


  “Well… if you’ll excuse me, gentlemen, I have a few other guests to speak with.” Mr. Aimes noted in a pleasant, though businesslike manner. Paul was willing to bet that Chris Aimes was off to break the news to the other partners. Paul wasn’t sure how much a ‘marked increase’ was, but he was willing to bet it was significant.


  After watching his boss’ boss’ boss move off at a measured pace, Paul looked back to the smiling muzzle of Alric, “Um…” was all Paul could manage.


  “Psst… try ‘thank you, Paul.” Pascal grinned behind his paw as he whispered across the table to him.


  “But… why me?” Paul asked, still dumbfounded by the arrangement.


  “Have you seen the end result of your project?” Alric questioned.


  “Well… no…” Paul answered back, “But… why me?” his mind couldn’t seem to grasp why the doberman would want him to work on future projects with his limited time behind the camera, his limited skill, and the unprofessional way he had to bungle through days of activity. Alric offered no further explanation except to toss an open magazine down in front of him.


  Paul looked at the open article, “A New Choice: Why some parents are choosing to have their pups keep their dewclaws.” he read.


  “Not that page, silly boy.” Pascal giggled, pointing with a dainty digit to the page across from it. Paul gasped at what he saw.


  Casey stared out at him from the ad, a white king held up in his paw, brown eyes gazing with a mirthful expression of success. The Mein Hund collar was visible in stark contrast to the dalmatian’s colorless fur, and the logo was positioned perfectly above a section of unused frame. Within that space the advertised text was, “Because fashion is more than just fun and games.” Paul spoke the words quietly. Looking up, he saw both Alric and Pascal smiling. “Who chose the caption?” he inquired of them.


  Pascal’s smile widened, “Moi.” he giggled, “You didn’t think I was just another pretty face, did you? Eizenzahn finds me useful in many, many ways.” he offered in a way too suggestive to be entirely innocent. The poodle smoothed out his pink business suit. Paul didn’t know exactly how many of the female suits the poodle had, but they were all pink, all had a very short skirt.


  The fact that the poodle was a male surprised Paul at first and, judging from the fact that most of the staff at AHB still called him a ‘she’, he was relieved to know that he wasn’t the only one the effeminate poodle had fooled. Paul did have to admit however that he was fully surprised by Pascal’s contribution to the advertisement.


  “I think that totally makes the ad.” he didn’t have to pretend to sound impressed; he truly liked the catch phrase, “Is that going to be a trademark line?” he asked Eizenzahn.


  “No. We are going to try and avoid any of that… we want each piece to be something new and exciting. This,” he motioned to the magazine, “is a new and exciting ad because you are new and exciting.” the doberman smiled.


  Paul blushed a little at the compliment… or, at least, what he hoped was a compliment, “But I won’t be new and exciting anymore, because now I’ve done it.”


  Eizenzahn let out a short, simple laugh, but returned immediately to a poised, all-business attitude, “Paul, if you could see your face in a mirror at this moment, you will realize how untrue that statement is.”


  Pascal giggled at that behind a manicured paw, “You are wearing ze very surprised face now, beau garcon.” the poodle patted the side of the human’s face, “It is very cute.” and he giggled again, making Paul blush.


  “So… what now?” Paul asked Eizenzahn


  “First, you say thank you.” Pascal offered, “Then, you go celebrate.” he smiled pleasantly.


  “Oh… um… thank you, sir.” Paul noted, feeling his face flush an embarrassed red.


  “You are very welcome, Paul. Thank you as well… this ad would not be what it is now without your contribution.” the doberman noted, “I know you will be able to do even more for us in the future, which is why I asked for you specifically.”


  Paul blushed even more, and gave a simple nod, “Thank you… thank you.” he repeated, standing up and making as quick a get-away as he dared without looking rude. He made his way across the room, avoiding the center, which is where large numbers of his coworkers had gathered in little chat groups. The small, informal circles that people gathered in at parties always made Paul uncomfortable; people would sometimes try to drag him into one, and he could never find the right way to stand to be included but, more so, it was always hard to escape when the awkwardness became too much to bear.


  “Hey, Paul…” a hand grabbed him by the shoulder and led him to an otherwise empty table. Mateo sat down with him, “Did you see the add yet?” there was a hint of something in his coworker’s voice that Paul couldn’t identify.


  “Yeah… it’s… really something.” Paul noted, feeling a little hesitant in not knowing what to say.


  “It’s bullshit, is what it is.” Mateo fumed, tossing a copy of the magazine onto the table, “Complete mierda!”


  Paul looked around uncomfortably as Mateo raised his voice. A few people nearby glanced their way, and it was all Paul could do to offer a hesitant smile to them. Mateo was known for being a hot-head, and hearing an explicative or two from him was nothing new. He returned his attention to his coworker, “It looks fine to me.”


  “Not the add, you culo… there.” with that, Mateo pointed down at the bottom portion of the add where, in tiny letters Paul could barely make out, there appeared to be a small list of names.


  “What’s that?” Paul asked, peering closer at it.


  “It’s the credits, you tool!” Mateo fumed. That comment got a few more people turning to regard the discussion.


  “Okay… okay… calm down, Mateo…” Paul tried to get his coworker to lower his voice, but he had very little luck.


  “I worked on that fucking shoot the same as the rest of you… I stayed in here every night after everyone else went home to make sure dimensions, frame, and all that shit were right on!” Mateo noted, repeatedly jamming his index finger down onto the magazine, but at least his tone got quieter. Paul wished he were somewhere else, covering his face and looking down.


  He would have given anything to be invisible… instead, in his infinite wisdom, he noticed something, and couldn’t stop himself from saying it, “Your name isn’t on here.” It was the wrong thing to say.


  “No shit!” Mateo’s voice went up an octave, his frustration bleeding out of every pore, “I asked Miranda, and she said only top positions got named… Eight names, Paul… eight fucking names, and none of you did what I did!”


  “You do a lot for the firm, Mateo… come on…” Paul tried to calm him in vain, “We appreciate you.” That was also the wrong thing to say.


  “Nobody fucking appreciates it, man! I thought you had my back! I thought we were friends!”


  “We are, Mateo… what do you mean? Why wouldn’t I—?”


  “I already heard the news… don’t fuck with me like that. They’re making you lead consultant and head designer… you know that’s what I should be doing, Paul… That’s what I should be doing, not you!”


  “I…” Paul was at a loss for words, “I don’t even know what that is.” he offered helplessly. It was the worst possible thing to say.


  “See what I mean, man?” Mateo collapsed in his chair, much of his rage having spilled over, he covered his face with a hand, “I’ve been here longer than you… I know more about this kind of thing than you… fuck… I don’t know why I’m even angry at you… you don’t know enough to stab me in the back.”


  “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” Paul hazarded a stab at humor which, to his everlasting thanks, worked out better than his other attempts at calming Mateo.


  “I’m sorry, bro… it’s just…” Mateo let out a sigh, sitting forward as he started to talk more reasonably, “I’ve been doing this… what… about five, six years? And… and it just really pisses me off that you come along and walk right into the position.”


  “I’m sorry, Mateo… it’s not like I was trying to steal it.” Paul apologized, starting to feel just as uncomfortable discussing it as being yelled at.


  “I know…” Mateo’s fingers drummed on the table with agitation, “that doesn’t exactly make it easier though, does it?”


  Paul paused for a moment, trying to come up with some way of diffusing the potentially hostile situation, “Well… what about working with me on the next project?” he asked Mateo, “I mean… you are the best guy here at what you do, and if I’m some kind of director or something, then I get a say in what happens with the project, right?”


  Mateo said nothing in response so Paul continued, “And, when the next ad comes out, I can make sure that you get credit… I mean… everyone here knows you worked hard, and you deserve some recognition, right?”


  “Damn right.” Mateo noted with a nod, slumping down in his chair, “Listen, Paul… I’m sorry about… you know… coming after you for it. I know you’re not that kinda guy… just… some of the stuff going on around here since the whole My Hund thing—”


  Paul almost corrected Mateo, but thought better of it.


  “It’s just a lot of changes, comprende, amigo?” the fact that Mateo was adding spanish back into his talk was a good sign.


  “Yeah… I understand.” Paul replied. Mateo held a fist up, pointed out at him, and Paul smiled, giving it a sound bump with his own.


  “Good looking out for me, hermano… hope I didn’t screw with your night.” Mateo stood up and gave Paul a hardy pat on the shoulder, “Ray’s been moping about in his office all night… you’re good with Dogs… go see what’s up with him.”


  The comment stopped Paul in his tracks. He was just about to ask the departing Mateo about what he meant, but his coworker was pulled to the side by a group of network technicians. AHB had a standing contract with an information technology company, and they were making good use of it in improving the computers before year end. Mateo, the most technologically minded of the staff, was their go-to guy.


  “It’s a shame, isn’t it?” Paul recognized Miranda’s voice behind him.


  “Huh?” he questioned, looking back at her. Miranda’s hair was as kool-aid red as ever, but she appeared otherwise much more presentable than normal. Paul had never seen her in a dress, and he had to admit that she had a figure for it. She was smiling as she looked past him, nodding with her head toward Mateo, “The blind leading the seeing.”


  “What? What do you mean?” he asked, looking after the four network technicians being led away by Mateo, “Oh… what do you say that?”


  “Because he knows next-to-nothing about computers.” Miranda noted with a grin.


  “He knows more than I do.” Paul admitted.


  “Then you must really be clueless.” she laughed. Paul realized that the staff director was much calmer, and decidedly more personable after hours. The eggnog probably helped too, “Anyway,” she continued, “I think they’d be better not having a company contact… I mean, I turned Mr. Burke down when he suggested I do it.”


  Paul paused at Miranda’s reference to one of the partners, “Mr. Burke asked you to handle the network… um… thing?”


  “Upgrade.” Miranda noted, “Yes, but I told him I wasn’t interested.”


  “Why not?” Paul questioned.


  “Because he thought I’d be good at it because I’m asian.” she noted, folding her arms. Miranda was, in fact, half asian, but it wasn’t so noticeable that Paul was aware of it at first. He tried his best to avoid looking incredibly embarrassed the day Mateo had brought it up, but Paul was pretty sure that he had failed miserably.


  “What does that have to do with anything?” he asked her.


  “It seemed like a racist stereotype.” Miranda answered with a shrug.


  “But… aren’t you good with computers?”


  “Yes.”


  “Ugh…” Paul slumped into a chair, “I’ve finally figured it out.”


  “Figured what out?” Miranda sat down next to him with a half-smirk on her face.


  “You west-coasters are all undeniably, certifiably, and completely insane.”


  Miranda laughed at the comment, “Maybe, but I think that helps us all get through the day.”


  “I thought that’s what Starbucks was for.” Paul offered, a faint smile finding its way to his lips.


  “That’s to start the day.” Miranda corrected, “and for a pick-me-up before lunch… and after lunch… and during break… and around 4…”


  “Sounds like you have a drinking problem.” Paul grinned.


  “No, I can drink just fine… my six double-shot espresso-a-day habit is proof of that.” Miranda countered, and they shared a laugh. Silence fell on them as neither said anything, and Paul began to feel uncomfortable with her next to him, her eyes focused exclusively on his face. He thought he saw her blushing a little too, which made him blush all the more.


  “Anyway… uh…” Paul began.


  “Anyway,” she interrupted him, “I think I’d better go check in on everyone… you know… make the rounds and everything. Great work on the photo shoot, Paul. Oh…” she leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek, “and Merry Christmas.”


  Paul said nothing as she literally skipped off, but he felt his face burning with a deep blush. His hand went up to his cheek, and he was certain that he would have blushed even more if it were humanly possible. Miranda… kissed him? It was a friendly kiss, he was sure of it. It must have been. She kissed him because they were under the mistletoe. Looking up, he didn’t see any. He stood and headed off toward where Mateo said Ray would be. He was certain he must have been reading too much into things, and he tried to clear his head as he moved to Ray’s office door.


  Ray was inside the office and seated at his desk. The golden retriever was facing out the window, phone held up to his ear, talking quietly. Paul didn’t purposefully try to listen in, but the acoustics of the room were good enough that he heard a few words from Ray about ‘seven years last night’, and ‘I miss her’. The Dog sat, staring out the window, listening to whatever the other party had to say.


  Paul hesitantly cleared his throat. Ray’s ears raised slightly and he half turned. He said something into the receiver, and hung up, “Oh… Paul…” the Dog noted, running a paw across his face before rotating his chair around to face the door, “I didn’t see you there. Come on in.” Ray offered a half-hearted smile.


  “Everything okay?” he asked, hesitantly accepting the offer to enter the office. He stood behind one of the chairs at Ray’s desk, resting his hands on the backing.


  “Yeah…” Ray answered, “Just doing some late business calls.” the retriever offered. Paul didn’t have the heart to tell him how bad of a liar he was. Regardless, his voice had other ways of expressing it.


  “Who do you miss?” he asked of the Dog, inwardly wincing at the blatant, tactless curiosity, “I mean…” he offered helplessly, realizing it was too late to withdraw the question.


  Ray let out a deep sigh and motioned to the chair Paul stood behind, “Sit.” Paul obediently took a seat while Ray fumbled through a drawer in his desk. He pulled out a delicate-looking piece of jewelery and set it down in front of Paul. Ray made a subtle motion with his muzzle, but Paul had come to understand the non-verbal cue, and picked it up. A golden locket in the shape of a heart was attached to a gold chain.


  Without any further direction, Paul flipped open the locket, and saw an engraving formed of flowing script inside which read “I love you.” Paul looked down at what must have been a treasured possession for the retriever. It was clear enough to Paul what its significance was. “Whose was it?” he asked the Dog.


  “My wife’s.” Ray replied, the fur near his eyes damp, “She passed away seven years ago.” the faintest hint of a canine whine accompanying the words. The Dog swallowed noticeably, “This time of year isn’t as merry as it used to be.” his graying muzzle perked for half a second in a humorless smile.


  Paul said nothing, gently placing the locket back down onto the desk and sliding it back to the Dog, “I’m sorry, Ray… I can’t imagine…” truly, Paul couldn’t, but he also had no idea how to finish the statement. He wasn’t very good with that kind of thing, “I never knew you had been married.” he added, as empathetically as he could.


  The golden retriever nodded as he reverently placed the locket away, “Funny how many things you don’t know about someone even though you’ve worked with them for the better part of a year, isn’t it?” he asked, wiping under an eye with an index finger.


  “Yeah…” Paul nodded, head lowered slightly, “If… if you don’t mind me asking… what happened? To your wife, I mean?” he looked back up to Ray, who was leaning back in his chair, looking toward the ceiling.


  “Cancer.”


  “Oh… that… that’s…” Paul fumbled for the right thing to say, but come up empty, “…oh.”


  “That’s why I don’t talk about it very much.” Ray responded, “It’s not exactly a comfortable topic for anyone.”


  “But it’s important,” Paul countered, “I mean… we’re friends, right? And that’s the kind of thing you can share with your friends.”


  “We’re coworkers, Paul.” Ray noted.


  “Coworkers can be friends… I mean, Mateo and I—” his comment slowly drifted off as he and Ray locked gazes. Ray’s stare was a bland one, that all but begged the question ‘are you sure?’, but Paul, reviewing the last discussion he shared with Mateo, made him raise the same question himself.


  The two sat in silence for a time once their gazes broke. Ray let out a deep sigh, and reached into his desk. Sensing a change in tone, Paul was not able to let things remain as they had turned-out, “Ray… I…”


  Ray smiled, more genuinely than the other smiles Paul had seen from him that night, “Don’t worry so much about it, Paul… being a coworker isn’t a bad thing… I consider you a good coworker—isn’t that good enough?”


  Paul appraised the question for a moment, and he would have happily smiled at the pleasant dismissal, but something inside him wasn’t willing to let it rest, “No.”


  Ray raised an eyebrow as both of his ears went up, “No?”


  Paul kicked himself for causing yet another awkward moment for himself—the night had started off so well at the first discussion, and everything seemed to be getting only harder. In the end, he only had himself to blame, “I don’t have a lot of friends out here. I don’t know about how good a judge of character I am, but I know I’d like you for one.”


  “An old Dog like me, huh?” Ray cracked a wry grin, “God only knows why.” the retriever let out a sigh.


  “Because you’re a good dog.” Paul offered with a grin. He stifled a laugh when Ray’s tail started to beat against the back of the chair, much to Ray’s chagrin, and reddening ears.


  The Dog stood, “That’s bordering on racism, you know.” but the smile on the retriever’s muzzle gave away the lack of seriousness to it, not to mention the tail, which continued wagging.


  “I’m still getting used to all of the specifics on human/Dog relations.” Paul shrugged, “You’re not gonna sue me, are you?”


  Ray reached into the open drawer and pulled out something made out of red and white cloth before closing it, “Nah… I’ll let you off with a warning this time, Dakota.”


  “Dakota?” Paul asked in confusion. Ray moved over to stand in front of Paul; only then did the young man realize what the dog held in his paw: a santa hat.


  “Yeah… you are from the midwest, don’cha’kno?” the retriever answered, adding a drawl to combine the last three words into one. He set the santa hat onto Paul’s head.


  “But I’m not from the Dakotas.” Paul objected.


  “Live with it.” Ray answered, moving a few more inches forward to touch his nose to Paul’s. The human blushed immediately at the action, “I always use nicknames for my friends.”


  “Didn’t you—?” but Paul couldn’t finish his comment as Ray headed out into the main room.


  “Thanks for talking with me.” Ray offered, his tail still wagging gently. There was still a sadness to Ray, but the retriever looked better as he made his way in to join the crowd.


  Paul stood in the empty office several more moments, feeling blush deepen as he realized that the dog’s nose touched something deeper than his face; it touched his heart, “Dakota…” he mused to himself, shaking his head and rolling his eyes as he went back out into the party; the hat had to get back to its owner, Paul’s friend.


  * * * * *


  It was close to eleven when Paul finally got out of the office. The holiday party went well, but Paul was quick to leave when the dancing started. Casey had wandered around the gathering, flaunting his mistletoe. When asked about it, Casey mentioned that he had it handy in case a police office asked him if he’d been drinking; Paul wasn’t sure if there weren’t other implications for it as well.


  At some point, Paul had managed to give Ray his santa hat back. Though he didn’t say anything, Paul thought it looked somehow fitting for the older retriever. Between the sweater, undershirt, slacks, and graying muzzle, Ray could have passed as a new-age, office-worthy santa, and the idea had stuck with Paul all night, adding to his good cheer.


  The three senior partners of AHB made their showing part way through the party. They formally announced the new team for the next Mein Hund project. Paul learned that Ray was going to cover the majority of the photography while he himself would be co-managing the shoots with Miranda, who smiled across the room at him. In the throes of his embarrassment, Paul failed to hear the other main names for the project, but there was a call for pictures to be taken.


  Standing with him for the picture of the up-coming Mein-Hund project were Eizenzahn and Pascal, Casey, Ray, and Mateo. Ray was set to take a picture, but Miranda made a joke about how it’d cost to much to have a professional do it, so she wanted Paul to instead. A good laugh was had all around, but how close-to-home the humor was did not help his confidence, and it certainly had a varying response from the others. Eizenzahn rested a paw on his shoulder, offering him a quick word of encouragement before Miranda’s resounding “cheese!”, and she took the picture herself.


  But that was all in the past, and Paul was glad for it. Making the last turn before his condo, Paul’s sense of relief and satisfaction at a night-finally-done was only heightened by the unabashed joy he saw at seeing Tanner’s car parked on the curb. The young man pulled into his driveway, locked his car, and went inside. The sound of the television led him into the living room, where Tanner was seated on the sofa, one ear turned toward him, and the other toward the television.


  The show was one that Paul had never really gotten into. Daytime talk shows were not something he particularly enjoyed, and Jerry Springer Spaniel was certainly the epitome of a daytime talk show. The fact that it was on after eleven meant that it must have been a rerun.


  “Hey…” Tanner noted simply.


  “Hey…” Paul couldn’t say the word without smiling. He knelt down behind the sofa and embraced his boyfriend, inhaling deeply at the back of the german shepherd’s neck, enjoying the scent of him, “You’re a nice surprise.”


  “I forgot you had your party tonight.” Tanner answered.


  “You forgot something? Impossible.” Paul smiled. He kept hold of Tanner, hopping over the back of the sofa and onto the cushions beside the Dog.


  “It’s been a tough week.” Tanner responded, letting out a sigh.


  “It must be tough if you’re watching Jerry.” Paul answered, looking back to the television just as it was going to a commercial, studio audience fanatically shouting the host’s name “Jer-ry! Jer-ry! Jer-ry!”


  “Yeah… I got my paycheck early.” Tanner noted, holding it up in a paw.


  “Oh… tough week, getting paid early.” Paul rolled his eyes with a chuckle, resting his head against his boyfriend’s shoulder, “So… Jerry is jewish, right?”


  “That’s what I heard.” Tanner nodded, putting the check back on the end table.


  “So… if a jews have their sons circumcised, what happens with a Dog when—” the humorous statement faltered when he suddenly realized what Tanner was hinting not-so-subtlety at, “You got fired?!?!”


  “No… ‘let go’.” Tanner corrected, though it seemed to make little difference since the result was the same, “The store shut down.”


  “Why?” Paul asked, sliding his hand into the grasp of the Dog, “I mean… when? How?”


  “This morning. We showed up for work, and they handed us our paychecks.” Tanner let out a deep sigh, “The winter traffic wasn’t anywhere near what the store needed and I guess management figured it just wasn’t worth it anymore… so they’re closed, and we’re all out of jobs.”


  “So… now what?” Paul asked, giving his boyfriend’s paw a light squeeze.


  “No idea.” Tanner shrugged, eyes coming away from the TV to look at Paul. The human could see the hurt, confusion, indecision, and worry in the Dog’s eyes, and it hurt him to see Tanner so disheveled. “I mean… I’ve been working there since I was a junior in high school… that’s a pretty long time. I put myself through my first year of college working there.”


  Paul let their gaze separate as the show came back on. He sat beside Tanner, casually watching the show, trying to wordlessly offer his support, knowing that the Dog would speak up when the time was right. Tanner sighed a few times during the show, and even managed a scornful snort when Jerry introduced a surprised guest: the sister of a woman’s boyfriend, with whom she’d been sleeping, “Where do they come up with this stuff?” Tanner asked.


  “I think real life.” Paul offered.


  “Scary to think that there are some places where that kind of thing happens.” the Dog noted.


  “Well… with everything going on in my life, sometimes I think I could be a guest on Springer.” Paul shrugged, “But… what about you?” he turned more fully toward Tanner and took the Dog’s paw into both his hands, “What do you want to do now?”


  Tanner shrugged, and slowly took his paw back, “Not sure… I mean… I guess I just figured I’d keep working at the store until—” the Dog paused, and a half-smile came to his muzzle, “I guess… I never really thought about what the ‘until’ was. I didn’t ever plan for an ‘until’.”


  “Then how about ‘until the shop closes’?” Paul offered.


  “Yeah…” Tanner chuckled, reaching an arm across Paul’s shoulders to embrace him, “until the shop closes.”


  Paul leaned against the Dog, “I don’t like seeing you like this. I wish I could do something to help.”


  “Close your eyes… that’d help.” Tanner offered slyly, “Then you wouldn’t have to see me, and that’d help.”


  “I meant about helping you, silly Dog.” Paul smirked, pleased that the Dog was in good enough spirits to at least offer a joke.


  “You already are helping.” Tanner said quietly, lowering his muzzle down over Paul’s head, letting out another, quieter, calmer sigh. Paul smiled, and offered no comment in return.


  The two continued watching the show. To Paul, it was like passing a wreck on the highway: too horrible to look away. Thankfully, Paul had plenty of willpower when it came to such shows, and kept most of his attention on Tanner. “What do you want to do?”


  “Wha?” Tanner glanced down at him, attention pulled from the show.


  “Well,” Paul began, “You said you planned on working at the store ‘until’. Now that the ‘until’ came and went, this could be like a new beginning.”


  “A new beginning without enough money for a rent payment in two months.” Tanner offered, though the comment came out more like a joke than a true lament, but Paul could tell that it still bothered the Dog.


  “I have two spare rooms, so I think at least one should be open. Problem solved.” Paul put his hand on Tanner’s chest and ran his fingers through the fur.


  Tanner pulled back slightly looking down into Paul’s eyes, “I’ll find something, Paul… I don’t want to be a charity case.”


  Paul blushed a little, unable to look at Tanner as he spoke, “Maybe I was looking for a pretense.”


  “A pretense?” Tanner asked.


  “Yeah… it means an excuse or fake reason.”


  “I know what it means, you doofus.” Tanner poked Paul’s stomach with a claw, eliciting a very unflattering screech from the human. The young man quickly rolled over to push more of his weight atop Tanner as he struggled to grab at the Dog’s wrists.


  “No fair, that was an unsolicited poke.” Paul accused.


  “Oh… you were definitely asking for it.” Tanner smiled wide, his teeth glinting in the light of the television. It was a predatory grin, but Paul could tell he was after a very specific kind of prey.


  “And what is ‘it’ that I’m asking for?” Paul countered, smiling wryly back, just a little jealous of Tanner’s muzzle’s expressiveness; he wished he could grin like that.


  “A poke.” the Dog responded.


  It didn’t take long for them to get out of their clothes; Paul wriggled out of his easily enough but Tanner had a harder time since Paul was half on top of him. In the end, the human helped his lover with his pants, and slid more fully over him, hips resting on the Dog’s thighs. Tanner’s head was laying against one of the arm rests, tail curled to the side as he lay on his back.


  Paul leaned forward and his lips met his lover’s muzzle. He felt Tanner’s tongue slide into his mouth, and the Dog’s body shook hungrily for him, having been without the feel of Tanner’s naked, furry form against his in almost a week. From the feel of the Dog’s full sheath, he could tell that Tanner was just as eager. Releasing a soft ‘mmm’ against the tongue in his mouth, Paul slid his fingers lightly down Tanner’s abdomen before encircling the Dog’s sheath.


  Tanner broke the kiss, exhaling quickly as his hips hunched forward, his sheath pressing firmly into Paul’s palm, and the young man smiled, sliding his fingers more securely around it, and letting the movement of Tanner’s hips release the Dog’s member. Without having to be told, Paul nimbly pulled down against Tanner’s groin at the last moment, freeing the dog’s knot into the open, and he was rewarded by a satisfied mrr from his lover.


  “You amaze me.” Tanner said, looking up at Paul, eyes half-lidded, practically drunk with eagerness.


  “I hope that’s a good thing.” Paul smiled down at the Dog, a slight blush coming to his face. He gently gripped the firm shaft that had fully emerged from Tanner’s sheath, and began to softly stroke it, even as he touched his own excited member. Caressing them in unison, he began to gently rock his pelvis in counterpoint with Tanner’s, reveling in the feel of the way the dog’s smooth groin fur caressed his hips.


  “It’s a very good thing.” Tanner smiled, gazing up at Paul, earlier worries forgotten; the two were sharing something that banished all the fears and concerns of the world beyond what was happening at that moment.


  “You’ll stay the night, won’t you?” Paul asked, more than willing to let the words substitute for what he was suggesting, slowly halting the caress of his boyfriend’s flesh as he rose up to his knees, weight no longer on the Dog’s thighs.


  “Is that another pretense?” Tanner asked, a wide grin crossing his muzzle.


  “I’m still a little too shy to tell you ‘I want to feel you inside me.’ ” Paul could feel his entire face burst into color.


  Tanner only responded with a soft, rumbling, growling mrrr, and slowly squirmed himself further down the sofa, until Paul could reach back behind himself and feel the Dog’s crotch fur with his hand. He circled his lover’s sac with his fingers, gently cradling the Tanner’s endowments, making the Dog shiver in response. The tips of his fingers slowly walked their way up to the base of Tanner’s knot, and manipulated it enough to adjust the angle of the Dog’s shaft. He felt it brush against his testicles, press against his thigh, then slide across his rump until he felt the tip tickle up against his entrance.


  “Paul…” Tanner breathed, closing his eyes as he clenched then relaxed his muzzle, “I want you…”


  “You have me.” Paul whispered back, and he slowly lowered himself, feeling his lover’s quickened pulse in each inch of the shaft as it entered him. Paul and Tanner’s moans joined as one even as their bodies did, and it took only one try for Paul to accent the Dog’s entire length into his body, settling down with their hips together, Tanner’s knot resting against his opening.


  Paul rested one of his feet on the floor as he repositioned himself, the flexibility of Tanner’s sheath giving the Dog’s member some degree of give as the young man slid more of his body against his lover, resting his groin against the Dog’s abdomen, and arching his back slightly so he could look Tanner in the eyes. The deep pools of brown seemed almost black in the dim light coming from the television, show completely forgotten, “I am so addicted to you.”


  The Dog smiled softly in response, and Paul could tell that Tanner’s ears were darkening in a blush, “Me too.” He felt furry paws caress his back as his lover embraced him, and felt the self-same paws grip onto his shoulders from their embracing position behind him, and Tanner nuzzled his face, beginning to slowly undulate beneath him.


  Paul gasped and moaned as Tanner’s hips moved, every motion causing the Dog’s flesh to slide first deeper into him, then slide almost completely out. At the same time, his own member was caressed by the thick fur of Tanner’s belly, tickling him in so many ways with each movement of the Dog’s hips, and every inhale and exhale his lover made.


  “Mmm… sit up, Paul… this is gonna… drive me crazy.” Tanner gasped between words, a faint froth appearing at the corner of his lips as saliva dribbled from his muzzle. The Dog continued to try to hump up into him, Paul realized that his position made it impossible for Tanner to get a good angle. The Dog slowly released the embrace, giving the human an opportunity to change positions.


  Paul sat up more fully, pressing his side against the back of the sofa while he set one foot onto the carpeted floor. Tanner groaned beneath him as Paul pushed off with his foot and gripped at the backing of the couch, spinning around on the Dog’s hips until he was sitting in his boyfriend’s lap. “What are—?” Tanner began, but he didn’t have a chance to finish the thought as Paul stood. The human felt his lover shudder as inch after inch of the canine shaft slid free of him.


  “This.” Paul said, standing in front of Tanner, looking down at the prone Dog. He reached down and took hold of one of Tanner’s paws, pulling his boyfriend up into a seated position. Complying without a single objection, the dog watched Paul, ears (and another body part) at stiff attention. Smiling, Paul turned around slowly and sat down in Tanner’s lap as if the Dog were an armchair. He slid a hand underneath himself until he felt the slick, eager, exposed shaft, and rocked first one way on the Dog’s lap, then the other, the tip of tanner’s flesh slipping into him once again.


  It was a strange position, practically impossible to do with a human lover, but Tanner was not human. The Dog’s shaft slid deep into Paul, who moaned as Tanner nuzzled the side of his jaw, muzzle resting on his shoulder from behind, “Oh god…” Paul moaned as one of Tanner’s paws found its way around his hips, and began to softly caress his member.


  “Dyslexic, are you?” Tanner murmured against Paul’s neck, hot breath exciting him further, “It’s ‘dog’, not ‘god’.”


  “Stealing my lines now… are you?” Paul asked, sliding one arm up and over himself to caress the back of Tanner’s head. Tanner’s hips had been rocking back and forth, forcing the Dog’s flesh in and out of Paul, but he suddenly thrust upward, almost moving to a standing position, and Paul let out a silent cry as he felt the dog’s unimpeded knot force its way into him.


  “I’ll call you whatever you want…” Paul breathed, “Just… don’t stop.” his entire body was shivering from the touch of the Dog’s paw. The pain from Tanner’s knot entering him was impossible to ignore, but the other sensations quickly washed away any remaining hurt as he was overpowered by the sense of tightness starting to flare across his groin like a fire stoked by Tanner’s skilled paw.


  Tanner behind him chuckled, but it was a tense one. Paul could feel his lover’s muscles begin to bunch with urgency. Paul rested his head back against Tanner’s shoulder, whispering softly to him as he closed his eyes, urging him on, silently reveling in the Dog’s eagerness and the attention he received from his lover. He felt the furred chest press against his back, and the quickness of Tanner’s breath… and then all sensations were overpowered by one single feeling.


  Paul cried out as he felt his release. He pressed his back against Tanner’s heaving chest, his hips grinding down into his lover’s quivering groin. The Dog’s paw did not cease stroking him, becoming coated in his fluid and smearing it all over him as it continued to coax more and more from him. Paul was reduced to a whimper as he felt Tanner give another powerful shove, and the Dog’s knot slid a fraction of an inch deeper, causing the human’s pinned prostate to convulse, releasing a single jet of semen more than half way to the tv, and making a very satisfied Paul collapse back against his partner, who had finally give in and groaned his way through his own orgasm.


  Paul closed his eyes, his breath steadying as he reveled in the feel of Tanner quivering beneath him, the dog’s pulsing member jetting thick liquid warmth into him. The Dog managed another two or three half-hearted thrusts, each accompanied by another spray of semen into the young man before both collapsed backwards, Paul against Tanner, and Tanner against the sofa.


  “I needed that…” Tanner whispered, gingerly licking Paul’s ear as the two lay back, tied.


  “Me too, pup… me too.” Paul smiled, resting against his lover as he enjoyed the warmth of the afterglow, and the body heat from his lover on the cold night. He barely noticed that Jerry Springer Spaniel was back on… they had coupled for the remainder of the show, and it was ending.


  “Thank you all for tuning in, and now I leave you with today’s final thought.” the graying, golden furred dog noted, pushing a pair of circular spectacles further up the bridge of his muzzle. He was dressed in his usual sports coat, and was seated on a stool with a false brick background behind him, completed with the “Jerry Springer Spaniel” sign hung askew.


  Jerry continued as the camera panned in, “It’s said that you can fall easily into love. If that’s true, then you can just as easily fall out of love. Love is not an easy thing; it is something you have to work at every day. Only when both people are willing to make a relationship work can they experience the fullness of what love has to offer. As always, take care of yourself, and each other.”


  “Okay…” Tanner noted with a soft yawn.


  “Okay what?” Paul asked, half asleep from the warmth of his lover against his back.


  “Okay, but you’re helping me move.”


  Despite the trials and tribulations of the holiday party at work, Paul still counted it as one of the best nights of his life.


  [image: ]


  Just Chillin’ / Warming Up


  With the AHB office closed through New Years, Paul couldn’t imagine a better way to spend the last few days of the year with Tanner than on a trip to the mountains. It seemed weird to celebrate Christmas in above-freezing temperatures, but he and Tanner were too busy getting things moved out of the Dog’s old duplex and moved into the condo. Paul made the arrangements between shuffling boxes around and found the perfect cabin to rent for the rest of the week.


  The total drive was supposed to take about four and a half hours, but Paul’s car was far from ergonomic for Tanner and they had to make several rest stop breaks so the Dog could get out and stretch his tail. It was six hours after they left that the two finally came to the last leg of their journey. Paul pulled off the road and onto the shoulder as he paused, taking in the sight of the white-capped mountains ahead of them, “The Sierra Navadas.”


  “Yep… those are some big mountains.” Tanner nodded, “So are you gonna tell me why we came all the way out here?” his voice, thankfully was more playful than annoyed. The Dog got out of the car and rubbed his rump, “Long trip.”


  “I thought it would be good to get away from everything for a few days… you know… for both of us.” Paul replied. Between the life changing events of Tanner losing his job and Paul getting a promotion, he figured it would do them both some good to escape their lives, even if only for a few days.


  “Well,” the Dog replied, “As long as you’re here, it’ll be a good vacation.” his tail wagged, though he winced once before glancing back at it, flexing it left then right, “I’m not gonna sit right for a week after this.”


  Paul grinned so wide he was worried his ears were going to fall off, “Now you know what it’s like.”


  “Bastard.” Tanner smirked, and did a quick circuit of the car while he worked the cramps out of his body. Paul was just about to join him when his cell phone rang. Looking down at the offending piece of technology, the young man sighed when he saw the number; it was someone from AHB.


  “Paul here.” he offered as professionally as he could into the mouth piece. He was not happy about his vacation being disturbed, but he made it a point to remove as much displeasure as possible from his voice.


  Mateo’s voice started in immediately from the other end, going a mile a minute and sounding agitated. It took Paul a minute to understand what his coworker was talking about, but after another series of explicatives and spanish-laced frustration, Paul was finally able to figure it out.


  Paul had enough tact to wait for Mateo’s venting to blow itself out before he resolutely got down to business. “Okay, Mateo… calm down, and start from the beginning.”


  “This overhaul of the computadoras… it’s driving me crazy!” Mateo replied, “These techs, they’re going over everything everywhere—even things we aren’t changing. It’s like they want to waste my vacation.”


  “Well, you did volunteer for it.” Paul offered. He inwardly kicked himself when it took Mateo another five minutes to calm down. Once Mateo’s rant came to an end, Paul tried again, “So… what can I do to help?” he let out a sigh as Tanner got back into the car.


  “Sounds like work.” Tanner whispered, and Paul simply nodded in response. Tanner’s ears drooped slightly, paw patting Paul’s leg in support.


  “I don’t know… can’t you talk to em or something? There are five techs here, and none of em are listening to me at all. I don’t know why they bother having an in-house contact if they don’t even listen to me.” Mateo sighed, obviously quite frustrated with the ordeal.


  “Well… what are they having you do?” Paul asked, “I mean… are you showing them around, or are you helping with the update-things?”


  “Nada.” Mateo grunted, “I’m sitting here on my ass.”


  “Well… maybe you could use the time to get in your weekly allotment of porn browsing?” Paul joked, hoping the humor gambit would work. Thankfully, it did.


  “I’ve been here two days already, amigo… any more porn browsing and my wrist will be sore—” there was a pause on the other end, “from holding the mouse!” Mateo quickly added.


  “I wasn’t going to say anything.” Paul smirked, glancing to Tanner, who was patiently glancing out the window, watching cars go by. The dog looked back his way, and the human watched as the tip of the Dog’s curled tail beat softly against his seat.


  “I know how your mind works, Paul… you sure as hell were.” Mateo joked back, “Anyway, as soon as they really start doing whatever the hell it is they’re gonna do, I won’t even be able to use the network, so it’s a dead deal.” his voice quickly gained an edge of seriousness to it once again, “Oh! There’s one of em… here—I need you to talk to him for me.”


  “Me? Why? I’m no good with this tech stuff…” Paul complained into the phone, covering the receiver as he let out a sigh. He glanced to Tanner, whose ears were up, “Mateo wants me to talk to the tech.” He put the phone back to his ear as he heard talking from the other end.


  When Paul put the phone back up to his ear, he heard talking, “—not my problem. They said a few upgrades, not some full overhaul of the system.” it was Mateo’s voice. He wasn’t talking to the receiver, so it was barely audible. The response from the tech was too far away for Paul to make out, but he could tell that, whatever it was, didn’t make Mateo any happier.


  Mateo’s voice was much clearer in the phone, “Listen… I’m gonna have you talk to this perro… you’re better with em than I am.”


  “What’s that supposed to—?” Paul began, but he could tell that Mateo didn’t have the phone anymore.


  “Good afternoon.” came a business-like voice from the other end of the phone, “This is TeeSee with Harrison Pacific. With who am I speaking, please?” Paul could hear the barely audible ‘clack’ of a muzzle closing at the end of the question; a trait the young man had learned to pay attention to. He realized what Mateo meant, and blushed slightly.


  “Uh… Paul. Paul Miller.” he replied into the phone.


  “And you’re Mr. Vargas’ supervisor?” the tech on the other end inquired; Paul felt sorry for him immediately. Though he couldn’t make out the specifics of Mateo’s rant, he was pretty sure he knew the basics.


  He waited for the worst of it to die down before responding, “Yes.” he winced inwardly at his own answer, but he couldn’t think of any real way to move the conversation along by explaining that he was just the target of a desperate man’s cry for help. Despite his reservations at the situation, Paul smiled regardless.


  “Well, Mr. Miller, I was trying to explain to him that we are doing a comprehensive reworking of the network. Our contract says that we need to improve your network efficiency, and it looks like we need to run some new wiring for a portion of the building. Are you familiar with network wiring?”


  “Uh… no.” Paul admitted.


  “It’s like a busy street.” the tech continued, completely unphased by the admission, “right now you have a whole ton of cars traveling down two lanes, no stop lights, with everyone trying to make right turns or left turns and it’s clogging up the road behind them. We’re going to make sure that we widen out that street to give more lanes for network traffic. Does that make sense?”


  “It does, thanks.” Paul noted, thankful that the tech was able to explain it in terms he could understand, or at least was put into simple terms that didn’t go over his head. Tanner gave Paul’s free hand a squeeze, and Paul smiled back at his boyfriend.


  “And that’s really it.” the casual voice responded from the other end, “We started yesterday with doing a walk-around. Mr. Vargas has been very helpful in making sure we found all the affected computers, and showed us to the wiring cabinets, but I believe there is a misunderstanding about the scope of the project.”


  “Does Mateo need to stay there while you work?” Paul asked.


  “No… not at all. The janitorial crew should be able to let us out and can help us with any locked rooms we need into.” the response came quickly.


  “In other words, you’d be thankful if he were to go away.” the words exited his mouth before he paused to consider them. Tanner winced beside him.


  “I think he would love to get to his vacation.” he heard the faintest hint of a canine-like whine on the other side of the phone, “…and that should be good for everyone.” came an amiable reply.


  “I’ll take that as a ‘yes’.” Paul covered up the mouthpiece to the phone as he let out a relieved sigh, then spoke into it again, “Okay… hand me back to Mateo, please. Thank you for your help.”


  “Thank you for yours, Mr. Miller.” the tech responded, and he heard the subtle cues of the phone being passed back to Mateo.


  “So… que tal?” Mateo questioned.


  “I think everything’s solved… you can leave whenever you’re ready, Mateo.” Paul explained.


  “Finally.” Mateo blurted, “You have no idea what it’s like sitting around waiting for these guys to do something. I figured I’d be here a few hours, tops… and now I’ve been sitting in the office for tres dias, and I’m about to lose it.”


  “Well… maybe you should leave before you do.” Paul encouraged, “I mean… they should be able to handle whatever else they have to do.”


  “Yeah… I think you’re right.” Mateo moved the phone away from his face, but Paul could hear him yell, “Hey, Tech Chimp! You! Fuzzy! I’m leavin! If you get your tail caught in the door on the way out, call paramedics or something—I’m not comin’ back!”


  Paul winced at the comments, and felt a little sick to his stomach, but Mateo spoke up in the phone again before he could say anything, “Okay… thanks bro, I’m outta here.” and the call ended. Paul stowed his cell and looked to Tanner, who was gazing right back at him, ears up, head cocked to the side slightly.


  “It was Mateo, from work.” Paul explained.


  “It didn’t sound like it was the best call.” Tanner noted.


  “It was… different.” Paul let out a sigh, “He wanted me to talk to a Dog who worked for the company we hired to redo our computer stuff.”


  Tanner raised an eyebrow, head rotating further, “Computer stuff?” a bemused expression slowly slid across his muzzle.


  “You know I’m not good with technology, Dog.” Paul replied, “They needed to change out some wiring, but Mateo didn’t need to be there, so I told him he could go home and that solved the problem.”


  “What kind of wiring?” Tanner asked.


  “I don’t know.” Paul confessed, “It just has to do with the computers and the network… thingy.”


  “If it’s related to a ‘network thingy’ then they’re probably upgrading the building to CAT5… maybe CAT6… I wonder if they were using CAT3 before…” he rubbed his muzzle in thought, ears falling slightly as the Dog considered it, “it could have been ARCnet considering the location of your office, but I don’t think you guys could have survived with that for so long… maybe Token-Ring, but that would have been spendy… so… yeah… probably CAT3.”


  “Don’t start ‘geeking out’ over there, Tan Paw… you know there’s only one kind of ‘thingy’ I’m good with, and it doesn’t involve networks.” Paul rolled his eyes and started the car again as Tanner chuckled.


  “That’s okay… I still like you.” the Dog grinned wide.


  “And don’t talk about that C-A-T wiring again.” Paul pointed out with mock-indignation as the car rolled back onto the highway.


  “What? CAT line?”


  “Right.”


  “Why not?” Tanner inquired, “It’s short for ‘Category’, and that’s the common network line.”


  “Well… the idea of AHB hiring a Dog to chase CAT all over the building just seems wrong.”


  * * * * *


  It was another hour for the car to make its way into the mountains to their destination. Tanner spent the time gazing out the window, taking in all the sights of the pine trees, large rock formations, and, later, the snow. Paul smiled when he heard the Dog’s tail tip begin to beat against the seat cushion.


  “I’ve never seen snow in real life before.” Tanner glanced over at Paul, his voice coming out in a way that reminded the human of an excited puppy.


  “Yeah… it’s pretty ‘cool’.” Paul grinned, but Tanner didn’t even appear to catch the joke, lowering his window and sticking the tip of his muzzle out into the wind. Paul managed to cough back a blurting guffaw as his boyfriend’s action seemed so akin to a four legged dog’s love of car windows. In the end, he managed a mirthful, “So… any interesting smells?”


  “Wow…” Tanner gasped, pulling his nose back into the window before closing it, “That’ll wake you up.”


  Mindful of the road, Paul hazarded the Dog a glance, but quickly looked away, unable to avoid laughing at the sight of his boyfriend’s joyful expression, complete with tiny icicles on his whiskers. A huge grin was plastered across Tanner’s muzzle, tongue lolling out the side of it.


  “Well, I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself.” Paul laughed.


  “Now I can see why you got me the jacket for Christmas.” Tanner noted, reaching an arm back behind his seat to fish for the clothing out of the pile of supplies they had in the back.


  “While you’re looking, see if you can find my cap and gloves.” Paul requested, already wearing his jacket. The Dog shuffled through some items in the back seat before managing to locate Paul’s gear along with his own Jacket. Paul grinned when he saw Tanner’s new coat. Tanner did not miss the expression.


  “You did it on purpose, didn’t you?” Tanner questioned, slipping on the black and brown coat that held an uncanny resemblance in coloration to his own fur.


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Paul deadpanned. He, in fact, knew exactly what Tanner was talking about. When out purchasing himself a coat, he was unable to pass up on the opportunity to buy a jacket from the same manufacturer for Tanner. While Paul’s own jacket was black with green, Tanner’s black with brown seemed too good to not get for the Dog.


  “Yeah… whatever. Just remind me to buy you a peach colored coat next year.” Tanner grumbled with mock indignation, but his whole mood changed the moment large snowflakes began to fall upon the windshield. The Dog’s ears went up immediately, and his muzzle shut audibly, tail beating out a rhythm once again on the seat as he gazed out the window, “Wow…”


  Paul smirked as the comment, keeping his eyes on the road. The human was no stranger to winter driving, and, even though a snow plow had obviously passed through recently, the newly falling snow would quickly turn to slush on the road. He smiled at Tanner’s occasional ‘ooh’s and ‘aah’s, grinning wider each time Tanner went to point out something new and unusual; after all the things the Dog had taught him, it seemed so wonderful to be able to be on the other side of learning for a change.


  As they rose higher into the Sierra Nevadas, the snow came down thicker and Paul slowed the car even more. It became difficult to see too far ahead with the flakes falling all around them. The snow on the side of the road had been pushed into huge walls, making it look, by Paul’s approximation, as if they were traveling through a world war one front-line trench.


  “Wow… it looks like one of those world war one trench warfare lines.” Tanner breathed, his breath fogging up the window.


  “Mind reader.” Paul smirked. Tanner didn’t bother looking back at him, but the Dog’s tail picked up tempo at the comment.


  The snow finally slowed as the car rounded the next bend. As Paul slowed to a stop, the two got a much clearer view of a man-made clearing that stretched out before them. It was at least two miles long, and half that wide. A fourth of it was paved, and had numerous vehicles parked in neatly arranged lines. Several row cabins were placed in clean succession perhaps 20’ apart in small clumps around the scene. Paul’s heart sank when he observed the numerous winter revelers partaking in activities ranging from snowmobiling to skiing.


  “It’s a small city.” Paul noted, pulling into the parking lot.


  “Yeah… way up here.” Tanner noted, “It looks pretty popular.” he noted causally, watching a snowmobile rocket by. Paul’s sigh caught his attention, and the Dog looked back to him, “What’s wrong?”


  “Well… I…” Paul sighed again, “I was really hoping for something a little more—” the conversation was cut short by a tap on the glass of Paul’s window. The young man quickly turned that direction and rolled the window down, revealing a park ranger looking in on them.


  “Afternoon, gentlemen.” the man greeted them. The ranger looked to be in his mid-50s, lines drawn across his face like a logging-road map. He wore a relaxed smile, which bordered on humorous due to the clumps of snow sticking to his thick, salt-and-pepper beard, “I don’t see any park tags on your car. Mind if I see your reservations?”


  Tanner could see the tell-tale grin start to peek its way out of Paul’s lips, and the human got a light punch in the arm, but it didn’t do anything to help, “Well, sir, we’re from the Blackfoot Tribe up in Oregon. I’m Laughing-Raven and this is Tan-Paw. I brought some photos if you want to see our ‘reservations’, but it isn’t as impressive as the scenery here.” Paul joked.


  The smile left the ranger’s face, “Listen… these cabins are timeshare and owner-held… as you can see, it’s pretty busy here, so unless you have a reservation, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”


  Paul paused at that. The ranger’s shift in demeanor held a cold much more prominent than the weather, “Oh… sorry… um…” he reached across Tanner’s leg and opened the glove box, pulling out the printed-off receipt for the rental. He handed it to the ranger, “I didn’t mean to—”


  The ranger accepted the papers, the smile returning, “Relax… I just hear that one so often it gets boring… now… watching you touristy types squirm… that’s funny.” the ranger chuckled, looking over the print-outs.


  “Har har.” Paul responded flatly, his sense of disappointment starting to rise anew as he gazed across the populated clearing. He looked back at the ranger, who cleared his throat to get Paul’s attention.


  “I’m sorry, gentlemen, but you’re at the wrong site.” the ranger handed Paul back the papers.


  “This isn’t another joke, is it?” Paul asked, confused.


  “No, sir,” the ranger replied, lowering his hat slightly against the increasing torrent of snow, “You have site 18… you want further up. When you come to the split in the road, take a left, and follow it to the top. From the sound of things, you’re either more into the rustic style or you’re really cheap.” the ranger gave him a wink.


  “Uh… both.” Paul blushed.


  “Well… you two have a good stay.” the ranger noted.


  “Thank you.” they both replied.


  “No problem… oh… and for the record, ‘Laughing-Raven’,” the ranger gave him a bemused smirk, “Your presentation was better than most of the ones I hear.”


  Paul’s smile came more genuinely. He thanked the ranger again and pulled out of the parking lot. The final flurry of snow appeared to be the last ditch attempt at the weather to rise up into a full-blown blizzard. Instead, the snow fall petered out before stopping altogether by the time the two got to the fork.


  Following the ranger’s advice, Paul took the left path. They drove on for another ten minutes before the trees around them began to thin. Two minutes later, and the road came to an end at a simple two-wall shed which housed enough space to fit an SUV alongside a large pile of firewood. Paul’s car was no SUV, and it was easy enough to park with plenty of room on either side for them to get out.


  “When he said rustic, he really meant it.” Tanner noted with a smirk.


  “This is just the car park, goober.” Paul smirked.


  “Car park? Is that some mid-western term for a garage?” Tanner joked back.


  “I could have said ‘carriage house’.” Paul countered.


  “Who’s the goober now?” Tanner grinned, and got out of the car on his side.


  Paul likewise got out of the car and the two each opened their respective rear door. Paul gathered up a few items that had fallen to the floor and put them into one of the ‘miscellaneous’ boxes he had brought with. The young man watched as Tanner made a quick once-over of the luggage on his side and began pulling some of the bags.


  “Woah… wait a minute.” Paul quickly noted.


  “What?” the dog inquired, looking through the car at him, duffel bag held up in one paw.


  “Don’t start unpacking anything yet… we need to scout things out first.” the human noted matter-of-factly.


  “That means making more trips.” Tanner noted, pulling the duffel bag out and hoisting it up over his shoulder.


  “Spoilsport.” Paul joked, grabbing a box.


  The two walked to a set of wooden stairs leading up an incline. Paul had never been much for wooden stairs, especially because they were prone to rotting, but the ones present at the cabin were in good repair and appeared perfectly sturdy. The texture of the thick wood grain did a good job of helping the two keep their footing as they ascended the hill. Paul’s thoughts left the stairs the moment he crested the hill and saw the scene beyond.


  The top of the hill was a long, slightly slanting slope with a full panoramic view of the Sierra Nevadas. Despite the gradual grade in the land, it was easy enough to walk on without any concern for falling, though it did take a good amount of energy to trudge through the thick blanket of snow. Paul came to a stop to admire what would be their three-day abode.


  The cabin was a quaint building, made of logs, and relatively box shaped. It reminded Paul of one of the pictures he remembered from an storybook his parents read to him when he was younger, about pioneers. The rental was far more modern than any of those, complete with bay-windows facing the view of the mountains, but he couldn’t help but draw the comparison. The young man paused, moving the box he held to his hip, supported by his left arm as he took his camera from atop the mound of gear inside.


  Paul took three pictures of the cabin, wanting to have a pristine look to it before he and his boyfriend dug deep tracks into the snow. The small building really did have a rustic appearance about it as it sat, undisturbed, huddling amidst more than a foot of snow. Paul chuckled to himself; if he was one to send out Christmas cards, then the pictures would be just the thing to use the following year.


  Tanner had already reached the door by the time Paul had the camera safely stowed. He carefully picked his way along Tanner’s already established trail through the snow. Paul blushed to himself as he considered the fact that the Dog’s huge reservoir for stamina seemed to have many uses. The blush didn’t last long against the cold chill of the air, and the young man hurried to catch up to Tanner, who had already stomped all the snow off of his shoes and had made his way inside.


  By the time Paul got to the doorway, Tanner was already coming back from the back of the cabin, “This place is cool!” Tanner exclaimed, tail wagging rapidly. Although Paul had not wanted to admit it, a great weight had been sitting on his shoulders as he had been concerned that his boyfriend, a city Dog all of his life, would not approve of something so rustic. All those concerns were lifted the moment Tanner came over and licked his face, “How in the heck did you find a place like this?” the Dog gushed.


  Paul chuckled, giving Tanner a hug before making sure his feet were free of snow. He followed the Dog back into the cabin, “Found it on the internet. I wasn’t exactly sure what I was going to find, to be honest…” he explained, glancing at the Dog’s wagging tail, “But so far I think I’m going to be pretty happy with the choice.”


  Tanner, who didn’t miss Paul’s glance, paused at that, his ears going red, “Paul, I don’t think there’s another person alive that could ever get me acting more like a Burb Dog than you, silly human.” and he touched his nose to Paul’s.


  Paul blushed at that, “Well, I I’d love to stand around all day playing with your ‘leash’, but I think we have a few more things to unload from the car.”


  Tanner shot him a wry grin, “What about scouting things out first?” he threw Paul’s own suggestion back at him.


  “Yeah… well… I think you already did a good enough job for the both of us.” he chuckled, and walked back to the car with Tanner close behind.


  “There’s one bedroom you know.” the Dog noted on their trip back to the shed.


  “I know.” Paul smiled, feeling his cheeks flush slightly even in the cold.


  “Just checking to make sure you were aware that we’d have to double-up.” Tanner noted, glancing back at him out of the corner of his eye, tail wagging.


  “It gives you a good reason to snuggle up to someone… helps keep the heating bill down.” Paul smirked.


  “Like I need a reason to want to snuggle up to you?” Tanner’s tail wagged faster.


  Paul chuckled in response to that, “Well… let’s save that for later—we still have a few more things to unload.”


  Paul’s statement was accurate enough. In all, the two of them made four trips between the car and the cabin. The cabin’s advertisement noted that it was furnished, but that sheets and bedding would have to be supplied by renters, as would food. Two of the boxes Paul brought in were just that. Tanner managed the suitcase with Paul’s clothes, as well as the first item he brought: a duffel bag with his own.


  Once the two had finished unloading everything, it was that final item that caught most of Paul’s attention. Tanner had deposited it on the sofa in the main room of the cabin. “I didn’t know you owned a duffel bag.” Paul noted, looking at the lettering stenciled on the side, which read PVT. KITTEN CHASER, “…oh.” he answered himself.


  Tanner leaned against the wall beside the large bay windows, “One of my mementos from when Casey and I lived together.”


  “Ah…” Paul didn’t know exactly what to say at that, letting go of the duffelbag. He wasn’t sure if he was supposed to feel uncomfortable about it, and even less sure if he did.


  “You okay?” Tanner asked, moving over to sit beside him on the couch.


  “I had a dream that I slept with him.” Paul suddenly admitted.


  “You’re joking?” Tanner smiled.


  “No.” Paul looked down.


  “Oh?” the Dog’s ears went up, “When was it?”


  “Around the beginning of the month.” Paul explained, gazing at his hands.


  “Why are you telling me now?” Tanner questioned.


  “Because I’ve been feeling guilty about it?” Paul said.


  “Ah…” Tanner nodded silently beside him before adding, “Why?”


  “Because it felt like I was cheating on you.” the young man answered.


  “Have you slept with Casey?” Tanner asked.


  “No.” Paul answered plainly and honestly.


  “Do you want to?” Tanner inquired, cocking his head to the side.


  “Not particularly.” Paul smiled sheepishly, blushing slightly.


  “So do you think maybe your guilt might be a little unnecessary?” the Dog questioned him, a comforting smile on his muzzle.


  “I guess so, but I’ve still felt pretty bad about it.” Paul admitted.


  Tanner reached across and took hold of one of Paul’s hands, “Would it make you feel uncomfortable if I said that I had dreams about sleeping with other people?”


  Paul paused for a moment, then looked up at the German shepherd. Tanner’s brown eyes were gazing right at him, head cocked slightly, “I don’t know… maybe?” he fell silent for a moment before adding, “Have you?”


  “Well… yes.” Tanner acknowledged.


  “Why didn’t you tell me before?” Paul asked.


  “Because it didn’t seem important… it was a dream.” the Dog answered matter-of-factly, giving Paul’s hand a squeeze, “It’s nothing against you, just like I know the dream you had with him meant nothing against me. I don’t know about you, but I prefer what we have in real life to anything my mind throws my way in a dream.” the Dog chuckled.


  Paul smiled faintly at the simple comment, “Well… in my dream, you walked in on us.”


  Tanner grinned a little at that, “Oh did I now?”


  The young man nodded, blushing further, “Yeah… what about your dream?”


  “In my dream, I was knotted inside you when Casey walked in on us… then joined us.”


  Paul froze in the conversation as his brain locked up, “You mean… he…?”


  Tanner nodded, and Paul was unable to avoid an explosion of laughter at the crazy turn the disquieting discussion took, “Well, I can honestly say that I’ve never been a part of something like that, dream or no dream.” In his mirth, Paul looked to his boyfriend, whose ears were rapidly turning a bright shade of red. The young man’s laughter subsided, and he smiled at the German shepherd, “I’m not laughing at you, you know.”


  Tanner smiled back faintly, and looked down toward the floor, “To be honest, Paul… sometimes I’m worried about what I should or shouldn’t say. I know that you haven’t been around Dogs all that long, and I get concerned that I’m going to do or say something that you misunderstand.” his ears drooped.


  “I think we’ve already been there a few times.” Paul offered with a reassuring smile, and he took his turn to give Tanner’s paw a squeeze.


  “Well… what I mean is…” Tanner looked at him, brown eyes searching his, “Things like that aren’t always that strange for Dogs.”


  “Having dreams about… uh…” Paul paused, wondering how best to put it.


  “Not dreams.” Tanner noted, ears falling a little more, “Being together with more than just your chosen partner while—”


  Paul pulled back a few inches, “You mean… like, orgies?” he inquired, taken aback by the comment.


  “No… no… not an ‘orgy’.” Tanner said, standing up, “Ugh… it’s… well… hard to explain.”


  “I’m still listening if you want to explain it.” Paul offered. His heart was beating quickly, and his mind was working even faster. He truthfully never had been involved with more than one person at a time, physically or emotionally, and he was not too keen on the idea.


  “It’s about the connection between friends, really.” Tanner explained, grabbing a chair from the other side of the room. Paul could tell that his boyfriend was using the physical movement as a chance to work through the nervous energy that was awash in his body. At some other time he might have thought it cute, but he was too focused on trying to understand the new development.


  “Connection between friends…” Paul nodded, the words a reminder for the Dog as to where he left off.


  Tanner took a seat on the chair right across from Paul, watching him as he spoke, “When Dogs are together at intimate times it isn’t out of the ordinary to share the moment… not physically, but… you know… being in the same room as a friend and his or her mate.”


  “So…” Paul paused, “…you mean, voyeurism?”


  The German shepherd lowered his head and let out a deep breath, “No… not voyeurism either.” Paul realized that the Dog was stressing over trying to explain it to his satisfaction. It concerned him to see his boyfriend like that, and realized he may have had a part in the discomfort.


  “Well that’s what it sounds like.” Paul noted, hoping for a hint of relief from Tanner. He looked to him, smiling… just a little. Tanner looked up, and Paul could tell that his smile made the Dog feel better.


  “What I mean is…” Tanner paused for a moment in thought. Paul cold tell the Dog’s brain was working furiously to try to find an explanation that would suffice “Do you have anyone you’re really really good friends with?”


  “I’m looking at him.” Paul grinned, smile widening. Tanner’s ears turned a deeper red, and the Dog’s muzzle split into a smile of his own. The response pleased the human.


  “I mean besides me…” Tanner let out a hesitant chuckle, “someone that means a lot to you, that you can talk with and feel comfortable around, and be honest and open with.” the shepherd clarified.


  Several faces flashed through Paul’s mind, and, surprisingly, he realized that most of them were the Dogs he’d met during his stay on the West Coast. He’d had friends back home, but none of them seemed quite as… real. “A few.” Paul noted.


  “Do you think anything could ever come from those relationships? I mean… like what we have?” the Dog looked at him intently.


  “No… because I have you, and that’s enough for me.” Paul answered without hesitation. It seemed to Paul almost like a canned response, but it exited him before he could assess it. As it hung in the air between them, however, the young man realized that, despite it being cliche, it was also true.


  “That’s not what I mean.” Tanner shook his head, taking a moment to move back to sit down with Paul, “What I mean is…” he rubbed the back of his head with a stressed groan, “I mean… let’s say there’s a level of friendship between a friend and a boyfriend… can you think of someone that might be more than a friend, but less than—”


  “Less than you?” Paul spoke as a wry grin formed on his lips. Severity was not an easy thing for him to handle, and humor was always his first line of defense. It often caused more problems than it helped resolve, but, for the millionth time, Paul was glad that it worked with Tanner.


  “You little furless bastard… you’re making this difficult on purpose, aren’t you?” the Dog demanded, but, to Paul’s delight, a smile had snuck across his boyfriend’s muzzle. The human reached across and looped one of his arms over Tanner’s shoulders, resting his head against the Dog’s chest.


  “I think I know what you mean.” Paul said, “You’re saying that there’s a certain level of friendship among Dogs that allows for a deeper level of intimacy and sharing than just a casual friendship. So, these friends are more involved with… well… ‘all’ aspects of your life.”


  Tanner nodded, “I think you’ve got it.”


  “So… with these friends… do they sit there and… watch?” Paul asked, feeling a little sheepish about the question.


  Tanner covered his eyes with his paws, and rubbed them down his face and muzzle as he sighed, “We’re going back to voyeurism, aren’t we?” His paws came to rest on Paul’s back


  “Well.. what I mean is: how is it anything different?” the young man had thought he understood, but it seemed like such an alien concept. Wasn’t having someone watch you have sex the same as exhibitionism and voyeurism?


  “They might share a location and each have their own partner,” Tanner shrugged, “Being in the same room or, maybe, on the same bed. “


  “That does sound a little intimate.” Paul acknowledged, wondering about how awkward it would be to be having sex with Tanner on one side of the bed while someone they both knew was caught up in the bliss of coupling mere inches from them. he felt himself blushing at even thinking about it.


  “But, yeah, maybe one will watch the other, but it’s usually more involved than that.” Tanner’s comment brought Paul out of the thought and back to the present.


  “Like participating?” Paul asked, looking up at the Dog.


  “Yes… like participating—but not an orgy.” Tanner clarified.


  “Example please?” Paul finally requested, letting out a sigh as he straightened up on the sofa, seated beside the German shepherd.


  “Well… um…” Tanner paused, eyes searching around the room.


  “Have you ever been involved with being that ‘third person’?” Paul questioned. The two locked gazes, and Paul could see hesitation in Tanner’s eyes. An almost inaudible whine escaped Tanner, and the human realized he might have overstepped the comfort zone.


  “You don’t have to tell me about it… it’s okay.” Paul noted, looking down to the ground. He felt embarrassed at Tanner’s embarrassment. He wasn’t even sure he really wanted to know.


  “Do you really want to know?” Tanner asked after a long pause. The Dog looked up into Paul’s face, awaiting a reply.


  “If you are willing to talk about it.” Paul acknowledged. Alright… so he did want to know.


  After a sigh, Tanner returned his paw to rest atop Paul’s hand, and he began his story, “It was a little after I first started college… first year. I was going to a local community college at the time, and I was getting to know everyone. A few of my friends from high shool were there too, so at least it wasn’t an entire change.”


  Paul nodded, knowing exactly what Tanner meant about a change of scenery and not knowing anyone; the move to the West Coast had been a big one for him, and he could have imagined it being easier with a familiar face or two. “Friends, or ‘friends’?” Paul questioned, trying to get a better feel for the difference.


  “Well… one of them was my first ‘friends-with-benefits’ kind of friend. We had… well.. fooled around a little. We were good friends but it was never going to be anything more than that.” Tanner explained, “He had always been a bit of a meat-head, but I liked him anyway.” the Dog chuckled.


  “We didn’t have any classes in common, but we both had a free hour for lunch, and we usually spent it hanging around in the food court. About half way through the term, he introduced me to someone he considered very special…” Tanner’s eyes gained a far-off gaze that made Paul feel just a little jealous, but he wasn’t sure why.


  “Who was your friend? Do I know him?” Paul asked.


  “It wasn’t Casey, if that’s what you were thinking. I’ve known Casey for a few years, but not until after I left college. Nah, you don’t know him… he doesn’t even live in the state anymore… moved to New York, I think. He was a bull terrier named Jack-Daniels.”


  “Uh… that’s a pretty funny sounding name for a dog… not only is it a human name, but it’s—”


  “I know,” Tanner interrupted Paul, “His mom used to be really big into booze, and she apparently complained a lot that she couldn’t drink while she was pregnant. I guess his name was the end result of that… and he went by JD. Anyway, can I continue?” one of the Dog’s ears pulled back in mild annoyance.


  “Please do.” Paul carefully avoided smirking.


  “JD and I had a lot of classes together in highs cool. I didn’t know it at the time, but he and a human in our grade had a bit of a ‘thing’ going.” Tanner noted.


  “A… thing?”


  Tanner nodded in response, “Well… this one kid, Jason, got picked on a lot at school. I’m not sure why,” the Dog shrugged, “but… well… JD was one of a couple of bullies back then who went after him.”


  “Yeah… I was ‘one of those kids’ that got picked on… I know what it’s like.” Paul noted, “And JD was a friend of yours, huh?” the comment came out a little more judgmental than the human had planned.


  “It wasn’t anything serious, more of just an extended hazing, I think.” Tanner quickly backtracked, “They ended up getting together because of it, so it couldn’t have been all that bad.”


  “Getting together, huh?” Paul inquired, raising an eyebrow.


  “Pretty serious, for awhile.” Tanner nodded, “JD stood up for Jason junior year, and they were together through the rest of high school and into college.”


  Paul thought about that for a moment, accepting the explanation, “So… what did this have to do with you?”


  “I was getting to that.” the Dog snorted, “I’d known both of them for awhile. Always on pretty good terms with Jason, but JD was the one who’d been my friend. We’d… ‘fooled around’ a little. He had always been on the more dominant side, and, well… I was just learning that I liked males…” Tanner’s ears flushed slightly and drooped in embarrassment.


  “Was this before or after he met Jason?”


  “Before he got together with Jason.” Tanner explained, “JD and I were friends, and we fooled around a little, but it was never anything more serious. JD and Jason, on the other paw… that was more serious.”


  Paul nodded at that. He was proud of himself for remaining calm and collected through the discussion of Tanner’s ‘friends-with-benefits’. The human had never done so well when his prior boyfriends had gone over past ‘deeds’. Something about the way Tanner spoke about it made it seem less offensive… almost like discussing a learning experience. He smiled inwardly, realizing that he could have considered all of his past relationships to have been learning experiences… bad ones, but learning experiences nonetheless.


  Tanner’s gaze brought Paul back to the present. The Dog was looking at him, as if for some cue. “So then?” Paul encouraged the German Shepherd onward.


  “Right before winter break of my first year in college, JD called me up and asked if I would spend some time with him and Jason.” Tanner stated.


  “Kind of ominous, even though it’s vague.” Paul noted.


  “Not very vague if you understood the context, and the tone of voice.” Tanner countered.


  “I guess not.”


  Tanner nodded, continuing, “They were undressing by the time I got there.”


  “Probably an awkward moment for everyone.” Paul ventured.


  “Not really.” Tanner countered, “Jason was pretty familiar with Dog relationships, so it wasn’t as weird as you might think.” the Dog’s ears reddened a little once again.


  “So… what happened?” Paul asked, wondering if he had somehow become a masochist over the course of his time with Tanner—he never wanted to hear about his prior boyfriends’ experiences… so why the change of heart?


  “I held Jason so JD could find a good angle to mount him.” Tanner said matter-of-factly, as if discussing the weather or the results of a sports game, “I let him hold my paw while JD was going in, and…” Tanner chuckled softly, “he almost crushed my fingers when the knot went inside.” Tanner’s gaze softened slightly, and became unfocused, as if looking toward something far away, “It was the first time they tied, and JD wanted me there for it.” Paul saw Tanner’s fur rise slightly, puffing out.


  Paul swallowed hard against the developing tightness in his throat, starting to realize the importance of the event for Tanner, “That meant a lot to you, didn’t it?” he inquired, feeling half jealous, and half betrayed. He fought against the second feeling, reminding himself it happened years before he’d even met Tanner.


  “Nothing in my life meant more until the first night we spent together.” the Dog looked directly at Paul, smiling warmly.


  “That…” Paul responded, pausing to let his brain process everything, “That… isn’t exactly what I was expecting.”


  “What wasn’t?” Tanner asked, entwining the fingers of a paw with the fingers on one of Paul’s hands.


  “Well… when you said ‘involving a third person’, I really thought you meant something a little more…” Paul paused, searching for the right word.


  “Raunchy?” Tanner inquired, humor to his voice, but not in his expression.


  “Yeah…” Paul smirked, “raunchy.” and the two shared a chuckle.


  “It shouldn’t have to be.” Tanner noted, “I mean… once they were tied, JD and I nuzzled, and I stroked Jason’s hair until they were able to separate.”


  “It sounds like it was ‘intimate’… just like you said before.” Paul nodded, the smile spreading across his face as a calming warmth suffused him. He leaned against Tanner and closed his eyes, “Thanks for explaining.”


  “Thanks for listening.” Tanner rested his muzzle down over Paul’s head, and the two slowly drifted off to sleep.


  * * * * *


  It was mid afternoon by the time Paul awakened and he found himself laying on the couch alone. His shoes were on the ground, less than an arm’s reach away from him. He was covered with one of the blankets he had brought from home, and he felt warm as he smiled. Although he did not awaken next to Tanner, seeing the little reminders that the dog cared was the next best thing. He sat up, gazing about the room, but saw no signs of his boyfriend.


  Paul quickly donned his shoes and laced them up. He picked up his jacket from the arm chair where it had been left, and he grabbed his gloves and his cap. Donning the last articles of clothing, he went outside to look around. Tracks winding this-way-and-that through the snow were the first signs that Tanner was somewhere about.


  “Marco!” Paul grinned wide, shouting into the crisp air.


  “RUGBY!” came a loud shout from off to the right. Glancing that way, Paul watched as Tanner came trudging up the hillside, breath coming out as thick puffs of mist.


  “You’re supposed to say ‘polo’, genius.” Paul smirked.


  “I never liked polo much.” Tanner answered with a grin and a shrug.


  “So what are you doing out here?” Paul asked, glancing around. The scenery was as beautiful as it had been at mid-day, though the elongating shadows coupled with the gray, cloudy sky gave the whole area a colder feel than the snow alone would have.


  “Are you kidding? This is amazing!” the Dog wagged, “Outdoors for me usually involves smog and concrete… and snow?!?! Yeah right!”


  “Oh, come on… you’ve seen snow before.” Paul laughed.


  “Yeah… on TV.” Tanner snorted, “And that’s a lot different than actually having it falling all around you, and walking through it, and feeling it…” Tanner knelt down and dragged his open paws through it, creating little lines through it. Unlike Paul, Tanner didn’t wear gloves because his paws were naturally furred. The grin on Paul’s face grew wider and wider as he waited… and waited… and waited… and—


  “GEEZ! THAT’S COLD!” Tanner yelped, pulling his paws back out of the snow and thrusting them beneath his armpits as he worked to warm them back up.


  “Heh… told you gloves would have been a good idea.” Paul grinned.


  “Oh shut up. If you wanted to gloat, you should have brought an extra pair to dangle in front of my muzzle while I—” Tanner’s rant slowly petered out as Paul pull his hands out of his pockets, holding up a new pair of gloves, “Did I mention that I hate you sometimes?” Tanner smirked.


  “And I hate you too.” Paul crooned softly with a wide smirk, “Here.” and he tossed the gloves to the Dog. The wind did a far better job than Paul had expected in helping the gloves to reach his boyfriend, and they sailed over the Dog’s head, landing a few yards beyond.


  “Between a jacket and gloves, some people would start to think that you were spoiling me.” Tanner noted, tail wagging as he trudged off to get get his newest articles of clothing.


  “Actually, I have another gift for you too.” Paul didn’t bother hiding his devilish grin since the Dog’s back was turned. Kneeling down, Paul scooped up a huge handful of snow and began shaping it into—“It’s an aerodynamic, spherical weapon of icy doom.” he noted to his boyfriend.


  Tanner’s ears swiveled back toward Paul, “Oh… you better not have a snowball or Paul, so help me—” but, by then it was too late. The German shepherd turned around just in time to take the snowball square on the bridge of his muzzle.


  Tanner stood there for several seconds, blinking numbly as if confused. He crossed his eyes, looking down at the chunks of snow and ice that clung to his facial fur. Paul doubled over laughing, barely able to remain on his feet. He was laughing so hard that he didn’t hear the sound of Tanner break into an all-out run. His eyes were full of humor-induced tears that he didn’t see the streak of black and brown bearing down on him. A resounding “BANZAI!” was Paul’s only warning… but, by then it was too late.


  The human didn’t know what happened to his hat—somewhere between the impact from the rocketing mass of fur and vengeance and the cushioning-but-icy grasp of the snow, Paul somehow was separated from it. In the end, it didn’t matter that much, as he ended up face down on the ground with a good amount of Dog weight situated on his back.


  “My snowball has a rock in it.” Tanner noted from atop him, tail wagging against the human’s back.


  “Your snowball is the ground!” Paul mumbled up through the snow, unable to rise due to the Dog’s weight on his back, not to mention the paw placed firmly between his shoulder blades. Paul struggled to stand, but he was pinned without recourse. “Uncle.”


  Tanner chuckled, and slowly slid off of him. He reached down and grabbed hold of the back of Paul’s jacket, helping him up. Paul turned around, looking at the Dog, and smirked when he saw the snow still clinging to his boyfriend’s muzzle. He reached up, using the back of his glove to wipe the snow away. Tanner, still wagging, did the same for him.


  “Well… now that you have that out of your system,” Tanner panted happily, “What’s for dinner?”


  “I was thinking… snow.” Paul noted, bringing his other hand to bear. Tanner had that much of a warning but, by then it was too late.


  The snow warfare lasted nearly another hour, until the sun had begun to set and each combatant was near exhaustion. They trudged up the steps to the cabin and stomped the snow off of their shoes before entering. Paul closed his eyes, reveling in the feel of the hot air blasting him the moment the door was opened, as if it were jealously reminding him of everything he gave up by going outside. All in all, however, he considered it a fair trade.


  “I got snow in places I didn’t think snow could go.” Tanner chuckled, following him inside, “I should have learned to expect it with you around.” The Dog clenched and unclenched his paws, “WOW that’s cold…”


  Paul grinned, “Told you… should have put on your gloves.”


  “It’s hard to make snowballs with gloves on.” Tanner admitted.


  “You just need more practice.” Paul noted, “I’ve had years of experience on my side.”


  “Yeah… well I had gravity on my side.” the Dog retorted, brushing a few clumps of snow out of Paul’s hair.


  Paul chuckled at that, “Here… let me.” he batted the Dog’s numb paws away from the zipper, and undid Tanner’s jacket for him.


  “You are treating me like a Burb Dog… I knew it.” Tanner smirked as he gave the verbal jab, “Next thing, I’ll be wearing a collar that says ‘Fido’.”


  “To be honest,” Paul grinned back, sliding his hands underneath the Dog’s shirt once the jacket was open, “I’d probably name you ‘Spike’.” and his grin widened as his fingers slid down into Tanner’s jeans.
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  “So first you give me the cold shoulder, and then you get me all hot and bothered.” Tanner smirked, bemused. The grin on the Dog’s muzzle widened to match Paul’s as the human deftly popped the front button on his jeans, and lowered that zipper as well. Tanner pulled his legs closer together, giving his pants room to fall as he undid the button behind his tail, and stepped out of the soggy garment.


  Paul chuckled, saying nothing as he took Tanner’s coat and put it up on the coat rack by the door. He was just about to turn around when he felt Tanner against his back, bare, furred arms embracing him from behind, “My turn.” warm breath spoke into his ear, and Paul blushed slightly as the Dog’s paws pulled his coat zipper down.


  “I can handle it myself.” Paul offered, but made no attempt to struggle.


  “But you’ve got to admit, ‘handling it’ yourself is no fun. it’s always better when someone else is willing to ‘handle it’ for you.” a cold nose pressed against the back of his neck, making Paul tense up just as Tanner slid the coat off of him and tossed it across the rack next to the Dog’s own.


  The now-warm paws slipped under his shirt, trailing across his chest as Tanner embraced him from behind. Paul let out a wheeze as the soft paw pads traced across his nipples before Tanner trailed them lower, changing the angle of his touch so that his claws would lightly rake down the human’s abdomen. Paul’s teeth were chattering, but not from the cold.


  “You know… I always heard that old rumor about humans and cold weather…” Tanner joked playfully, his paws slipping the button on Paul’s jeans free before unzipping them, “And I have to admit that I’m a little curious—”


  “Too late, pup.” Paul chided, “You’ve already done too good of a job of ‘warming me up’.”


  Paul’s pants fell to the ground, and Tanner’s paws found their way underneath the human’s underwear. The Dog chuckled behind him, lightly nipping the back of Paul’s neck, “Well why don’t you find something for us to eat while I get the fire started… then we can both ‘warm up’ even more.”


  “You know,” Paul noted, rotating around in his lover’s grasp to look him in the eye, “I heard it’s possible to get a fire started by rubbing two sticks together.”


  “Is that so?” the bemused expression on Tanner’s muzzle suggested that the humor wasn’t lost to him, “Well it’s a shame I have matches, otherwise that might have been an interesting experiment.” he winked, “Now go find something to eat—your Dog is hungry.”


  “See?” Paul grinned, heading off to one of the boxes, “Proof that I’m not cut out to be a Leasher… not only do I let my Dog go hungry, but I can’t even control him.”


  “You know perfectly well how to control me, Paul… you just need to use the joystick.” Tanner grinned wide when the young man turned to look back at him. Tanner stretched in front of the unlit fireplace, the dog’s naturally athletic body rising up to the tip of his paws, back arching slightly. Paul smiled, enjoying the site of Tanner’s body in motion.


  The Dog’s muscles contracted and bunched beneath his fur, creating little rippling motes of light as his fur reflected the electric glow of the fluorescent bulbs. Paul smiled wider when he saw the little hint of pink peek out from the tip of the German shepherd’s sheath. He blushed slightly when he saw Tanner staring at him.


  “You mentioned something about voyeurism earlier today, didn’t you?” the Dog’s tail wagged with the comment.


  “You should consider charging admission… it’s a show I’d go to see every night.” Paul smiled, holding up a can of Beefy-Noodle-Roni.


  “You got fat, salt, and meat… that’s three of the four food groups right there.” Tanner smiled, “Now we just need sugar and we’ll have a balanced meal.” In response to Tanner’s comment, Paul held up a package of Oreos. “You’re a culinary genius.” the Dog noted theatrically.


  Tanner got the fire started while Paul located a can opener. The human never considered himself a nudist, and wasn’t one to walk about naked. On one hand, he found the experience to be quite freeing, while on the other, he kept worrying that he was going to accidentally get ‘something’ shut in a cabinet… especially the kitchen, which was full of drawers, bins, doors, and appliances that would cause a very quick turn-for-the-worse in an otherwise pleasant night. He retrieved utensils, and spent no more time in the kitchen than necessary.


  The two ate dinner on the floor in the living room in front of the fire. Paul retained control of the can, using a single fork to feed both himself and his boyfriend. Tanner, bemused at the sport despite it being at his expense, willingly complied and allowed himself to be fed. He even managing a sheepish smile for the duration. The roles changed, however, when it came to the Oreos. Tanner was quick to grab the bag, and began to divide them out.


  “One for you; one for me…” he gave Paul one and gave himself one, “Two for you; two for me…” he put another Oreo into Paul’s palm and stacked two more for himself, “Three for you; three for me…” he deposited another Oreo onto Paul’s two, and gave himself another three, increasing his total to six.


  “I don’t think that’s exactly even.” Paul objected, but Tanner silenced him with a quick kiss.


  “Oh relax… that isn’t the real ‘dessert’ anyway.” the Dog grinned, and kissed Paul again, his muzzle working against the human’s lips, parting them. Paul’s head swam as his lover’s tongue explored his mouth. The warmth of the fire was nothing compared to the hot flush that came over Paul as Tanner pulled him into his lap.


  Their kiss broke as Tanner licked his throat, his whiskers tickling the human. Paul laughed, turning his head sideways as the Dog gently nibbled at his neck. He raised his hand up to gently caress the side of his lover’s face, running his fingers through the fur on Tanner’s cheek. One of the German Shepherd’s arms wrapped around Paul’s back, cradling the human where he sat in the Dog’s lap, while the other gently gripped the wrist of the human’s hand that lay against his cheek.


  Paul let out a giggle at the touch of Tanner’s cradling paw on his side, making himself blush when the sound escaped him. “I like hearing you laugh, Paul.” Tanner smiled.


  “Well, just so long as you realize it doesn’t mean you have permission to tickle me all you want.” the human countered, laughing and closing his eyes as the resolute Tanner responded with a good-humored lick to his face. Pauls’ smile widened as he felt his lover’s erect flesh slide against his own member, and the tell-tale eagerness in the way Tanner’s paws held him.


  Paul pulled back for a moment, as much as the Dog’s firm grip would let him. He meet the gaze of his boyfriend, whose warm, loving expression was punctuated by a devilish little glint of mischevous humor in one eye. It was Paul’s only warning… but, by then it was too late. Paul would later wonder if his squeals of laughter were heard halfway down the mountain, but, at that moment, he was more concerned with not pissing all over himself as Tanner’s paws tickled him without remorse.


  It took some pulling for Paul to escape the Dog’s grasp but, by then, Paul’s laughter caught on, and Tanner was rolling on the floor laughing as well. “Are you about done?” the human asked of the squirming Dog with mock annoyance, “Keep this up and you’ll be sleeping on the sofa.” Paul remained by the arm chair which still held their bags, unattended since they were deposited there earlier in the day.


  “Alright… alright…” Tanner blurted between gasps for air, slowly catching his breath, “I’m done… I’m done…” he continued breathing heavily, his laughter slowly abating, “No more tickling.”


  “You promise?” Paul requested again, moving back over to the Dog, a small tube of gel in one hand.


  Tanner’s tail started wagging again, “For tonight… yes.” a mischievous grin stretched across his muzzle.


  “How about at least for the whole trip?” Paul countered, straddling his lover’s hips before sitting back down into the Dog’s lap.


  Tanner’s paws slipped around Paul’s back again, though they made no move to tickle him. The shepherd’s tail beat out a lazy rhythm on the floor and the impish grin faded… just a little, “Alright… but deal’s off if you throw a snowball.”


  Paul smiled back at that, “Sounds fair to me”


  “Are you going to ask me to shake on it?” Tanner grinned.


  “I had something else in mind to seal the deal.” Paul offered with a conspiratory wink and he leaned forward to kiss Tanner’s muzzle. The Dog let out a soft mrrr, and licked back, tongue languidly washing across the human’s lips. Paul leaned forward against Tanner, pressing one hand against his furred chest, but the Dog did not let the human push him back.


  “Oh no,” Tanner’s mischievous grin returned, “You’ve led this dance long enough tonight.” he touched his nose to Paul’s, and the human almost began to flail as his lover’s arm loosened its grip on his back, causing Paul to lean backwards in the Dog’s lap. Tanner leaned forward further, lowering his arm to the ground until Paul was laying on the bare floor.


  “Just what did you have in mind, hmm?” Paul inquired, bemused. Tanner’s ears both fell sideways for a moment before the dog recollected his resolve, and the grin returned in force, revealing every tooth in his muzzle.


  “Nothing too out of the ordinary,” the Dog noted, his paw sliding across the lubricant tube in Paul’s hand, taking possession of it; Paul let it go without a fight, letting his newly unburdened hand join the other one on his lover’s chest, gently caressing it, running his fingers through the tan fur.


  “So long as you’re careful.” Paul spoke softly, the humor having left his voice, replaced with a sense of anticipating, and eagerness for whatever it was Tanner had planned.


  “You’re worth treating right.” the Dog replied, mischievous grin replaced with a tender smile as the German shepherd’s gaze drifted up and down his body. Paul closed his own eyes, resting on his back, hands playing across the fur of his lover’s body as it hovered over him. He heard Tanner change positions along with the sound of the lube bottle being set off to the side. A dry paw caressed the inside of his right thigh, and Paul shivered at the paw pad as it traversed from his knee to beneath his groin.


  “You… are… perfect.” Paul whispered, his voice trembling as Tanner pulled his chest away from the humans’s grasp. Eyes still closed, Paul slid one of his hands down the Dog’s shoulder, moving it to gently grip the wrist of the paw on his thigh and give it a squeeze. He released it, and let his arm fall to the ground. His other arm stretched out to the side, hand finding a few tassels of the throw rug that was situated underneath the coffee table to his right. He gripped the cloth as he felt hot breath on his groin.


  “I try my best.” Tanner responded, a hint of humor in his voice a moment before Paul’s breath caught in his throat at the touch of a very cold nose right on his scrotum, “Sorry.” the Dog chuckled and, before Paul could have a chance to say anything, his breath was stolen away again, this time by a lubricated paw sliding down the length of his flesh. Paul could respond with nothing but a moan. “Ah… I thought that might make up for it.” the Dog’s mirthful voice noted.


  “All is forgiven.” Paul breathed. Tanner’s paw pads, though smooth, always had a very faint abrasive texture to them, almost like extra-fine sandpaper. The slickness of the gel changed that, making Paul’s toes curl at the difference, “Just… slow down…” Paul’s breath was coming faster, the Dog’s thumb was pressing up along the underside of his member, stimulating him with each slickened movement.


  “That would ruin the fun.” Tanner noted, nosing Paul’s scrotum again. The human tensed with a start, but said nothing, tightening his grip on the wrist and the carpet instead. The Dog’s muzzle moved lower and, with calculated precision, a tongue pressed up against his rump just as he started to relax. The young man moaned from the joint stimulation of the paw on his shaft and Tanner’s tongue as it slowly corkscrewed itself against Paul’s rapidly accomodating ring of muscle.


  Paul writhed on the ground as Tanner’s tongue slid inside him, all the while the Dog’s paw worked his eager shaft with slickened speed. The sensations were almost overpowering, but the young man was unavoidably caught. Each time he moved his hips forward, the waiting paw was there to caress and stroke his member; each time he pulled back, he found himself impaled even more on Tanner’s probing tongue. Just when he thought he wouldn’t be able to take any more—Tanner stopped. The Dog’s muzzle slowly withdrew from between his cheeks, providing one more caressing lick against his opening, and the paw that had been furiously working at his erection simply came to a rest against his groin.


  “W-what?” Paul almost whimpered the words. He finally opened his eyes, looking to Tanner, who was gazing down at him. The Dog’s entire body was quivering as Tanner held his own erection in one paw. The human could see it dripping with excitement, and only then did he realize that Tanner had been stimulating himself even as the shepherd had been stroking him. “Get me a pillow.” he smiled warmly to his lover.


  Tanner’s paw on the human’s groin left it for a moment, just long enough to grab a pair of discarded jeans from nearby. The resourceful Dog used them like a grappling hook, lashing out at one of the pillows on the sofa. After only two tries, the cushion fell to the ground and rolled to within reach of Paul. “You good?” Tanner asked, gazing down at him.


  “Never better.” Paul smiled, arching his back slightly so that he could slide the pillow under his tail bone, allowing the angle of his hips to rise upward, “Come here.” once the pillow was in place, he reached his right hand up to caress the Dog’s muzzle, and brought Tanner’s head down for a kiss. His lover’s hips lowered as well, and Paul lowered his left shoulder, reaching with his hand until he cradled the Dog’s furry scrotum in his palm.


  Walking his fingers further up Tanner’s groin, he took gentle hold of his boyfriend’s knot with his thumb and index finger. “Ready?” Paul smiled, looking up into the soft, brown eyes gazing down at him with full devotion.


  “Can’t you tell?” the Dog grinned sheepishly. Tanner walked his hips closer, his knees inching along the ground closer and closer until Paul felt his lover’s member press up against him a few inches too far to the right. With careful control, Paul guided Tanner’s shaft to his saliva-slickened opening. The young man felt the Dog’s tip slowly spread him open, and both lovers moaned in unison as Tanner gently rocked his hips forward.


  The angle of the human’s hips allowed for easy entry, and the Dog leaned down to lick the side of Paul’s face. Both of Tanner’s paws were resting against the floor on either side of the young man’s head, and the German shepherd’s hips rocked slowly against Paul’s, causing more and more of Tanner’s member to impale him with each successive thrust. Paul let out a grunt the first time the Dog’s knot hit his opening.


  “We’re going to end up sleeping here, aren’t we?” Tanner asked softly, tip of his muzzle against Paul’s ear.


  Paul wrapped his feet around the small of Tanner’s back, spreading his legs wider as he moaned in response to the Dog’s next thrust, knot parting him further, “Maybe for a half an hour…” he chided back, “or more if you’re too excited to…” he shivered for a moment, eyes clenching as he felt a wave of pleasure start to build within him, “…untie.” he wheezed, feeling his impeding release stalk his body like a predator ready to pounce. He gripped Tanner’s head, pulling it down beside his own as he hugged his lover close… a moment of childishness playing through his mind as he leaned up and nipped at the tip of Tanner’s ear like the Dog always did to his shoulder.


  Tanner’s resounding moan almost bordered on a yelp, “God, Paul…” the Dog’s entire body shook with a resounding response to the stimulation of the human’s teeth on his ear, “Do that again and I might be tied to you all night.” his lover mrrred.


  “Promise?” was all Paul could manage, words leaving him as the Dog’s unrelenting member stroked his prostate for the final time, dispelling his resistance, and forcing his body’s most-desired response. The human gasped, gripping the back of Tanner’s head, pulling the furred form against his own as his hips shook in release. The muscles within his opening spasmed in time with each jet of semen, and a perfectly timed thrust by Tanner forced the Dog’s knot into him.


  Paul bit down again in response, and Tanner cried out, the sound something between a groan and a howl. The Dog’s blunt claws dragged thin grooves in the hardwood floor, and his thrusts lost tempo, becoming disjointed and desperate as the thick knot was caught within the human. One final thrust, and Tanner was unable to resist any longer. Paul’s body was just recovering from his orgasm when he felt the Dog’s flesh within him quiver, and then pulse.


  The two moaned in unison as Tanner began to pump his seed into Paul. The human slowly released his hold on the Dog’s head, turning it slightly as they shared a deep kiss. He felt Tanner’s tense tongue respond in kind to his own, the shepherd’s whole body tense in the rolling bliss of his release. Paul slowly pressed against Tanner’s shoulder, pushing off of the floor. Relenting, Tanner finally rolled to the side, ending up on his back as Paul rolled onto his top, hips pressing down on the Dog’s as he spread his body over the furry form of his lover.


  The two remained in one another’s arms for nearly an hour. Paul rested his head against Tanner’s chest, watching the soft flicker of the fire, willingly succumbing to the hypnotic sound of the Dog’s breath occasionally punctuated by a pop or crackle from the fire. “I love you…” Paul said inaudibly, for his own benefit, content enough to hear it in his own voice.


  “Hmm?” Tanner inquired drowsily from beneath him.


  Paul smiled, looking up toward Tanner’s muzzle, “I said you are not an addiction I could give up easily.”


  “You’re an addiction I wouldn’t want to give up.” the Dog smiled back down.


  “Junkie.” Paul smiled warmly, reaching up to gently rub the tip of Tanner’s ears, making the Dog shiver in response. Paul tensed as he felt Tanner’s softening knot firm up again almost immediately.


  The sleepiness in Tanner’s gaze disappeared, replaced with a newly resurrected sense of lust, “I thought I warned you about that, silly human.”


  Paul stammered slightly, more than a little surprised, “I… I didn’t think you were… serious.” but the surprise quickly began to dissipate as it was replaced by another feeling; Paul’s own flesh was starting to harden anew.


  Without another word, Tanner managed to get to a sitting position, and then, with a great amount of lower body strength, pushed himself up into a standing position, holding Paul in a tight hug against his body with one arm, the other paw gripping the pillow from the sofa.


  “Bedroom?” Paul asked.


  “Yeah…” the Dog noted with a rakish grin. I think my last dose is wearing off… I might need another.”


  “Good.” Paul replied, “because earlier was just a warm up.” Tanner did not respond, “From being in the snow…” Paul pressed, but again Tanner did not comment, simply walking them both into the adjoining bedroom, “It was a pun. Get it?”


  Tanner tossed the pillow down on the mattress, and slowly lowered Paul down onto it, spreading his arms out to either of the human’s sides, holding his weight as he looked down at Paul with a broad smirk, “If I didn’t ‘get it’ before, I’m about to now.”


  [image: locker room]


  Two Easy Steps


  The morning hadn’t been the easiest for Paul. Almost three weeks into the shoot planning and they didn’t even have the full set put together. Sometimes it felt like he was running around like a chicken with his head cut-off, and he was only the junior planner. He had no idea how Miranda handled it all, but thanked his good fortune numerous times that she remained on as the head director. It seemed like things had been happening so fast as of late.


  The negotiation between Eizenzahn and Mr Aimes had gone well for everyone involved; Mein Hund got Paul on the project full time, AHB got a huge increase in their contract dollars, and Paul somehow managed to wriggle out of being head anything and took a position as junior planner, co-designer, and second lead. The head director for the shoot was Ben, one of the first hires at AHB who Paul had never worked with before, but carried the seal of approval from all partners; a pleasant beagle named Candy was head designer, and Miranda was, as expected, Lead. Paul was also a few steps removed from the camera, which suited him fine… that task went to Ray and Paul was plenty happy about that.


  The first several days of the project were prep. Nothing was expected to be done aside from the project leads getting together to offer up some planning ideas. In the beginning, Paul had no idea why most eyes were on him, until Miranda told him one day at lunch that Eizenzahn had explained that they were supposed to take one of his ideas and run with it. “Nothing like a little pressure to start the job off right, huh?” he remembered commenting. It didn’t make him any more comfortable the way Miranda twirled her hair with her index finger and laughed at his comment, leaning closer as she did so. Things didn’t get much easier.


  Mateo was a constant issue. He had always been good at his job, and confident in his abilities. During the second week of planning and prep Mateo was constantly all over the project leads, throwing out ideas, making suggestions, interjecting, and, in general, making certain he was seen. While Paul liked many of his ideas, Miranda often took it upon herself to push him aside and tell him to go away. She said he was being disruptive, with which Ben was in full agreement. Paul was not always the fastest at being able to read people, but he could tell that Mateo was trying to make an impact—trying too hard, unfortunately, from the look of things.


  To make matters worse, Paul’s computer decided to stop functioning. Anytime there was a ‘technological complication’ at the office Paul’s blood pressure tended to increase. He really knew very little about computers and when one didn’t do what he wanted to he felt beyond helpless. The fact that he felt ‘beyond helpless’ during most of his work made it even harder, so he did little more than sit at his desk praying that tech support would arrive before his head exploded. “Migraines suck.” he noted as Mateo peeked into his cubicle.


  “Ugh… you can say that again.” Mateo noted.


  Paul put his elbows on the desk in front of him, resting his head in his hands as he rubbed his temples with his thumbs. He heard Mateo unfold a collapsible chair and set it next to him and take a seat. Paul was just about to look up when he heard the sound of a medicine bottle shaking, and a few pills roll onto the desk beside his elbow.


  “You really oughta carry some aspirin or something, amigo. In work like this, some people take em like vitamins.” Mateo took a seat in the metal chair and put the bottle away.


  Paul looked down at the pills, “I really don’t like taking drugs.”


  Mateo laughed in response, “Geez… they’re aspirin, bro… it’s not like I’m givin you X or something.”


  “X?” Paul asked.


  His coworker rolled his eyes, “Never mind… that’s over-the-counter asprin… it’s called over-the-counter because you don’t need a prescription for it. Can’t get much more harmless than that.”


  “No thanks… my headache’ll go away when my computer’s working again.” Paul noted, sliding the two pills back over to Mateo, “Thanks though.”


  “Wow… two ‘thanks’ in one sentence, but I’m still taking em back. You’re one weird muchacho, Miller.”


  Paul just nodded, rubbing either side of his forehead, “So… you come across the office just to offer me some asprin?”


  Mateo cracked a wry grin beside him, “Finally starting to figure out the office culture, eh?”


  “I’ll take that as a ‘Paul, I need something.’” Paul noted, “And, yes… after having a dozen or so people ‘need something’ at the same time, I can kinda tell. So what’s up?” he sat up in his chair, pushing his focus on the pain out of his mind so he could pay attention to the newest task at hand… one of many.


  “Well… I don’t know if you’ve noticed or not, but I think it’s pretty obvious that Miranda and Ben don’t really like me.”


  “Mmm-hmmm.” Paul acknowledged noncommittally. He had, in fact, realized that neither of the two project heads cared for Mateo. Miranda had said as much openly, and Ben, being one of the older, more-mature, no-nonsense kind of guy, made it pretty apparent.


  “Well… out of all of the project leads, I think you’re the only one in my corner.” Mateo confessed, resting his hands on Paul’s desk.


  “Maybe I don’t like you either, and I’m just too polite to say anything.” Paul offered with a smile. If it was really a problem for is coworker, Paul would certainly not have been joking with him. But if Mateo was really bothered by the fact that his supervisors didn’t like him, the tone of the discussion would be different.


  “Kulo.” Mateo responded with a smirk, and slapped Paul on the back, “But seriously, amigo… I need your help on this.”


  Paul sighed, “Alright, Mateo… what’s going on that you need my help?”


  “Well, you know how you guys have your brainstorming group and all?”


  “Yeah.” Paul acknowledged.


  “Hold up a minute…” and Mateo quickly stood up and left the cubicle. Just as Paul was beginning to get frustrated with the whole situation, his coworker returned with a small binder. “Here.” and he opened it up, setting it down in front of Paul. Mateo pointed to one of the pages.


  Paul looked down at a blocked-out section of a page. It was a rough sketch, but it got all the ideas across. Mateo was pitching Paul an idea for the advertisement. From what Paul could tell, it looked like a family camped out on a beach smiling for a family photo. There was a discernible dad, wearing swim trunks and shades. The mom was wearing a wide brimmed hat and a two piece bathing suit. The little girl was wearing a one piece suit and had pigtails. The whole scene made Paul smile. He looked up, and saw Mateo smiling too, “So?” his coworker asked.


  “It’s a good start…” Paul noted, looking back down at the sketch, and saw the dog panting happily beside the family, “…only…”


  “I already checked with staging. They can recreate the beach scene inside, so we don’t actually have to do any location work.” Mateo quickly noted, anticipating Paul’s next objection. He guessed wrong.


  “No… that’s fine and all… I mean the dog.” he tapped the paper.


  “Yeah… I figured a retriever would work better at the ocean and all… show up better against the sand, right?” he grinned, elbowing Paul lightly.


  “Mein Hund already has a model, Mateo, and that’s one of the things they want to keep the same. Mr Eizenzahn made it pretty clear that he wants Casey to be the name brand model.” Paul noted.


  “Yeah… well… maybe a dalmatian will work… it doesn’t have to be a black lab…” Mateo relented.


  “It’d have to be Casey.” Paul stated, “They want him wearing their collars.”


  A frown slowly spread across Mateo’s face, “Yeah… well I just don’t see it. That kinda thing won’t work well forever, ya know? I mean… they’re getting pretty close to the whole Burb Dog thing… and you know how well that goes.”


  Paul nodded, “I think that’s the point, Mateo… they want to push the envelope… it’ll get noticed.”


  “And make a huge mess in the news.” Mateo proposed.


  “Well… any publicity is good publicity, I suppose.” Paul shrugged, “Our job is to do what they customer wants.”


  “Our job is to make the customer look good, Paul… and putting up all this Burb Dog shit isn’t gonna do nada.” Mateo took his folder back.


  “Isn’t that a double negative?” Paul questioned. It was insensitive, but it was really the first thing that came to his mind. He inwardly winced about his people skills.


  “That’s how you talk in Spanish.” Mateo huffed, and stuffed his binder under his shoulder, “Learn a second language, Dick.” and his coworker stormed out of his cubicle.


  Paul paused, unsure of whether Mateo was seriously angry or if it was just another one of his dramatic moments. He was beginning to worry that it was the former when he thankfully lost the opportunity to dwell on it. “Excuse me… Mr Miller?” a mellow voice inquired from just outside his cubicle. He recognized it, though he hadn’t heard it in over a month.


  “TeeSee?” Paul countered.


  The Dog rounded the corner into his cubicle. Paul had only ever spoken with TeeSee on the phone. Although he knew the tech support specialist was a Dog, he didn’t really know what to expect. TeeSee was a husky. Huskies were a popular pet in his town, so he was pretty familiar with the breed but, just like any other Dog Paul had run into, it was completely different meeting one walking on two legs, wearing clothes, and talking. This particular Dog had his paws full with a cardboard box.


  “So… um… my computer’s not working.” Paul noted.


  “That’s what the work order said.” TeeSee acknowledged, the end of his tail wagging just a little. Paul recognized that it was a friendly gesture, like a fake smile with a human. Though Paul might have been insulted at the lack-luster, in-genuine expression, he found it a little more comforting.


  “Oh… go ahead and set that box down… um…” Paul looked around his cubicle, then pointed to the side of his desk, “Right there’s fine.” TeeSee complied, and turned back to regard him.


  “What more can you tell me about the computer? ‘It is not working.’ is not all that specific.” the tail wag became a little more genuine, and the husky looked at him, ears up, full attention focused on Paul. The human paused; all the dogs he’d met up to that point had brown eyes, but TeeSee’s were grayish-blue.


  “Uhm…” Paul blushed, just a little, realizing that he would start staring if he kept drawing up a mental assessment of the tech, “When it turns on, it makes that whirring sound… then it gets a little harsher. The tv turns on… or at least that light there,” he pointed to the light on the monitor, “turns yellow… then it all just shuts off.”


  “Mmm-hmm.” the tech just nodded, “Well, you’re a pretty perceptive guy, I’d say.”


  “You… what?” Paul asked, “Why?” he found himself blushing a little more.


  “Most folks just say ‘it shuts off after I try to turn it on’. You bothered listening to the sound it makes, and even noticed that light there on the tv—which is called a ‘monitor’. That light is usually green when it’s working right.”


  “So… what’s that mean?”


  “It means that you’re going to be without a computer for a little while while I look your computer over.” the husky smiled pleasantly, tail languidly flowing from side-to-side.


  Paul groaned, “But I need it to get all my prep work done.”


  “Look at it this way: it’s a company-paid break.” TeeSee offered, rummaging through the box he brought with, “It’s not your fault it’s not working—it’s our fault. There’s nothing you can do about it so just enjoy your break. And, if you can’t relax, you can always take the time to do something that doesn’t involve your computer… you know… clean your desk… file some reports… chat with coworkers… that kind of thing.” the husky smiled reassuringly.


  Paul glanced over the Dog’s shoulder at the box, “Is that… your toolbox?”


  “Something like that.” the husky noted.


  “I kinda thought it’d be something a little more… I dunno… high tech… surgical… sci-fi…”


  “Well…” TeeSee turned around, “My toolbox is really up here.” he tapped the side of his head with a single digit, “This stuff,” he motioned to the box, “is more a combination of spare parts, and things to help me install them.”


  “So do you know what the problem is?” Paul inquired.


  “Based on what you’ve said, the light on the monitor means it isn’t getting a signal, which means—“at that point, the tech went entirely over Paul’s head, mentioning something about ‘boot up’ and ‘BIOS’, and any number of technical jargon that was too much for him.


  Paul nodded at that, having been entirely lost, “And… um… how long do you think it’ll take to get fixed?”


  “Hard to say.” the Dog noted, “Depends on what the exact problem is, if I have any needed spare parts out in my rig, and whether or not you’re going to take your lunch break soon.”


  Paul looked to his watch, “Actually, yeah.”


  “Then, with any luck, it’ll be ready by the time you get back. Go enjoy your lunch, and if everything goes well, you won’t see me here when you return.” TeeSee smiled, offering out a paw.


  Paul couldn’t help but smile in return, and accepted the paw, “Thanks.”


  “That’s what we’re here for, Mr. Miller.” TeeSee nodded, and went back to rummaging through the box. Paul was surprisingly able to leave his cubicle in much higher spirits; he was surprised he had somehow been blessed with tech support that actually worked.


  * * * * *


  Returning to his cubicle about an hour later, Paul was relieved to see that TeeSee was not there. He took a seat at his desk, and went to turn on his computer, but paused when he saw a small piece of paper taped to the front of the case right over the power button. He pulled the note off of the computer and read it. The tech Dog had to go back to his office to get some needed parts. The husky’s penmanship was not the best, but it was legible enough that Paul also understood that the issue was not serious, and that once the part was available it wouldn’t be a hard fix.


  “Hey, Paul!” Casey’s voice broke through the walls of frustration that were just starting to build within him. Going out for lunch and getting back to work was one thing, but having to figure out to spend an entire afternoon at the office without being able to work was another entirely.


  “My computer’s down for another few hours.” Paul grumbled.


  “Great! You can go with me to the gym!” the Dog noted, tail wagging. The comment could have meant any number of things, but Paul knew exactly what the dalmatian was implying. AHB was housed in an older office building downtown in the city. Back when the health craze of the early 90s was in full swing, an adjacent half-building was remodeled and turned into one of the anytime gyms that were so popular. Paul remembered Ben having said something about getting the half-building to sweeten the deal when AHB moved in. There was only one problem with that.


  “Casey… the gym is for executives and management—I’m neither… and neither are you.” the young man stated. He wasn’t sure if being a wet blanket would make him feel better, but, after a few seconds he realized it wasn’t working. Casey didn’t seem the least phased either.


  “Last time I checked you were one of the leads on the photo shoot… I’m pretty sure that’s a management position.” the Dog explained. It took Paul a few moments to realize that Casey was right—he received a new key card two weeks previous; it was a red one; red ones were management level.


  “Uh… true.” Paul paused, looking down at the key card clipped to his shirt, “But… what about you?”


  “Contract perk. Everyone wants their model in top physical form.” the Dog’s tail wagged, “And I always have a better workout when I don’t have to do it by myself.” a combination of the wry grin and Casey’s ear position meant that Paul did not miss the double-meaning.


  “Thanks… but I really have work to do.” Paul hesitated, but to no avail.


  “On a computer that won’t work? Uh-uh… I won’t take that as an excuse. Let’s go, Paul.” and a white paw reached out and grabbed his hand, tugging him out of his seat.


  “I don’t have any work-out clothes!” Paul complained.


  “Corporate perk… they have several sets inside the locker room.” Casey dismissed the concern.


  “I don’t want to wear some other guy’s lender set.” Paul continued objecting, but followed Casey nonetheless.


  “They’re for you.” Casey added. Paul slowed to a stop, and the dalmatian stopped too, “What?”


  “Why did AHB buy me clothes? That’s not included in the management perks.”


  The Dog rolled his eyes, “They’re from Mein Hund… Eizenzahn mentioned something about you being too stressed out lately, so he sent his assistant out to buy you some workout gear.”


  “Somehow that doesn’t really make me feel any less weird about it.” Paul mumbled, but, by that time, the dalmatian had already pushed him through the back set of double-doors leading from the offices to the entryway to the two sets of locker rooms. Casey guided him into the men’s locker room and directed him to locker number two.


  “Get changed. If you need anything I’ll be out on the treadmill.”


  “You wanna go for a walk?” Paul asked, and then immediately shut his mouth as he saw Casey’s tail pick up speed to near manic levels. “I… meant… on the treadmill.” he noted, reddening face betraying his incredible embarrassment. For a moment, he could picture Casey in his dream, in nothing but his fur being—but he quickly dismissed it.


  “You are one cute human, Paul.” Casey grinned, tail finally beginning to slow down once he realized Paul’s point, “It’s a shame you aren’t into collars and fur.”


  “Thanks for respecting that fact.” Paul noted, feeling himself sweat uncomfortably.


  Casey leaned forward and touched his nose to the top of Paul’s head, “You’re too good a guy for me to risk being friends with for me to push my luck as much as I’d like to… I’ll settle for working out with you… I like your smell and that’ll give me the lift I need.”


  Paul wondered for a moment at what ‘lift’ the Dog was referring to, but, thankfully, he realized that the word-play was entirely in his own head, and the dalmatian trotted across the locker room to his own locker, thankfully out of view.


  He got changed quickly and carefully folded his work clothes, stowing them in his locker, locker number two. Paul wasn’t sure whether he was more surprised or concerned that Pascal had somehow managed to size him up perfectly; the clothes fit better than ones he bought for himself. Unable to delay any longer, Paul pulled on a set of new sneakers. He thankfully realized that they were a little tight; it was proof that the pink-dress-wearing Dog was not some kind of psychic. In Paul’s dour mood it helped him feel just a little bit better.


  AHB’s gym was not a huge facility by any means, being perhaps 600 sq feet in total. It was large enough to support a few treadmills and exercise bicycles along with two universal weight machines and a single stair-stepper. The fact that only a handful of employees could use the gym meant that it wasn’t as crowded as it could have been, but there were still a few others present.


  Casey caught Paul’s eye first since the treadmill was right across the way from the door to the locker room. The dalmatian was wearing a simple white t-shirt with a black pair of shorts. He was already part way into a pretty vigorous jog and looking at a magazine spread out on the control panel in front of him. Directly to Casey’s right, Eizenzahn, dressed in a light gray sleeveless shirt and a pair of spandex biking shorts was likewise on a treadmill, and to his right, Pascal was hard at work on the stair stepping machine. The poodle, unsurprisingly, was dressed all in pink; this time he was wearing pink sweatpants and a pink jogging jacket.


  “Hey, Paul.” before the young man got any further into the gym, Ben called to him from off to the left. The big black man was working out on one of the weight lifting machines. When Paul first met Ben, he was reminded of an NBA player. He dismissed it at the time as one of the ignorant, pseudo-racist thoughts that flowed through his head, until he ended up getting surprised when he learned that Ben had almost made it through a draft.


  “What’s up?” Paul asked, quickly dismissing his reminiscing. Ben was one of the older members of the staff. His short hair was kept well trimmed, more of it was gray than was black. His face held a road map of wrinkles from what must have been a life of constant contention; more of them seemed to be scowl-lines than smile-lines.


  “Just strange seeing you in here for once.” Ben answered, going through a set of reps, “I thought you were one of those ‘progressive office’ types.”


  “You mean the kind who locks himself inside and only gets a tan off the radiation of his computer screen?” Paul asked, leaning against the… well… he wasn’t sure what that station on the universal gym was, but that’s what he leaned against.


  Ben noted flatly, “Yeah… kinda like that.”


  “So it’d blow your mind if I said I didn’t know how to do anything with a computer?”


  “Not at all… I’ve seen you try to open your word processor.” Ben countered, “Ten.” he added, sitting up.


  “Uh… thanks.” Paul noted, “Enjoy the rest of your workout.”


  “Yeah. Helps get rid of some of the stress. Everyone pretty much figured you’d either end up in here, or explode. Glad to see it’s the first—it’s kind hard to replace a back up lead part way into the planning stage.” Ben returned to the weights.


  “Thanks… I think.” Paul noted, standing there awkwardly for a few moments until another shout drew his attention.


  “Hey! Dakota!” Ray was on the other side of the small gym, pedaling away on one of the exercise bikes. Paul made his way over to the retriever, who motioned to the spare bike next to himself, “Sit.” and Paul obediently complied.


  “Hey, Ray.” Paul offered a stressed smile. It was halfway genuine, which, in and of itself helped lift the young man’s mood just a little. Ray, good as his word, had taken to calling Paul ‘Dakota’, and had done so for the past several weeks. It was even to a point that many of the other senior members of the project began echoing the nickname and it was quickly catching on.


  “So Ben told you about the wager, did he?” the Dog questioned. Considering the size of the gym, it wasn’t surprising that Ray had overheard them.


  “Oh… so there was a bet, huh?” Paul inquired, feeling even more embarrassed that his stress showed enough that his coworkers caught on.


  “Relax.” Ray noted, still pedaling, “Everyone goes through something like this the first time they’re thrown into the fray… hell… you’ve pretty much had to deal with two frays in a row.”


  “Yeah… and I suppose you did this bad your first time?” Paul inquired, slowly starting to pedal his own bike.


  “Worse.” Ray answered back with a smile, “And I had support.”


  “What? How so?” Paul asked.


  “Well… I almost ended up quitting my first professional shoot. ‘Course… that was way back when they actually used film in their cameras.” and the retriever chuckled at his own joke. Paul, despite himself, found that the Dog’s upbeat attitude was contagious, and it became less of a chore to pedal.


  “Where’d you find your support?” Paul asked.


  “My wife.” Ray noted. Paul almost expected Ray’s mood to take a quick dive but, instead, it only seemed to improve as the Dog continued talking, “See… the thing is, when you’re standing alone against the world, the world has a lot more on its side than you do… but if you find that one special person to stand with you… well… the world is pretty damn big, but you only have to take on half of it.” the old Dog turned Paul’s way and gave a good-natured wink.


  The retriever’s tail wagged, and Ray let out a sigh, “Yeah… Lilly was one hell of a spitfire. I mean… she’d stand right up there with me and demand to take on 3/4ths of the world herself… if not more.” the Dog laughed, “Kinda nice having someone like that in your corner.” he glanced at Paul for a moment before looking at the wall, reaching a paw up to wipe at the corner of one of his eyes, “God, she was… gorgeous. Long, golden fur… cutest brown nose nose you’d ever seen… eyes that you could stare at all day… but she was even more beautiful on the inside…”


  Ray’s ears slowly rose up as he looked back to Paul, the wistful memorializing halting in that one moment, “But what I meant to say was that I had Lilly… it’s important to have someone you can hold onto when things get bad… when times are tough and you’re feeling down. Sometimes I wonder if the only people you ever see are at work. It’s important to have a life outside here, you know. Work shouldn’t be your life, Dakota.”


  Paul nodded at that, starting to feel a little uncomfortable where the conversation was going. “Thanks, Dad.” when all else failed, there was always humor.


  “Alright… alright…” Ray chuckled, “I can tell when I twisted the knife a little too deeply.” he offered, holding a paw up in defeat even as he continued pedaling.


  “Yeah… well…” Paul searched for the right way to veer the discussion away from his personal life, “that’s just not the kind of thing I’m used to talking about with a coworker.”


  “…and what about a friend?” Ray smirked slyly at him, “After all… I think it was you who suggested that we’re not just coworkers.”


  Paul chuckled uneasily, “I guess that goes both ways, huh?”


  “It’s called ‘reciprocation’… honesty and openness are good things to share. And that includes opinions and suggestions.” Ray noted.


  “Well…” Paul noted, slowing his pedaling until the exercise bike wheel came to a stop, “When I find that ‘perfect match’ I promise you’ll be the first to know.” he offered a half-hearted smile, wondering if the fact that he was a horrible liar showed. He hated lying, but he also wasn’t about to go talking about his relationship with Tanner to anyone at work. He kept his sigh internal, hating himself for being such a hypocrite.


  “I guess you’re done on the bike?” Ray asked, letting out a sigh and shaking his head slowly, “I’ll hang out for a bit… I’m going for ten miles.”


  “Alright… catch you later, Ray.” Paul noted, making his escape toward the treadmill abandoned by Casey as the dalmatian headed over to the spare universal weight set. Paul couldn’t get the thought out of his mind that he completely missed something in his discussion with the retriever, but the thought left his mind the moment Casey spoke up.


  “So much for working out together, huh?” the dalmatian asked as he passed by Paul, “You’re just kinda getting passed around.” the Dog chuckled.


  “I can always ‘spot’ you if you want.” Paul noted, quickly sliding seamlessly into humor, trying to move past the unsettling discussion with Ray.


  “Jackass.”


  Paul simply grinned, heading to the treadmill next to Eizenzahn.


  “I understand this is your first time in the gym.” the doberman inquired as Paul turned the machine on and set it at a quick pace.


  “Yeah… the gym is usually reserved for management.” Paul admitted.


  “Welcome to management.” Eizenzahn responded, “You may feel free to enjoy the company perks.”


  Paul chuckled uneasily at the doberman’s half-grin, “Um… thanks.”


  “So tell me, Paul… what are your thoughts on the upcoming project?”


  Paul let out a deep breath, set his feet on the conveyor belt, and began moving at speed with the treadmill, “It’s… a little complicated.”


  “Nothing worth doing is easy.” the Dog commented.


  “Yeah…” Paul noted, “I knew I should have taken some management classes in college.”


  “You do well when you don’t second-guess yourself.” Alric offered, “I saw enough of your promise during the first project that I know you have what it takes.”


  “When were you looking in on the photo shoots?” Paul questioned, almost falling out of rhythm on his run when he heard that the doberman had been watching; it was never obvious. Apparently, despite his high-standing in corporate status, Eizenzahn was good about keeping his presence low-key. Paul thought inwardly that some of the partners of AHB could benefit from that talent.


  “Mein Hund always keeps an eye on our investments.” the doberman noted matter-of-factly.


  “That’s a funny way to look at things, but I guess advertisement is an investment.” Paul contemplated, getting into step with the treadmill.


  “The advertisement… yes… of course.” Eizenzahn noted cryptically. Before Paul could analyze the comment, the doberman continued, “Paul… as with life, managing can be summarized into two easy steps.”


  Paul looked at the doberman, “Just two? That makes it sound pretty simple.”


  Eizenzahn nodded, “It can be if you remember them all the time.”


  “Are you going to tell me what they are, or should I guess?” the comment was out of Paul’s mouth before he had a chance to consider the quip. He was relieved when the doberman simply chuckled in response.


  “Impetuous and reserved… that is a funny combination, Paul.” the Dog noted, and Paul felt his face grow redder. “I will tell you… don’t worry. It really is very simple. The first step is to see what it is you want done. The second step is to accomplish it.”


  “That’s… pretty straight-forward.” Paul responded


  “The majority of managing is.” Eizenzahn answered matter-of-factly.


  “Except dealing with zee people.” Pascal called from the other side of Eizenzahn, “He has never been good at zis part… which is why he has moi.”


  Paul couldn’t help but smile at the interjection, “Well… I think that does sound easy… a little too easy. I mean… it’s simple enough to say ‘envision then accomplish’, but there’s a lot more that goes into it.”


  “At that point, Paul, you are focusing on the small things.” Eizenzahn noted, “If you focus on what you want done and then take every step needed to get it done, then nothing will get in your way.”


  “So the problem becomes what gets in your way.” Paul countered.


  “No.” the Dog answered, “Because nothing will.”


  “That sounds a little optimistic.” the human stated.


  “It is very optimistic.” Pascal added.


  “True.” the doberman confirmed, “You cannot spend all your time thinking things will go wrong or you will never get anything done.”


  “But what if something does go wrong?” the young man asked.


  “Then you address it.” Eizenzahn answered.


  “So no pre-planning? No contingencies? No plan B?” Paul questioned.


  “Another part of planning… quick thinking.” Pascal pointed out.


  “I guess you’d need to think fast if you weren’t planning ahead.” the human agreed.


  “If your goal is clear enough and you keep your desire in mind things do not go wrong often.” Eizenzahn clarified.


  “Unless it was like zat one time in Italy when you thought we should try zee—”


  “Halt die schnauze!” the doberman interrupted. Pascal just giggled at whatever was said in German, but he didn’t bother continuing the story. “It is about focus and drive, Paul. I believe you have both of those traits.” Eizenzahn concluded.


  “et la confiance.” poodle added, letting the stair stepping machine come to rest before climbing off of it, “Ohh… my legs are all tingly.” and he gave a girly giggle.


  “And the confidence.” the doberman translated, ignoring the second part of Pascal’s contribution to the conversation.


  “Dentdefer…” Pascal called, “Il est trois l’apres-midi.” the way the poodle spoke the words it sounded to Paul like the doberman was being chided or teased.


  “Ich weiss. Sei still.” Eizenzahn spoke blandly in response.


  “At least I can’t understand either of you.” Paul added.


  “Oh… sorry, Paul… I was just reminding Eizenzahn that he has a very important… um… how do you say… appointment.” Pascal smiled, tail wagging happily.


  “And, I do.” the doberman acknowledged, “Do not delay too long here, Paul. We will need to speak again soon.”


  “Sure… no problem.” Paul confirmed, looking down to the control panel of his treadmill as he tried to use the physical exercise as a chance to clear his head.


  It was just starting to work when he heard the sound of the second treadmill start up again, “Hey Paul.” he heard an unmistakable smile in Miranda’s voice.


  Paul sighed, but managed to pass it off as a deep exhale during his workout, “Hey, Miranda.” He glanced at her. As usual, Miranda had her hair pulled up, though it was in two pigtails. She wore a track suit, with a white undershirt beneath it. She saw him looking, and smiled at him, and he quickly looked back to the control panel of his machine.


  He was thankful that she had nothing else to say as they both walked in silence for some time. At one point, Miranda pulled a magazine out from her back pocket, and Paul thought that he might have achieved a battle-free victory… until she started speaking up a moment later, “Did you see the newest spread in the Carl Wickett catalogue?”


  “Um… no.” he offered hesitantly. As long as Miranda kept the discussion work related, Paul was almost confident that he’d be able to survive the interaction.


  “Ben was the lead on it… another really good contract for AHB. We’ve come a long way.” she noted, handing the magazine over to him. Paul looked down at an advertisement for leather sofas.


  “Yeah… that’s some good work.” Paul confirmed blankly, honestly having no idea how good it was; to him, one ‘spread’ was like any other.


  “He did a really good job.” Miranda noted, taking the magazine back, “He really caught all the appeal of the love seat.”


  “…Cool.” Paul responded, not really sure where the conversation was going, but he was starting to feel even less comfortable being unable to keep up with it.


  Two seconds later, he realized he would have preferred to have kept the discussion inane. Miranda looked his way, “I have the full set at my place, if you’d like to see em tonight.”


  Paul missed a step and sprawled, sliding off the back of the treadmill as it ejected him. The young man simply chose to lay on the ground, face-down, letting the entire red sheen of embarrassment fade from his face before he bothered standing up. When he finally did, a jeering round of applause sounded from the gym. Miranda, still on her treadmill, tittered, just a little.


  “It’s not every day I see a man get swept off his feet.” she winked.


  “Okay… okay… enough folks. Performance is over.” Casey spoke up. The dalmatian came over and placed a paw on Paul’s shoulder, “I think you’re at the ‘overdoing it’ point, Paul. Hurting yourself isn’t the end-goal of exercise. Why don’t you leave these hyenas to the rest of their work-out.” Casey’s tail wagged supportively, and the Dog offered him a supportive smile.


  Paul offered a hesitant smile back, “Yeah… I think getting back to my desk would be a good idea about now.”


  “Cool.” the dalmatian nodded, “I’m gonna finish up here, and I’ll catch you later in the studio; I got some ideas to run by you management types.” and Casey winked.


  “Ideas… sure…” Paul noted numbly, face turning red again as he looked around to everyone in the gym. Thankfully, they had all returned to their work-outs… even Miranda. The young man grabbed a towel out of the bin between the male and female locker room doors and threw it over his shoulder. With a sigh of relief, he left the gym, knowing that the most awkward part of his day was finally over… or so he thought.


  The locker rooms were arranged with four rows of lockers: one lining either wall and the two rows of lockers in the middle of the room were positioned back-to-back. This created two aisles. In total, there were probably not even 100 lockers despite all the rows since the room was not very long, but what the rows did to was provide a small amount of privacy. It was thisprivacy that led to Paul’s next greatest shake-up of the day.


  Paul’s locker was in the row furthest from the wall that housed the doors leading to the gym and the entryway, which meant that it was not visible by casual foot traffic. It also turned out that both Alric’s and Pascal’s lockers were likewise positioned, and both Dogs were still present. “Ah!” the doberman noted as he saw Paul, “There you are, Paul… come here.”


  The response was not one that he expected considering the situation. Eizenzahn and Pascal were ‘otherwise occupied’, both completely naked with their workout clothes tossed haphazardly into their respective lockers. Eizenzahn was sitting relaxed on the bench with Pascal kneeling before him on his knees, muzzle covering the doberman’s groin. The human tried not to stare, he really did, but it was all he could do to keep his eyes focused on Alric’s.


  Dozens of thoughts ran through Paul’s mind, fighting to hold onto some semi balance of dignity and impassiveness, “Uh… should… I be here right now?”


  “Of course. Come sit.” the doberman confirmed, patting the bench next to him. Paul sat down slowly, feeling beyond unease at the situation. “Are you having a good afternoon?” the Dog asked, as if it were the most casual meeting in all the world.


  “It’s been…” the young man was unable to avoid glancing down at Pascal’s head as it bobbed rhythmically in Alric’s lap. The poodle had one paw cradling the doberman’s endowments, the other gripping Eizenzahn’s firming knot, “it’s been…a little strange.” Paul answered, not-in-the-least trying to hide the understatement. His eyes quickly snapped back to Alric’s face. The doberman’s muzzle showed the faintest hint of a smile.


  “How are things with your Dog? …Tanner, yes?” Eizenzahn inquired, resting a paw on Paul’s shoulder. The young man jumped at the touch, feeling his entire face flush as further embarrassment slowly gave way to distinct discomfort at the situation. He responded with an uneasy smile.


  “Tanner, yeah.” Paul nodded, quiet for a moment. The silence quickly became too much to bear, and he spoke up, “Okay, I guess. We had a nice vacation.” Paul rubbed the back of his neck, feeling the blush intensify, “We… talked about a lot of things… and I think I understand Dogs a little better… well…” he glanced at the doberman, who was still focused on him, “some of the time… but I still get surprised occasionally.”


  “Surprises are what make life interesting.” the doberman nodded, then jumped a little, “Kein beissen.” and he smacked the back of the poodle’s head lightly with a paw… and Paul heard a muffled giggle from Pascal in response.


  “Except when the surprises get in the way of your two step plan.” Paul, who, despite his unease, could not pass on the chance to call the doberman out on his suggested management style.


  Eizenzahn chuckled good naturedly in response, “Not at all. Surprises mean a change of plans or an adjustment to the big picture, but surprises do not always mean an emergency… understanding that is an important aspect of management.” The doberman looked as though he were about to say more, but the paw on Paul’s shoulder tightened its grip slightly as the doberman inhaled a quick, distinct breath, “Gut… sehr gut…” Eizenzahn crooned to Pascal. The poodle’s tail picked up speed, and he continued his work. “You’re handling this well, Paul.” the doberman noted, eyes focused on Paul again, “I can see it makes you uncomfortable, but you’re handling it very well.”


  “Yeah… well…” Paul noted, rubbing the back of his head again as he thought a moment about what to say and how to say it, “Tanner told me a little about how Dogs… um… work, in that department.”


  Eizenzahn’s smile grew, as a chuckle managing to escape him, “Spoken like a true human.”


  “And what’s that supposed to mean, exactly?” Paul challenged.


  “It means you ‘know’… but you might not completely ‘understand’.” Elzenzahn explained cryptically.


  “Well… I know that Dogs sometimes like having friends around when they… uh… do things.”


  Pascal snickered, then coughed, pausing in his ‘work’, “He said ‘do things’!” the poodle sputtered, giggling, but quickly went back to continuing his ministrations before the doberman could object.


  “Like you said—this is a little… weird.” Paul admitted.


  “I understand, Paul… and you may leave if you like. I do not want to you feel uncomfortable around me… or us.” he rubbed the back of Pascal’s head, “It is a Dog custom, and humans sometimes do not share in its significance when—”


  It suddenly hit Paul like a ton of bricks, “Dogs want someone special around… not a business partner… not an employee…” The smile on Eizenzahn’s muzzle spread from ear to ear, and Paul realized that he had finally understood what the doberman was not about to say, “Then… talk… gym… friend… project… promotion… investment…” the words came out in a random order.


  “You are a good man, Paul Miller… not the best at public speaking… but that is something we can work on.” Eizenzahn’s smile continued.


  “With two easy steps, I bet.” Paul ventured.


  “You are beginning to understand already.” Eizenzahn nodded.


  “I thought you said that I was just at the ‘know’ part, and didn’t ‘understand’ yet.” Paul actually managed the quip, humor somehow returning to him despite the awkwardness.


  “We can see how well you understand.” the doberman spoke simply, leaning forward toward Paul as his paw pulled the young man toward him. At first, Paul thought Eizenzahn meant to touch noses, but he was caught completely by surprise when the doberman’s muzzle met his lips. Paul tensed up as the Dog’s tongue slid into his mouth. At that very moment, Pascal’s work came to its conclusion.


  Paul’s tongue was pinned inside his mouth as Eizenzahn’s tensed. He felt the doberman’s paw grip his shoulder tightly, and the Dog’s muzzle pressed firmly against his face, breath held as the human heard the distinctive slick sounds of a throat working against a pulsing member. Pascal sat back, licking his muzzle. The grip on Paul’s shoulder loosened.


  “mmmm…” Eizenzahn finally exhaled at length, slowly drawing his tongue out of Paul’s mouth as the stunned young man remained frozen in place. The doberman gently touched his nose to Paul’s and breathed, “Danke schoen, Paul.”, a genuine smile spreading across his muzzle.


  “I… never did know how to pronounce that properly.” Paul responded numbly. Strangely, somehow, inexplicably, the non-sequitur broke the tension, and all three shared a laugh. Paul couldn’t help what came next, “So… you’re going to teach me German then?”


  “If you wish to learn.” Eizenzahn answered, gently rubbing Paul’s shoulder where his claws had dug in, “Why?”


  “Because I think that was the first of the ‘two easy steps’ to learning the ‘German tongue’.” Paul never realized how wonderful laughter sounded as it finally started to chase away the unease. Eizenzahn had mentioned ‘knowing’ versus ‘understanding’… and Paul realized exactly what that meant. As the two Dogs got dressed, the young man could see how nothing had changed, yet everything looked different.


  “We will be gathering the staff together in the studio, Paul. Thirty minutes.” Eizenzahn noted.


  “Yes, sir.” Paul smiled, and began to change his clothes. The afternoon had been one stretch of disappointment, unease, and awkwardness, but the young man began to feel that things were starting to turn out much better.


  “It’s a different world, isn’t it?” Paul almost fell off of the bench when he heard the voice speak up.


  “Huh?” he asked, looking to Ray, who walked over to sit down next to him.


  “Dog culture. It’s different from humans.” Ray stated.


  “Oh… yeah. I’ve been learning a lot about that lately.” Paul nodded, the discomfort closing in again faster than he had expected.


  “With Eizenzahn and his aid.” Ray nodded, folding his arms over his chest.


  Paul’s heart nearly stopped, and he worked as hard as he could to avoid shivering in abject fear, “What… what do you mean?”


  “Well… I knew that Eizenzahn and his little ‘pink poodle pup’ had their moments in private, but I didn’t know they decided to start including you. Is this something new?” Ray inquired, glancing at him. The retriever’s tail was not wagging.


  “I… I mean… I didn’t know he was… I wasn’t expecting…” Paul felt tears coming to his eyes, “This was the first time. I wasn’t looking for a promotion or anything and I didn’t mean—“He scrambled for an explanation, but Ray interrupted him.


  “I don’t care about that, Paul… I’m a dog… i know that doesn’t mean anything. I want to know who ‘Tanner’ is.”


  “I… he…” Paul didn’t have much better luck with explaining.


  “The Dog who picked you up from work at the end of the first Mein Hund project?” Ray inquired, ears up, staring at him.


  “Yeah… he’s a… friend.” Paul noted.


  The retriever growled softly, “You two were kissing on the street outside the building… that’s a pretty close friend.”


  Paul froze in place, unable to speak at that. It was awhile ago, but Paul knew exactly what Ray was talking about; Tanner had only ever visited him once at work, and they had kissed out in the street when Paul thought no one was watching. Was Ray spying on him? “Were you… spying… on me?” he asked, having to push the words out of a constricted throat.


  “I was looking down at the street from my office window… it doesn’t take much observation to see a human and a dog muzzle-to-lips.” Ray snorted, the growl leaving his voice. “So I take it the thing you two have has been going on for awhile.” somehow it sounded worse without the growl.


  “Yeah… about eight months.” Paul noted, unable to deny it or hide it anymore.


  “And you didn’t bother telling me?” Ray asked, the accusation clear in his voice.


  “You knew, but didn’t ask?” Paul countered before he could think of anything else to say.


  “You didn’t tell me?” Ray repeated the question.


  “I was worried what you’d think.” Paul admitted.


  “If I’m your friend, you should give me a chance to know… and if I’m your friend, then I’d like to think that you’d understand that something like that wouldn’t change that fact.”


  “I… didn’t think it was—”


  “A big deal? Important? Any of my business?” the retriever finished for him.


  “The last one… I guess…” Paul noted, hanging his head.


  “I’m trying to remember what it was you said at the Christmas Party about friends talking to one another…” Ray stared toward the ceiling for a few moments, then looked pointedly at Paul, “That’s okay… I guess you don’t remember either.” and the Dog stormed out, leaving Paul to his own thoughts, and a long stream of tears.
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  Not All Sunshine and Belly Rubs


  Even in high school Tanner had never been a back-of-the-room kind of student but, then again, he’d never been a front-of-the-room kind of student either. He learned very early on that the back-of-the-room students got the majority of the bad kind of attention from the teacher and the front-of-the-room students got too much of the good kind. Tanner had always preferred to be somewhere in the middle where he could learn at his own pace without the information being beaten into him or force-fed.


  It was his second class of the morning: Modern American History. Tanner didn’t dislike history, per se, but he always found it strange that certain classes were throw into his chosen degree with seeming disregard for their actual application in the field. Writing (his first class), Tanner could understand; he might have to file reports, complete business-like emails, or even compose a memo. Speech (his third), was a reasonable inclusion because he might have to present findings, explain a procedure in a meeting, or, in the most obvious case: apply for a job. The History of the United States, however… that really left the Dog wondering how that would apply to a career in computer information technology.


  “…and that landmark event was known as the Whitetail-Lechty Act.” the teacher noted, scribbling up the notes quickly on the white board. The instructor, Albert Rolling Howl was a basset hound. Tanner had never actually met a basset hound before the class and he had found most of the rumors to be untrue. The one he did agree with, however, was that they did look funny in glasses. That comment, however, he kept to himself.


  “Mr. Rolling Howl?” a young, curly haired brunette human in the front row raised her hand to catch his attention. Tanner was never that great with names, but he thought her name was Rebecca.


  “Yes, Ms. Woods?” the instructor turned around to look at her. One thing that Tanner liked about the hound was that he wasn’t uptight about titles. The shepherd knew that technically he was a professor, but Rolling Howl didn’t seem to care if he wasn’t referred to by his proper title.


  “The text book didn’t really explain the Whitetail-Lechty Act very well… I mean… I understand the court case and all… but… why is that such a big deal?” the student asked.


  “That’s a valid question.” the hound replied, and he went back to an open area of board and wrote WHITE TAIL twice largely then turned around to face the class, “Who can tell me the difference between these two names?” The class was silent. “Alright… how about now?” he about-faced and wrote ALBERT above the first and FRANKLYN above the second.


  “They’re two different names.” the curly-haired brunette from up front offered.


  “Very good, Ms. Woods.” Professor Rolling Howl confirmed, “And that’s why the Whitetail-Lechty Act was so important.” he set down the marker and turned to face the class, pointing at the first name, “It is, in fact, why I chose Albert as my common name.”


  “So…” another student not far from Tanner spoke up, “If the Whitetail-Lechty Act wouldn’t have passed, then Dogs wouldn’t have been able to take a formal common name? What’s wrong with that?”


  Rolling Howl’s eyes went to the student, then back to the white board with the two WHITE TAIL names written on it. His eyes went back to the student, “Bradley… do you know John?” the hound’s eyes focused in on the student who had spoken.


  “I know a lot of Johns.” the student named Bradley spoke up.


  “So how do you know what John someone is talking about then?”


  “Their last name.” Bradley responded without missing a beat.


  “So what would happen if there was a law that made it so that people could not have last names?” Rolling Howl asked him.


  “Uh… that’d be a pretty stupid law.” Bradley offered, laughing hesitantly, as if to see if others would laugh too. A few others did.


  “Precisely. And history is full of stupid laws that take something like—” the professor turned back to the white board and grabbed a marker, underlining WHITETAIL-LECHTY ACT, “This to correct. In 1919, a case was presented to the supreme court regarding a husky born in the Alaskan territory of the United States. He was attending secondary school in Connecticut, and used the name Albert so he would not be confused with a Labrador whose name as also White Tail.”


  “You’ve all read the text, I assume—” and the professor glanced at Bradley, “so we don’t need to over the details. Needless to say, that is why all Dogs are able to elect to have a common name in addition to their given name without the government stepping in and arresting us for using a false identity.”


  “Citing the fact that humans were able to legally change their names,” the brunette from the front spoke up, “and that led to a long list of legal battles regarding name changes ever since. But, more importantly, it opened up a huge can of worms for congress regarding women’s rights, helping to bring about the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920, and later, civil rights as a whole.”


  “Law major?” Professor Rolling Howl glanced down to her. She nodded, and his bemused smile said it all, “I thought so.” he looked up to the class, “Alright, class… that’s all for today. We discussed the United States of the early 20th century, but tomorrow we review the world at large and our part in things during that time period. World War I discussion tomorrow. I suggest reviewing Chapter 8 in its entirety.” the professor closed his book, and began putting away his papers.


  Tanner looked down at the few notes he scribbled into his notebook, and then the huge amount of white board space the professor had covered with notes of his own. The German shepherd had never really been much for note taking, and he usually didn’t suffer any for it, but there was something about history that always made it difficult for him. He wasn’t sure if it was the dates and names and all the piece-meal trivia, but things just never fit right for him. He hastily scribbled a few more notes as the rest of the students left, and then packed up everything quickly.


  Shouldering his backpack, Tanner made his way out into the hall just before the professor left the room as well, locking it behind them. He said a brief ‘thank you’ to the basset hound and made his way down the hall and out of the building. His third class didn’t start for another twenty minutes but he had to hike half way across the campus to get to get there. Tanner had never had any trouble talking in public, so speech class was an easy one for him. Despite his initial apprehension at the amount of research and citation the teacher required, the Dog couldn’t help but appreciate how much he was learning, and he actually enjoyed the time he spent rooting through the library looking for material he could include for sources.


  Tanner entered the speech room with a smile on his muzzle and found his usual seat slightly left-of-center in the room. There were only two other students in the room; the early crowd, he liked to call them. “Hey, Nicole…” he asked of the young human one table away from him, “Are you presenting today?” Nicole was one of the first students he got to know in his speech class because they were both always early to class. While he was always concerned with being as prompt as possible, she just had a short four-door-down trip to make, so both were often in class early.


  “No… I go on Thursday.” she frowned, “You?”


  “Thursday.” he nodded as well, “I’d rather just get it over with.” he smiled.


  “Yeah… I know what you mean.” she answered back.


  Tanner’s tail wagged in a friendly manner. When he first met Nicole she seemed a lot like Paul. She was fresh out of high school and college was a new experience for her, a lot like California was for Tanner’s boyfriend. Tanner really liked the idea of having someone he could call his boyfriend. The German shepherd used to think that he was going to be alone his entire life. It seemed like a silly notion, being only in his mid twenties, but at the time he and Paul had found one another he had almost given up on looking. He certainly never expected to find everything he was looking for in a human—not that he was racist by any means.


  “Well… do you?” Nicole asked, the young woman pressing for an answer to a question Tanner had glossed over.


  Tanner looked back to her and his tail stopped wagging. He felt an ear droop as he quickly reviewed what she had been saying while little daytime fantasies of Paul had played through his head, “Oh!” he suddenly made the connection, “Sure!” he smiled, tail starting up again. He reached into his backpack and pulled out one of his spare pencils.


  “Thanks.” she said, taking the pencil from him, “Daydreaming?”


  “I’m not really that much of a moron… I just play one on TV.” the words were out of his muzzle before he could stop them and his tail froze. It was a line that Paul tended to use at home occasionally when he did something stupid. Nicole cracked up at the comment, setting the pencil down as she laughed.


  “God… where do you come up with this stuff?” she rubbed the tears out of her eyes.


  “I guess I just have really good inspiration.” Tanner responded, his tail regaining its lost wag.


  * * * * *


  Tanner always brought his lunch from home. With money being so tight, a two dollar slice of pizza from the food court wasn’t exactly a choice piece of food and he really wasn’t into the fast food restaurants on campus. The food court at the college more resembled one from a mall, with numerous small stores ringing a large, open area with tables and chairs.


  It only seemed to make sense for the college to bid out its space rather than having a dedicated cafeteria; it created increased revenue and took away the need for meal-related expenses, though it did maintain a small kiosk of its own with food brought in and prepared by SYSCO employees. Tanner smirked, considering the food that the college ‘cafeteria’ served wasn’t all that different from high school food after all. He smiled as he thought about someone he knew who didn’t share the usual opinion of cafeteria food that most students had had back then.


  Jack Daniels, a bull-terrier friend from high school ended up being what he considered an unofficial boyfriend of sorts. JD was unlike most of the friends Tanner had at the time and, from what JD had said, Tanner was very unlike the rest of his as well. It ended up being in Tanner’s favor, however, because he was the only one JD didn’t cut ties with after high school. Tanner and JD had gone their separate ways as lovers at that point though because JD had met the human that had been with him ever since.


  Tanner remembered being completely dumbfounded by JD’s decision to be with Jason. It was the first time Tanner ever really had any experience encountering a real life Burb Dog. He wasn’t hurt, because he and JD weren’t emotionally attached in that sense but he really didn’t understand JD’s attraction to a human. Tanner had heard of Burb Dogs, of course, but it was different when he found out someone he knew was one. That’s when he also learned more about the different varieties of Burb Dogs that existed, and he was able to pick up more information off the internet when he did some research so he could better understand JD’s interest in Jason and the role he elected as Guard Dog.


  The German shepherd had some time to observe the relationship the two had. In addition to being there the first time Jason accepted JD’s knot, he did spend a lot of time with both of them during his first time at college. He grew to understand more about Burb Dogs in general, but, specifically, the relationship JD had with Jason as his Guard Dog, and the relationship Jason had with JD as his Leasher. The first thing he learned was that JD did not appreciate Jason being called a Leasher—it was a touchy point for Guard Dogs apparently.


  Tanner separated the recyclables from the non-recyclables as he finished his lunch and disposed of them appropriately. He smiled to himself, heading out of the food court when he remembered hearing JD’s take on being a Guard Dog, and Jason’s take on being JD’s human. He found it humorous how their descriptions of their roles changed based on whether he was told about them with the other present, or if they were alone.


  JD always explained to Tanner that his job as a Guard Dog was to make sure that the only bad stuff that happened to Jason was in the bedroom. It was the usual kind of thing to come out of JD’s muzzle, but it made the shepherd smile every time he heard it. When he and JD were alone however, and Tanner really pushed the issue, JD put it best by saying, “You know how you can have a favorite shirt, or a favorite drinking glass or something? Well… when it’s your favorite, you wanna make sure nothing bad happens to it. Jason’s kinda like that. He’s a good guy, and stuff tends to wanna happen to him, and I aim to make sure that none of the bad stuff does.”


  JD once mentioned the warming, calming glow that Jason had or, rather “shone like Jesus on a stained glass window” was how JD had put it. Despite preferring a slightly less street-poetic way to phrase it, Tanner found that he very much agreed. Tanner had never really known Jason in more than a casual sense during high school, but that changed in college. There was something about Jason that was immediately likable, and Tanner was all too happy to spend time with him as well as JD.


  Hearing about the Guard Dog relationship from Jason’s point of view was probably one of the most eye-opening experiences that Tanner had ever had up to that point. Jason had explained to Tanner (without JD there) that JD had come from a hard life, and that a lot of times the emotional maturity people gained as they grew up became stunted or slowed because of traumatic experiences. He said that JD always had a hard time because he wasn’t able to focus without something to focus on, and that he needed to have focus, and love, and attention, not unlike a younger pup half his age. He explained that it was important for JD to feel like he had control. When Tanner asked who really was in control in the relationship, Jason just smiled; Tanner never did get an answer.


  The way that Jason explained it, the entire situation didn’t sound insulting, or even depreciating. There was something about the frankness that both impressed and intimidated Tanner all at once. He remembered asking Jason if that is what the human sought in a relationship, but Jason answered quite simply, “No… I wasn’t looking for any of that… I wasn’t really looking for a relationship when it ended up happening. But if you ask me now what I’d be looking for, I’d have to say that I’d be looking for JD.” Thinking back on that made Tanner smile because that was exactly the same way he felt about what happened with himself and Paul.


  Tanner looked to the clock on the wall as he passed it in the main hall. He had ten minutes to get to his next class. A smile spread across the German shepherd’s muzzle; he loved his afternoon classes. Every day during morning classes, Tanner looked forward to the afternoon, which focused entirely on computers, programming, and networking—all areas that applied directly to the Dog’s chosen field. He had to cross the campus to get to the computer and technology building, but he always made a point of parking close to it so it was quick walk back to his car. At the end of the day, Tanner always appreciated getting to go home to the human he loved.


  * * * * *


  Tanner always enjoyed stepping foot into the condo after being away for the day. He opened the door and let the scents from within the house fill his nostrils. Most humans incorrectly supposed that a Dog’s sense of smell was the same as the four legged variety, but they never really understood it correctly. Although Tanner’s ability to detect scents was vastly superior to Paul’s, one of Tanner’s four legged counterparts trumped him by roughly an equal amount. To that end, Tanner always considered his nose to be a happy middle-ground.


  He opened the coat closet and put his jacket up on one of the hangers then went into the living room to set his backpack on the sofa. He unzipped it and pulled out a few of his text books. The Dog always preferred to get his out-of-class work done as soon after he got home as possible because that meant his brain was still warmed up. That, and it was often hard to focus on papers and text books when Paul got home; he was an understandable distraction. Tanner smiled to himself, licking his muzzle.


  The German shepherd did not have a lot of course work to complete. The majority of his time was spend reading over chapter 8 in his history book. Although Tanner didn’t find history itself to be very interesting he always found it fascinating how and where the book publishers got their information and what they chose to include in discussion topics. Back when he was in high school most of the text books were predominantly mainstream history. It was a linear progression from early years to modern years.


  In college, though, Tan Paw soon realized that the numerous viewpoints on history meant that it could be presented in countless ways. The plethora of history classes said it all: European History, Native American History, History of Western Hemisphere Relations, Dog History, History of Invention, Western Civilization, Eastern Civilization, History of Trade, Political History; the Dog couldn’t possibly track them all. Closing his book, he thankfully reminded himself that he wouldn’t have to. He was a third of the way through his Modern American History class, and it was the only one he’d have to take.


  The last of Tanner’s homework involved a web-based quiz for his computer programming class. It went quickly and painlessly for the shepherd; even after so long away from the scholastic side of computers he still found that he had a knack for it. He spent a little time checking emails and looked over the student forums. Tanner never really felt inclined to post on them, but he found seeing what others had to say to be very interesting. He couldn’t help but smile when he saw a thread the administrators shut down regarding a “seeking significant other” ad. A few years ago that very easily could have been him.


  Tanner locked the computer and went into the kitchen. He knew he didn’t really have a reason to bother locking it but, with training to be in networking, he figured getting into the habit of practicing what he’d be preaching was a good way to go. The Dog gathered up what he’d need for a simple dinner preparation and got to work. He knew that Paul was working on another important project and that meant that he wouldn’t know what time to expect him, but Tanner planned on having something for him when he got back; they had relied on fast food far too often in the past few days and the Dog wasn’t sure he trusted his stomach to it for any long duration.


  It wasn’t that Tanner was a good cook… in fact, he wasn’t really that great a cook at all. He had been on his own ever since he was 17, having been thrown out of his family’s house when he explained to his mother and father that he liked boys. Since that time, Tanner had learned all of life’s skills when he hit the ground running. Cooking was one of those that still needed some development, but he had a few meals that he could prepare. Pulling out a carton of eggs, he settled on one of the easier ones.


  Paul did the majority of the cooking when he had the time, but that was one thing the poor human didn’t have lately. Tanner liked to help pick up the slack where he could, and the kitchen happened to be one of them, if only on the occasional night. The dog pulled out four slices of bread and set them into the toaster. His meals weren’t the home cooked, traditional dinners that Paul made. Tanner made the simple, filling, basic food that would get the job done. If given a choice, the Dog would choose Paul’s cooking paws-down over his own, but Tanner was also a realist. One reason he liked having Paul cook is because it was always such a show.


  He contemplated the many times he watched Paul in the kitchen. Despite the fact that Tanner didn’t really consider himself attracted to humans in general he always managed to find little things about Paul that made him think of his lover as ‘sexy’. The way Paul whistled in the kitchen when he cooked, bobbing in time to the melody he was thinking of in his head… something about that never failed to make Tanner smile. Tanner was a little jealous of Paul’s ability to whistle, and his own silly jealousness made the Dog smile all the more every time Paul did it.


  Tanner had a smile on his muzzle throughout the dinner preparation as he thought about his boyfriend. He fried up two eggs and put them each on a piece of toast. He put a piece of cheese on each egg and then added a little catchup, salt, and pepper. He was just cutting each fried egg sandwich when he heard the door open. The Dog’s tail began wagging the moment he knew Paul was home, but the wagging slowed to a halt as Paul went straight past the kitchen and down the hall to his bedroom. Tanner’s nose was not all that great, but he didn’t need to smell Paul to know that something was wrong.


  Paul’s door was mostly closed. Tanner looked at it from down the hallway for several moments, ears facing the direction as he listened to muffled breathing from within. The Dog slowly made his way to the human’s room and gently knocked. The door vibrated from the sound, and swung open a few inches. Paul was laying on his bed, face down with his head in the pillow, arms wrapped beneath it. Tanner noticed that Paul’s shoes were still on; Paul never wore his shoes on the bed.


  Moving quietly into the room, Tanner knelt down beside the bed and put his head down onto it, chin resting on top of the blanket. He kept his ears forward, attentive, patiently waiting for Paul to speak; he knew the human was aware of him. Paul’s breathing was irregular, quite likely due to the emotions he was going through, but Tanner could still smell tears. The Dog was concerned for his lover… Paul was an emotional individual and Tanner did not like to see him in pain. Regardless, two minutes past before Paul spoke up.


  “Ray knows about us.”


  “Hmm?” Tanner inquired. He kept his head in place, ears up as he watched the human slowly turn to regard him.


  “Ray… from work. He knows about you and me.” Paul explained.


  “What about us?” Tanner asked patiently. He had a good idea what Paul meant and, though at first the admission caught him by surprise, something about it didn’t bother Tanner as much as he thought it would. What bothered him was that it was bothering Paul; he didn’t like seeing Paul in distress.


  “That day you picked me up from work… he saw us kissing outside AHB.” Paul explained, a tear rolling down his cheek.


  It took Tanner a moment to remember the instance, as it had been several months prior. He thought back to their interaction that night. Had it been a nose touch? A cheek lick? The German shepherd had to consider it for a moment as he searched his memories. No, he decided… that kiss couldn’t have been misinterpreted. “And he just told you about it today?” Tanner inquired after considering the situation.


  “Yeah.” Paul answered, sounding as if he were acknowledge symptoms a doctor was listing off.


  “Why did he wait so long to talk to you about it?” Tanner asked, sliding up to sit onto the bed beside Paul.


  The human made room for him and shrugged, “I don’t know… I think he wanted to give me a chance to tell him about us.”


  “You mentioned the two of you are pretty good friends… but I guess you just like keeping personal stuff personal, huh?” Tanner leaned forward and licked the tear off of Paul’s face.


  “Yeah… I guess.” Paul noted. Tanner comfortingly ran his paw through the human’s hair, and Paul slowly lowered his head back down to the pillow, “I just… I don’t think he was very happy about it.”


  “About us being ‘together’?” Tanner asked, slowly laying down beside Paul. They lay face to face, Paul’s head against the pillow and Tanner’s head propped up on a paw, elbow in the mattress beside Paul’s pillow.


  “Not sure… I think more about me not telling him.” Paul noted with a sigh, and rolled over, looking away from him “I kind of always told Ray that friends should have an ‘open disclosure’ policy.”


  Tanner reached out his free paw and gently rubbed Paul’s back, “Do you think maybe there are some things that friends still have a right to keep private?” he felt Paul tense up at that, and the Dog quickly regretted the question; Paul had a lot of hidden triggers, and the shepherd never knew when he was going to accidentally set one off.


  He was relieved when Paul visibly calmed quickly and spoke up, “Yeah… I know. That’s pretty much what I said but.., well… I’ve prodded Ray into revealing some pretty personal things too, like when he lost his wife.”


  “Life history is a little less private than love life, I’d think.” Tanner offered in consolation.


  “I guess…” Paul rolled back over so they were muzzle-to-face, “It’s just… I really kinda feel bad about it… pressing for information and being so secretive myself… it really seemed like it hurt him because I wasn’t being as open as he thought I should be.”


  “Do you want to be more open?” Tanner asked, looking Paul in the eyes.


  Paul looked away, “I… yes? No?… I don’t know.”


  “Do you think Ray is going to tell anyone in the office?” Tanner asked.


  A faint, serene smile spread its way across Paul’s face and he slid closer, sliding his arms around Tanner’s body as he pressed himself to the Dog. The action confused Tanner, but as Paul rested his head against the shepherd’s neck, the human said, “No.”


  “That’s what you were really worried about?” Tanner asked, embracing Paul in return.


  “Part of it…” Paul said, still hugging him, “I really like Ray… he’s the first real friend I made here other than you or Mateo, and I didn’t want to screw things up with him. I don’t know… I guess if he really wanted to end the friendship he would have told everyone, huh?”


  Tanner chuckled, “That would be one way to do it.” and he slowly pulled Paul back far enough away so he could touch noses with him, “Feeling better?”


  “With you around, how could I not?” Paul smiled… just a little.


  “Good… come on. I made dinner, and I think I have an idea.” Tanner got up off the bed, holding Paul by the wrist, and he brought him out into the hall.


  “Hey… slow down.” Paul chuckled half-heartedly, “I haven’t even taken my shoes off yet.”


  “That’s the point!” Tanner responded, tail wagging, “We’re going back out.”


  “What about dinner?” Paul questioned.


  “We’re taking it with!”


  “Where?” Paul asked.


  Tanner grinned at Paul, relishing the confused expression on the human’s face. He stopped in the kitchen to get sandwich bags and a cloth grocery bag before answering, “You’ll see.”


  * * * * *


  They took Tanner’s car, because the Dog drove. With Paul in the passenger’s seat and their dinner-on-the-go situated inside the bag in the back seat, Tanner took them out of town and onto the interstate. It was almost seven by the time Tanner took a turn-off he had come to know all-too-well ever since he moved into town. From the look on Paul’s face, the Dog could tell that the human recognized it too, even though he’d only ever been there once.


  Tanner took his favorite parking spot at the far end of the parking lot situated directly off of the off-ramp. It was a gravel parking lot, but the Dog certainly didn’t mind; he didn’t exactly have a 4x4, but it wasn’t one of the kind of cars that’d burst into flames if it drove on anything other than a city street. Stopping the car, Tanner turned to his boyfriend with a smile, “We’re here.”


  “I guessed that, you goof.” Paul answered, tapping him lightly on the side of the muzzle with a finger, “Now would you mind filling me in?”


  Tanner got out of the car and opened the back door, pulling out the cloth bag with their food, “You’ve been working harder than hell lately, Paul… and you haven’t had a change of pace or a change of scenery. I know I can’t do anything about the first one but you’re not naturally a city boy, and I can tell it’s getting to you.” he closed both doors and pressed the lock button on his key chain before sticking his keys onto his pocket. “Come on.”


  Paul stood next to the car for a moment, and took in a deep breath, “Smells a lot nicer out here, doesn’t it?” the human asked him. Tanner smiled at the comment, and simply nodded, waiting for Paul before moving off toward a grassy hill not far from the parking lot. Tanner took a deep breath himself, able to appreciate it far more than Paul could. He could tell that allergy season was going to be on its way soon; it never bothered him, but several humans he knew always relied on a warning because he could smell it a day or two before they got hit.


  The two crossed the parking lot stepping in time with one another. Paul had his hands in his pockets while Tanner carried the cloth bag in one paw and a 2 liter of soda in the other. There were a number of things on Tanner’s mind, but he was happy enough to avoid voicing them, rather preferring to let Paul speak up if and when he was ready. He could tell the human was mulling over a lot of their earlier discussion by the way he chewed on his lip; if something existed that was the opposite of a poker face, Tanner decided that was what Paul had.


  The sun was still off the horizon; it always started staying lighter for longer as spring neared its end. Paul had told him on a few occasions how surprised he was that the daylight hours on the west coast were so long. Tanner had to remind him that there were no mountains to the west to cut down on the sunlight… and the gleam from the ocean if you were in the right places made the sunset twice as bright. He smiled to himself, gazing westward to the sun-and-a-half just starting to become visible on the far-distant ocean.


  “Wow…” Paul whispered, stopping to admire the scene.


  “Yeah…” Tanner smiled to himself as much as to the human beside him, “After I quit college and moved up here I spent a lot of my evenings right here. It was hard getting used to so many changes in such little time… but something about a quiet place with a nice view always helped me.” he took a seat on the grass and set the food bag down. “I’ve never packed egg sandwiches before, but I think they’ll still be okay.”


  “Egg sandwiches?” Paul asked, taking a seat beside him, “What’re those, exactly?”


  “Nothing too fancy… just some fried egg on toast with some cheese and condiments and spices.” the dog replied.


  “Some ‘condiments’ and ‘spices’?” the human inquired critically, “Like what?” he looked at the plastic-wrapped bag Tanner handed him, “This isn’t going to be a repeat of the burrito incident, is it?”


  Tanner cracked up at the question. One trip to a mobile burrito stand was more than enough for the Dog’s poor boyfriend, and he was certain Paul would never let him live it down. “I told you not to order the ‘Lengua’.” he said amidst his laughter.


  “You never said why!” Paul came back with mock indignation.


  “Well it didn’t taste that bad, did it?” the shepherd asked, still laughing. They’d gone over the conversation dozens of times so that it essentially played out by rote. Paul complained about the texture; Tanner stated that it wasn’t that bad; Paul complained about the spices; Tanner called Paul a lightweight. They wrestled around on the hill until both were laughing, covered in loose bits of grass and their clothes were stained. Tanner’s tail wagged more than usual; by Paul’s smile, he could tell that his plan was working and that the human was finally starting to relax.


  After their rough-housing, Tanner pulled off his shirt and folded it on the ground beside the bag of food. He laid on the grass, staring up at the light blue, cloudless sky as he ate his sandwich, listening to the sound of plastic crinkling next to him as Paul unwrapped his own. The Dog smiled when he heard the ‘mmm’ sound Paul made after his first tentative bite.


  “Taste okay? Or does it have a bad texture?” Tanner grinned.


  “It’s not spicy. As long as it doesn’t burn going in or coming out, I think I’ll live.” the human replied crassly. Tanner could imagine Paul’s smirk so he didn’t need to turn and observe it.


  They sat in silence for a time, both of them chewing, watching their surroundings, and enjoying the quiet evening. The sun was half-way set when Paul put the remnants of their meal away in the bag and scooted even closer to Tanner, “Thank you.” the human said quietly, leaning forward to touch his nose to the Dog’s.


  Tanner smiled, and lifted his head to make his nose easier to reach, “You’re welcome.” he smiled then jumped a little when Paul followed it up with a proper kiss. Tanner’s head felt dizzy every time Paul kissed him. There was something about the feel of his lover’s fleshy lips that were so different from anything else the Dog had every experienced. It made him tingle all over, and his fur stood on end. It only got worse when Paul’s hand caressed his stomach.


  “What are you up to down there?” the shepherd demanded, half wondering, and half hoping.


  “Fur therapy.” Paul answered.


  “Fur wha—?” but the question was cut short as the human began vigorously rubbing and scratching at Tanner’s abdomen. The sensation was electric, and Tanner’s muzzle clapped shut audibly.


  “I used to do this at home with my family’s four legged dog after a really bad day… it always made me feel better, so I got to calling it ‘fur therapy’.” Paul spoke up, the words barely registering in Tanner’s mind as the sensations rolled through him like waves of intense relief, not unlike scratching the itch that had eluded you for an hour, or finding a way to uncramp your leg when it doesn’t seem to want to give up. Tanner let out a groan through his clenched teeth.


  “You silly goof… you’re doing that just to humor me, aren’t you?” Paul laughed. Only then did Tanner realize that his left leg had been twitching in a kicking motion.


  “You caught me.” the Dog grinned, embarrassed, “Entirely for your benefit,” he smiled sheepishly, “not uncontrolled in the least.”


  “Bullshit.” Paul responded with a smile, and he moved to using both hands.


  Tanner let out a yelp that sounded far too much to him like a puppy getting tickled, and he felt his ears warm with a powerful blush because of it. His offending limb began kicking even more on its own but, by that time, Paul was laughing so much that Tanner couldn’t help but lay back and enjoy the abuse. The dog closed his eyes and just smiled while Paul reclined next to him, resting his head on a palm, elbow on the ground, returning to one hand.


  “You are the best thing that’s happened to me since I came here.” Paul spoke quietly once Tanner’s leg had (thankfully) grown still.


  Tanner turned to look at Paul. Over the course of the last several months, the human had said things, done things, and revealed things that created feelings and emotions in Tanner that he had never felt at those levels. Paul was something special, and it seemed that hardly a day went by that the human didn’t reinforce that in some way. The look in Paul’s eyes at that moment were enough to count.


  “I lo..” Paul paused, and Tanner felt himself tense up, “I love being addicted to you.” the human corrected himself.


  The comment hurt Tanner in a way, because he knew what Paul wanted to say. He realized many times over that he could have just as easily said it becuause he knew that’s what Paul wanted to hear. He often felt that he would be able to say it honestly and in earnest, but Tanner also realized that he wasn’t about to cheapen its meaning… he wasn’t about to say it just for the sake of saying it. After a pause, he just leaned forward and licked Paul’s lips.


  The lick turned into a kiss, and Tanner rolled over so that he was straddling his lover. The human’s hands slid through the fur on his back as he was embraced, and Tanner realized that, despite his own reserves, Paul didn’t doubt his devotion for even a second. “You’re my favorite addiction.” Tanner responded, and repeated the kiss, but slowly pulled away, “Come on… it’s getting dark and we should get back home; you work tomorrow and I have classes.”


  “We’re not going to bed right away… are we?” Paul asked, rising behind Tanner so he could softly knead the dog’s rump through his jeans.


  Tanner turned back to grin at his lover, tail curling partly around the placed wrist, “We’re going to bed… but that doesn’t mean we have to go to sleep.”


  * * * * *


  A warm feeling of contentment flowed over Tanner as he felt the fur of his back pressed against his flesh by the firm mattress beneath him. Paul’s back lay against his chest, and yet he could still feel the human’s heartbeat against his chest. The Dog was tied with his lover, the human electing to take him inside his body that night. Tanner wasn’t sure how long they had coupled, but he loved every moment of it, including their time together afterward as Paul snuggled himself into position, sharing soft words of care, thanks, and enjoyment of his company, falling asleep atop Tanner as if he were a furry mattress.


  Something about Paul always put Tanner at ease when it came to sex. The Dog had been uptight when he was younger, preferring far more to please other males than to be serviced himself… he didn’t even really like being naked in front of others. Things were different with the human; it was something they both got to enjoy and Tanner embraced the time with as much fervor as anything else he and Paul did together. He smiled as he deluded himself; he looked forward to sex with Paul a lot. The human helped him experience things that he didn’t know would ever be possible.


  He gently entwined his fingers with Paul’s, resting his paws and Paul’s hands on the human’s stomach as he held him in place. Tanner rarely fell asleep with his member inside his lover—there were too many hygiene issues for him to ignore and, while it seemed a romantic way to fall asleep, Tanner was worried about their mutual health a little too much to make a habit of it. Sometimes the Dog lamented his own analytical mind, but he always reminded himself that one night of romance-story-style lovemaking could just as easily result in months or years of displeasing results.


  Tanner rolled to the side, carrying his sleeping lover with him as he felt Paul’s opening give slightly. He knew his knot was shrinking, and he always let it slip free with care. He closed his muzzle, turning a quivering moan into a long exhale through clenched teeth. After release, Tanner’s flesh remained sensitive for quite some time and the extraction, he found, was almost as gratifying in a way as his orgasm. He quietly kissed Paul on the cheek; without having a lover like Paul, that was one more thing he never would have known about being tied.


  The dog knelt forward on the bed, his nose brushing up between Paul’s rump cheeks. His tongue pressed out into the cleft, and he heard a muffled exhale of breath as the sleeping human responded favorably to the attention. Tanner had always been thankful of Paul’s good personal hygiene, making intimate gestures such as that feasible; unlike four legged dogs, Tanner wasn’t generally inclined to do such a thing to just anybody. His lover now clean, Tanner went to tend to himself.


  He was in the bathroom for almost ten minutes, letting his flesh lose more of its tender qualities, but not letting it retreat without first being scrubbed clean. Tanner was meticulous about keeping clean, having heard far too many horror stories in his high school health class discussing all horrible diseases of the sheath. Tanner realized the chances of that were slim, but he didn’t want to risk it and didn’t want to expose his lover to anything of the sort if the human decided to use a different hole for pleasuring him. Tanner smiled at that thought; Paul was talented.


  Completing the more mundane aspects of caring for his health, Tanner gently helped his clean member return to its place, comfortably tucked away in its furred sleeve. Like his penis, the dog was ready to also be tucked in. He slipped noiselessly into bed with Paul, and smiled as the human reflexively slid back across the mattress, furless back moving to furred chest, returning to the position in which they had spent the first part of their time together. Tanner was glad to spend the rest of the night just like that as well. He slid his arm around Paul’s waist and rested his paw against the human’s abdomen.


  Tanner yawned, and gently nosed the side of Paul’s head with his muzzle; he loved the way the his lover smelled. Tanner caressed the back of his boyfriend’s hand with a single paw pad; he loved the way Paul’s flesh felt to the touch. He listened to the slow, rhythmic breathing from Paul and reveled in the human’s bodyheat and the body against him, his sheath nestled up against the small of Paul’s back. He licked Paul, and loved the taste of his drying sweat. They were all things that he loved, just like the human in his arms… and yet it was not so easily voiceable.


  The dog didn’t know if he would be able to say if asked that he loved Paul… but Paul’s term ‘addicted’ certainly fit. He yawned again, feeling sleep eagerly begin to overtake his tired body. It had been just another day… full of ups and downs. Paul had some hardships at work, and Tanner was glad he was able to help him get rid of some of the stress at home. He nuzzled his lover one more time and let his eyes close for the night. Life with Paul was not all sunshine and belly rubs, but the Dog was happy to know that, even though his lover had his down moments, both were present much more often for Tanner with Paul than without him.
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  The Second Omission


  Paul remained behind the camera, leaving the majority of the direction up to Miranda, who seemed to have a knack for it. It wasn’t that he didn’t feel that people would pay attention to him or do as he said, rather, he simply felt more at ease letting the fiery-tempered, powerful-voiced, prominent presence that was Miranda handle things; she was made for the position.


  The project, as it turned out, was vastly more complicated than it had first appeared. The managing team originally settled on a seemingly simple idea but, the more they explored it, the more in depth it became. It was Paul’s decision to do two separate photo shoots and then merge them together into a single advertisement; although he was confident it would turn out well he had begun to regret the extra work. At least he was able to be content that it was the last day of the project for him and most of the studio crew.


  “Alright, everyone… get moving! I want these last shots done before lunch!” Miranda, as usual was a force to be reckoned with, moving about the studio like a tornado, disturbing everything she passed. Unlike a tornado, however, she left things much more organized for her being there and Paul had to admit that he had no idea how he’d have survived without her; the thought concerned him.


  Under the iron-grip of Miranda, the models were in place and the set was prepared. Lights were turned on and all background personnel were nowhere in Paul’s view-finder. “Alright, Dakota… whenever you’re ready.” Miranda offered. Paul wasn’t really sure how it had happened, but what originally started as a pet name from Ray quickly spiraled out of control and it became a nickname of sorts everyone on the Mein Hund project called him. “Whenever you’re ready, cutie.” Miranda winked. Paul quickly busied himself adjusting the camera, working furiously to distract himself from his blushing face.


  As far as his camera was concerned, Paul was taking picture of a family living room complete with picturesque suburban Americana beyond the frilly-trimmed ‘window’ that was set in the ‘wall’ behind them. In truth, the backdrop was little more than a drywalled, textured set of boards with a square hole cut into it and doctored up to resemble a window. The view beyond the ‘window’ was little more than well-placed model houses to trick the eye into a false sense of distance. All in all, as long as Paul looked through the camera, it really was quite convincing.


  “Okay, all… pose for the photo.” Paul spoke, watching the display as he adjusted the picture size. Originally AHB had balked at the idea of using four models in addition to Casey, but in the end, Eizenzahn’s support of him had won out and they gave into his demands. Paul had said he wanted a ‘family portrait’ feel and the other managers on the project were willing to hear him out. He had Debbie, the talent scout look for a middle-aged man and woman and a young boy and young girl.


  Paul had the stately-looking, patronly middle-aged man on the far left of the couch sat comfortably in trousers and a sweater; the model brought a camera-friendly set of black-rimmed glasses himself. The golden-haired, all-American-mom had a ready smile touched up expertly by the marketing team’s skilled make-up artists to give her the 1950’s sitcom perfection and her ruby-red lips parted to reveal gleaming-white teeth that would have done a toothpaste ad proud. A boy and girl, both with matching sandy-blond hair sat at the foot of the sofa, each dressed in blue jeans and a shirt. The boy had a slight cowlick and the girl had pig tails. Together, they flanked Casey.


  Casey reclined back against the couch at the middle of the shot, dad and son on one side, mother and daughter on the other. Both kids had a hand on either of his shoulders and everyone had the largest possible smiles; Casey’s tongue was even hanging out one side of his muzzle. “Hold it!” Paul noted, and quickly glanced at the finished picture from the first photo-shoot: the human actors were identical, only instead of Casey, a standard, four-legged dalmatian was in the shot instead, wearing an identical Mein Hund collar.


  “A little less tongue, Casey.” Paul spoke up, checking again to compare how the photos compared. A few people in the background snickered at the comment, but Paul ignored it. The dalmatian readjusted his panting pose. “Becca… raise your chin a little higher.” the little girl did as requested. “Alright everyone… hold it!” Paul took the exposure, “Good! Next position.” he directed, and all five models changed position into the next of 12 poses. Paul sighed; they had 10 to go.


  Once everyone was into the rhythm of the shoot things progressed much faster. He was pleased to see that the models all had an excellent memory of the positions they had taken previously and only a few minor corrections needed to be made; it was important for the agency to have as many poses to chose from with as accurate as possible positioning for his plan to work. Everyone knew that Paul was taking a gamble with the idea, and nobody realized that better than Paul himself.


  “Alright, everyone—that’s a wrap!” Miranda shouted as Paul finally stepped away from the camera. He straightened his back and slowly rotated his neck first one way then the other.


  “Need some help with that?” Casey asked, approaching Paul as the rest of the models returned to their wardrobe locations. The dalmatian moved around behind Paul and rested his paws on the photographer’s shoulders. Paul quickly slipped out of his grasp.


  “Thanks, Casey… I think I’ll be fine… just gotta stop hunching over the camera for hours on end.” Paul felt himself blushing, but managed to keep an even tone without rushing the words.


  “Casey… leave the joint managing director alone and go change.” Miranda stated in her tone that accepted no disobedience, “Mr Eizenzahn said that he wanted to see you by 1.”


  “Good work, Casey.” Paul quickly added as the dalmatian padded off, “Good luck with the modeling!” he called after him.


  “That’s a funny thing to say, Dakota.” Miranda spoke up, resting an elbow on Paul’s shoulder.


  “Why’s that? Models can use all the lucky they can get… it’s a hard business.” Paul countered.


  “Well… seeing as his contract with Mein Hund doesn’t allow him to accept any projects for the next three years except for the ones through Mein Hund, I doubt luck will have anything to do with it.” she answered casually.


  “A contract? Three years?… huh?” Paul questioned, using the genuine surprise in his voice as an excuse to turn toward her, escaping her casually placed elbow.


  Miranda nodded, “Yeah… he’s ‘the face of Mein Hund’, which means they want rights to his image for the next three years.”


  Paul was amazed at the strange sense of logic; he’d never considered such an idea but, since it was just explained to him, it made so much more sense than he thought it would. He prepared an equally profound and insightful response to the information: “Wow…”


  Miranda chuckled, “Yeah… you got that right.” she straightened her stance and gave him a shove, “You’d better get going too… Eizenzahn said that he wanted at least one of us management types to report front and center too.”


  “Well… what about you?” Paul offered, more out of habit than real objection. Though under any other circumstance he would have found a lunch meeting with upper management to be beyond stressful, he had learned to not mind meeting with Eizenzahn.


  “No can do. I have to crack the whip on Mateo and the others who are setting up the slides and matting for the project… they’re just getting started.” Miranda answered, walking back down the hall, pulling Paul with her by his tie. As they passed a picture on the wall, Paul could not help but catch a faint reflection in the glass of him being led along by Miranda almost as if he were wearing a—


  “Leash.” Ben spoke up as the two passed him in the hallway, “You didn’t get the leash on the Dog model in the second set of exposures, Dakota.”


  Miranda let go of Paul’s tie and sighed; Paul planted his palm on his forehead, “Damn it.”


  “Not a problem… we can add it in touch-up.” Ben replied, “Just watch the amateur mistakes, kid… you’re in the big time now.” and the big black man gave him a hearty slap on the shoulder. Paul didn’t like being called a kid and he didn’t like the hearty slap on the shoulder, but he let both go; he screwed up, and Ben was willing to cover for him—that gave Ben as much leeway as he wanted to take.


  “I can’t think of anyone I’d want watching my back more than Ben.” Miranda spoke up, “You’re one lucky son of a bitch, you know that, Dakota?” she leaned toward him, adjusting his tie.


  “Sometimes I wonder.” Paul countered, his voice cracking part way through the comment.


  Miranda just laughed at that and took a step back, giving him a sharp punch in the shoulder, “Okay… enough playing cutesy… go report to Mr Eizenzahn before he thinks the project managers are abandoning our duties. We all have our jobs to do and this one’s yours.”


  “I… uh… yeah…” Paul paused, rubbing the back of his head, “But… where am I supposed to meet—” he glanced up toward Miranda… but she was already gone. Paul sighed, trying a faint smile on as he tried to cheer himself up singing in a low voice, “Oh where oh where has my little dog gone…”


  “Oh, silly boy…” Paul tensed immediately once he recognized Pascal’s voice, “we both know he iz not so little.” thepoodle tittered. Paul’s mood sunk lower in preparation for more embarrassment.


  “Oh… hey, Pascal… I’m supposed to go see Mr Eizenzahn.” he offered in as impassive, neutral tone as he could.


  “But of course, le mignon…” Pascal noted, sliding an arm around one of Paul’s, “We are meeting him at ze cafe… Charlie’s, ne pas?


  “Uh… oh…” Paul paused, “Um… right.” He took a deep breath and headed out onto the street, Pascal still hanging on his arm. Paul expected that the lunch hour was going to be a very long one.


  * * * * *


  “Thank you for coming.” Eizenzahn stood at the head of the table, commanding the attention of the small group of AHB employees along with Eizenzahn, Pascal, and Casey that were in attendance. To Paul’s incredible joy it appeared that the Doberman had reserved the whole back room of Charle’s Cafe, meaning that any goings on would likely get by unnoticed. Something about having no witnesses to the insanity that was liable to sprout at any moment made him feel a little more at ease. Casey winked at him from across the table. Or maybe not. Paul sighed mentally.


  “These six months have passed very quickly and, I am happy to say, have been very fruitful.” the Doberman continued, glancing around the table, “Your hard work and dedication has accomplished the goals of Mein Hund in all the ways your management has guaranteed.” his gaze slowed until it came to rest on Paul. The young man could only look back at Eizenzahn, whose brown eyes held his gaze in unwavering steadfast firmness, “I am very pleased with how this has all turned out… and I look forward to our continued relationship.” The dobie’s eyes finally moved onward, and Paul held a breath he didn’t know had caught in his chest.


  “As some of you may know, ‘Aimes, Howe, and Burke’ is currently in negotiations with Mein Hund to produce our next marketing project.” Eizenzahn spoke up. From the numerous quiet murmurs around the table it was readily apparent that those present did not know; Paul felt better because he wasn’t the only one who was unaware. The Doberman continued, “I expect to return to continue negotiations once I can renew my VISA, and I expect that preparations for our next marketing push will continue with every one here included on the project.” A polite round of applause signaled everyone’s agreement of the idea.


  “I understand that this is everyone’s lunch break, so I will keep the speech short.” Eizenzahn commented.


  “I think you’re a little too late there, boss.” Ray spoke up flatly. A few chuckles arose from the table.


  The Doberman took it well and nodded his head, “Just so. Thank you.” he offered a neutral smile to the golden retriever, “In that case… I will let someone else make the toast.” and, with that, Eizenzahn took a seat.


  No sooner had he done so than Casey got to his feet, “Okay… then I’ll propose the toast.” he announced melodramatically. “To spouses, and lovers…” Casey held his glass up. Everyone around the table did likewise. The dalmatian paused, and Paul had just started to sip from his own as Casey continued, “… and to hoping that they never meet.” Paul barely managed to avoid spewing his half-sip of wine across the table. A roar of laughter rose up from those present and several others barely maintained their own self-control to avoid a similar mess. Casey’s eyes remained on Paul however, and he found himself laughing far less for it.


  The lunch went well and, after the initial awkwardness of the speech and toast, Paul found that the hour passed very quickly. It was strange going out to lunch with so many coworkers and having the cafe’s back room all to his group. The people surrounding him are those with whom he’d spent the last several months working, and it seemed to develop almost into a family atmosphere. He knew everyone’s name and could count off at least five pieces of random trivia he knew about them. They weren’t friends, exactly, but they were coworkers. As he considered the five things he knew about Sweet-As-Candy, the beagle who was in charge of set design, his train of thought was broken.


  “Paul…” the deep baritone spoke up. Paul slowly raised his eyes to glance across the table at Ray. There was an ache that filled the young man every time he heard the Dog call him by his given name and not the nickname everyone else had come to use. It was irony of a sort that Ray, who had given him the name in the first place, was now the only one who called him by his real one.


  “Yeah?” he asked, still avoiding meeting the retriever’s gaze. The lunch meeting was coming to an end and several people began to leave.


  “Mr. Aimes and Mr. Burke set up an appointment at 3:00 for the team leads who’d been working on the Mein Hund project.” Ray stated simply in a professional tone, “Mr Aimes asked me to let you know.”


  “Thank you, Ray.” Paul answered, and he heard the Dog stand and follow several others out. The young man remained in his seat, feeling the discomfort from their cold, work-related conversation. There was a strange emptiness caused by the interaction, and Paul did not like it at all; he spent every day for more weeks than he could count on both hands working with the retriever, but it felt like he wasn’t there, and Paul missed him.


  Letting out a deep breath, Paul stood, thanked Eizenzahn along with everyone else present, and made his way out of the cafe. His lunch break was over, the project was almost over, and Paul hoped that the drama for the day was also over. Unfortunately, it was only just beginning.


  * * * * *


  “What the fuck, Paul?!?” Mateo demanded the moment Paul entered the office.


  “I…” Paul froze in his place, unable to figure out how best to respond to the sudden verbal attack.


  Mateo grabbed Paul by the shoulder, gripping his shirt tightly as he practically dragged him across the office. “When in the hell were you gonna tell me, Paul? I… grah!” Mateo let go of Paul’s shirt, slamming both fists against the wall. Several sets of eyes looked up from their work and Paul began to feel embarrassment mix with his already established sense of concern.


  “Tell you what, Mateo?” Paul asked, taking a step back from his hot-headed coworker.


  “Come on, Paul… don’t fuck with me like this.” Mateo turned to stare at him, taking two steps closer so that he was right in front of him, “Tell it to my face.”


  “Tell you what, Mateo?” Paul repeated, taking another step back, and finding that he had nowhere else to go; he was up against the wall, “I don’t know what you want me to say…”


  “Tell me why you fucking did it, Paul… tell me why.” Mateo demanded, grabbing the front of Paul’s shirt.


  A thousand thoughts went through his mind at that moment. Was Mateo playing some kind of unfunny joke? Did Mateo blame him for some imagined wrong? Had Paul slighted or inadvertently offended Mateo? Maybe Mateo wanted to go to lunch with the group? Paul’s hundreds of thoughts came crashing down the moment he saw Ray walk into the room and pause. The dog stood, watching the interaction between Mateo and Paul. Had Ray said something? Did Ray tell Mateo about Tanner?


  “I…” Paul murmured, glancing away from Mateo.


  “Look at me, damn it!” Mateo demanded, pulling Paul away from the wall only to slam him back into it. More eyes were on them. “How in the hell could you do something like this? I thought we were friends!”


  “I…” Paul stuttered again, glancing at Ray, who took a step closer, ears up, but did not interfere, “Mateo… what are you talking about?” he pleaded.


  Mateo let go of Paul’s shirt and grabbed a sheet of paper off of the table beside him, “This!” he spat, waving what appeared to be some kind of memo in the air in front of Paul, “This. How could you do this!?!?”


  Paul waited until Mateo stopped shaking the paper and managed to catch a glimpse of it, “Name credits for the Mein Hund project.” he noted, “I didn’t know anyone printed them out yet.”


  “Well someone did.” Mateo balled up the paper and threw it in Paul’s face, “Did me finding out early fuck with your little plan?” he demanded


  Paul recoiled, not moving from his place at the wall, “Mateo… what are you talking ab—”


  SPACK!


  Paul saw stars as Mateo’s right hook connected with his cheek. He stumbled, but was grabbed by Mateo and hauled back up to his feet.


  “Well who else could it have been? Only management has the right to add or cut names, and you have the most to gain!” Mateo demanded, poking Paul in the chest with an outstretched index finger, “If it wasn’t you, then who?” he poked him again, “WHO?!”


  Tears were in Paul’s eyes at that point, unable to cope with the verbal onslaught, let alone the physical one, “Mateo… I don’t… I really don’t know…”


  “Stop fucking lying and tell me straight!” Mateo demanded, shoving Paul back up against the wall, shoving his forearm up against Paul’s neck, “I want to hear it straight from you!” Mateo struck Paul again with his free arm. “Did you think I’d just sit here and get fucked? Do you think I’m some little corporate flunkie that’ll be happy to hang off your every word, Mr Manager?”


  Paul squirmed as he gripped Mateo’s arm, fighting for air as it choked him. Somewhere in the panic-stricken mesh of thoughts, Paul was relieved to find out that Mateo’s problem was work-related, but that hardly made the situation that much better, “Ma… Ma… teo…” he wheezed, “I… I didn’t do… anything…”


  “Bullshit!” Mateo responded, spitting in his face, “Do you think I’d just sit by and let you switch your name for mine on mapping and layout credit? You don’t even know the first fucking thing about spacing an advertisement you fucking shit!” and, with that, Mateo flung Paul to the side, sending him up and over the adjacent work table. Paul and the table fell to the ground.


  Mateo stocked toward him, “You fucking little backstabbing son of a bitch!”


  Paul curled into a ball as one of Mateo’s loafers connected with his ribs, “You’ve been standing on my shoulders all this time, and I actually believed you when you said you were going to give me some fucking credit!” Mateo kicked him again. From his position on the ground, Paul could only cower, awaiting another hit… but it didn’t come.


  Slowly, Paul raised his head to see Ray standing between Mateo and himself, “Back off, Mateo… work isn’t a place for a temper tantrum.” the Dog stated.


  “Fuck you, Ray…” Mateo cursed, scowling, “you’ve been Paul’s little lap dog ever since he got here… you barely did a fucking thing and you got your name on the credits.”


  “I don’t report to you, Mateo, so I don’t give a fuck about what you think,” Ray responded flatly, “but it’s stunts like this that keep you from getting any good reviews.”


  Seething, Mateo lunged at the golden retriever. Ray stepped to the side and grabbed hold of Mateo’s fist. The Dog slid a leg out and pushed it in front of one of Mateo’s sending him tumbling into one of the cubicle walls. “I’m gonna…” Mateo picked himself up, “I’m… you… you fucking feral!”


  If the office was quiet before it would have been mistaken for loud. Every bystander in the building suddenly stepped back in shocked surprise. Paul gazed up at Ray from the ground, watching as the Dog’s fur bristled. Every last eye belonging to someone within hearing distance was trained directly on Mateo and Ray, and nobody missed the upper-cut as it caught Mateo under the chin and lifted him off the ground, throwing him back against the cubicle wall, even knocking it over.


  Gnashing his teeth, Ray stormed off while everyone else quickly filed out of the room. Paul remained where he was on the ground, but he certainly didn’t overlook the fact that a disproportionate large number of people were heading toward the executive offices. Paul quickly decided to likewise make himself scarce.


  “Where… where you goin’, you little weasel?” Mateo demanded blearily, wobbling as he got to his feet, “We’re not done yet.”


  “You are very done, Mr Vargas.” Mr Aimes’ voice called from the hallway, “My office. Now.”


  Mateo shot Paul a dirty look, but managed to catch his balance, rubbing his jaw as he walked toward the executive, stalking out of the room. Paul let out a deep breath, slinking into the chair next to him. His face stung, and a powerful ache spread across his nose. A small red splotch on his slacks caused Paul to run a finger beneath his nose, and it came back with blood on it. He sighed again, “perfect…”


  The young man made his way to the cafeteria, focused entirely on the napkin dispenser on the counter. He took a seat at the table closest to the door and hunched his shoulders forward, folding the napkin as he positioned it under his nose, then leaned his head back. His eyes teared for a moment but, as they cleared, Ray took a seat on the other side of the table from him.


  “Mateo… he called you—” Paul began.


  “A ‘Feral’… yeah.” Ray answered.


  “That really got a response out of everyone… and especially out of you.” Paul noted.


  “Well… yeah.” Ray commented, focusing his attention on a bag of ice resting on his paw, “That’s not the kind of thing you say in polite company.”


  “Oh…” Paul nodded, mostly to himself. He gingerly felt around his nose with the napkin; it still stung, “So… it’s like a racial slur or something then?”


  “It’s not ‘like’… it is a racial slur.” Ray answered.


  “Ah.” Paul responded, fidgeting as an unsettling silence filled the cafeteria.


  “You alright, Paul?” the retriever asked, adjusting the bag of ice.


  A hundred thoughts passed through Paul’s mind. He could have chosen any number of ways to answer the question: politely, dismissively, emotionally, logically… but, in the end, he chose honestly. “No…” he said quietly, “I screwed up… again.”


  Ray glanced his direction, “How so?”


  Paul sighed, rubbing at his nose with the napkins before bundling them up and pressing them in place again, “I’m sorry, Ray…” his eyes started watering again, but it had nothing to do with his bloody nose.


  “I’m not really sure now is the right time to—”


  “You’re right.” Paul blurted, lowering the napkins as he looked across the table at the retriever, “The right time was back before it got this bad.” he let out a sigh, “I should have told you about Tanner, I know. I guess I just wanted…” he shook his head, “I don’t know what I wanted…”


  “You wanted someone to trust you without having to trust them back.” Ray answered, adjusting the ice pack on his paw.


  Paul realized immediately that Ray hit the nail on the head. “Yeah…” he relented, “That’s what I wanted…” a tear fell down onto his hand, followed by another droplet of blood. The young man was forced to tilt his head back and reposition the napkin, “…and I’m sorry. That isn’t something a friend should want.”


  Ray chuckled softly, emotionless, and dry, “Yeah…” the dog let out a breath, “but at the same time, wanting to be trusted isn’t a bad thing if you’re worthy of trust.”


  “I wasn’t trying to lie to you or anything, Ray, it’s just that—”


  “Sometimes there are parts of us that we just need to keep to ourselves.” Ray interjected, lowering his head slightly as he gazed at a point far off in the corner, “There are some things we need to figure out for ourselves before we can discuss them with someone else.”


  Paul paused, one hand flat on the table, the other still holding the napkin under his nose. He sat quietly, observing the strange weariness that seemed to take hold of the retriever across from him. “Ray?” he finally asked.


  “I’m sorry, Paul…” the Dog shook his head slightly, “I guess I haven’t been the best friend I could be either.” he looked up at Paul once more, “I’ve been acting more like snarling and yapping teenage pup and not like the adult Dog I am… I shouldn’t have gone off like I did back then.”


  “And I shouldn’t have pushed you so much to talk about yourself when I wasn’t willing to reciprocate.” Paul answered.


  Ray chuckled softly, “Wow… pulling out the big words now, are we, Paul?”


  “Vocabulary is one of the few perks I have to show for the tens of thousands of dollars my mom and dad spent on the college education.” Paul hazarded a faint smile, and, glancing to the retriever, was relieved to see it was mirrored.


  “I’ve missed our chats.” Ray admitted out of the blue.


  “Me too.” Paul offered, “I never meant to hurt you, or make you feel not trusted, Ray.” he explained, “It’s just—”


  “Sometimes there are parts of us that we want to keep to ourselves.” Ray repeated his earlier statement.


  “Yeah…” Paul chuckled, “I guess we already covered that.”


  The Dog smiled, and reached out his free paw to grab Paul’s hand where it sat on the table, “Listen, Paul… out of everyone in this office, you know more about me than anyone else does…”


  Paul slowly lowered his chin so he could look at Ray, setting his napkin aside, “Out of everyone in the office, you know more about me than anyone else too.” he offered a hesitant smile, “Even if you found out through shady means.”


  “You little smart-ass.” Ray chuckled, his tail strumming a beat against the side of his chair, “I hope I’ll get to see you around sometime.” his tail slowed, and the smile left his muzzle.


  “Why? Of course we will… we work together.” Paul commented.


  Ray sighed, and motioned to the door leading out into the cubicles. Paul turned and looked to where Ray pointed. Mateo had a box in hand and was emptying his desk. It took a moment for Paul to realize just what was happening, and then he gasped, “He got fired…” Paul whimpered, “Mateo got fired…”


  “Well… yeah.” Ray nodded, “Fighting does kind of give off the wrong kind of signals for someone who wants to keep their job. I can imagine that calling a Dog a… well… the “F” word probably doesn’t help your chances either.”


  “No! But… Mateo… he’s a good worker, Ray!” Paul insisted.


  Ray chuckled and patted Paul’s hand, “He beats the living daylights out of you and you’re still defending him… you’re a loyal friend, but you’d make a horrible domestic violence counselor, Paul… and no… what he did was wrong, even in the best of circumstances…” the Dog sighed, “And they’ll probably call me in next.”


  “You? Why? You didn’t do anything wrong!” Paul complained.


  “I don’t think anybody missed the fight.” Ray commented, “He might have started it, and even provoked me, but what I did wasn’t exactly professional either. Don’t worry though… you have enough witnesses that everybody will know that you didn’t even lift a finger… very professional, Paul… you did good, kid.”


  “But this is wrong!” Paul objected, “You were just helping me.”


  “I think knocking that little bastard flat on his tailless ass wasn’t exactly ‘helping you’… I think it was catering to a more violent side of revenge for him running his mouth off.” Ray explained, removing the ice pack and examining his paw.


  “No… it’s not fair.” Paul explained.


  “Life isn’t always fair, Paul.” Ray responded, and offered a comforting smile, “But it’s okay… when you’re a big Dog you learn to live with the consequences of your actions.”


  “Ray…” Miranda peeked into the cafeteria, “Mr. Aimes is looking for you.”


  Ray nodded, and gave Paul’s hand a light squeeze before disengaging, “It’s been real, Paul. Take care of the team.” and, with that, Ray exited the cafeteria.


  Paul crossed his arms in front of himself and lowered his head down onto them.


  “Looks like your nose stopped bleeding.” Miranda offered, taking Ray’s vacated seat.


  “Yeah.” Paul answered noncommittally.


  “So…” Miranda began, and paused. Paul didn’t feel like providing her the opening to continue, but, true to form, she took one anyway, “What happened, exactly?”


  Paul sighed, not sure if he had the emotional energy to explain, but, as he sat back in his chair, letting the severity of the situation settle into him, he found that he did. Paul relayed the entire event to her from his point of view, explaining his confusion, and that he didn’t know why Mateo was angry at first, then revealed why it was Mateo had attacked him, and he professed his innocence to Miranda and that he had nothing to do with the name change.


  “Well duh.” Miranda rolled her eyes, “You don’t have a single spotlight-hogging bone in your body.” she smirked, “You’d never get any credit unless someone gave it to you.” Paul did not fail to notice the mirthful gleam in Miranda’s eye.


  “You mean…” he paused, and her smile widened, “You took Mateo’s name off of the credits?!?” Paul stood up.


  “And put the credit where it belonged. Obviously.” she explained, “I’m one of… what… five people that have the ability and, since you don’t know how, that lowers the number to four. Ben is too obsessed with perfection and Candy is… well… excuse the pun, but she’s too sweet.” she leaned back in her chair, “You’re welcome.”


  “I’m… you… he…” Paul false-started several times, taking a step back.


  “You can say ‘thank you’ any time, Dakota.” she winked.


  “Thank you?!?!” he demanded.


  “You’re welcome.” she stood up, “And you deserve it too.” she explained, “You’re the one who picked the lay-out anyway… all he had to do was measure and cut… that’s hardly worth credit.” she winked again, and sauntered her way out of the cafeteria.


  “My god…” Paul whispered to himself, “I’m living out a real life Fatal Attraction.” He didn’t have long to consider the repercussions, as Jonas, one of the interns peeked into the cafeteria.


  “Hey… Paul… Mr Aimes and Mr Eizenzahn are looking for you.”


  Paul swallowed a knot in his throat. Ray’s words of encouragement about him escaping trouble rolled around in his head, but they didn’t help in the least.


  * * * * *


  Unlike the rest of the day, the meeting with Mr Aimes went far better than Paul had expected. Eizenzahn was there as well, but the Doberman stood by impassively and let the other two talk without him interrupting. In the end, Mr Aimes only wanted Paul’s observation of the events, specifically relating to the altercation between Ray and Mateo. Once Mr Aimes told Paul he was free to go, however, Paul finally asked what was on his mind.


  “Did Mateo get fired?”


  Mr Aimes crossed his hands on his desk and gave Paul a level stare, “Mr Miller, I am not at liberty to discuss HR decisions. What I can say is that Mr Vargas is no longer employed by AHB.”


  Paul nodded and looked down at his own hands, the right one stained by remnants of his own blood, “And… is Ray no longer working here?”


  “We’ll be making do without him for two weeks… he is on administrative leave.” Mr Aimes explained, “But he is still being considered for an upcoming contract I’d like your team to focus on.” The realization of the comment struck Paul immediately: Ray wasn’t fired!


  “Is there anything else, Mr Miller?” Mr Aimes questioned flatly.


  “No… that’s everything, Sir… thank you.” Paul nodded, and quickly got to his feet.


  “Oh… and Mr Miller?” Mr Aimes spoke up.


  “Sir?”


  “Until this issue is sorted out I am going to have you on administrative leave as well, without pay.” Mr Aimes explained. Eizenzahn cleared his throat, “With pay, I mean.” Mr Aimes quickly corrected himself.


  Still stunned, Paul gave a quick parting ‘bye’ to Mr Aimes and left the office, a spring in his step for the first time that day.


  Walking out into the cubicles, Paul was just in time to see Ray grabbing his camera case. The retriever looked up as Paul approached, and the young man did not miss the obvious wag in Ray’s tail. “You’re still going to be working here.” Paul smiled.


  “So I am.” Ray responded, leaning forward to touch his nose to Paul’s, “Guess I will see you around, Dakota.” and the retriever made his way out.


  Paul closed his eyes, smiling to himself. He leaned his head back, basking in the warming feeling as he realized He called me Dakota.



  [image: I like the way you smell]


  The Way You…


  Paul did not go home immediately. Pulling out onto the freeway, the young man headed north; it was still mid-afternoon so rush hour had yet to start. He made good time getting to his destination: a now-familiar turn-off in southern wine country that led to a gravel parking lot—empty, as always. Paul parked the car and got out. He sighed deeply, trying to push the chaotic thoughts of the day from his mind; the Mein Hund Dogs would be leaving the United States in less than 48 hours; Mateo had been fired; Ray had been put on unpaid leave… he himself was on leave as well, albeit paid leave.


  He took a seat on the grass, gazing out over the green hills. Ever since Tanner had brought him to the spot it always seemed to hold a special place in his mind as a comforting, balancing, centering place, and he’d come to treasure that. Time passed unnoticed as he worked to let his mind slowly come to terms with the dizzying events of the day. Ray was speaking with him again… Ray, the golden retriever that had come to his rescue while he was being attacked by Matthew, a guy who had been his friend. The off-balancing thoughts continued to stream through his consciousness, endlessly upsetting the path taken by whatever came previous.


  Paul continued to wrestle with his thoughts as the sun started to dip below the horizon; it was only then that he realized how much time had passed. Gathering up his things, Paul slowly made his way back to the car. His thoughts were no clearer, but at least he had taken the opportunity to sort through some of them. He realized, however, that he still had many more thoughts to organize. Regardless, it was getting late, and he knew that he would have to get home eventually whether he worked the next day or not; he missed Tanner, and the dog’s strange way of always being able to help calm his mind.


  The ride home was prominent proof of just how long Paul had been at his thinking spot. When he had first heard the term ‘rush hour’, he’d always considered it to be literal—that after one hour things would start to calm down. It was quite the unsettling experience when he found out that ‘rush hour’ actually meant three hours of gridlock. Somehow, as he had sat on the grass in his own little daze, Paul had managed to completely zone out through the entirety of the busiest part of the day for the freeway. He had driven there before rush hour, which had come and gone, and the roads were once again clear.


  Despite the lack of congestion on the freeway, Paul headed home at a leisurely pace. He remained in the slow lane, passed countless times, sometimes by a rude driver leaning on the horn. That was another thing that astounded him about California: he was doing the speed limit but somehow people still got mad at him as they flew by doing ten or even twenty miles an hour faster than the posted speed. He sighed, taking an off-ramp two earlier than the one he needed; Paul had no problem with taking the longer route through the city.


  Even though Paul had been in California for almost two years, there were things about it that still astounded him. Each stop light provided him an opportunity to quiet the thousands of thoughts in his head as he gazed this way and that. once, as he stared at a set of spotlight beams off in the distance, he even managed to earn himself an impatient honk from the driver behind him. Something about the situation seemed distant, and he didn’t feel the embarrassment that he normally would have. By the time he turned onto the residential street leading to his condo, a strange sense of zen flowed over him. He pulled into the driveway and turned off the car.


  Paul reached into his pocket for his cell; for a span of nearly ten seconds he was astounded that it hadn’t rang even once during the afternoon… right up until the point where he realized that he’d turned it off after he left the office. He sighed, turning it back on, and checked his messages; he had three.


  Message one “Mr. Miller, good evening.” Paul recognized Eizenzahn’s deep voice right away, and, somewhere in the back of his mind, he registered that the Dog’s accent seemed more pronounced over the phone than in person, “I understand if you are not picking up your phone this afternoon but I felt compelled to leave you a message. As you know, I am returning to Deutschland tomorrow afternoon. It would be pleased if you would come and see us off.” at that point, he must have handed the phone over to Pascal, who quickly relayed the flight information, and ended the call with, “See you tomorrow, garcon mignon.” Paul pressed the save button on his phone; he’d have to wait until he had some paper. He pressed another button.


  Message two “Dakota… it’s Ray.” the retriever’s familiar voice spoke slowly; he was obviously tired, “Just checking in on you. I know you’re worried about what happened today and I wanted to… well… like I said… just checking in on you. You’re a good guy… a good friend.” the dog sighed on the message, “I’ll see ya ‘round soon, ‘kay?… bye.”


  Paul let out a breath he’d been holding as a warm sensation spread through him. Despite the fact that both he and Ray were on leave, the retriever had thought to call in and check on him. Despite the setbacks, the uncertainties, and the month of uneasy association, Paul couldn’t deny that it was all worth it; he liked Ray… more than he knew he’d be able to effectively relate. Paul glanced back to his phone and pressed another button.


  Message three “Paul… it’s Casey.” the Dalmatian’s voice had a soft whine to it, “I’m worried about you. I hope everything’s okay.” the Dog paused for a moment, “I called your place but Tanner said you weren’t there. He asked why I was calling and… well… he deserved to know, ya know? I figure you were probably going to tell him yourself and everything but… well… uh…” Casey paused again.


  “…Call me when you get this, alright? I want to make sure you’re okay. I’ll check in at midnight if I don’t hear from you… and…ummm… here’s a lick for good luck.” Paul pulled his ear away from the receiver at the sound the moist, fleshy sound on the message, “and you’d better not be committing suicide or something stupid like that… it’d really suck. You’re better than that you know. Anyway… call me.”


  Paul sat in his car, the engine turned off, parked in the drive way of his condo. He put away his phone and gazed down at the clock on the dashboard: 11:18. It had been a long day, and a long evening. From his vantage, the young man could see that there was still a light on at his place; Tanner was no doubt waiting up. Paul hadn’t called ahead, but he was pretty certain that Casey had taken care of that for him, so Tanner most likely knew that he’d be home late. Despite that, Paul didn’t think that Tanner would stay awake for him—the dog had classes early in the morning.


  Taking a deep breath, Paul gathered up his tie, which he’d taken off hours previous and left unattended on the passenger’s seat. Tossing it haphazardly over one shoulder, Paul exited the vehicle and closed the door, locking it with the remote on his key chain. The work day had been anything but normal, and he knew that he had quite a lot of explaining to do for Tanner’s sake. As he walked up the steps to the front door of his condo, Paul couldn’t help but feel strange at the sensations that flowed through him; in any other circumstance, being put on leave from work would have terrified him and left him with an overwhelming sense of failure… yet he could only feel the same thing he felt as the door opened up and he was met by the patient, calming smile of his beloved Dog: contentment.


  “Hi.” Tanner offered softly, stepping aside.


  Paul entered with a nod, “Hi.” he responded. Tanner closed the door behind him and turned, opening his arms. Without a second thought, Paul fell into his waiting embrace, “I—”


  “had a bad day.” Tanner finished for him, his paws closing around the human’s back, pulling him into a comforting hug.


  “Yeah.” Paul answered, nodding against his beloved Dog’s neck.


  “Casey called… told me what happened.” Tanner offered.


  “I know… he left me a voice mail.” Paul acknowledged, his face still resting against the soft throat fur of his boyfriend.


  “You alright?” the Dog inquired, softly rubbing Paul’s back.


  “Better… yeah.” the young man replied, letting out a sigh before adding, “…just been a really weird day.”


  Tanner slowly disengaged, holding Paul at arm’s length as he smiled comfortingly, ears dipping ever-so-slightly in care and concern, “It’s good to have you home, Paul.” and he leaned forward, touching his nose to Paul’s.


  Paul smiled, “It’s good to be home, Tanner.” and he leaned closer, raising up on his toes to better be able to press his lips against the Dog’s muzzle. Tanner’s arms encircled him again and Paul lost track of how long he remained in his lover’s embrace, how long his eyes remained closed, or how long he was lost in the ebb and flow of his calmed pulse, relaxing within the comforting aura of his boyfriend.


  The quiet, loving moment ended unceremoniously, however, when his stomach growled fiercely. Tanner released Paul, a bemused expression on his muzzle, “Everything okay?”


  “Uh… kind of skipped dinner.” Paul admitted, blushing slightly. It was only then that his brain caught up to what his stomach had already realized; he was smelling food.


  Tanner didn’t miss the realization in Paul’s eyes. “I wanted to wait for you.” the Dog explained, and Paul heard an echoing of the sound his own stomach had made a moment before.


  “Goober.” Paul laughed, and Tanner joined in. The Dog held out a paw, and Paul took hold of it, their fingers entwining as they both made their way into the kitchen.


  * * * * *


  Once dinner had come and gone the two remained in the kitchen dealing with the dishes. Although Paul had his moments of casual disregard when it came to cleaning up, Tanner was almost obsessed with having a clean kitchen every night. Although Tanner offered to handle things, Paul refused, and they worked together. Paul washed the dishes and Tanner dried them; they had the sink empty and the drain board full in no time.


  “I can’t believe it’s after midnight.” Paul sighed.


  Tanner rested a paw on his shoulder, “You can’t? I’m the one that has to be up in six hours.” the dog grinned.


  Paul sighed again, “Sorry… I didn’t mean to keep you up.”


  “Yeah, well I’m glad I did stay up.” Tanner answered, stripping off his shirt as he made his way toward the hall. “Anyway…” he paused as a large yawn escaped him, muzzle opening wide, tongue curling at the gesture before it passed, and he continued, “I wouldn’t have been able to sleep until I knew that you were okay.”


  Paul smiled, walking up behind Tanner, “I think getting a little time with you is what helped me be okay.” and he slid his arms around the Dog, folding his hands together across Tanner’s sternum. “I’m just—” Paul began, but was interrupted when his cell rang. “Who would—” he paused, looking at the number, “oh… right.” he sighed, and pressed a button, “Hi, Casey.”


  “Oh God, Paul…” the Dalmatian let out a deep breath on the other end of the phone, “What’s going on? Is everything alright?”


  “Everything’s fine, Casey… I just needed some time to clear my head.” Paul answered, winking at Tanner, who was looking at him, ears up. The Dog smirked and leaned forward, kissing him on the forehead.


  “Okay… well… I’ll see you tomorrow at the airport, right?” the Dalmatian inquired.


  “Right. Tomorrow.” Paul confirmed, “Gnight, Casey.”


  “Night, Paul.” click


  “Crazy Dog.” Paul chuckled, putting his cell away.


  “He has his moments.” Tanner acknowledge, “Especially when he’s worried about one of hi—” Tanner was cut off by the sound of his cell ringing.


  “It’s Casey.” Paul offered.


  Tanner pulled out his phone and glanced down at it, a smile spreading across his muzzle. He opened it up, “Hi, Casey.” the Dog greeted, a fairly reasonable parrot of Paul’s tone.


  “Yes… he’s right here.” Tanner confirmed. Paul chuckled, moving to Tanner’s back. As he embraced his boyfriend from behind, Paul couldn’t help himself burying his face into the fur on Tanner’s back and inhaling deeply. All the stress and worries of the day seemed to float away, replaced by the Dog’s soft, musky scent. The calming effect was instantaneous.


  “I’m gonna go now.” Tanner stated matter-of-factly, “Go to sleep. Bye.” and Paul heard the Dog hang up and turning off his phone. A second later, the human heard the distinct sound of the phone landing among a stack of papers on the counter.


  Paul held Tanner even closer as he inhaled once again, letting the earthy odor envelop him, losing himself in the joyous feeling of having his boyfriend so close. When he finally opened his eyes he caught Tanner glancing back at him with with a bemused smirk. The Dog chuckled and Paul immediately buried his face back in the fur to hide the soft blush that had begun to creep over his cheeks in embarrassment. Tanner didn’t say a word, but Paul could still feel his amused gaze.


  “I just…” he blushed more, finally confessing, “I really like the way you smell.”


  Tanner slowly rotated around in Paul’s grasp and looked down at him. Paul, still blushing, looked up at the Dog. Tanner’s muzzle pulled back into a snarky grin, “That sounds like something I should be saying about you.” he stated.


  “Why? Do I smell good too?” Paul smirked, still blushing.


  “It’s just not normal to hear a human express interest over scents.” Tanner responded, nuzzling the top of Paul’s head, “And yeah… you smell good too.”


  Paul laughed at that, “Not normal for a human, huh? So you’re getting all racist on me now, are you?” he jokingly poked the Dog in his exposed, furry stomach.


  “No… I’m just saying that I think I’m starting to rub off on you.” Tanner spoke, then immediately paused, looking down at Paul, who did nothing but grin widely. The human watched as his boyfriend’s eyes widened in abject horror at the realization of what just happened… but Paul benevolently cut the torture short and accepted the inadvertent opening.


  “No… if you were rubbing off on me I think I’d feel it.” and, to further drive the pun home, he gently patted Tanner’s crotch through his jeans.


  “Yeah… I think you’ve recovered.” Tanner sighed with mock indignation. Paul laughed, and returned to embracing the Dog.


  The two gradually meandered their down the hall to the bedroom. Paul got out of his clothes while Tanner took a few minutes in the bathroom. The Dog came out, vigorously working his toothbrush around his muzzle as he went to check his alarm clock. Paul lay claim to the bathroom next, starting his own nightly ritual of brushing and flossing. Tanner joined him after a minute, washing off his tooth brush before putting it away. Paul shuddered.


  “What?” Tanner asked.


  Paul spit out his tooth paste into the sink, “I just can’t get over the way you swallow your toothpaste… UGH.”


  “For the five thousandth time… Dog toothpaste is digestible… it’s not like that chemical compound human stuff you use.” Tanner countered.


  “I know… I know… but it’s just the principle of the thing.” Paul washed his toothbrush.


  “Well as far as I’m concerned, spitting out toothpaste is a horrible waste… so maybe I should be the one shuddering now and talking about principles.” the Dog responded.


  “Oh shut up.” Paul responded with a laugh, setting his toothbrush down.


  “Well, it’s true.” Tanner pressed the issue, resting his paws on Paul’s shoulders as he slowly walked him out of the bathroom and into the bedroom, “Sometimes it’s worthwhile to stop and spend a little time looking at things from someone else’s point of view.


  Paul nodded thoughtfully at the comment but, despite himself, he couldn’t pass up the horrible thought coming to mind, “Tanner?” he inquired.


  He immediately felt his boyfriend tense up behind him, “Yeah?” the Dog asked hesitantly; he was getting very good at sensing impending puns.


  “I spit… you swallow.” the comment earned him a body slam onto the bed.


  Paul laughed as he crawled under the covers, managing to block his face as Tanner half-heartedly swung a pillow at his head. He took hold of the Dog’s arm and pulled him closer for a kiss, and Tanner finally relented. The two embraced, Paul beneath the blankets and Tanner atop them. “Coming?” Paul asked once their lips finally separated.


  Tanner’s tail began to wag against the mattress, “Not tonight… it’s too late and I need some sleep.”


  “Turn about’s fair play, huh?” Paul smiled, unbuttoning the front of Tanner’s jeans.


  “Don’t like the taste of your own medicine?” Tanner grinned, undoing the back button and accepting Paul’s help as he wriggled free of his pants. The Dog slid under the covers and Paul moved to share an embrace, and another kiss.


  “I don’t need any medicine other than you, ya know…” Paul noted, touching his nose to Tanner’s, “You’re the drug I’m addicted to, after all.” he scooted closer, resting his chest against the Dog’s, laying half atop Tanner as the Dog caressed his back with a paw.


  “Even though I’m going to wake up tired, I’m glad that I stayed up… it wouldn’t have been the same to go to bed without you, Paul.” Tanner noted, resting his chin on the top of the human’s head.


  “Long day tomorrow?” Paul asked, drawing his fingers through his lover’s chest fur.


  “The usual… all the classes, plus dinner and a movie.” Tanner answered.


  “Dinner and a—” Paul paused, then laughed, “inviting me out on a date, are you?”


  Tanner grinned playfully, “Well… there’s this cute girl in my speech class who—oof!” Tanner didn’t get a chance to finish the sentence as Paul gave him a light elbow in the stomach, “Yes.” the Dog laughed, “Figured it might help get your mind off things.”


  Paul laid his head back against Tanner’s chest once the Dog settled back down, “Sounds like fun.” he smiled, “When are you due back home?”


  “Six.” Tanner answered, “Figured we could do dinner then a movie… and Casey said that you were going to see those Mein Hund execs off over at SFO.”


  “Yeesh…” Paul rolled his eyes, “He did all my work for me, didn’t he?”


  “Huh?” Tanner asked.


  “Just playing.” Paul kissed the Dog’s chest, “Sometimes I forget you two have a history… it just feels like sometimes you have your own personal assistant keeping you updated on all of the events in my day.”


  Tanner patted Paul on the back, “I could change my cell number if it’d help…”


  Paul looked up at Tanner. Once the two made eye contact they both dissolved into laughter, sharing a moment of humor before coming back together, snuggled close in one another’s arms. Paul rested his head against Tanner’s chest again and Tanner lowered his chin down across Paul’s head.


  “I like the way you smell.” Tanner spoke quietly.


  “You stole my line.” Paul deadpanned, but, despite himself, he grinned.


  “Fine… then: ‘I’m addicted to you.’” the Dog grinned as well.


  “You’re never going to get to sleep at this rate.” Paul responded.


  “At least I have you to keep me company.” Tanner noted.


  “Well if you keep this up I might go sleep on the couch.” Paul countered.


  “No you wouldn’t… not when you have a nice comfy Tan Paw right here.” the Dog smirked.


  “Do you think I’m bluffing?” Paul asked.


  “I know you’re bluffing.” Tanner answered, tail beating softly against the mattress, “But, you know what? I fold; you win.” he licked Paul’s face.


  Paul smirked, “You’re such a ‘card’.”


  “Punning again?” Tanner asked.


  “Yes… I figure it might give you a ‘hand’ falling asleep.” Paul confirmed.


  “You’re torturing me.” the Dog explained.


  “Consider it a pun-ishment.”


  “You’re horrible.” Tanner stated simply.


  “I know.” Paul acknowledged, yawning.


  “Go to sleep, Paul.” Tanner requested with mock indignation.


  “Only if you go to sleep too.” Paul countered.


  Tanner yawned and slid his arms around the human, “I think we’ve reached an agreement.”


  “Only because you have to get up early.” Paul closed his eyes, burying his face in his lover’s chest.


  “Saved by college…” Tanner yawned anew, pulling Paul up onto his body so he could embrace him fully, “I knew it was good for something.”


  Paul let out a deep breath, letting every event of the day disappear from his mind, releasing the stress and the frustration, accepting only the presence of the Dog, feeling only the joy of having his boyfriend so near, of being so completely addicted to Tanner in all the best ways possible. “Tanner?” he asked, his voice thick on his tongue, sleep already taking hold.


  “Hmm?” the Dog inquired, just as bleary.


  Paul took a deep breath through his nose, and let it out with a soft expression of joy, “mmm…” he smiled, hoping Tanner understood what he meant. The loving squeeze of the powerful, furred arms around him gave Paul complete confidence that Tanner most certainly did.


  [image: Rays got some splainin to do]


  Coming Clean


  The bed was cold beside him when Paul awoke in the morning. He remembered hazily something about Tanner nuzzling the back of his head and wishing him a good day. Blearily, Paul opened his eyes and gazed at the alarm clock: it read 9:21—it had been a long time since Paul slept in past eight. He went through the motions of getting ready, half in a daze as he took the time to adjust to his altered schedule.


  Having missed the morning news, Paul grabbed the newspaper off of the counter. He sat down at the table and casually read through the articles, gazing at nothing in particular as he passed the time. The young man did not miss the Mein Hund add however. It was a small picture involving Casey holding up a leash attached to his collar; it wasn’t Paul’s project—it had been headed by another of the AHB managers with Ray as the acting photographer.


  Paul sat back in his chair letting the newspaper fall back to the table. Despite the two Dogs’ rocky start they seemed to have found a reasonable working relationship and Paul was glad for that. What bothered Paul as he thought about Ray however was their current mutual situation. Letting out a sigh, Paul stood, pushed in his chair, and went to the bedroom. He retrieved his cell from its place on the nightstand and flipped through his contacts. Finding Ray’s number, Paul hit the send button.


  The phone rang three times before it was picked up, “Hi, Paul.” it was a simple greeting, but it held some genuine warmth, “Feeling better today?”


  Paul was quiet for a moment before admitting, “I still don’t like how things turned out yesterday.”


  Ray chuckled in response, “We don’t always get to choose the direction life takes… but I meant your nose.”


  “Oh… uh… yeah.” Paul felt himself blushing, “Nose is a lot better, thanks.” he paused a moment before quickly adding, “How’re your knuckles?”


  Ray laughed, “Fine. It’s been awhile since I threw a punch, but apparently my paw remembered how.” Paul found himself smiling at the comment, and Ray continued, “But I take it you weren’t calling about discussing war wounds, were you?”


  “Uh… no.” Paul admitted, feeling himself blush again, “I… saw the Mein Hund ad in today’s paper.”


  “Oh… that came out today?” Ray inquired, “I guess I forgot… I thought it was Saturday’s edition.”


  “Page 5… living section.” Paul noted, glancing down at the newspaper.


  Paul heard the dog speak away from the phone, catching a few words including “newspaper” and “page 5.” He also clearly heard the sound of rustling paper followed by Ray laughing, and then a moment of silence. Ray came back on the phone, “Oh… well what’da’ya know? There it is.” he chuckled.


  “Do you have friends over?” Paul asked, “I didn’t mean to interrupt if you were playing host.”


  “Nah… it’s alright, Paul.” Ray dismissed the concern, “I was hoping to chat with you today before making the trip to the airport to see a few European Dogs off.”


  “Oh.” Paul emoted, pausing as he digested the comment, “I didn’t know you were planning on going.”


  Ray chuckled, “They helped me keep my job—I’d say that’s a pretty big favor. The least I could do is say goodbye.”


  “They did?” Paul asked.


  “I don’t know Eizenzahn as well as you do, but one thing I have figured out is that Dog likes to keep everything under-paw.” Ray noted.


  Paul felt himself blushing at Ray’s assessment, “Yeah… I guess that does sound like him.” many memories of the Doberman flashed through the young man’s head—not all of them appropriate for polite company.


  “Um… Paul?” Ray inquired.


  “Yeah?”


  “You’re blushing, aren’t you?” Paul could hear the Dog’s grin in his voice.


  “Damn it…” the human covered his face.


  “I’ll take that as a yes.” Ray laughed.


  “How did you know?” Paul demanded, “Did you sneak a surveillance camera in my condo or something?” he tried joking, hoping it’d get rid of the embarrassment.


  “No… just thinking back to seeing you in the locker room with him and his assistant… ‘assisting’ him.” Ray’s evil grin was evident in his voice.


  Paul put the phone down on the counter, covering his entire face as he felt it flush even deeper red. “Ray, I swear to god…” and he found himself laughing.


  “Don’t mind me, Paul… I’m just giving you a friendly prodding.” the Golden Retriever chuckled, “Someone’s gotta keep you in your place, after all.”


  “Laughing at my expense…” Paul cracked a wry grin as the retort flowed smoothly out of him, “and here I thought you were one of the ‘kindly sort’ among the old guys.”


  “Old guys?!?” Ray responded, “You little shit!” the exclamation came out amidst a laugh, “I’ll remember this so I can get you back when you reach your 40s.”


  “Except when I’m in my 40s you’ll be in your 60s.” Paul announced, his smile widening.


  “Damn you young whipper snappers these days and your fancy mathematics…” Ray commented.


  Their friendly jabbing continued for another several minutes before they settled down to conversation. Ray confirmed that he’d meet Paul at the airport, but pointed out that Casey mentioned that he wanted to come but didn’t have a ride.


  “Is that a hint?” Paul inquired with a smirk.


  “Only if you want it to be.” Ray responded, “Personally, I think Kitten Chaser and I have a fine working relationship, but I wouldn’t want to test it in a social setting.”


  “That’s very ‘mature’ of you, Ray.” Paul offered with a grin, fighting back a snicker.


  “One more age joke, Paul, and I’ll bite you next time I see you… assuming I can find my dentures.” the retriever stated.


  “Alright… alright… I’m done. I promise.” Paul laughed, “So,” he inquired, getting back to business, “Where are we supposed to be meeting up?”


  “Well… how familiar are you with SFO?” Ray inquired.


  “Um… I kinda know where it is.” Paul responded sheepishly, “It’s south of downtown, right?”


  Paul heard Ray sigh, “Alright… hmm… we’ll meet at the Aviation Library… it’s pretty easy to locate.” the Dog paused for a moment, “You have a pen?”


  “Got one now.” Paul answered, grabbing one from a drawer. He took a piece of paper and quickly scribbled down the directions as Ray listed them off. They chatted for a few more minutes until Ray mentioned again that he had company. They said their goodbyes and Paul looked down at the directions; one thing Paul disliked about the city was trying to navigate to new places without help. Letting out a sigh, Paul picked up his cell again and hit a quick dial button.


  “Hey, Paul!” Casey answered after only one ring. The tone of the Dog’s voice helped Paul imagine the Dalmatian’s tail wagging a mile a minute.


  “Morning, Casey.” Paul answered casually, “Were you planning on coming to say goodbye to Eizenzahn? Ray said that you didn’t have a ride.”


  “Yeah…” Casey sighed, “Damn car’s engine finally died… and not outside the house of anyone special either.” the comment held an edge of pointed humor to it—one that Paul did not fail to catch.


  “Ah…” Paul nodded, pausing, “So… how long will it be in the shop?” he inquired.


  “It’s in the garage right now.” Casey explained, “Repairs have to wait until I can afford the extra cost.”


  “Didn’t you just get paid?” Paul normally made it a point not to pry into things like finances, but Casey’s admission seemed strange considering everyone at AHB received their paychecks every two Wednesdays.


  “You got paid… I’m on a contract.” Casey countered, “I work for Mein Hund, remember?”


  Paul paused and rolled his eyes, “Oh… right.”


  “But don’t worry!” Casey added in a more upbeat tone, “I’ll get it covered… just not soon enough to say ‘bye’ at the airport.”


  The human swallowed the knot in his throat, “I could take you.” he offered. Paul closed his eyes as the Dalmatian on the other end exploded into hyperactive excitement. He calmly moved the receiver further from his ear; it was going to be a long afternoon.


  * * * * *


  Paul pulled into the parking lot of the apartment complex, waiting in the car as he saw a large collection of Dogs mulling about at the entrance to the building. A spotted arm rose above head-height and waved his way. The human watched as Casey detached himself from the mob and, offering them a quick farewell, came over to Paul’s car.


  Paul felt his heart quicken when he saw several of the other Dogs follow the Dalmatian, slinking down in his seat when he realized that several of them wore collars. He watched as they approached, fanning out around the driver’s side, “This is my really good friend Paul. He takes pictures of me in my collar.” Casey announced, flicking the tags on his collar; Paul realized that the Dalmatian wasn’t wearing his usual turtle neck.


  “He looks like he thinks he’s gonna get eaten.” Paul heard one of the Dogs say mirthfully to Casey. He felt his face flush red.


  “Nah… he’s not a Leasher.” the Dalmatian responded to the Australian Shepherd.


  “Aw…” noted a female Shih Tzu, “All the cute ones are either gay or not Leashers.”


  Casey winked at her, “or both.” Paul closed his eyes, wondering if it was possible to die of embarrassment. He quickly realized that if that were the case he should have considered life insurance weeks ago. “Alright Dogs… back… back… you’re scaring him.” the Dalmatian waved them away.


  “Heh…” a large St Bernard chuckled, deep voice making the car’s windows vibrate, “It’s like he’s never seen a group a Burb Dogs before.”


  “Yeah… he’s from Canada or something.” Casey noted.


  Paul refrained from saying anything as Casey went around to the passenger’s side and climbed in. The human watched as several noses poked against his window, which was open just a crack. A chorus of sniffs and snorts made Paul slowly lean away from the door as he glanced to Casey, “You did this on purpose, didn’t you?”


  “I promised them that they’d get a chance to see you if you ever came by.” the Dalmatian responded casually, “It’d make their day if you were a little more polite, you know.”


  Paul hesitantly turned toward the numerous Dogs looking in on him through the window, “uh… hi.” he raised a hand off the steering wheel. A chorus line of tails began wagging followed by a cacophony of ‘hello’s, ‘hi’s, ‘hey there’s, and ‘hiya’s. The Dogs finally moved away from the car when Paul started the engine, and he quickly reversed out of the parking space and headed out of the parking lot.


  “So…” Casey offered calmly, “…you look a little stressed.”


  “You aren’t wearing your turtleneck.” Paul commented, eager to change the topic.


  “Oh… yeah…” the Dalmatian nodded, “Ever since the second or third ad people have started recognizing me… didn’t really seem to make sense to bother after that.” the Dog’s tail beat out a regular tempo against the seat.


  “The popularity doesn’t bother you?” Paul asked.


  Casey shrugged, “Well… there’s lotsa people out there that don’t like Burb Dogs, but for the most part people seem to think it’s kinda cool meeting a celebrity.” he panted.


  “Celebrity…” Paul chuckled uneasily, “Yeah… a Dalmatian in a sexy pose wearing only a collar?”


  Casey glanced his way, ears up, “Did that ad come out already?” his ears turned red and he drooped slightly in his seat, “I thought that wasn’t coming out until next week.” he added softly.


  Paul smirked, “Yeah… you and Ray both.” He glanced to Casey as the Dalmatian began insistently looking around the interior of the car, opening the glove box, glancing in the back seat, and fidgeting, “What?” the human asked.


  “You’re from Minnesota…” Casey pointed out, “don’t you have a scarf somewhere in here… or a sweater or something?”


  “I’m not from Minnesota, and I’m not Canadian.” Paul retorted, stopping at a red light, “It’s not even that cold out—why would you want a—?” he looked at Casey, who unlatched the collar from his neck and slid it into his pocket. “Uh… Casey?”


  “What?” the Dalmatian challenged, putting his paws in his lap, looking at Paul.


  The human reached out and rested a hand on the Dog’s neck, smoothing out an uneven section of fur where the collar had been. “Nothing.” Paul answered, looking back to the road.


  A sense of understanding came across the young man as the light turned green and he continued down the street. Thought it took a moment for him to realize it, Paul recognized Casey’s reaction all too well even if the Dog didn’t want to admit it; Casey was self-conscious. The huamn said nothing else to his passenger as they drove the rest of the way to the airport.


  As he parked the car, Paul turned to Casey, “You okay?”


  The Dalmatian fidgeted, gripping the collar in his pocket through his jeans, “I didn’t know the ad was already out.”


  “But you knew it would be out eventually, right?” Paul asked.


  Casey nodded, “Yeah… I just figured I’d have a little more time to prepare.”


  The human reached out and laid a hand atop the Dalmatian’s paw, “If you were that worried why did you agree to the photos? I figured you’d be gung-ho about this kind of thing.”


  Casey glanced toward Paul, then down at the hand on his paw; Paul was surprised to hear that Casey’s tail did not start wagging. “Can I tell you something, Paul?” the Dog asked quietly.


  “Sure.” Paul smiled, “We’re friends. You can tell me anything.”


  “It’s not easy being a Burb Dog.” The simple comment sounded like an obvious observation to Paul but he was struck dumb by the weight of conviction with which it was said. “Sometimes I just wish… I dunno… I guess I wish things would be easy…” the Dalmatian continued, looking up to meet Paul’s gaze, “I know I come across like a flake sometimes and everyone knows about my devil-may-care attitude, but the truth is that the ‘happy-go-lucky’ thing isn’t so easy to keep going all the time.”


  Paul slowly removed his hand from the Dalmatian’s paw. “You were hoping that the photo shoots could do your talking for you.” He glanced to Casey, who nodded, “And now you’re starting to think that they talked a little too loudly?” the Dalmatian nodded again.


  “And it’s a little late for second thoughts.” Casey added with a sigh, looking down at his paws, “I guess I was just trying to figure out how to get the kind of attention I was looking for… and I didn’t stop and think about all the other attention that’ll probably come with it.”


  “Getting noticed isn’t always a good thing, believe me.” Paul nodded, and held out a hand, “Collar.”


  Casey looked up at the human and obediently pulled the collar out of his pocket and put it in Paul’s hand. The human smiled reassuringly and took it, unfurling it, and reached across to put it back around the Dog’s neck. Once it was snapped in place Paul sat back square in his seat.


  “I don’t think I ever saw you once react in a way that wasn’t professional during our photo shoots.” Casey noted.


  “Well… I am supposed to be professional.” Paul smiled.


  The Dog nodded, “You don’t think of me any differently after having gone through that?”


  Paul shrugged, “Not really… should I?”


  Casey let out a deep sigh, “The worst problem with those pictures is that they’d probably end up attracting the wrong kind of person…” he drew a single finger across the collar around his neck, “and not someone like… well… like you.”

  Paul wasn’t really sure how to respond to that. He felt a strange sense of satisfaction and flattery from the Dog’s admission but, at the same time, images from his months-old dream flooded back into his mind; he worked to blot them out. In the end, Paul chose to forage ahead in the conversation, sidestepping the Dog’s comment.


  “You’ve set yourself on this path for a reason, Casey. Whether it was a good decision or not, you just have to remember why you did it and trust that you made the right choice.”


  “Even if I didn’t?” the Dalmatian countered.


  “Set a goal goal, and achieve it.” Paul offered, readily recalling where he heard that piece of advice: the two easy steps.


  “Somehow I don’t think it’s that easy.” Casey noted.


  “You like taking orders from humans, right?” Paul asked.


  Casey smiled a little, tail hitting the side panel of the door, “Yeah…”


  “Alright… then prove me right.” the human ordered, “Set a goal, and achieve it.” Paul offered a smile in return.


  Casey’s tail picked up pace and the dalmatian even managed a laugh. He leaned forward and licked the side of Paul’s face, “Yes sir.” The Dog opened up the passenger side door and stepped out, “We’re meeting at the library inside, right?”


  Paul nodded, “Yeah. The Aviation Library… Ray said he’ll be by the statue outside.”


  “’kay… let’s go find him.” the Dalmatian suggested.


  Paul exited the car and locked it and headed for the airport tram. Casey fell into step beside him, tags jingling, “You know, Paul…” the Dog began.


  “Hmm?” Paul inquired.


  “You’re pretty good with dogs.” the Dalmatian bumped him with an elbow as they walked.


  Paul felt his face redden in embarrassment, “I hear that a lot.”


  * * * * *


  Ray was waiting for them at the entrance to the concourse, seated on a bench with a backpack beside him, book in paw. He closed the book as they approached and stowed it in his bag, “Guess the directions were good.” the retriever acknowledged.


  “Nah… Paul’s got a GPS.” Casey noted with a grin.


  “And the directions helped.” Paul added.


  “People are going to lose every last bit of independence these days… eventually nobody’ll be able to take a piss without an iPhone app for it or something.” Ray noted.


  “Hey, Nine…” Casey countered, “your age is showing… might wanna cover up a bit.” he grinned, tail wagging. Ray strolled in with both fists, playfully cuffing the Dalmatian, who responded by latching onto one of the retriever’s forearms with his muzzle, mock-gnawing on it.


  “Okay… okay… break it up you two.” the words came out of Paul’s mouth before he realized he’d spoken them. The two Dogs sat down obediently on the bench, eliciting more than once glance from a passerby. Paul felt himself blush at the attention, surprised at his own words.


  “You are growing to fill the shoes you’ve been given, Paul.” the firm, slightly accented voice caught the human off guard. Eizenzahn casually strolled over to join them, one paw leading a set of ebony colored, elite-looking luggage on wheels, “Already your managerial instincts are encouraging order from chaos… and it appears that you can command obedience.”


  Pascal glided along behind him, likewise burdened by his own carry-on: two smaller, pink leather suitcases, likewise wheeled. “Il sera parfait.” the poodle noted in French, leaning against Eizenzahn. He glanced to Paul, “You are doing very well, Paul Miller.” the French Dog’s tail wagged encouragingly.


  “Ja…” Eizenzahn nodded casually, eyes focused on Paul, “ist er bereits.”


  The human wilted under the steely gaze of the executive, “Um… I’m going to have to learn German… aren’t I?”


  Pascal winked, “It would make things very interesting, garcon mignon.”


  “And French too, apparently.” Ray offered.


  “It is rude of us, I am sorry.” Pascal offered, and glanced to Eizenzahn.


  “I am glad that the three of you could see us away.” the Doberman noted, “We are looking forward to working with you when we return.”


  “So…” Casey paused, “how long is that, exactly?”


  “A matter of months.” Eizenzahn explained, “I must return to the headquarters and account for our activities here. After that, time with my family. Once my passport is renewed and I can apply for a new Visa, then we will return.”


  “Are you going back to France, Pascal?” Paul asked.


  “Moi?” the poodle asked, surprised, “No… Deutschland is my home, silly boy.. I have lived there for ze last several years.”


  Paul felt himself blush, “Oh… I just thought…”


  “Pascal applied for citizenship when he became a full time Mein Hund employee.” Eizenzahn explained.


  “I’m on contract… you’re not gonna make me do that, are you?” Casey asked.


  Pascal laughed, “It is not required… I wanted to.”


  “Eizenzahn…” Paul interjected, unable to keep from mentioning it any longer, “What’s going to happen to Ray?”


  “No one can see the future, Paul.” the Doberman offered with a smug grin, “Though, if you mean his job, I would guess that it will be there for him in another week and several days.” and Eizenzahn took a step closer, lowering his muzzle as he leaned forward next to Paul’s ear, “and yours shall too.” The executive straightened and glanced around, “We must check in. Pascal—” he glanced to the poodle, “Hast du die Tickets?”


  “Oui.” Pascal replied, “Naturellement.”


  Eizenzahn turned back to everyone as Pascal continued toward the baggage check. “Again, thank you for your hospitality and the work you have done for Mein Hund. I will expect nothing less when we return.”


  “You bet!” Casey noted emphatically.


  “Thanks for the business.” Ray acknowledged.


  “Um…” Paul paused, “you’re welcome.”


  Eizenzahn laughed at Paul’s comment and slapped the human on the shoulder, “Walk with me for a time, Paul… I would like your company to the gate.”


  “He’s my ride home.” Casey pointed out, “Don’t keep him too long.”


  The Doberman didn’t speak up until they were several steps away from Casey and Ray, “You are a good man, Paul Miller.”


  “Uh… thanks?”


  Eizenzahn smiled at the words, “You are also in the process of becoming a good manager.”


  “Set a goal and achieve it, right?” Paul offered with a hesitant smile.


  “What is your goal, Paul?” the Dog inquired.


  Paul’s steps slowed as the question caught him off guard, “I… uh…”


  Eizenzahn came to a complete stop and turned to regard Paul. He said nothing, merely folding his arms across his chest, waiting expectantly. The human paused longer, searching for an answer, wondering if such an easy question would leave him stumped. He found the answer at that moment, “I want to be able to get back to work and keep my job, and I want Ray to keep his.”


  “Done.” Eizenzahn acknowledged, “You’ve already achieved it… that is no goal.” a vice-like paw clamped down on Paul’s shoulder as the Doberman clasped it, “Paul… certain people can set their own goals, and some have to have goals set by others… which one are you?”


  The young man paused, feeling as if he were going to start squirming underneath the Doberman’s gaze. It was a strange thought, realizing that Eizenzahn had no direct authority over him, and yet probably had more control than anyone else in the world. It was sobering, frustrating, intimidating, and just a little frightening. “What do you want me to say?” Paul squeaked.


  “It sounds as though you are the second kind.” Eizenzahn chuckled, patting him on the shoulder, “But never fear… that is something we will work on.” and the German executive turned around, “Sieben… Sieben… Sieben…” he mumbled to himself, glancing around at the gates along the concourse, “Ah!” and he began heading off toward the hall with a large ‘7’ posted on it.


  “Uh… Eizenzahn?” Paul called after him.


  “Yes, Paul?”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked, “Work on what?”


  A wide, devious grin spread across the exec’s muzzle, “I will let you figure that out, Paul. Auf Wiedersehen! Until next time!” and he disappeared into the crowd.


  Paul let out a sigh, “Apparently I’m not that good with Dogs.” he told himself, and turned around, heading back to Ray and Casey. His footsteps slowed as he saw the two of them: the retriever had the dalmatian in a headlock and was demanding he say ‘uncle’. Paul sighed. He rolled his eyes. He took a deep breath. He stepped forward. He managed.


  * * * * *


  Tanner chuckled at Paul’s retelling of the airport fiasco, “And that’s all he said, huh?”


  Paul nodded, sitting in the passenger seat of the Dog’s car, “Yeah.”


  It had been a strange day and he had no trouble letting Tanner drive since it gave him more time to reflect on the events. It had been simple enough to drop Casey off; the Dalmatian had been very generous in offering to have the human let him out at the corner store two blocks from the apartment complex; Paul was glad for the break.


  “So…” Tanner spoke up, breaking Paul from his reverie, “How did you even find out Rin Tin Tin was playing? It’s been decades since it’s been in theaters?” the Dog parked the car in the relatively empty parking lot.


  “Well… I know you like it, and you said you wanted to see a movie… so I did a search.”


  “A search?” Tanner’s ears went up and he glanced sidelong at Paul.


  “Yeah… on the internet.” Paul explained.


  “And the computer didn’t burst into flames?” a wry grin spread across Tanner’s muzzle.


  “No.” Paul rolled his eyes.


  “The condo didn’t spontaneously combust?” Tanner pressed.


  “No.” Paul chuckled.


  “And the fire department wasn—”


  “NO!” Paul laughed, “I’m getting better about it.”


  “Well… for all the horror stories you tell about your use of computers, hearing an actual story of success is a little contradictory.” the Dog smirked, leaning forward to touch his nose to Paul’s.


  The human smiled, “Everyone has a chance to learn… I guess I’ve just been lucky that the tech guy at work had some extra time to teach me how to avoid turning a PC into a bomb in three easy keystrokes.”


  “It’s a good thing too… you would have been on the national terror watch list if you didn’t overcome that handicap.” the Dog winked, “Can’t have you going around turning PCs into C4 now can we?”


  “It’s ‘National Pick on Paul Day’, isn’t it?” Paul demanded, “Why didn’t I have that marked on my calender?”


  “Relax… movie dates are supposed to be fun.” Tanner patted Paul’s leg and got out of the car.


  Paul exited and closed the door, glancing at the Dog across the top of the car, “And right now it sounds like you’re having fun at my expense.”


  Tanner winked, “I’m having a blast.”


  “Ass.” Paul accused.


  “Guilty.” the Dog confirmed, wagging all the way to the ticket booth.


  * * * * *


  Paul had always preferred to sit near the back of the theater when he was at the movies while Tanner always chose a seat closer to the front. Like many parts of their relationship, the two found a happy medium and selected seats near the middle row. The two found seats toward the center of the row and settled in. Tanner, who had purchased a tub of popcorn from the concessions stand, set it in his lap.


  “You know… I heard that the theaters make more money on the movie food than they do on the movie.” Paul commented, taking a small handful of the Dog’s popcorn.


  Tanner smirked, “Well… seeing as the popcorn cost as much as the ticket, I’d believe it.” he inhaled deeply from the bucket, “but nothing compares to the smell of fresh movie theater popcorn.”


  Paul chuckled, and held a few kernels up to Tanner’s muzzle; the Dog took them right off of the human’s fingers. “You do.” the young man said to the German shepherd.


  “Buttering me up so you can get at more of the popcorn-y goodness, are you?” the Dog grinned, taking a single kernel out and feeding it to Paul.


  Paul was about to respond when others finally started filtering into the theater. He felt himself blush and looked ahead to the screen. The human was thankful for Tanner’s patience with his idiosyrasies; the Dog likewise looked back to the local advertisement slide show illuminating the screen. Paul could not avoid smiling however when he felt his boyfriend’s paw give a gentle squeeze to his hand.


  “Thanks.” Paul said quietly, “Sorry…”


  “No problem.” Tanner offered casually, tail softly beating out a rhythm against the seat, “I understand.”


  The two munched on popcorn quietly as a few more people filtered into the room. Paul figured an evening showing of an old classic probably wouldn’t have much of a draw and, as the lights dimmed, he wasn’t at all surprised to see that nearly 3/4ths of the seats were empty. He sat back in his seat, relaxing. “You alright?” Tanner asked softly.


  “Yeah…” Paul confirmed, “Just fine.” he noted, resting his head against the Dog’s shoulder after the lights dimmed.


  “We don’t have to do outings if it bothers you.” Tanner offered quietly, “I know you get a bit uncomfortable in public.”


  Paul shook his head against Tanner’s shoulder, “It’s not that—”


  “Yes it is.” Tanner countered, “you’re self conscious.”


  “…yeah…” Paul admitted, “…a little…”


  A wide grin split Tanner’s muzzle as his eyes glinted green in the half-light of the theater, “A little, huh?” he chuckled, “I’d hate to see what ‘a lot’ is to you.”


  “Remember when I told you about the day I found out that I was going to be taking pictures of Casey?” Paul inquired.


  “I do.” Tanner acknowledged.


  “That would be ‘a lot’.” and they both shared a laugh.


  Tanner rested his head against Paul’s and they patiently waited as the movie finally began. While watching old movies wasn’t exactly Paul’s choice of entertainment, he did enjoy gifting Tanner with little surprises and he was more than happy enough to have an hour and a half with the Dog. Paul let out a contented sigh and simply enjoyed the time he had to sit with Tanner. The movie wasn’t half-bad either… for the fifteen minutes he watched it.


  Just as the movie was starting to pick up speed Paul’s attention was drawn to two movie-goers three rows down from them. As the screen grew brighter during a sunny-day-beach-scene, Paul got a sihlouetted view of a woman and a dog amidst the audience in one another’s arms. Although he couldn’t see them clearly in the dim light, he knew that she was doing more than touching his nose with hers, and his paws were definitely not on her shoulders.


  Paul glanced to the screen, then to the couple, and then to Tanner. He gave his boyfriend a light elbow and then motioned to the two lovers further down the rows from them. Tanner chuckled softly and whispered, “Classy.” he smirked, “Well, you know what they say about movie theaters…”


  “Uh…” Paul paused, “back home they were family establishments.”


  “Here too.” Tanner answered, “until around 6 o clock.”


  Paul felt himself blush as the Dog’s head disappeared beneath the sihlouette of the seats and the woman leaned her head back, gripping the seat on either side of her. Paul cleared his throat, “Ummm…”


  Tanner chuckled again and slid an arm around Paul’s shoulders, “Just keep your eye on the screen… I don’t want you having a heart attack or something over this.”


  “Is it really all that common around here?” Paul asked, feeling his face redden even further.


  “Well… back when ‘Attack of the Clones’ came out I saw a midnight showing with a really good friend of mine and he had me—”


  “Never mind.” Paul quickly interrupted, “trying to avoid a heart attack… remember?”


  “I missed the entire scene on Kashyyyk. I didn’t see it until I rented the DVD.” Tanner admitted.


  “Too much information.” Paul spoke up. His eyes went back to the sihlouette of the woman, who was obviously trying hard to avoid squirming in her seat. The young man swallowed a developing knot in his throat, “Wow… that’s… uh…”


  “Leasher and Burb Dog.” Tanner noted quietly.


  “What?” Paul questioned.


  “I heard his collar jingle.” the Dog explained.


  “Oh.” Paul felt himself blush even more. He was just about to excuse himself to avoid the continued awkwardness when the sihlouette of the Dog’s head reappeared above the seats. The woman and the Dog kissed.


  “Voyeur.” Tanner poked him in the ribs.


  “HEY!” Paul exclaimed, but quickly lowered his voice, “I’m not… I—”


  “Just couldn’t look away?” Tanner grinned, “Got a bad case of rubbernecking? Were so surprised that you couldn’t help but stare?”


  Paul returned the poke, “I just can’t believe people do things like that in public.”


  “Oh poor, poor sheltered Paul.” Tanner chuckled, sliding an arm around the human’s shoulders, “Welcome to the big city, where people are crazy.”


  “I’m starting to see that.” Paul acknowledged, then paused as the woman and the Dog further down the theater stood. The couple made their way toward the exit, drawing them right past Paul and Tanner. Paul tried not to look their way but he couldn’t help himself. The half-light wasn’t enough to see them clearly, but he forced himself to look away before he started staring.


  Just as the two got to the row where Paul and Tanner were, the woman giggled, pulling the Dog into a seat and setting herself onto his lap. Feeling suddenly very self-conscious, Paul finally managed to look away. He grabbed a handful of popcorn and busied himself stuffing kernel after kernel into his mouth.


  The loud sound of the sound track suddenly skipping made Paul jump. The film slid off of the projection screen and several unpleasant comments emerged from around the theater. “I’m sorry folks…” came a call from the projection room, “It’ll take a few minutes to get the projector back in operation.” and the lights slowly faded back on. Paul couldn’t help but glance at the woman and the Dog only a few seats from him.


  “Paul?!?” recognition was plastered clean across the surprised golden retriever’s muzzle, eyes wide as the Dog stared at him. Paul could imagine that he had the human equivalent on his face as he stared right back.


  The popcorn kernel in Paul’s fingers fell to the ground, completely forgotten, “RAY?!?”


  Tanner leaned forward, glancing past Paul. “Oh… so you’re Ray. Nice to meet you.”


  * * * * *


  The two humans and two Dogs sat outside the coffee shop at a circular table. The top two buttons of Ray’s shirt were open, providing Paul a distracting view of a red collar perched prominently in view. It had been a awkward fifteen minutes as the four left the theater and reconvened to talk further. Ray started the discussion.


  “Michelle… this is Paul, the human from work I was telling you about.” Ray explained to the woman by his side, her hand in his paw before looking to Paul, “Paul… this is Michelle, my girlfriend.”


  “Girlfriend?” Paul asked, still working to overcome the news.


  “Girlfriend, yes… and… my Leasher.” Ray explained, “I’m a Burb Dog.” the words came out of the Dog’s muzzle as if they had been practiced a dozen times but hadn’t been polished to the retriever’s liking. Ray’s ears drooped slightly.


  A strange, surreal sense of understanding overcame Paul at that moment, and he found himself nodding, “I guess that makes sense…”


  The three people at the table looked at Paul, “What?” they all asked in unison.


  “Well… just little things…” Paul explained, “I didn’t really think anything of them at first, but now they just all seem to add up.” he shrugged, “the directness… deferring management… little grins here and there… your tail wagging…”


  Michelle laughs, “Yep… that sounds just like Ray.” she leaned over and kissed the side of the Dog’s cheek. Ray’s ears drooped, their insides turning red as he blushed.


  “So… a Burb Dog…” Paul nodded thoughtfully.


  “This is where you get mad for me not mentioning it?” Ray questioned.


  Paul smiled, “I think this kind of fits into the ‘self reflection’ category of information.”


  Ray let out a deep breath, “So… now you know.”


  “Kind of a relief, isn’t it?” Paul smiled. Ray nodded, obviously still recovering from the discovery, “Yeah… I can empathize.” the human winked, making the retriever smile.


  “So is this your Burb Dog, Paul?” Michelle smiled in a calming, pleasant manner. Paul choked on his coffee.


  “I’m a friend… not a Burb Dog.” Tanner responded, “Tan Paw Jr.” he introduced himself, “Tanner is just fine.”


  “Oh… I’m sorry.” Michelle apologized, “It’s nice to meet you, Tanner.” she smiled, “And you too, Paul.” she offered Paul a napkin.


  Paul readily accepted it, dabbing at some coffee he coughed up, “Thanks.” he noted. The young man looked between Ray and Michelle. The Dog was nearly twenty years older than himself, but it was readily apparent that Michelle was less than a decade his senior, which meant that she was somewhere between his age and Ray’s.


  Michelle, watched Paul, resting her chin on her tented fingers, “So… Ray tells me that you’ve been working with him on a really big account.”


  “You talk about me at home?” Paul asked, intimidated.


  “You come up in conversation occasionally.” Ray confirmed, “Highs and lows of the day… you’re usually included in the first part.” the Dog offered a faint smile.


  Paul nodded, “Oh… well… yeah.” he looked back to Michelle, “We’ve been working together for awhile now, but this is the first time we’ve really had a project together.”


  “He’s a smart kid… learns fast.” Ray acknowledged, apparently finding the gumption to rejoin the conversation.


  “So what do you do, Michelle?” Paul asked, using what little skill he had in small talk to try and slip the focus of the discussion away from himself.


  “I’m an RN at the Pacific Campus of CPMC.” Michelle responded, “I work in the oncology department.”


  “That sounds exciting.” Tanner offered.


  “Sometimes too exciting…” she acknowledged, “but I enjoy it.” Michelle smiled.


  “The hours are hell sometimes though.” Ray added.


  “Rotating shifts… it’s the second worst part of the job.” she confirmed.


  “What’s the worst part?” Paul asked, happy to keep the topic of discussion focused on something other than himself.


  “Losing a patient.” Michelle answered, looking down at her coffee, “I’ve been a nurse for almost 10 years but it never gets easier.” she sighed. Ray slid a paw into her hand and their fingers entwined. Paul almost started to wince at the display of affection, but he paused when he saw them looking to one another. There was something that Paul couldn’t identify in their shared gaze… something… enchanting.


  “You two…” Paul paused, “you have something really special… don’t you?” he asked.


  “We do…” Michelle said, still gazing endearingly at Ray.


  “But I think that’s a story for next time.” noted the retriever, looking at Paul.


  “Next time?” Paul asked.


  “Well… since you’re the only one from work that knows about my personal life…” Ray winked, “I think it’s time we work on this more-than-just-a-coworker thing you swear by.”


  “So… something like a double-date, huh?” Paul cracked a grin, but suddenly froze as he realized what he just said. His eyes slowly scanned over to Michelle; he had just said ‘double date’ in front of her—she was practically a stranger. Paul felt his blood freeze in his veins.


  Michelle laughed, “Deer in headlights.” she patted Paul on his hand, “Relax, Paul… just like you said about Ray, ‘It makes sense’.”


  “What?” the two Dogs and Paul said in tandem.


  “Nothing.” Michelle smiled warmly, “You two make a cute couple.” she noted, and glanced to Ray, “It’s almost eight… we’d better get back home.”


  They all said a series of goodbyes and farewells, but Paul’s mind was elsewhere. Something about Michelle was highly disarming… an aura of comfort almost that put him off guard. He’d actually alluded to a date with Tanner… in public! The young man felt as if he were going to hyperventilate at the realization of his slip and yet, as he considered it, and pictured the calm, smiling face of Michelle in his mind, he realized that somehow it didn’t seem to be that big of a deal.


  “You alright?” Tanner asked, sliding his paw into Paul’s grasp as they got up from the table and headed back to the Dog’s car.


  “Yeah…” Paul noted cautiously, as if saying it aloud would change his status—it did not. Smiling a little more, he confirmed it in a more assured voice, “Yeah… I am.” a smile slowly spread across his lips. Ray was a Burb Dog. Ray’s Leasher and Girlfriend honestly felt like a good lady.


  “Heh… she could almost be his daughter.” Tanner said out of nowhere.


  “He’s not that old.” Paul countered.


  “They looked like they were easily fifteen years apart.” the Dog explained.


  “I’d say closer to ten… besides, I think we’ve already established that a relationship can overcome a lot of variety.” Paul smiled, resting his head on Tanner’s shoulder.


  “Heh…” Tanner chuckled, pressing the remote to unlock his car, “Yeah… I think we’ve both pretty well figured that out.” The two got into the car, and Tanner added, “I half thought you were going to lose it when she said we made a cute couple.” the Dog grinned from ear to ear.


  Paul couldn’t help but smile at that, “You and me both.”


  “So…” Tanner began. Paul did not fail to miss the mischievous tone in the Dog’s voice.


  “Hmm?” Paul inquired, bracing himself for the worst.


  “It’s only eight o clock and they’re heading back home… she was squirming in the theater, and they haven’t had any alone time… two guesses what they’ll be doing when they get back.” Tanner started up the car, muzzle spread in a wide grin.


  “I hate you.” Paul noted flatly.


  “I know.” Tanner wagged.


  “You enjoy watching me squirm, don’t you?” Paul accused.


  “I do… very much.” Tanner noted, turning to the human with a smirk.


  “Then let’s get home and you can get a private showing with as much squirming as you can handle.” Paul countered… and his grin matched Tanner’s.
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  These Perfect Moments


  “All I’m saying,” Miranda noted to those surrounding her at the lunch table, “is that our society puts an unfair amount of importance on looks. The majority of first impressions are based on appearance.”


  “That is the easiest way to make first impressions, Miranda.” Candi offered amiably. The beagle sat to Miranda’s right, and was busily trying to undo the plastic film from the tray of a microwavable meal without burning her paws.


  “If that’s all it was I could live with that… but, take me for example; I’m Asian and proud of it. Looking at all the stereotypical garbage portrayed in media it would stand to reason that I’m very good at math, I do well at standardized tests, and I have a high level of computer aptitude.”


  “Do you?” Ben asked casually, unpacking a sacked lunch and spacing it out in front of him on the table.


  “Yes, but that’s beside the point.” Miranda noted emphatically.


  “Many stereotypes do hold an element of truth.” Ben pointed out.


  “What about you, Ben? Would you like to be categorized as a stereotypical black man?” Miranda countered. The conversation only got more heated from that point as Ben questioned what she meant by that, and Miranda pointed to his defensiveness to prove her argument. Paul was happy to sit on the sidelines and escape notice. That is, he would have been if he hadn’t been dragged into it.


  “What do you think, Dakota?” Miranda asked, looking at Paul. All other eyes at the table followed suit.


  “I…” Paul paused. He had been back at work for only 3 hours and he was already thrust directly into the thick of ‘office drama’ once again, “…I think if everyone were stereotypical then I would probably be sitting on the edge of a frozen lake ice fishing?”


  Everyone at the table dissolved into a fit of laughter. The lunch room was thankfully devoid of discussion for several minutes as everyone unwrapped, unpacked, or uncovered their respective lunches. It was Miranda who first spoke up, continuing the conversation, “If I were in a movie, I bet whatever asshole directed it would probably give me theme music straight out of an anime.”


  “Miranda…” Ben stated flatly, “let it go.”


  “All I’m trying to say is—”


  Ben glanced pointedly to Ray then back to Miranda, “I think we’ve dealt with enough racial issues this month that there isn’t any real humor to this discussion. Its novelty has worn thin. Drop it, or take it up with HR.” he stared her down, “Got it?”


  Miranda quickly backed off, “Fine.” she stood, Subway sandwich bag in hand, and she left.


  “Wow.” is all Paul had to comment.


  “She just likes finding things to complain about.” Ben shrugged and took a bite of his sandwich, “If you let her, she’ll talk your ear off about nothing worth discussing for hours.”


  “We’ve all worked with her… no need to preach to the choir.” a voice spoke from the doorway. Paul froze immediately; he recognized the speaker.


  “Good to see everyone again!” Casey announced, moving away from the doorway. He took a seat right next to Paul, draping an arm over the human’s shoulder. “I thought I heard you’d be coming back today, Paul!” the dalmatian announced, tail beating out a quick tempo on the back of the chair.


  “Casey?” Candi puzzled, “Hi!” she greeted him, wagging happily, “I thought you weren’t due back in until Mein Hund started work on their next project.”


  “Or at least until they renewed their advertising contract with AHB.” Ben added with much less enthusiasm.


  “Yay, it’s Casey. What a surprise.” Ray noted without enthusiasm.


  “The guys at the front office know me.” Casey shrugged, “Besides, you guys are on lunch break, so it’s not like I’m interrupting anything important.”


  “Lunch is important when you spent the whole morning grinding your teeth over what didn’t get done while you were out.” Ray inputted.


  “Alright… then I’ll leave you to it.” Casey offered a casual salute. He stood up, one paw circling Paul’s wrist.


  “Huh?” the human asked.


  “Come on. I’m just gonna steal you for a minute.” the dalmatian noted, wagging.


  “But… lunch… important… teeth grinding…” Paul sputtered.


  “It’s only for a minute you doofus.” Casey chided, and pulled the still-objecting Paul out of the lunch room. Paul recognized where Casey was taking him, and it was scarcely twenty steps until they were both back in Paul’s cubicle. The dalmatian took a seat in the second chair while motioning for Paul to sit as well; he did.


  “Okay… so what’s with the surprise visit?” Paul asked.


  “Eizenzahn wanted to talk with you.” Casey answered in a matter-of-fact tone.


  “What? He did?” Paul inquired, surprised by the announcement.


  “Well…” Casey dug a foot into the carpet, “I was talking with him earlier this week and he said that he needed to talk to you before making any promises to me.”


  “About what?” Paul questioned.


  “Oh… just… stuff.” the dalmatian did a poor job of evading the question.


  “Like?” Paul pressed.


  “We both need your help with something.” Casey answered cryptically.


  “ ‘We’?” Paul’s mind caught the word and refused to let it go.


  “Yeah.” Casey noted sheepishly, wagging just the tip of his tail.


  “If we’re playing 20 questions I think I’m running out of them.” the human stated.


  “Oh… sorry… right…” the dalmatian acknowledged, pulling out his cell phone, “I’ll just call him for you and hand over the—”


  “It’s almost 10 o clock over there!” Paul objected.


  “Yeah.” Casey nodded and handed the ringing phone over to the human, “It’s okay… he’ll be expecting the call.”


  “Bad dog.” Paul added quietly before taking the phone. Casey’s ears drooped at that, but Paul could still hear the mischievous tapping of the Dalmatian’s tail against the cubicle wall hinting that Casey wasn’t all that rebuked.


  “Mr. Miller…” Alric’s identifiable voice spoke through the cell, “Good afternoon.”


  “Um… Good evening, Mr Eizenzahn.” Paul answered after putting the cell up to his ear, “I guess you were expecting the call.”


  “Indeed.” came the Doberman’s response, “I expected that Casey would work quickly.”


  “So…” Paul paused, “you really did want to speak with me.”


  “I did, yes.” Eizenzahn confirmed, “and it is about Casey, in fact.”


  Something about the way the Doberman added that casual comment made the hair on the back of Paul’s neck stand up, “Oookay.” he paused for a moment, “How can I help you, Mr Eizenzahn?”


  “By helping Casey.” Alric replied simply.


  “I’m afraid I don’t understand.” Paul noted in as basic an objection as he could think of. Across from him in the cubicle Casey had his muzzle stuck in a mug Paul kept on his desk for holding pens—the pens were on the desk beside it. The human quickly covered the mouthpiece of the phone before saying, “Casey… behave.” The dalmatian sat up straight in his chair, looking innocent, tail wagging.


  “I assume Casey has not explained the reason we are speaking?” Alric inquired calmly.


  “Just that you would be expecting our call.” Paul emphasized that the call was a joint venture.


  “I see.” the Doberman noted neutrally from the other end, “Please return the cell to Casey, Paul. Thank you.” Paul handed the phone to Casey obediently.


  “Da?” Casey inquired into the mouthpiece.


  “Thats Russian.” Paul interjected.


  Casey brought a finger up to his muzzle followed by a “shh… I’m on the phone.”


  The Dalmatian spent most of his time nodding, and responding to whatever the executive was telling him with simple one syllable responses including but not limited to “Sure.”, “Yes.”, “Yeah.”, “Yep.”, and an occasional “No.”, “Nah”, and a single “Oh.” It was after that last piece of dialogue that Casey handed the phone back to Paul, “I’m losing my apartment and Eizenzahnwants you to help me out.” The Dalmatian’s ears drooped and he didn’t make eye contact.


  “Help you out?” Paul asked incredulously, “What does he mean, ‘help you’—” he took the phone and held it up to his mount, “What do you mean ‘help him out’?”


  “Casey has, unfortunately, shown himself to be a little… was ist das wort? ah!—careless.” Eizenzahn explained, “He does not have the skills for handling his finances.”


  “You’re losing your apartment?” Paul asked Casey, lowering the phone.


  “Yeah… it’s a long story.” Casey noted, still avoiding eye contact.


  “He did not budget or save on the contractual stipend.” Eizenzahn’s voice spoke up from the cell in Paul’s hand. The human returned it to his ear.


  “So how am I supposed to help?” Paul asked, “I mean… being the head of photography for your advertisements is one thing, Mr. Eizenzahn, but—”


  “Your task is very simple, Paul.” the Doberman cut him off, “I explained to Casey that I would provide him an advance off of his next stipend if and only if he has a representative payee.”


  Paul paused, watching Casey who was finally looking at him, ears down, eyes wide and glistening. It was impossible for Paul to ignore the similarities between Casey’s expression and a well-executed set of puppy dog eyes. When they locked gazes Casey’s expression and posture remained perfectly frozen, completely unmoving except for the faintest tempo of his tail beating optimistically against the wall of the cubicle.


  “What is a representative payee, exactly?” Paul asked.


  “It’s someone he can send money to that makes sure that it’s used the right way. Once it reaches my paws it kinda disappears.” Casey admitted sheepishly.


  Eizenzahn likewise explained on the phone, “A representative payee accepts money on behalf of another person and then uses it for that person’s benefit. I want you to budget for Casey, and perhaps teach him how to handle it himself.”


  “Why me?” Paul asked rhetorically, then paused, realizing that he’d spoken it into the cell.


  “Because,” Alric explained, actively answering the question, “I need someone responsible I can trust who will be fair and impartial and make certain that Casey’s needs are attended to.” Paul’s mind flashed back to the dream of Casey and himself in bed together and he almost dropped the phone. If Eizenzahn had any indication that Paul was flustered he didn’t let on, “If you agree then you will be compensated too, of course.”


  “I think you’d make a great whatever-that-is, Paul.” Casey encouraged, wagging slowly.


  “I’ll have to ask Tanner first.” Paul stated simply, coming up with the first possible excuse he could consider. He never knew something like a representative payee position existed, and he certainly never expected that he would be offered it. He was mutually honored and aghast that the Doberman would offer him the task, “I appreciate that you’d think of me for the opportunity though, Mr Eizenzahn.”


  “Excellent.” Alric confirmed from the other end, “I will get your account information from AHB’s HR department to set up the direct deposit.”


  “I… I didn’t say—” Paul objected.


  Alric continued as if there were no reproach, “Thank you for your continued service, Paul. You are truly reliable, and I appreciate that.” click


  “…yes.” Paul added, then looked to Casey, “I didn’t say yes.” he repeated, unable to object to the Doberman any longer. He passed the cell back to the dalmatian.


  “Oh…” Casey noted, “I already asked Tanner and he said he was okay with it.” his wags continued.


  “Why would you ask Tanner if I could receive money for you?” Paul questioned.


  “Oh… we talked about a lot of stuff… it wasn’t specifically about the money thing…” Casey wrung his paws together.


  “So he found out that you were losing your apartment, I take it? When was that?” Paul questioned.


  “This morning, before I headed over. That was part of what I talked to him about.” the Dog answered.


  “So what did you talk about?” Paul questioned, not sure he wanted to know.


  “Well… since I’m out of an apartment,” Casey noted, avoiding eye contact again, “the other part of things is that Eizenzahn is going to be paying my rent for awhile too.”


  “Again…” Paul repeated, “What does that have to do with Tanner?” he felt his heartbeat start to increase.


  “Oh… because Eizenzahn wants me to stay with whoever is handling my money.” Casey offered a hesitant wag and a sheepish grin.


  “But I’m handling your money.” Paul pointed out.


  “Yeah… and Tanner lives with you so I figured I’d check with him first since we’re all going to be roommates.” the Dalmatian explained.


  “Son-of-a—” The two fought for control of the cellphone; Casey won.


  * * * * *


  It was just after six by the time Paul finally clocked out. The office had been abuzz all day with new possible contracts. Upper management was talking about distributing project goals, assigning teams, and forging ahead. The whole idea of work returning to a break-neck speed was a mixed bag in Paul’s opinion; a busy work schedule kept everyone in the office moving around enough that interaction could return to purely professional, but too much work meant extra stress. Stress was one thing that Paul already had plenty of.


  “Dakota… wait up.” Ray called after him as he left for the parking lot.


  “Oh… hey, Ray.” Paul greeted him, “Sorry… had a lot on my mind.”


  “So…?” Ray’s tone suggested a question, “Is Casey really moving in with you?”


  Paul paused for a moment, not exactly sure how to respond. In the end, he used a combination of honesty, indignation, and humor “Yes… but how did you find out about it? You’re psychic, aren’t you? …I knew it.”


  Ray laughed good-naturedly at the comment and patted Paul on the back, “No… but I know you well enough to tell that something’s up. Between the little hints I read into when Casey left and the way you’ve been mulling about all day like a hurricane victim I put two and two together. The most likely answer was that you were adopting a new Burb Dog.”


  “I’m not—!” Paul began, then realized his voice was several decibels too high. He glanced around, cleared his throat, and started over, “I’m not adopting a Burb Dog… I’m just helping out a friend.”


  Ray smiled and leaned forward to lick the side of Paul’s face, “Relax, Dakota… I’m just playing with you. No need to be so defensive, kid.”


  Paul let out a sigh, “Eizenzahn put me up to it.” he admitted morosely, “I’m not really sure how I feel about it.”


  “Well…” Ray contemplated, stopping at his car, “You like Casey, right?”


  “Yeah.” Paul nodded noncommittally, pausing in his trip to his own car to stand beside the Dog’s.


  “God knows why…” Ray shrugged with a grin, wagging, “But if you like him, and you’re able to do a favor for him, then this is a good thing, right?”


  Paul analyzed the comment for awhile then, after letting out a deep sigh, nodded, “I guess so.”


  “Then don’t worry.” Ray patted him on the shoulder, “Everything’ll turn out fine.”


  “I wish I had your optimism, Ray.” Paul lamented.


  “You need a tail first, Dakota.” the retriever noted, getting into his car, “Then, you just let it start wagging.” Ray closed the door and put the key in, rolling the window down, “The key is to keep wagging because as long as you do the clouds get fanned away.” the Dog winked and started the car, “Don’t worry, Dakota—everything’ll be fine. I’ll see ya tomorrow.” and, with that, Ray backed out of the parking spot and headed off down the street.


  Paul let out a sigh, watching the retriever drive away before pulling out his cell. He quick dialed Tanner and held the phone up to his ear, waiting for the Dog to answer.


  “Heya.” Tanner spoke up warmly, “I was wondering when you were gonna call.”


  “Yeah… long night, sorry.” Paul answered with a deep sigh, “I’m on my way back though… just got finished at the office.” He paused for a moment as he heard some noise in the background, “He’s there already?”


  Tanner’s chuckle confirmed it, “Yeah… since about three. I think he went back to his place after visiting you at the office then came right over.”


  “Ah.” Paul commented, not exactly sure how to respond to that. He changed the subject instead, “So… should I bring something home for dinner?”


  “Hey Casey!” Paul heard Tanner shout away from the phone, “Dinner ideas?“The human could just barely hear a reply of some kind from somewhere further away and then Tanner was right back on the phone, “Casey says he’ll handle it. He said you could probably use a break from cooking.”


  Paul felt a faint blush at that—he wasn’t used to sharing the kitchen responsibilities, “Well… to be honest, I was thinking of just stopping off somewhere and picking something up.”


  “Nah…” Tanner dismissed the idea, “Go ahead and save the money…I’ll tell Casey to make patty melts… I think you’ll get a kick out of em.”


  Paul felt his face redden again, this time from a strike of indignation, but it passed quickly, “Alright… I’ll take your word for it… but if you’re letting him cook and he makes a mess then the two of you clean it up.”


  “Fair enough.” Tanner replied in an upbeat tone, “And Paul? …”


  “Yeah?” Paul inquired.


  “Don’t worry… it’ll be okay.” Paul could hear the upbeat tone in his boyfriend’s voice and, despite all the many different things the human could worry about, all the different ways it could go wrong and all the horrible, horrible manners in which Casey could cause problems, Tanner’s reassurance somehow helped.


  “I know it will.” Paul finally answered, “You’re there, so no matter what it won’t be that bad.”


  Tanner chuckled in response, “I consider that a very positive way to look at things.” Paul imagined the Dog’s tail wagging and could practically see his boyfriend’s smiling face. The thought made him smile as well, and he was suddenly that much more eager to get home, even if there was an awkward situation involving a spotted house guest awaiting him.


  Unable to put off the inevitable any longer, Paul finally headed to his car, “See you soon.” Paul promised.


  “Can’t wait.” Tanner replied simply, and Paul knew that the Dog spoke from the heart because he felt the same way.


  * * * * *


  It was impossible for Paul to not notice the car parked outside his condo; he’d seen Casey’s coupe often enough to know who owned it, and it only seemed that much more obvious considering the situation in which Paul found himself. He’d analyzed it over and over again in his mind—it wasn’t that he minded the thought of Casey spending a few weeks with them… it was the suddenness of the surprise that had really caught him off guard.


  Paul pulled up on the curb behind Casey’s car and put the parking break on. Another hard-to-miss observation: the license plate read “IMDOG4U”. Suppressing a shudder, the young man turned off his car and got out.


  Closing and locking the door behind himself, Paul turned to the path leading to the condo. He started up the walk to the front door, but only then did he realize that Casey was seated on the patio step.


  “Uh… hi?” Paul asked, not exactly sure what to think of seeing the dalmatian camped out on the porch in the late twilight.


  “Hey Paul.” Casey offered a quiet greeting, tail wagging softly behind him, “I didn’t really want to jump you first thing when you got home, but I was hoping we could have a minute to talk.”


  “Uh…” Paul paused, “Oh.” he shrugged, “I was kinda thinking I’d get settled in first before dinner. It was a long day.” The human stopped on the way to the door, waiting to see the Dalmatian’s response.


  “I know.” Casey nodded sympathetically, glancing down at the walkway, “Sorry…” and he stood up and to the side, “I just wanted to say ‘thank you’.” he noted simply, “I know I can be a pest sometimes, but I don’t plan on making this anything more than what it is. I really appreciate your help… thank you.”


  The simplicity and honesty of the comments caught Paul off guard and paused for a moment longer. He looked at the Dalmatian, who stood beside the path, providing him free entry into the condo. The gears turned in Paul’s head as he analyzed their short exchange and all he could come up with in the end was a very obvious result, “You’re welcome.” he offered. “You’re a good Dog, Casey… I’m glad I could help.”


  The Dalmatian remained subdued, following him in quietly, tail having picked up speed but otherwise still calm, “Go ahead and relax… I’ll let you know when dinner’s ready.” Casey turned and headed into the kitchen, tail wagging still as he disappeared from sight.


  “Thanks, Casey.” Paul called after him, and went down the hall immediately, heading for his bedroom. Closing the door behind himself, the human went straight to the closet to hang up his tie. He saw Tanner over at the desk pouring over a set of books.


  Paul could not deny that he’d spent hours doing nothing but sitting and watching Tanner doing homework; there was something almost mystical about the way the desk’s lamp lit up the Dog’s fur. Each of Tanner’s movements glimmered and danced hypnotically so that even the task of the Dog erasing something became the most wonderful display to experience. That night, however, Paul couldn’t stop to focus on it no matter how much he wanted.


  The human began unbuttoning his shirt as a sigh escaped him. It had been a long day and he was glad to be home, but Casey’s presence was an unknown variable. The Dalmatian’s greeting had surprised him and he felt off-balance. Paul turned back toward Tanner when he heard the Dog change positions at the desk.


  Tanner set down his pencil and closed his book, resting his elbow on the back of his chair so he could turn to face Paul. The Dog’s face was attentive and calm, inviting and unassuming. Tanner looked to him if he were simply eager to observe, ready to respond but not requiring anything. “Welcome back.”


  Paul finished unbuttoned his work shirt and tossed it into the hamper. He took off his undershirt and quickly grabbed a plain gray t-shirt from the closet and slid it on over his head. “Thanks.” Paul finally answered once the shirt was on. Even though it was two shirts and a tie opposed to a single shirt, there was a vast difference in Paul’s mind between work clothes and casual clothes—after his day, Paul longed for the second kind, “Today was just plain crazy… new projects, dissension in the ranks, lunch time arguments, a call to Germany, and, of course, a new roommate.”


  “That crazy, huh?” Tanner inquired, tail striking against the back of the chair in a pleasant, welcoming beat.


  “And then some.” Paul confirmed, slipping out of his work slacks, “But we’ll talk about it later… I think Casey plans on wine-ing and dining us.” He grabbed a pair of sweat pants and slid them on.


  Tanner chuckled in response and got up from the desk, “Dining is one thing, but back when Casey really drank he was more into the harder stuff… not so much wine.”


  “Hardy har.” Paul noted flatly, stepping to meet his boyfriend in the middle of the room. They embraced, and the human let out a sigh. Paul buried his face into Tanner’s neck and took in a deep breath, letting the Dog’s musky scent wash away his thoughts from the day, “Ah… that’s better.” He snuggled into Tanner’s furred form and reveled in the strong squeeze that the Dog returned to him.


  Tanner laughed, rubbing the small of Paul’s back with one paw while the other gently caressed the back of the human’s head. “Now if only all of life’s problems could be solved so easily, huh?”


  Paul smirked into the fur at the comment, “Yeah… it’d give me even more reasons to do this all the time… not that I need more.”


  Their time was spent together in one another’s arms until Casey called from the kitchen, “Dinner’s ready!”


  Paul let out a soft sigh, slowly disengaging, “And I suppose that’s that… at least for now. Sorry about the house guest.” he apologized.


  “No need to be.” Tanner waved the concern away, “I’ve lived with him before… you’re the one who has to deal with a second Dog around. I’m used to Casey but you aren’t; I’m more worried about you.”


  Paul couldn’t help but smile, “Well… to be honest, I’m more worried about me too.” They both shared a laugh as they headed down the hall hand-in-paw to join Casey.


  * * * * *


  Paul let out a deep breath as he collapsed on the bed. The motion was accompanied by a weary groan, “Ugh…” he emoted, “This has been one insane day.”


  Tanner chuckled, heading into the bathroom, to get his toothbrush, “And, despite it all, you’re still alive.”


  Paul smirked at that, “Well, no thanks to Casey… I thought he was trying to kill me with all that food!”


  Tanner laughed, “He shows his thanks in many different ways… I think that was just a sign that he was very grateful.”


  “Grateful enough that I have lunch already taken care of tomorrow… and maybe Thursday.” Paul smiled, laying flat on the bed as Tanner started brushing his muzzle, “Wow… I can’t remember the last time a Dog left me this full.”


  Tanner’s tail beating against the counter in the bathroom was the only hint Paul received that the Dog caught his inadvertent double-entendre. Paul recovered quickly despite the accidental humor and managed to add, “Well… not before bed anyway.” Tanner was unable to restrain the laugh and he was forced to wipe the bathroom mirror off after spraying it with several droplets of toothpaste.


  “’at’s ‘orr-i-bul, ‘aul.” Tanner accused, wiping at several errant lines of toothpaste dripping off his chin.


  “I know.” Paul smiled innocently, sitting up so he could take his shirt off, “But it helps ease the tension.” he tossed it onto the desk chair near the bed. “I’m just glad that Casey seems to be settling in without creating too many waves.”


  “He’s pretty subtle when he knows he needs to be.” Tanner acknowledged, washing off his toothbrush.


  Paul shuddered just a little, “Ugh… Dog Toothpaste.”


  “Oh stop it… you’ve been dealing with it for months. It’s not that bad.” Tanner countered, coming out of the bathroom with the blue-and-white tube in his paw. He moved to stand by the bed, “Maybe you should try it sometime…” and the Dog tossed it to Paul. “It’s a lot different than your stuff.”


  “No thanks.” Paul stuck his tongue out. He looked the tube over, “I’m only good for so much variety and I think a second roommate has me at my limit this week.” and then set it on the nightstand next to the alarm clock.


  “Variety keeps life interesting, Paul.” the Dog winked. Tanner drew his shirt up around his head as he took it off.


  Paul reached out and slid his fingers through his lover’s belly fur with a smile, admiring Tanner’s physique and the smoothness of his form. The human pressed his hand against the German shepherd’s abdomen, kneading the firm abs he could feel beneath the fur, “You’re all I need to keep life interesting… everything else is overload.”


  Tanner grinned down at him, “A little chaos never hurt anyone either.” He tossed his shirt onto a nearby armchair.


  Paul responded without hesitation, “I had enough chaos today to overdose a regular man two-fold.”


  “Hmm… I always knew you were a resilient human.” Tanner smiled, leaning forward until Paul was laying backwards. The Dog placed a paw on either side of the human’s head and lay down atop him. The two shared a kiss, and slowly pulled close to embraced one another as they snuggled on the bed. Tanner rested above the blanket, laying on his back. Paul was next to him, head on the Dog’s chest; he let out another sigh.


  “I hope things work out alright with Casey.” Paul murmured, making small circles with his finger in Tanner’s belly-fur.


  “He’ll be just fine… trust me.” Tanner offered in earnest, taking Paul’s meandering hand in a paw, “We’ve been roommates before, remember?”


  “And remind me again why you stopped being roommates?” Paul chided, remembering full-well. He laced his fingers with the Dog’s digits.


  “Because we didn’t have a human to keep him in line.” Tanner answered back with a wry grin. He leaned forward and touched his nose to Paul’s.


  “Oh… you’re quite the smooth operator, smart ass.” the human countered, resting his head back down on Tanner’s chest, “But I’m serious…” his tone lost its levity, “Do you think he’ll be better this time around?”


  Tanner let out a deep breath and then kissed the top of Paul’s head, “I know he will. We’re both older, and Casey isn’t the same kind of party animal he was back then. People can change in a half-dozen years, and I can tell that Casey’s done a lot of growing up.”


  “Wow…” Paul smirked, “If this is ‘grown up’ I’d have hated to see what he was like before.”


  Tanner grinned and poked the human in the side, “Like you said: we stopped being roommates.” and the shepherd rolled over until he was straddling Paul, “But he’s a good guy regardless of his faults… most of his worst ones are when he acts up or puts on a show anyway.”


  “And you think that won’t be much of an issue once he settles in?” Paul asked, running his fingers through his lover’s chest fur.


  “No… actually, it’ll probably be worse because he’ll be showing off for you.” Tanner snickered—and summarily received a pillow in the face.


  “Feathery doom is upon you, mutt!” Paul challenged in an epic tone, pulling the pillow back for another swing. Tanner got his arms up to defend and rolled to the side as the human launched a flurry of blows. The roll continued, taking Tanner just to the edge of the bed. Paul quickly dropped the pillow and reached out to grab the back of the dog’s jeans, pulling him back over.


  Tanner laughed, and spun around, grabbing at Paul’s wrists with a laugh, forcing him back to the mattress. The Dog grinned down at Paul, who smiled, “You cheated.” he accused.


  “How could I have cheated?” the Dog questioned disbelievingly.


  “Because you fought back.” Paul countered, using his spare hand to reach up and caress Tanner’s abdomen.


  “Oh… my bad. I didn’t know that was against the rules.” the shepherd acknowledged… “I didn’t even know there were rules against that sort of thing.”


  Paul smirked at the comment, “Well there are. I just made them.” and he raised his head so he could reach Tanner’s dangling muzzle with a kiss. The Dog let out a hot breath against Paul’s face and sank down atop him, a gentle mrr escaping through their joined lips. The human’s smirk grew wider when Tanner jumped in surprise; Paul’s fingers slid around the German shepherd’s sheath, easing his firming flesh out into the open.


  Tanner’s smile joined Paul’s, “You’re pretty energetic considering Casey is right down the hall.” The casual comment brought Paul’s playful mood to a halt, and he felt the blood drain out of his face as he imagined Casey being able to listen to everything he and Tanner were doing. Paul sat back against the headboard.


  The shepherd’s ears went up, then slowly drooped. Tanner moved back over on the mattress to sit next to Paul, likewise resting against the headboard, “I didn’t mean it that way.” he offered.


  “I know…” Paul nodded with a sigh, “But you’re right… it’s… kinda weird.” he fidgeted, looking down at his hands as he idly picked at some dirt under one of his fingernails, “I mean… I don’t think I’ve had a ‘roommate’ since I moved out here.”


  “No?” Tanner offered. Paul could hear the shepherd’s tail beat out a hesitant, encouraging beat on the mattress, “So what am I—chopped liver?”


  “You’re…” Paul paused, “you’re more than a roommate… you know that.” the human noted.


  “Oh am I?” Tanner questioned, voice teetering on mischievous, “What would you call that, hmm?”


  Despite himself, Paul always found Tanner’s moods to be infectious, and he couldn’t help but smile… but only a little. At least, it was only a little until the next words escaped him, “You’re an addiction.”


  Tanner’s tail picked up speed and the German Shepherd leaned over to wrap an arm around Paul, “well, for as bad as most are, I’ve heard that most people have trouble quitting because addictions can be pretty comforting at times of stress.” The Dog licked his cheek.


  Paul let out a content sigh, “You have no idea.” and he smiled, resting his head against Tanner’s shoulder. The two of them sat on the bed that way for longer than Paul was able to track. It was almost eleven by the time he had any inclination to bother looking at the clock. Another sigh excaped Paul, “Time with you passes too fast.”


  “That’s because we pack so much into the time we spend together.” Tanner smiled, slowly disengaging so he could sit up and unzip his pants. Paul leaned over to run a hand down the Dog’s back and undo the tail-button on his boyfriend’s jeans. The Dog kicked them off and tossed them to one side of the room; they landed on the armchair next to his shirt.


  Paul waited with open arms as Tanner rejoined him on the bed. As the Dog lay on his back, Paul slid atop him and kissed his muzzle lightly. Tanner responded by drawing his paws up the human’s back. One paw stayed, pressed out across Paul’s back at the shoulder blades while the other slid down to the waistband of the human’s sweatpants. Tanner hooked a thumb underneath the fabric and slowly eased them off.


  Pulling his legs up and squirming to the side, Paul wriggled free of the last of his clothing and let Tanner drop them to the floor. The Dog pulled him close and Paul exhaled, reveling in the feel of his lover’s fur caress across the entirety of his naked body. He took in a deep breath, burying his face into the side of Tanner’s neck, “Mmm…” he sighed, “No matter what happened during the day, you always make it better.”


  Tanner chuckled wordlessly, slowly easing Paul to the side. The human watched as the Dog grabbed hold of the blanket where it lay crumpled at the foot of the mattress, a casualty of their roughhousing. Reclining against the headboard with a pillow under his back, Tanner held his arms out to Paul once again as he pulled the blanket up to cover their naked forms.


  Paul rested his head on Tanner’s chest, folding one arm around the Dog’s back beneath the pillow, the other around Tanner’s abdomen. His lover smiled down at him, softly taking hold of Paul’s top arm in one paw, the other paw caressing the back of his head, “You know… Casey is a heavy sleeper…”


  The comment got a laugh out of Paul, who looked up at meet Tanner’s nose with his own, “I’m kidding.” the Dog smirked.


  “Not according to at least one part of you.” Paul chided, glancing down at the section of blanket sticking up between Tanner’s legs.


  Tanner chuckled, “I’d rather wait until you were comfortable having Casey in the house… what’s a day or two?”


  “You think I’ll be comfortable with Casey that fast?” Paul questioned with a smirk.


  “Yeah…” Tanner countered, resting his head back against the headboard, “I’ll pick up a locking doorknob for the room tomorrow.”


  Paul smiled as he closed his eyes, basking in the loving glow of his boyfriend, “Yeah… a day or two should do it.”
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  Double Dog Dare


  Paul reached for his alarm clock, groggy and confused, wondering why he had set it to go off on a Saturday and, moreover, why it was set to awaken him with music rather than the usual buzzer. It was only when his fingers reached the switch that he suddenly realized that it was not the alarm clock making the sound. Sitting up immediately, he gazed around his room; everything was as it should have been, though Tanner’s absence was readily noticeable—he had a Saturday morning class every week all term long. It took a moment for Paul to realize that the singing was coming from outside in the living room.


  Throwing on an old shirt to accompany the sweatpants he wore to bed, Paul lumbered to his door with a yawn, wondering what the noise was about. The young man made his way down the hall, covering his mouth as another yawn escaped, and then came to a dead-stop, completely awake thanks to the spectacle that played out before him.


  Casey was holding the handle of a feather duster up to his muzzle and singing into it as if it were a microphone. He was accompanied by a small CD player resting next to the sofa. Paul had heard the song, or at least parts of it, so he knew what it was even though he didn’t know who sang it. That thought was not the main focus of his mind, however—the actual thought at the forefront was: Casey wears underwear?


  The dalmatian was prancing around the living room dressed in nothing but a pair of green boxer-briefs with a discernible “MH” logo repeating itself all the way around the waistband. He was moving in time with the song and alternating between swiping at a table-here or a shelf-there with the duster and rocking out to the music with his ‘microphone’. Paul’s hand found its way to his cellphone which had been resting in a decorative bowl on a small table at the end of the hallway. Raising it up, still stunned, he took a moment to remember what to press to get the camera to record… and he left the rest up to Casey.


  “Me and my green short shorts and I can’t seek a lot, any canine will do. I’m figurin’ that’s why they call me faithful ‘cause I’m the Dog of the land. When they see me they daho-ooooooo.” and Casey turned the last word into an honest-to-goodness howl. Paul, somehow, managed to avoid laughing… and the dalmatian continued the show.


  “Who let the dogs out? Bark—BARK BARK BARK! Who let the dogs out? Bark—BARK BARK BARK!” Although the song usually called for a very emphatic “WHO” after the question, Paul had to admit to himself that he liked Casey’s version more. It was during the final repetition of the question-then-barks however that the dalmatian spun around, “Who let the—” and his eyes encountered Paul… and then focused quickly on the cell phone. “Is… is that recording?” Casey questioned. Paul nodded, then benevolently pressed the button to make it stop.


  “Sooo… uh…” Casey stumbled over his words, quickly setting the feather duster aside, “Why aren’t you at work?” he asked, “I… uh… thought you left for work by 7:30.” the Dalmatian then pressed the STOP button on the CD player, which silenced immediately.


  “It’s Saturday.” Paul noted in a straight-forward tone, “I don’t usually work on Saturdays.”


  “Oh…” Casey’s ears blushed and he cleared his throat, “I think… uh… I’m gonna go find a pair of pants.” and the Dalmatian quickly trotted off down the hall after passing Paul, his tail tucked just a little. Paul managed to avoid smiling like a fool until the Dog was out of the room.


  “So this is what it feels like being on the opposite end of the embarrassment for a change.” he whispered to himself, his grin widening.


  Paul stood there for several moments trying to remember how to save the recording on his phone. He was still trying to figure it out when Casey came back with jeans on, though he remained shirtless. The Dog took a seat on the couch next to the CD player and looked up at Paul, “So… saving that for blackmail, or just wanna be able to watch me shake it whenever you feel like it?”


  Paul sat down beside the Dalmatian. Casey was wearing a cocky grin, but there was an element of uncertainty in it with which Paul could empathize—he’d worn that smile on more than one occasion, “It was just one of the funniest things I’d ever seen…” Paul admitted. Casey’s ears drooped and their insides reddened, “In a good way!” the human quickly added.


  “Yeah… well…” Casey fidgeted, “I don’t usually don’t dance like that in front of others…” he glanced up at Paul, “or sing.” a portion of the Dalmatian’s cockiness swept aside with the admission.


  “Why not?” Paul asked, “I mean about the singing.” he added quickly when the Dog’s ears went up. Paul cleared his throat and rubbed the back of his head, “What I mean is, you have a nice voice.”


  Casey’s ears went up further, then quickly dropped back down in embarrassment, but the Dog’s tail started beating a tempo on the sofa, “Believe it or not, I have a bit of stage fright.”


  “You?” Paul asked incredulously, “They guy who’ll go up in front of cameras and pose practically naked?”


  “Pfft…” Casey waved the comment away with one paw, “Following directions… it’s not like I actually have to do much, and I like being given orders.” he offered a friendly wink, “or so I’m sure you’ve been told.”


  “Heh… not that Ray’d agree with that statement.” Paul smirked, setting his cell of to the side, having given up with figuring out the video clip file options.


  “Well, that’s cuz Ray’s not a human.” Casey grinned, and gave Paul a light jab in the ribs with his index finger.


  “Obviously.” Paul responded, shying away from further pokings, “Though something tells me you probably have an occasional disobedient moment or two in you even when you’re dealing with Humans.”


  Casey grinned, showing all his teeth, “Maaaayyyyybe.” he crooned.


  Paul paused at that, the gears turning in his brain to find a slightly more comfortable topic for discussion, “So what else do you sing?”


  “Oh…” the Dalmatian drew back, tail slowing, “Well… like I said, I don’t usually sing in front of others.”


  Paul nodded, “I asked what you sing, not what you sing around others.” he smiled casually, “What kind of music do you like?”


  “Oh…” Casey’s tail started picking up speed again, “Pretty much all kinds but usually it’s top 40… electronica… club… pop… folk and country… a bit of classical—”


  “You? Country?” Paul asked incredulously, “Really?”


  “Well… yeah.” Casey nodded, “I grew up on it. Plus, considering the fact that country music and top 40 stuff is kinda blending together these days, it’s practically the same. I guess I pretty much like all kinds of music.” he shrugged, “I used to think I’d never really like R&B or hip-hop, but since moving out here to Cali it’s kinda grown on me…” the Dalmatian nodded to himself, apparently further considering the implications of the question, his answers, or both.


  “So you’re not from here originally?” Paul asked, “You’re not from California?”


  Casey shook his head, “Nope.”


  “Wow… and I kinda had you pegged as the fundamentalnative crazy Californian.” Paul smirked.


  The Dalmatian laughed in response, “A carefully built image. I do kinda fit in pretty well, don’t I?” Casey smirked, tail wagging.


  “Based on what I’ve seen?” Paul nodded, “Yeah.”


  “Well… believe it or not,” Casey explained, “I grew up in Tennessee.”


  “Really?” Paul asked.


  “Yep.” Casey nodded, “Moved out here with my family when I was nine.”


  “Wow… pretty big move for a kid.” Paul put his chin in his palm, resting his elbow on his knee while looking at Casey.


  “For a pup, yeah.” the Dog nodded, “My dad trained horses for a living and I guess there was a lot of work out here for someone with his skills.”


  “In a city?” Paul asked incredulously.


  Casey laughed, “No, Paul… not in a city. Believe it or not, but Northern California is full of farm land and agriculture… plus, further south there’s tons of horse ranches.” The Dog leaned back, putting his feet up on the coffee table in front of the couch, “So we moved to Sacramento and my dad commuted as far up as Roseburg and as far south as San Diego… really busy time for my family.”


  “Musta been a big change.” Paul assessed.


  “Yeah… you can say that again.” Casey chuckled, “I took to it pretty quick, and so did one of my brothers… Pa and Ma never really did, and my sisters hated it.”


  Paul blinked, “It’s taken awhile for me to get used to it.” he smirked, “Not sure I ever will.”


  Casey nodded, “Yeah… well they stayed about 10 years and then moved back pretty quick after that.”


  “And you stayed?” Paul inquired.


  “Yep.” Casey nodded, “Joined the army so I could support myself and serve my country and all of the other great patriotic stuff that they say comes with it.”


  “And that didn’t go very well, if I remember what you mentioned before.” Paul offered diplomatically.


  Casey smirked, “Yeah… that’s putting it lightly.”


  The two shared a comfortable silence for many long seconds before Paul spoke up, “I still can’t believe you’re from Tennessee.”


  “Why’s that so hard to believe?” Casey questioned.


  “Well…” Paul paused, searching for a suitable answer, “For one, you don’t have an accent.”


  Casey laughed, “Well duh! I lived most of my life in California. The only time I get an accent is after I’ve been talking to my Ma and Pa on the phone, or when I’m drunk.”


  “Hm…” Paul paused, catching something in the comment he’d all-but-overlooked before.


  “What ‘hm’?” Casey questioned.


  “You said ‘ma and pa’.” the human pointed out.


  “Yeah? So?” the Dog challenged.


  “I just don’t hear that very often.” Paul smirked, and chuckled.


  “You are one weird human, Paul Miller.” Casey responded, poking him in the ribs.


  “Well, it’s true!” Paul countered, and slapped the Dog’s paw away from him, “It’s just weird to think of you being from anywhere else other than California… as long as I’ve known you it just seemed like this is the state you would be—” he paused as his cell went off, “Uh…” he looked at it.


  “Incoming text.” Casey explained.


  “I know… I know… I’m not that tech-incompetent.” Paul picked up his cell and took a moment to check the text. Beside him, Casey pulled out his own cell, but Paul paid him no more mind as he looked at the message:


  HOW ARE THINGS? IS CASEY DOING WELL?


  Paul slowly began typing a few word response to let Eizenzahn know that everything was going well. It took him two tries to find the right button to send the message, but finally it transferred. He waited for the message to confirm being sent, “Darn network… it keeps getting slower and slower.” he commented to no one in particular, and put his cell back down.


  “Alrighty…” Casey said into his own cell, “Lemme put him on… just a sec.” and Casey held the phone out to Paul, “Here.”


  Paul looked questioningly at Casey, then took the phone, “Hello?” the human asked into the receiver.


  “Hiya there.” a pleasant female voice on the other end spoke up; Paul could hear a distinct, though slightly subdued southern drawl to it, “Casey said he wanted me to say hi and let you know that he really was born in Tennessee.”


  “Um…” Paul didn’t know what else to say.


  “My name’s Daisy—I’m Casey’s ma.” she introduced herself.


  “Oh…” Paul answered, still at a loss for words.


  “My boy said y’all didn’t believe he wasn’t from California, so he asked me ta tell ya that he really is from the Volunteer State.”


  “The Volunteer State?” Paul asked, still having trouble formulating the right words.


  “Tennessee.” Casey and his mother said in unison.


  “Oh.” Paul nodded, “Uh… okay.”


  “And my lil boy says that you’re not from California too… Midwest, he said, right?”


  “Yes ma’am.” Paul confirmed, unable to offer more than a word or two, focused on Casey, who looked like he was about to break out into a fit of laughter at any moment.


  “Missouri?” she asked.


  “No.” Paul countered, “I’m from—”


  “Oh… right!” she announced, “Casey mentioned they call you ‘Dakota’ at the studio… so are y’all from North or South Dakota?” she questioned in a manner that Paul found uncannily similar to Casey at his most bubbly.


  “I’m not.” Paul answered, “Actually I’m—”


  “You know, they’re actually more Great Plains and not so much Midwest, right?” she interjected.


  “I know.” Paul confirmed, “And I’m not from either state. I’m from—”


  Casey took the phone back, “Ma… you’re embarrassing me.” he announced, and held up a finger as he exchanged several more series of words with the phone, “I know I asked you to talk to hi— no… no I didn’t mean you had to hear his life story… yes I am but he’s not. No, I’m not going to do that…” Casey glanced over at Paul, then quickly looked away as his ears reddened, “No, I know you think I should, but he’s not that kind of human.” Paul felt his face flush red, having no idea what Casey’s mother just said but few things came to mind that could have made him do anything other than blush.


  “Alright, Ma…” Casey nodded against the phone, “Love you too… love to Pa… yeah, I’ll call again soon… bye.” The dog closed up his cell and looked back to Paul, “See? Tennessee.”


  “Okay… I believe you.” Paul noted, trying in vain to get the flushed color to leave his cheeks, “So… what did you mean by ‘that kind of human’?” he fidgeted.


  “Well… Ma knows I like Leashers, and she wanted to know if you—” Casey fell silent as Paul’s cell phone buzzed again, “You’re a popular guy today, Paul.”


  “Sorry.” the human apologized, and he quickly picked his cell back up and checked the message, “It’s from Eizenzahn,” Paul noted. “I can see that. Good job, Paul,” the young man read the return text. “Huh…” he rubbed the back of his head, “I wonder what that’s supposed to mean.”


  Casey raised his ears, “That sounds like half of a conversation… what’d you text him in the first place?”


  “Just that you’re settling in fine.” Paul answered, “He texted earlier asking if everything was okay.”


  “Can I see?” Casey asked, holding out a paw. Paul complied, handing the phone over to the Dalmatian. The Dog pressed several buttons then paused, “Uh… Paul?”


  “Yeah?” he inquired.


  “You didn’t exit out of the video capture before texting a response earlier, did you?” Casey asked.


  “I’m not sure… why? It’s not like I sent that video of you dancing, is it?” Paul laughed… right up until he saw Casey turn pale beneath his fur. Paul joined him a half-second later.


  The two avoided eye contact for the rest of the morning. Paul busied himself straightening up his room while Casey helped out by finishing the dusting in the dining room—without music. the human put his cell on the kitchen counter, mentally setting it in ‘time out’ for his betrayal at its electronic clutches. A faint darkness hung about him as he continued to consider the possible ramifications of his technological blunder… but the metaphorical clouds began to peel away when Tanner finally got home.


  Casey, still shirtless, followed Tanner through the condo to join Paul. The Dalmatian was talking about the many plans he had made for Sunday and was not shy about inviting the German Shepherd along. Tanner gave polite nods all the way and didn’t stop before he was standing next to Paul, who had just begun to unwrap the bread to make sandwiches.


  “Hi.” Tanner smiled, reaching a paw out to softly rub Paul’s back.


  Paul practically melted at the attention, being just what he needed to take a mental step away from the morning, “Hi.” he responded back, setting the bread aside so he could share a hug with his boyfriend, “Class go okay?” Paul looked over Tanner’s shoulder and saw Casey standing patiently by the entrance to the kitchen, tail wagging slowly.


  “Yeah…” Tanner responded, “It’s a management-business-kinda-class… I need it to qualify for an internship next semester. It’s not all that bad for a three hour class.” the Dog slowly rotated, leaning back against the refrigerator, which brought Casey out of Paul’s view.


  “It’s been quite a day here.” Casey spoke from behind Paul and, before the human knew it, he was embraced from the back by the Dalmatian, who leaned over his shoulder and touched muzzles with Tanner, “Why don’t you two go relax and I’ll make lunch.” Casey withdrew and patted them both heartily on the back, “You two lovebirds look like you need a few minutes anyway.” he winked and took Paul’s earlier position at the counter.


  Tanner led Paul back to the living room and took a seat on the sofa, pulling Paul down to sit in his lap, “Everything okay, Paul?” he asked calmly, wrapping his arms around the human, “You have this kinda deer-in-headlights look.” the German Shepherd offered an encouraging smile.


  “Just a long morning, I guess.” Paul offered cryptically, laying his head on his boyfriend’s shoulder with a sigh. He knew he’d eventually tell Tanner about the events, but between still trying to digest them himself, and knowing that Tanner deserved a few minutes of peace and quiet before being subjected to the wonders of Paul-and-cell-phone-interaction.


  Paul closed his eyes, resting his body against against Tanner as the Dog stroked his back comfortingly. He was certain that his lover would never have any idea just how much his presence meant to Paul, but he promised himself that he would try to find a way to show his appreciation. The thought brought a new element of stress into his mind when he realized that he felt Tanner’s hardened member through their respective jeans. Casey had been with them for almost a week and, during that time, they hadn’t had the ‘quality time’ that he knew they both very much wanted. Paul blamed himself.


  It wasn’t that Paul didn’t want to… or maybe it was. The human was confused about his own thoughts—having Casey in the house made him uncomfortable to the point that he had begun wearing sweatpants to bed when before he sometimes didn’t even bother with underwear—especially when Tanner was involved. The self-consciousness led to many failed attempts by Tanner to instigate a physical level of intimacy, which left Paul feeling bad on each occasion. Paul very much wanted to share himself with his boyfriend… but the thought of Casey being in the house with them—


  “Ding! Lunch is done!” Casey announced, wandering his way into the den. He held a small plate in either paw and balanced one on his head; each held a sandwich and a half-dozen carrot sticks. He offered one plate to Tanner, and then handed the second to Paul, finally retrieving his own plate from its place between his ears, and then took a seat on the far side of the sofa, providing Paul and Tanner a little extra space. “So, Tan—kick ass at class today?” the Dalmatian took a bite of sandwich, smiling as he chewed. Paul followed suit and started in on his own lunch.


  “As much as any Dog can when sitting and listening to a teacher talk for hours on end, yeah.” the German Shepherd replied, shifting Paul to a more comfortable position for both of them to eat. Tanner looked around, “The place looks cleaner… you guys do some straightening up while I was gone?”


  Casey’s tail beat against the back of the sofa, “Yeah… I did some dusting and Paul took care of the kitchen.” the Dalmatian’s tail picked up speed, “He also did a little photography too.” Paul choked on his sandwich at that.


  Tanner laughed and gave the human a half-hug, “This is the weekend, Paul; you’re not supposed to mess with cameras on the weekend.”


  “Yeah…” Paul nodded after clearing his throat, “I’ll remember that in the future. I’m sure it’ll cause less problems.”


  Lunch went well for the most part, as did the rest of the day. Tanner summarized his class that morning as a customer service training course more than anything else. It had been put on by one of the police Dogs in charge of negotiation. The class was entitled “Dealing With Difficult People”; the title made Paul laugh and Casey made a wisecrack about police negotiators being overqualified to teach it.


  The three hung around the condo for the afternoon, watched a movie, and, at one point, Paul had the two Dogs groaning in pain from a rapid-fire series of puns during a discussion on the marketing and advertisement industry. It was a light-hearted day and, despite all of the frustration and unease that came from having Casey as a roommate, Paul had to admit that he enjoyed himself. The two Dogs got along well and, unlike most cases when Paul ended up feeling like a third wheel they both did a good job of helping him avoid feeling like an outsider. It seemed strange to think of being left out in his own home, but the human had to remind himself that they knew one another far longer than either had known him.


  When evening approached, Paul began dinner while Tanner went off to study for some upcoming finals. Casey left to go to the gym with a promise that he’d be back before food was ready. True to his word, the Dalmatian returned right before Paul was ready to set the table dressed in jeans and a tank top. He was carrying a paper bag in either arm. Casey set them on the counter and interposed himself between them and Paul, “Back human! Back!”


  “I just want to see what you have.” Paul responded.


  Casey glanced over his shoulder at Paul, a sly grin on his muzzle, “Oh do you now?” the eyebrow wiggle combined with a wag from the Dalmatian was too much and the human blushed fiercely.


  “In the bags.” Paul quickly clarified.


  “After dinner.” the Dalmatian insisted. Back still to Paul, Casey took several items out of the bags and, carefully hiding them from view, slipped them into the fridge. Glancing over his shoulder again to make sure Paul wasn’t peeking, Casey moved the final whatever-it-was to the back of the counter, hiding it neatly with a collection of bread, bananas, and a cookie jar. “Hey Paul?”


  The human glanced back at the Dog, “Yeah?”


  “How come you have a cookie jar? You don’t even have any cookies in it.”


  “It was a gift from my mom.” Paul explained, getting several plates out.


  “Like that ‘decorative bowl thing’ you have near the hall?” the Dalmatian smirked.


  “Yes,” Paul responded, “that was from her too.”


  “I’m not really sure that kinda stuff belongs in a bachelor pad.” Casey offered.


  Paul shrugged, getting a set of oven mitts, “I don’t really pay attention to stereotypes… plus the bowl is great for holding keys and change and cellphones.” he pulled a roast out of the oven and got out a large carving knife.


  “Fair enough…” Casey shrugged, “but between that and your cooking and your carefully manicured appearance people might start talking.”


  Paul rolled his eyes. Casey smirked, strolling casually over to him until they stood almost shoulder-to-shoulder. Paul paused in his cutting of a roast, “What?” he asked the Dog.


  “Nothing.” Casey responded, leaning even closer, as if he was about to share a secret. Paul set the knife down and turned to look at the Dalmatian, who cocked his head to the side and bumped it against the human’s with a solid thock.


  The impact didn’t exactly hurt, but it was enough to surprise Paul, “Ow!” he said, more out of reflex than anything else, “What was that for?”


  “For being a good human.” Casey grinned, trotting away and out of the kitchen with the plates in his paw, tail wagging.


  Paul paused, rubbing his head, “I’d hate to see what you do to bad humans.”


  “Nah…” the Dog paused before he walked out of view, “I’m sure you’d love it.” he shot Paul a wink, leaving the human blushing profusely… again.


  Paul took a few more minutes to cut the roast, regaining his composure. He carried the cutting board out into the dining room; Tanner and Casey were already seated, chatting casually about—they fell silent when he came into the room. “Why do I suddenly feel like a bug under a magnifying glass?” he asked them. The two grinned like a pair of predators, but said nothing. The human set the meat tray down and moved quickly back into the kitchen feeling just a little uneasy. He knew that Tanner moments of evil inspiration and if Casey were added to the mix it could spell trouble.


  He returned with a bowl of salad in one hand and roast vegetables in the other. The two Dogs were seated quietly at the table, complete models of polite behavior; the situation left Paul even more ill-at-ease. “Is everything okay here?” the human asked, setting the bowls down before going to his chair. He paused, checking for a tack or whoopee cushion or anything else that would bring a laugh at his expense. Moments later he realized he wasn’t very subtle about it.


  “Everything’s fine here… what about with you?” Casey grinned, sitting sideways in his seat. The Dalmatian’s tail alternated between striking the table leg to the right and the back of his chair to the left.


  “Tan Paw?” Paul inquired, appraising his boyfriend.


  “Just peachy.” the German Shepherd answered, folding his paws atop his plate on the table, a veritable visage of saintly innocence.


  “Alright…” Paul slumped in his seat, “You two are going to have to be a little more forthcoming before I start having a conniption.”


  Casey snickered.


  “What?” Paul demanded.


  “Nothing… I just haven’t heard the word ‘conniption’ in a long time… and the last time I did it was from an old lady.” the Dalmatian suppressed a giggle.


  Paul let out a sigh and pushed his chair back, “I’m going to my room.” he put his napkin on his empty plate and stood up.


  “Paul… don’t.” Tanner requested, “Please.” The German Shepherd looked at him, ears drooping, “I’m sorry. Casey is too.”


  “Sorry, Paul.” the Dalmatian slumped in his seat, “We were just having fun.”


  “At my expense.” Paul stated, half-standing, half-seated, “Are you done?“Once both Dogs nodded Paul took his seat once again. “Alright…” he let out a breath, closing his eyes for a moment so he could regain his composure, “I’m sorry… I just don’t like not knowing why people are laughing at me.”


  “We weren’t laughing at you, Paul.” Tanner explained, “It was just going to be a surprise and when Casey gets excited it tends to spread.”


  “About what?” Paul inquired neutrally.


  “Well…” Casey noted, dipping lower in his seat, “I remember you mentioning that there were things you had back home that you couldn’t find out here…” when the Dalmatian sat back up he held a six pack of ginger ale in his paws.


  “Is that—?”


  “Vernors.” Casey nodded. He set the cans down on the table.


  “I didn’t think they had Vernors out here.” Paul admitted, unable to think of anything else he could say.


  “It’s the first time I’ve ever seen it.” Casey acknowledged, pulling one out of the six pack ring and sliding it to the human, “Someone back at the apartments said they knew where to find some. I figured ‘hell, why not?’ and went looking after I finished at the gym, and… well… there you go.” the Dalmatian’s tail hesitantly started wagging again, “Sorry about being so secretive… I just wanted it to be a surprise.”


  “Thanks.” Paul said quietly. It didn’t take long for him to feel like a heel. The human sat staring at the can in his hand, unable to look up at either of the Dogs. Nobody spoke up for several moments until Casey cut the silence.


  “I know it’s weird having a third person in the house. It doesn’t take a genius to see that everyone’s still a bit unsettled about it…” Casey took the serving fork from its place next to the meat and began serving a slice to everyone, “I know you two’ve made some sacrifices and I really do appreciate it. Paul… Tanner… thank you.”


  “You’re welcome, bud…” Tanner nodded, “You’d do the same for either of us.”


  “You have been a good roommate, Casey.” Paul finally spoke up, “None of us are perfect and I guess we still have a few little stumbling-blocks to overcome…” the human exchanged glances with Tanner, who wagged faintly at that… and things finally started to calm down.


  After the initial altercation dinner went well enough. About five minutes into eating Casey jumped up and ran into the kitchen, coming back with one of the items he had hidden: a bottle of wine and two glasses. “Tanner doesn’t like wine, you know.” he winked at Paul. The human thankfully accepted a glass and let Casey pour.


  “You know…” Paul commented as Casey filled up his glass, “I’ve heard about the wine country in California, but I don’t think I’ve had any wine from out here yet.”


  “If you like wine then you’ve been missing out.” the Dalmatian smirked and filled his own glass, “cheers.” he held it up to Paul who gave it a light clink with his own. Dinner continued on with pleasant chat and more than a few laughs. Paul didn’t realize how quickly the wine went until he asked Casey for yet another glass and the Dalmatian up-ended the bottle, resulting in only a single gulp of the drink coming out.


  Paul laughed at that, “Tanner said you liked your fair share of alcohol, but I didn’t think he was that serious.”


  Casey grinned, “I only had two glasses, you lush.”


  “Two?” Paul asked, “That must be a small bottle…” he giggled, “I only had two too.” he felt a warm, giddy flush flow across his face.


  “No…” Casey corrected, “you had four.”


  Paul paused at that, taking a moment to assess the Dog’s count. He knew he had one when they toasted, and he just finished one as well. He was just about to count off on his fingers when he suddenly realized that the Dog had refilled him more than that. “I musta lost count.” he chuckled, “Duh.” he snickered.


  “Paul?” Tanner asked, ears up, “Are you drunk?”


  “What?” Paul laughed, “No.” he scooted his chair back and stood up, pausing as the world suddenly felt like he was standing on a water bed, “Maybe.” he quickly added.


  “Wow…” Casey chuckled, “He’s a lightweight.” and the Dalmatian stood to help steady him.


  “No I’m not.” Paul waved the Dog away, “I just wasn’t ready for it.” He cleared his throat and reassessed his stance, “I’m really not drunk… just a little buzzed.” the human picked up his dishes and made his way into the kitchen. He moved slowly, taking a moment to assess his gait, nodding to himself as he reaffirmed that he truly wasn’t drunk.


  The two Dogs chuckled behind him, working to clear the table, “I hear you two!” he spoke over his shoulder. Paul smiled to himself, rolling his eyes at his earlier frustration. Casey was his friend and Tanner was his lover—they meant only the best for him. Casey had even found Vernors! Laughing at his own earlier uptight outburst, Paul accepted the remaining ginger ale cans from Casey and opened the refrigerator, then stopped as he came face to face with a card board six pack of beer.


  “Labatt’s?” he spoke up, looking at the blue-and-red label.


  “Yeah… found that too.” Casey noted from the sink, rinsing off the dishes before putting them into the dishwasher.


  “Do they sell Labatt’s out west?” the human inquired, still staring disbelievingly at the beer.


  “Nope.” Casey answered, “I drove all the way to Canada to get some.”


  “Really!?!” Paul asked, astounded.


  “No, you doofus.” Casey laughed, “Same place as I got the Vernors.”


  “Well… aren’t you resourceful.” Paul laughed, taking the six pack out and setting it on the table, “Hey Tanner! Come try one of these!”


  “No need to yell.” the German Shepherd replied, standing almost right next to Paul.


  Paul paused for a moment, glancing toward the dining room then to Tanner then to Casey then to Tanner again, “Wow, you’re fast.” he smirked and held out one of the beers to the Dog, “Here.”


  The three of them stood around the small kitchen table chatting about nothing-in-particular and drinking. Once they had each had one beer, and once Paul convinced Tanner to have a second, Casey took the remaining two away before Paul could have another himself. The human was going to object, but he realized that the Dalmatian was just looking out for him, “You know…” Paul commented, “I don’t usually have beer and two glasses of wine all in one night.


  “Four glasses.” Casey corrected.


  “Four glasses.” Paul confirmed.


  “And you’re drunk.” Tanner added.


  “Not really drunk… just a little drink.” Paul agreed.


  “But you’re finally looking relaxed.” Casey grinned.


  “Yeah…” Paul nodded, slowly making his way out of the kitchen, “It’s a wonder what alcohol can do for you, huh?“He went to lean back against the wall but, instead, found himself leaning against Tanner.


  “You alright, Paul?” Tanner asked, sliding his arms around the human. Paul smiled, leaning back against the German Shepherd’s shirtless chest.


  “Fine.” Paul nodded, pausing, “When did you take off your shirt?”


  “The same time Casey did.” the Dog commented.


  Paul blinked, looking back into the kitchen at Casey who was likewise shirtless. “When was that, exactly?”


  “Right after you said that Tan Paw had sexier abs.” Casey responded, casually strolling out of the kitchen toward the two of them.


  Paul felt himself blush, “Oh… I did say that, didn’t I?”


  “Personally, I like yours.” Tanner said from behind him. Paul felt his boyfriend’s whiskers tickle his cheek as the German Shepherd grinned. The human closed his eyes, letting out a faint breath in excitement as Tanner’s paws slipped under his shirt and began exploring his body. A second set of paws made Paul open them again.


  Casey was kneeling on the ground in front of him, fingers drawing up and down his thighs, “Oh… I see what you mean.” the Dalmatian said to Tanner, cold nose inching forward to touch Paul’s exposed belly, causing the human to squeal in the German Shepherd’s arms. Casey grinned, sitting down as his paws moved across Paul’s abdomen.


  “What are you doing down there?” Paul asked, having an idea what the answer would be. He felt Tanner’s hardened flesh through their jeans and the German Shepherd’s hot breath was coming quickly. He saw Casey’s tail swiping quickly from side to side just above the carpet and the Dalmatian’s paws went to Paul’s zipper.


  “Well… you asked earlier what I do to bad humans.” Casey murmured seductively. A shiver ran through Paul and he let out a moan as Tanner nibbled his neck. He could tell that the front of his lover’s pants were damp from anticipation and as the Dalmatian’s paws began to work inside his own jeans he couldn’t resist the thought that he wanted it just as—the ringing of Paul’s cell managed to cut through the mixture of alcohol and lust.


  “I… that…” Paul paused, quickly pulling back from Casey and pressing his butt against his lover’s hips. Tanner gasped at the stimulation and his grip loosened. “…phone.” Paul squirmed away from the two Dogs and stumbled toward his cell, wondering what he was thinking. Half of him wondered why he didn’t work to resist them right away and the other half wondering why in the hell he wasn’t going with it.


  “Hello?” Paul spoke into the phone with all the intensity of a drowning man taking his first gasp of air. He winced when the phone rang right next to his ear and then he remembered he had to open the phone first. “Hello?” he repeated.


  “Dakota—it’s Ray.” the retriever’s voice spoke up from the other end.


  “Ray?” Paul inquired, “Hi.” he wasn’t sure what else to say.


  “Get to a TV. Turn on channel 5.” Ray ordered, “I’ll wait.”


  “Why?” Paul chuckled, “Is there something—”


  “Just do it.” the retriever ordered, his voice gaining an authoritative tone.


  “Alright… alright…” he noted and glanced back to Tanner and Casey who were each right where he left them, their four eyes gazing intently at him, “It’s Ray.” he spoke, covering the ear-piece with his hand.


  “Are you drunk?” Ray asked. The question came out muted due to his hand.


  “Oh…” Paul paused, “It’s Saturday night, Ray… I… had a few drinks.”


  Ray sighed on the other end, “Alright… turn on the news. We’re all working tomorrow.”


  “Tomorrow’s sunday!” Paul objected, “We don’t work on Sunday.” The comment had a visible effect on Tanner and Casey, who both slumped to the ground in defeat.


  “Watch the news. It’ll make sense.” Ray said simply, “See you tomorrow.” click


  Mumbling to himself, Paul went over to the tv controller and flipped it on. He fumbled for a moment until he found the down arrow and changed the channels until he got to channel five, “It’s the evening news.” he announced to nobody in particular. He took a seat on the armrest of the couch and watched some sort of interview going on.


  “And what did they list as your cause of termination?” the interviewer questioned.


  The camera turned back to a figure covered in shadow, features hidden by the lack of light. The caption on the screen said JOHN with quotations, and he spoke with an artifically altered voice,“They listed ‘unprofessional conduct’, but they didn’t end up firing the other guy, just me.”


  “And why do you think that is?” the interviewer asked.


  ‘John’ responded without missing a beat, “Because the other guy’s a Dog.”


  “Are you suggesting that your termination from AHB Marketing was due to racial discrimination?” the interviewer inquired.


  “Hell yeah.” ‘John’ replied, “The whole situation was completely screwed up… this one guy and me, we were like hermanos… and he goes and does a bunch of stuff behind my back and when I confront him for it the Dogs there jump me and I’m the one getting fired. All this wouldn’t’a happened if he weren’t Leasher. AHB is practically run by the Perros and Paul Miller has a road to the top just because he’s good with em.”


  Paul was suddenly not too drunk to be free of stress.
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  You’ve Got Mail


  In all the time that Paul had been with AHB he had only worked a Sunday on one other occasion, and that had been the day before the first Mein Hund advertisement was due. Everything had been chaotic; people were running here-and-there. Normally calm and collected coworkers were rushing around, sometimes forgetting what it was they were after in such a hurry. Paul had promised himself that he was going to meet every deadline ahead of schedule so he’d never have to go through anything like that ever again—unfortunately, the second-ever Sunday was worse than the first… much, much worse.


  At first, Paul thought he must have somehow driven to the wrong commercial park but, upon double-checking, he realized that he was at the right place; the status of the parking lot was what threw him off. On any normal day about one third of the spots would have been full. Paul would have expected for the majority of the lot to be empty considering it being Sunday, but that was decidedly not the case. Everywhere Paul looked there were media vans, mobile satellite dishes, camera men, and numerous reporters that he recognized from various local TV station news broadcasts. The moment fingers started pointing at his car he knew that the day was going to get much more… interesting.


  It took Paul twenty minutes to get the 40 feet from his car to the front door of the office. The media converged on him like hungry piranha with words being shouted out at top volume. Lights blinded him, camera flashes strobed continuously, and microphones came out of nowhere to try and fight for the prime real estate closest to his mouth. And then, out of nowhere, a hand reached through the crowd and latched onto his shoulder with a powerful grip. Before Paul knew it, he was hauled through the front doors of the office by Ben. The tall, black man then moved the poor, startled photographer further inside. With a firm, no-nonsense tone Ben said quite clearly, “There will be no comments at this time.” and closed the door.


  It took Paul a few moments to steady his breathing, and a few seconds more to realize that Ben was addressing him, “Huh?” he asked.


  “I said, ‘are you alright?’” Ben repeated.


  Paul took a moment to check himself over as if looking for some kind of wound and then, still bleary, nodded, “Yeah… I think so.”


  “Good. Mr. Aimes is waiting for you in his office.” Ben noted and, with nothing more to be said, the big, black man walked off down the hall to the right toward the central offices, leaving Paul alone to gaze leftward toward the executive hall. Swallowing a developing knot in his throat, Paul took a breath and proceeded toward his apparent meeting with one of the business owners.


  The young man came to a stop, facing the oak door with the brass name plate with the clearly stylized “Chris Aimes, Operating Partner” imprinted on it. Taking another deep breath, Paul spoke quietly to himself, “Alright… this can’t be that big of a deal… just say hello to Mr. Aimes, see what’s up, and don’t freak out.”


  “Are these self-directed pep-talks normal for you, Paul?” Mr. Aimes’ voice came from behind him. rotating around slowly, Paul came face-to-face with Chris Aimes, who stood just outside of the men’s restroom, door slowly swinging closed behind him. The owner’s expression was unreadable.


  “Just when I’m really really in need of them… uh… sir.” Paul responded.


  “Come with me into my office, Mr. Miller… we need to talk for a little while.” the executive stated, moving past Paul to open the door to the office. Paul had seen the room once or twice, but it never seemed quite so imposing. Three black leather chairs were situated around a large, executive style cherry wood desk—one behind it and two in front of it. Chris Aimes moved to take the single chair and, once seated, motioned for Paul to sit, “Either one is fine.” he added verbally.


  Paul took a seat in the left chair, hoping that, if it were a test that he made the right decision. Mr. Aimes’ face was unreadable, and Paul kept wondering if he had chosen wisely. He fidgeted, eyes glancing all around the office at absolutely anything and everything that wasn’t Chris Aimes. He looked at the paintings, a potted plant, the flat-screen of the owner’s computer—


  “I assume you know why we’re here?” Mr. Aimes questioned.


  “Isn’t that a question man has been asking since we first began to philosophize?” Paul spoke before he could make himself stop.


  Mr. Aimes smiled… but only for a half-second—then it was gone. “Why the management and senior employees are working today, Mr Miller.” he clarified. Paul shrugged in response. His boss reached out onto the desk and picked up a sleek, black remote, and pointed it at the flat screen TV hung on the middle of the office wall. Once on, the television showed camera feed of the front of AHB, complete with the mob of reporters and press still waiting at the front door.


  “Oh…” Paul nodded, “There is that.”


  “Yes…” Mr. Aimes nodded, “That.”


  “Mr. Aimes… I—” Paul began, but was cut-off.


  “Now, Paul… you know it’s against HR guidelines for any employee to be singled out for any number of reasons. I don’t care what you do, how you do it, or with whom you do what you do however you do it—” Mr. Aimes paused for a moment, which was a good thing, because Paul’s head was starting to spin thanks to the rapid-fire usage of pronouns and verbs. “So I am not going to ask anything of you, that you speak up on your own behalf, or really say much of anything about the topic.”


  “The news—” Paul started to speak but Mr. Aimes held up a hand for him to stop.


  “The news tends to pick up on stories and sensationalize them, Paul.” his boss stated neutrally. Mr. Aimes leaned back in his chair, resting his hands behind his head, “As long as they keep their cameras pointed at the front of the building then we get free publicity.”


  “Mr. Aimes…” Paul began, barely listening, “I don’t know why they said—” and he paused half-way in his sentence when his boss’ comment registered; did Mr. Aimes want the media there. “What?” he asked, using the single word for clarification.


  “Paul…” Mr Aimes sat up again, tenting his fingers together as he rested his elbows on the desk, “Like I said; I don’t care whether what the media says is true or not—if you can do your job then you’re a good employee. Your job has been and always will be to make AHB Marketing get noticed. Whether you do that by your exemplary work with a camera, your skill with handling the ornery talent, or by keeping the media interested in what we’re up to, frankly, I don’t give a damn.”


  At first, Paul thought he was being let off the hook over the media issue. As Mr. Aimes continued his monologue, however, those hopes began to be torn apart. The young man was hesitant to ask, but did so anyway, “But… what the media says—”


  “It doesn’t matter what the media says, Paul.” Mr. Aimes noted, “Eventually they’ll move on to something else and everything will go back to the way it was… the only difference is how long we’re on the news because the longer that happens the more free publicity we get.”


  The strange, pragmatic approach his employer was taking to the event was both reassuring and infuriating at once. On one hand, Mr. Aimes made it apparently quite clear that Paul wasn’t going to be losing his job but, on the other hand, Paul had a very uncomfortable feeling that he wouldn’t like where the discussion was going, “Then…” he took a half-breath, afraid of the answer, “what do you want from me?”


  Mr. Aimes took that opportunity to unmute the television, catching Paul’s attention, “—but local contacts remain skeptical due to the lack of information. Paul Miller has been unavailable for comment and representatives at AHB Marketing have refused to comment on the matter citing a confidentiality policy as far as personal information of their employees.”


  Paul glanced to Mr. Aimes then back to the television, “Earlier today, however, Mr. Chris Aimes, senior operating partner for the firm provided this station with the email address for Paul Miller, informing us that he would be provided time on the clock to answer any questions he felt comfortable addressing. We received footage earlier today of—”


  The executive hit the mute button again. The mute button, however did nothing to hide Paul’s work email address where it appeared at the bottom of the screen. In over two decades Paul had never felt the simultaneous inclination to both faint and vomit at once—after having suffered through it, he wished fondly that he could have gone his whole life without having felt it. Sadly, he figured he’d feel it a lot more often before the day was out.


  “Thank you for your time, Paul… now, if you like, your desk is waiting for you and I’m told that some of your coworkers have already turned on your computer.” Mr. Aimes’s cell phone started buzzing on the desk. Reaching for it, Paul’s boss noted quite clearly, “Just remember that you have a right to non-disclosure involving any questions they ask that might make you feel uncomfortable.” the executive noted in an almost monotone, by-the-books voice. “Hello, Chris Aimes.” he noted, speaking into his cell, “Hold on.” he added quickly, turning back to Paul as the young man stood up, “One more thing, Paul…”


  “Yes, Sir?” Paul asked, feeling a little dizzy.


  “Please try to respond to any questions via emails in a neutral manner… you know… either ‘no comment’, or no definitive answer—people are going to think what they want to regardless of your answer.” Mr. Aimes offered.


  “Yeah… thanks.” Paul noted, numbly picking his way out of the office. It was going to be a long day. Walking down the hallway back to the general work area, Paul wondered why Mateo had chosen to spread the rumors about him. Did he know, or was it just a random bit of slander that just happened to hold a shred of truth? Paul didn’t know, but he realized he’d have to save the conjecture for another time—Ben, Candy, Miranda, and Ray were all waiting at Paul’s cubicle.


  “He’s a fucking prick, Dakota… a real asshole.” Miranda spoke up before anybody else could. Paul nodded quietly at her rant.


  “I always thought he was a nice guy, but, then, I’m not always the best at reading someone’s character.” Candy offered, her tail wagging reassuringly. She pulled Paul’s chair out for him and he took a seat.


  “Thanks.” he offered. It was hard for him to believe, but it wasn’t even ten o clock yet and he was already exhausted, “he just… kinda flipped.” Paul explained.


  “You can say that again…” Candy nodded, “anybody who would do something like that really doesn’t deserve to be your friend, Dakota.” she patted him on the shoulder and leaned down to nose his cheek, “Don’t worry, sweety… it’ll all blow over soon enough.”


  “Might want to nix the PDA, Candy,” Miranda bristled slightly, “Paul doesn’t really need anyone thinking he really is into Dogs.”


  “Miranda, that isn’t helping.” Ray stated with a scowl.


  “Well neither is rubbing her nose all over his face.” Miranda countered.


  “Enough. Everyone.” Ben spoke up, his voice booming in the enclosed space, commanding enough that it made several people elsewhere in the room sit up and take notice, “If you’re here to support Paul then do it—if you’re here to gawk then clear out—we’re working, remember?”


  “Don’t worry, Dakota… everything’ll be fine.” Miranda noted, patting his shoulder, “Just answer a few emails—go for the easy ones.” she looked around at the other people present, the cubicle more-than-cramped due to the audience, “We should all give him some space.” she suggested, then glanced back at him, “I’ll be over at my desk if you need anything, alright, Dakota?”


  “Yeah…” he nodded, letting out a deep sigh, “…thanks.”


  Miranda ushered everyone out of the cubicle, pausing at the doorway, “You know, Paul…”


  “Hmm?” he looked up. He didn’t miss that she switched from his nickname back to his real name once they were alone.


  “One of the easiest ways to get past these nasty rumors would probably be to stop hiding away from everyone and everything…”


  “Not sure I want to walk out onto a feeding frenzy of reporters, thanks.” Paul noted dismissively.


  “No,” Miranda laughed, “we should go out sometime this week…” she offered, “you know… just as friends.” was added quickly, “The media just needs to grab a few pictures of you together with a human lady and they’ll forget all of this in no time.”


  Paul nodded numbly, not liking the way the direction the discussion was headed, “Right… thanks, Miranda.”


  She smiled back, “Anytime… Dakota.” Miranda winked, and then disappeared from his sight. Letting out a deep breath of relief, Paul looked back to his computer, logged in, and clicked on the mail icon—he almost choked when he saw 218 NEW MESSAGES.


  Scrolling through the enormous list, Paul saw everything from religious condemnation to solicitations from interested parties. He saw numerous posts with email addresses from TV stations and newspapers as well one or two political bodies—but the majority of them looked like they were emails from ‘John Q Anybody’. Paul laughed to himself as that name went through his mind; it was a generic name his dad had always used when describing nobody-specific. His heart almost froze in his chest when he suddenly wondered if any of the coverage was transmitted to sister-stations back in his own state.


  “Hey.” the mellow, calming voice pulled Paul out of his sudden shock. Ray knelt down next to Paul, holding out a can of Mountain Dew, “If I remember right, you don’t like coffee.”


  “Thanks, Ray.” the young man replied, accepting the soda, “Yeah… smells great but the taste kills me.” he let out a sigh, setting the can on the desk beside his keyboard.


  “Takes some getting used to.” the golden retriever smiled.


  “Dulling my taste buds to it isn’t high on my priority list, I guess.” the young man noted with a casual shrug. He sighed.


  “I’d ask if everything was okay, but I’d be afraid of the answer.” the retriever offered, rose once again before seating himself on a clear portion of desk.


  “There’s over two hundred emails here.” Paul motioned to the computer.


  “Hit refresh.” Ray noted, pointing at an icon along the top. Paul complied.


  “I mean almost three hundred.” the human lamented, screen now reading 286 NEW MESSAGES.


  “Just come up with a system, Dakota.” Ray offered.


  “That’s almost three hundred people contacting me over some fabricated story Mateo made up… what kind of system could there be for handling something like this?” Paul questioned, somehow managing to keep the sheer horror he felt in the situation out of his voice.


  “Well… what about that one?” Ray asked, pointing to a message indicating fire and brimstone.


  “I don’t even think I want to open it.” Paul replied with a sigh.


  “Then delete it.” Ray countered.


  Paul was about to object, but instead found himself doing just that.


  “Good.” Ray nodded, “Now go ahead and clear out the rest of the box the same way.” he took a swig from his coffee, “And drink your Dew, Dakota… I have a feeling you’ll probably need it today.” he chuckled, tail beating an encouraging drum solo in the desk.


  “You haven’t ever had to deal with anything like this, have you, Ray?” Paul asked. If he could only find someone who had to go through even a portion of what he was facing he knew it would make him feel better.


  “I did some photography in the early 90s while I was in Desert Storm… got a huge amount of public backlash.” the Dog responded, “Why?”


  “Just hoping someone else out there shared my misery at some point.” the human offered a weak smile.


  “Well, I’m showing you a system I found to work, aren’t I?” Ray grinned.


  Paul almost managed to smile as he went through the rest of his in box. “Alright… that was almost 40 emails.” he announced, and refreshed the computer. 253 NEW MESSAGES. Paul wanted to cry. “This isn’t working…”


  “You’re making progress.” Ray countered optimistically, “Just keep going.” he noted, leaning forward to brush his paw across Paul’s hand, taking the mouse from him, “So… what about these?” he inquired, highlighting several emails from TV stations, “How about it, Dakota: feel like answering a ton of media questions?”


  “To be honest?” Paul inquired, “Hell no.”


  Ray nodded and, with a chuckle, cleared out more of the email, “Alright… that’s almost a hundred deleted right there.” The Dog clicked the refresh button 171 NEW MESSAGES. “See? Progress… and it looks like they’re slowing down too.”


  Paul had to admit that Ray did seem to be doing well with the system, “So… do you want to do this for me?” he offered a sheepish grin.


  “Nah… sorry, Dakota, but I have my own work today.” Ray responded.


  “I thought everyone was here to support me, or something.” Paul countered.


  Ray smirked, “Getting a little full of yourself, are we?” the Dog grinned, “Nah… Mein Hund bought some TV air time for marketing and now Eizenzahn wants us to prep some commercials for him.”


  “Really?” Paul inquired, “They aren’t even in America but they’re still moving forward?”


  “Apparently so.” the Dog confirmed.


  “Wow…” Paul sighed, “I bet Aimes and Burke are loving that.”


  “Not really… Mr Howe is the one that secured the contract… showed em both up.” Ray laughed.


  “I thought he was just a silent partner.” Paul pressed, thankful to have finally hit on a topic that had nothing to do with him.


  “He is, for the most part… but he was the one who got the Mein Hund contract in the first place. You can believe anything you want, but if you ask me, I’d say that Mr Howe is the one who has the most business sense outta all three of em.” Ray winked.


  “How come I didn’t hear about it?” Paul asked, “I thought Eizenzahn wanted me to head most of their projects.”


  “well… from what I gather,” Ray offered in a casual manner, “I think he heard that you were a little busy with a special project of your own.” the comment made Paul blush fiercely, “But enough of that—you’re letting yourself be distracted from your job.”


  Paul sighed, “Couldn’t you just hang out for another… I don’t know… eight hours or so?”


  Ray laughed, “Nice try, Dakota… but we all have things we gotta do. If it’s any consolation, I don’t envy you.” the retriever leaned forward and touched his nose to Paul’s forehead, “I’ll check back on ya in a bit, okay?”


  Paul reached up and pressed his fingers against the front of Ray’s shirt, pausing as he felt the tell-tale presence of a set of tags hiding beneath the cloth. Ray smiled, tail beating softly against the desk and Paul felt himself blush, “Alright…” he pulled his fingers back, “Thanks, Ray.”


  “No problem, Dakota… you’re a good guy—I’m sure you’ll do just fine.” and, with that, Paul was on his own.


  With no further hope for help or reprieve, the young man looked back once again to the computer and got to work with his system of email management. Thanks to Ray’s suggestion, Paul was able to weed out all of the ‘undesirable’ emails. Aggressively pruning his in box, Paul managed to somehow clear out all except about two dozen emails based on tag line and email address alone. Faced with no further way of trashing the messages, Paul finally bit the bullet and, reluctantly, opened his first one.


  DEAR PAUL,


  I HAD ALWAYS WANDERED, WHAT IS IT A LEASHER WANTS FROM THEIR BURB DOG. I HAVE HEARD MANY STORIES AND WANT SOME CLARIFICATION. ARE THEY INTERESTED IN SEX, COMPANIONSHIP, SOMEONE TO TALK TO, OR JUST A PET? IS IT OKAY TO NOT CARE WHETHER I’M A BURB DOG FOR A MALE OR FEMALE HUMAN? I DON’T REALLY KNOW WHERE I’M SUPPOSED TO GO WITH QUESTIONS LIKE THESE.


  IF YOU COULD PLEASE INFORM ME ON A FEW OF THESE THINGS, IT WOULD BE MUCH APPRECIATED.


  YOURS FAITHFULLY


  THAT PITCH BLACK LABRADOR,

  DASHAWN DARK SHADOW


  Out of all of the things that an email could contain, Paul had never expected it to be such mundane questions. The consideration of topic aside, the Dog that sent the email was just looking for advice. The simplicity and straight-forward interaction caught Paul completely by surprise. He stared at the email for over a minute and reread it twice. They were questions… just questions.


  Paul had no idea why the Dog expected him to be a master on the topic or have all of the answers, but there it was. At first, Paul wanted to delete the letter along with the rest of them but, for some reason he couldn’t explain, the young man found himself pressing the REPLY button. Cracking his knuckles, he composed a response.


  DASHAWN,


  I DON’T KNOW IF I’M QUALIFIED TO ANSWER THESE KINDS OF QUESTIONS, BUT IT LOOKS LIKE THEY’RE BOTHERING YOU, SO I’LL TRY.


  YOU SHOULDN’T TRY SO HARD TO FIT INTO ANY KIND OF GROUP. BE YOURSELF AND LOOK FOR WHAT MAKES YOU HAPPY. IF YOU STAY TRUE TO YOURSELF THEN IT’LL HELP THE RIGHT PERSON FIND YOU BECAUSE THEY’LL SEE YOU FOR WHO YOU ARE. IF BEING A BURB DOG MAKES YOU HAPPY THEN LOOK FOR THE RIGHT KIND OF PERSON TO BE YOUR LEASHER. ONLY YOU CAN DECIDE WHAT’S RIGHT FOR YOU.


  SINCERELY,

  PAUL


  Sitting back, Paul read what he wrote. He thought it sounded kind of canned and a bit sappy, but he didn’t really know what else to do. With no other options, he hit SEND. Letting out a deep breath, Paul clicked on the next one.


  TO PAUL,


  MY NAME IS HAY BAIL BUT I GO BY BAILEY. I WORK AT HARRISON PACIFIC, THE I. T. COMPANY THAT AHB CONTRACTS WITH. I’VE SEEN SEVERL OF THE ADVERTS YOU WORKED ON AND I WAS WONDERING IF YOU KNEW ANY LEASHERS WHO MIGHT BE INTERESTED WITH A SLIGHT INEXPERIENCED DOG. I’M THILL NEW TO THE WHOLE THING AND WAS WONDERING IF YOU KNEW ANY LEASHERS WHO WERE LOOKING.


  SINCEARLY, BAILEY HAY BAIL.


  Paul took a few moments to examine the email… It seemed genuine enough considering the typographical errors—he made enough of them himself on most occasions. He got a little squeamish however when he considered being a go-between for Leashers and Burb Dogs. Paul had enough trouble finding matching socks, let alone finding someone a compatible significant-other. His first inclination was to pass on answering but, compelled to respond in some way, Paul started composed a reply.


  HAY BAIL,


  I DON’T MAKE IT A POINT TO PLAY MATCH-MAKER AND I DON’T PRETEND TO KNOW ALL OF THE INS-AND-OUTS OF RELATIONSHIPS. GENERALLY I’D SUGGEST TAKING ANY RELATIONSHIP SLOW AND DON’T LET ANYONE DICTATE WHAT YOU SHOULD OR SHOULDN’T DO UNTIL OR UNLESS YOU’RE READY. IT’S OKAY TO BE NEW AT SOMETHING BECAUSE EVERYONE HAS TO START SOMEWHERE.


  GOOD LUCK,

  PAUL


  Paul looked at the email and quickly revised it; the whole thing sounded too much like discussing sex with a teenager. He quickly revised it to denote that inexperience was something everyone dealt with at some time and that if it was a big concern he should probably find someone with patience who was willing to accommodate that. Feeling squeamish, Paul quickly hit the SEND button and moved on.


  The next email gave Paul an even bigger pause for thought.


  DEAR PAUL,


  I FEEL A LITTLE AKWARD ABOUT WRITING TO SOME ONE I DON’T KNOW ON THIS SUBJUECT, ALONG WITH A LITTLE HESITANT. I HAVE JUST STARTED GETTING INTO THE BURB DOG SEEN. ONE OF MY FRIENDS KINDA TUNED ME INTO IT, AND STILL NEW TO IT AND TRYING TO FIGURE IT OUT. SOME HOW YOUR NAME CAME UP IN THE CONVERSATION TODAY… YOU KNOW, ALL THE NEWS STUFF AND EVERYTHING.


  SO I GUESS I WANTED TO KNOW WHAT YOU LOOK FOR IN A BURB DOG. SHOULD A BURB DOG ACT LIKE A HOUSE DOG, OR IS IT SOMETHING ELSE? PLEASE DON’T TAKE THIS AS ME ASKING YOU TO BE MY LEASHER. I KNOW IT MAY SEEM LIKE IT. I’M NOT REALLY SURE WHO TO TALK TO ABOUT IT, SO SINCE THEY PUT YOUR EMAIL ON THE TV I FIGURED I COULD AT LEAST TRY AND SEE IF THERE’S SOMEONE I CAN ASK.


  SINCERELY,

  FRANK, ONE HUNDRED FRANCS


  Paul sat back in his chair and slumped. At first he was tempted to respond with a very straight-forward “I’m not a Leasher so I have no freaking idea.”, but the “pep talk” from Mr Aimes weighed heavily on his mind. The young man thought about just deleting the email because that would be easy enough too. He mulled his options over in his mind for several minutes as he tried to compose something that would avoid any negative results; it was not easy. In the end, he did manage to come up with something.


  ONE HUNDRED FRANCS,


  REGARDLESS OF WHETHER I’M LOOKING FOR A BURB DOG OR A NEW REFRIGERATOR, WHAT I LOOK FOR DOESN’T MEAN THAT IT’S SOMETHING EVERYONE WANTS. I WOULD IMAGINE THAT IF I WERE LOOKING FOR A RELATIONSHIP WITH SOMEONE IT’D BE EASIER IF I KNEW WHAT I WAS LOOKING FOR INSTEAD OF WHAT THEY WERE LOOKING FOR. IF YOU ARE REALLY TRYING TO FIND A LEASHER THEN YOU SHOULD CONSIDER THE KIND OF LEASHER YOU WANT. IT DOESN’T MAKE SENSE TRYING TO BE SOMETHING SOMEONE ELSE IS LOOKING FOR UNTIL YOU KNOW WHAT IT IS YOU’RE LOOKING FOR.


  I HOPE THAT HELPS,

  PAUL


  Leaning forward, Paul looked over his short response once… then a second time… then a third time. For a few moments he wondered if he had actually written it; the whole response almost seemed like some psychobabble from a relationship self-help book. Despite his critical review of it, he realized something: it was an answer and, surprisingly, as far as he could tell, not an entirely bad one.


  As he hit the SEND button he wondered if he was actually helping people or if it was in his own mind. In the end, he had to decide it was the second and hoped that it was making a difference—if so, at least someone could benefit from the chaos in his life. Letting out an even, dedicated breath, he dove right back into it.


  It took Paul literally hours to go through his email box. He refreshed every so often, adding even more to his workload. After sifting through the numerous emails, deleting most and setting the rest aside, Paul slumped in his chair; “Good God! Do these emails never end?!?”


  “You could just delete them all.” Miranda spoke up from over the cubicle wall. Paul glanced to her, seeing her peeking over it and down at him, “I mean… not answering comes across as mysterious, and that’s all Mr Aimes wants from you, right?”


  “Huh?” Paul inquired.


  “He wants you to create more news.” she answered, “No comment is a great way to get a response from the media.”


  “A lot of the people emailing me aren’t from the media.” Paul countered, motioning to his computer, “A lot of em are just regular people looking for information.”


  Miranda laughed, “Information?” she shook her head, “Poor hopeless people… if they go to you it’s just like the blind leading the blind.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” Paul challenged her, the comment having struck a chord.


  Miranda stopped laughing, “I just meant that people are coming to you for advice on Burb Dog stuff, Dakota… I didn’t mean—”


  “They’re asking about life and relationships, not just Burb Dog stuff.” Paul countered, “I think that’s pretty much the same for anyone whether they’re Burb Dogs or Leashers, or whatever.”


  “And what do you mean by that?” she asked with a smirk, “That being a Burb Dog or a Leasher is normal?”


  “Trying to find someone with the same interests and attitude… someone who’s compassionate and compatible with your dreams and desires.” Paul corrected, “It might not be ‘main stream’ but if you put that aside they’re still just people looking for someone who ‘gets them’.” His comments came to an immediate end when he saw the curious look on his coworker’s face. He felt his cheeks starting to flush in embarrassment… but, he realized, it was also from a little bit of indignation.


  “You’re a lot more open minded than I am then, I guess, Dakota.” Miranda shrugged, “I think Dogs who wear collars and people who walk Dogs around on leashes have a few screws loose upstairs.”


  “So what are you here for today?” Paul asked, a little more pointedly than he had planned, “Are you supposed to be helping with the Mein Hund thing, or what?”


  Miranda chuckled, “No… actually I’m here to support you.”


  “Well right now you’re distracting me, and that’s not helping.” Paul answered, pausing for a half second to wince at the ire that came out in his voice, “So if you want to support me, the best thing you can do is to support me from across the room.”


  “Alright… alright…” Miranda noted, head disappearing behind the cubicle wall again, “you’re under a lot of stress—I can respect that.”


  Paul let out a deep sigh thinking to himself, Miranda, you have no idea. and he returned to his computer.


  It was already dark by the time Mr. Aimes came through the offices to tell everyone to go home. Paul had responded to over one hundred emails including but not limited to relationship advice, general questions, specific questions, how-tos (a topic that Paul did his best to dance around), and even a few job offers. A web master asked him to assist with a photo essay for his website, a private contributor to a Burb-Dog magazine asked if he was looking for freelance work, and even someone who identified himself as ‘a fellow Leasher’ was looking for a second opinion on why his Burb Dog acted the way he did.


  For the most part, Paul made it through the majority of the emails without any intense bouts of blushing or embarrassment but, then again, the moment he identified emails that included topics of that sort he was lightning-quick with his mouse and the TRASH button. Logging off his computer, Paul shut the machine down and turned off his desk light. Letting out an exhausted sigh, the young man made his way out of his cubicle and toward the hall leading out of the building; Ben and Candy were there to stop him.


  “Where are you going?” Ben asked.


  “Home.” Paul replied simply.


  “You really don’t want to go out the front door, Dakota.” Candy explained.


  “Why would I want—” the words got stuck in Paul’s mouth, “They’re still there?!” he blurted. Both of his coworkers nodded affirmative.


  “Head out the back door.” Ben pointed, “Ray has your keys and he’s bringing your car around.”


  Paul checked his pockets, remembering suddenly that he had taken the keys out and set them on his desk. The retriever had stopped by his cubicle and borrowed them for something—the event was mostly a non-issue for Paul because he was trying to finish his emails. “You guys are great.” he offered a weary smile.


  “Save it for when you get home.” Ben stated flatly.


  True to the plan, Ray pulled right up to the back door for him. Ray got out of the car, leaving the engine running while Paul slipped past him and got in. With little more than a ‘Goodnight—see you tomorrow,’ Paul was heading out of the parking lot and on his way home. The trip, though uneventful, felt like it took forever. Waiting at a red light, Paul made the mistake of turning on the radio. After about six minutes, Paul’s name came up and he quickly switched it off with a groan; he was pretty sure that he hadn’t heard the last of the media.


  Driving up to his condo, Paul cursed his prophetic sense. A number of media sources had filled up all available space in front of his home… some even brought tents; the young man had never realized how literal a term “camping out” was to some reporters. Making a split-second decision, Paul quickly pulled up alongside the curb and turned off the car. He knew of a back entrance to the condominium grounds and he silently prayed that nobody had it staked out. He was just about to get out of his vehicle when his cell phone buzzed, startling him.


  “Hello?” Paul answered.


  “Good evening. Is this Paul Miller?” an unidentifiable voice spoke up.


  Paul pulled the phone away from his ear and looked at the caller ID. The number wasn’t listed, but it was from New York—he hoped it was safe. “Yes. That’s me.”


  “Hello, Paul. My name is Zachary Carpenter. I’m a production assistant at Walter Media Group.”


  Paul sighed and quickly disconnected, “How in the hell…?” he lamented. The phone buzzed again but he quickly pressed the button to send it to voice mail, “i can’t believe this…” he murmured to himself, and got out of the car. Locking it, Paul hiked across two yards and through a row of arbor vitae, cursing silently when he encountered a spiderweb. The human did a quick I-have-a-spiderweb-on-me dance, and paused, taking a moment survey the scene. He was at the back entrance to the condo complex and he didn’t see a single member of the media.


  “Thank god.” he whispered, finally glad that he could catch a lucky break. Running from cover of one building to another, Paul got to the back side to his condo and quickly unlocked the door, slipping inside before closing and locking it again. Tanner looked up from his spot in the dining room, a laptop on the table in front of him.


  “Paul!” he stood up and the two moved to embrace one another. Tanner slowly pushed him to arm’s length, looking him up and down, “Damn… I figured they were going to tear you apart from the way they were acting out there.”


  “Hence the back door.” Paul replied calmly, thumbing toward the back entrance. He walked to the hallway and deposited his keys and newly-buzzing phone in the usual bowl; he didn’t bother looking at the cell.


  Tanner followed him, pausing and cocked his head to the side, “You’re taking this well.”


  Paul shrugged, “I’ve been dealing with it all day… after awhile it just kinda becomes background noise.”


  “That sounds like an improvement…” Tanner shrugged, “Sorta.”


  “Yeah…” Paul nodded, too exhausted to care, “at least until the next bomb drops.”


  “You think there are going to be more bombs, huh?” Tanner asked.


  “This is my life, Tanner… there are always more bombs.” Paul sighed. Walking over to the sofa he flopped down onto it. The German Shepherd joined him, lifting the human’s torso up so he could sit down, and then lowered Paul down, resting the young man’s back against his thighs.


  Paul closed his eyes, focusing on his breathing, and the feel of Tanner’s paws softly caressing his head. Neither spoke for many long minutes until, at long last, Paul opened his eyes again and looked up into the caring brown eyes of his lover gazing down at him, “Thank you.” he said softly.


  Tanner smiled gently, “For what?” he asked, ears perking.


  “Just for being here.” Paul noted.


  “Hey…” Tanner replied with a warm smile, “there’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”


  “And nowhere else you could go without having to brave the media.” Paul chuckled softly, then paused, half-sitting up as he looked around, “Where’s Casey?”


  “In his room.” Tanner responded, “Relax.” the Dog eased him back down. Paul took a deep breath and did as was requested, laying across Tanner’s lap. He yawned, kicking off his shoes as his lover continued to caress his head. Everything seemed right when he was with Tanner. Anything going on in the world seemed like it could easily have been miles away for all he cared. There was something about the Dog that made him know that whatever happened he would still have Tanner, and, with that thought, Paul drifted off to sleep in Tanner’s lap.
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  No More Excuses


  Four days of evading the media had begun to take its toll. Even with the support of his coworkers during the day and Tanner at night, Paul had trouble sleeping, and even more trouble going through the motions of the day. The emails kept coming in, albeit, at a slower pace. It was Wednesday, at least, he was pretty sure it was Wednesday, and he sat staring at the latest batch of emails blankly. Paul wasn’t sure how long he gazed numbly at the screen, but he didn’t stop until there was a courteous “ahem” at the entrance to his cubicle.


  “Good afternoon, Mr Miller.” TeeSee greeted him casually.


  “Oh… uh… hi.” Paul responded, then did a double-take, “Afternoon?”


  “One thirty… yep.” the husky nodded, “That counts as afternoon last time I checked.”


  “I missed lunch…” Paul explained, “…again.”


  “Sounds like they have you running.” the Dog nodded, leaning against the cubicle wall, “Big project?”


  “Heh…” Paul offered a single blurted chuckle, spirit hardly in it, “yeah… what with the whole news thing and all.” and he froze, slowly raising his eyes to meet the husky’s gaze, “Wait…”


  “Hmm?” TeeSee replied, “What?”


  “You’re not…” Paul shook his head, “Never mind… I’m just getting jumpy. The whole news thing and all.”


  TeeSee nodded sympathetically, “Having my personal life on the news wouldn’t really appeal to me either.”


  “But it’s a lie!” Paul countered, raising his voice as he started to rise from his chair. He stopped mid-standing and slowly lowered himself back down, “…sorry.” he spoke, looking to the floor.


  “It’s okay… I understand.” the tech replied. He moved just inside the cubicle and he lowered his voice, “I’ve met some Leashers before, and they’re okay people… met some Burb Dogs too. I don’t judge people based on stuff like that, but I know I’d probably flip my lid if someone went on the air and said I was a Burb Dog… so don’t beat yourself up about it.”


  Paul paused for a moment to digest what the husky had said. There were numerous times when the human had been tearing himself up inside fighting with inner demons about why he was so angry about being called a Leasher. He knew there wasn’t anything wrong with being one, not that he was one… but the thought of someone trying to push him into a group or sectionalize him… and that was it—TeeSee had given his feelings credence. “Hmm…” Paul finally spoke up, “I think you’d probably handle being in my shoes better than me.”


  TeeSee laughed, but it wasn’t a reproachful one; Paul could tell that the Dog was laughing at what he said and not him personally. “You couldn’t pay me enough, Mr Miller… but I certainly respect you for taking it so well.”


  “Taking it well?” Paul asked, almost laughing himself, “If you think this is ‘taking it well’ I’d hate to hear what you think would be ‘taking it poorly’.” both of them shared a laugh. As things fell quiet between them, Paul glanced back to his computer screen, then to the tech, “So… why’d you stop by? Not to tell me I’m a personal hero of yours or something, is it?” he offered with an attempt at humor.


  TeeSee wagged supportively, “Well… you are, but no… I’m trying to restrain my ‘inner fan boy’ at being in the presence of such a celebrity because I’m on the clock.” the husky smiled, “I just had to check on something.”


  “Go ahead.” Paul nodded.


  The husky pulled out a clipboard, and glanced at it, “Do you know a Dog by the name of Tan Paw Jr?”


  Paul fell out of his seat in response; it was going to be another long day.


  * * * * *


  “And he asked me for a reference.” Paul explained, sitting in the break room with Tanner on the phone.


  “Really?” his boyfriend asked. Paul could tell by his voice that he was wagging.


  “Yeah…” the human nodded, though he knew Tanner wouldn’t be able to see it, “I told him you were lazy and prone to acts of kleptomania.”


  “Did you now?” he could hear the smile in the Dog’s tone.


  “Mmm-hmm… he said that you sounded like just the kind of intern they were looking for and that you’d make a great patsy for the upcoming white-collar crime spree they had planned.” Paul actually managed a smile at the silly humor of it.


  “As long as they give me a cut, I guess I could do that.” Tanner responded, “of course, you’d have to promise you’d wait for me to get out of jail…”


  “To heck with that!” Paul answered with a laugh, “The moment you get locked up I’m heading out and hitting the clubs to look for—” the words got stuck in his mouth as Miranda entered the lunch room, “Gotta go.” Paul added quickly and he hung up.


  “Hey, Dakota.” Miranda smiled, crossing the distance between them before she helped herself to a seat, “Late lunch, huh?”


  Paul nodded, stowing his cell, “Yeah… the darn emails keep coming.”


  “Well, then I’m happy to be the bearer of good news—” Miranda began.


  “Dakota! You’re off email duty!” Candy announced, coming into the break room with a skip in her step. Paul’s gaze went from the upbeat beagle to a suddenly-seething Asian coworker.


  “Damn it, Candy!” Miranda exploded out of her seat and turned to face the Dog, “Can’t you see we were talking?!?”


  Candy came to a stop and paused, “I… just wanted to congratulate Paul on handling everything so well.”


  “Good. You did that.” Miranda noted with a scowl, “I wanted to be the one to tell him… after all, I’ve done the most at helping out so far.” she put her hands on her hips.


  “Oh… sorry.” Candy’s ears drooped.


  “It’s fine.” Miranda noted tightly, “Done?”


  The beagle nodded, “Yeah… I guess I’ll see you both at the party tonight?”


  “Party?” Paul asked.


  “God DAMN IT, CANDY! OUT! OUT! NOW! OUT! GO!” Miranda motioned her out of the break room. The Dog let out a faint yelp, and quickly exited.


  “Party?” Paul repeated as Miranda sat down once more.


  “Right.” Miranda let out a sigh, “It sounds like AHB is giving us Thursday off with pay because of the great work everyone did on the AHB commercial, and they’re staying closed on Friday to compensate for working Sunday… no overtime and all that.” she rubbed her forehead, “Damn it… I wanted to surprise you with the party-thing.”


  “What ‘party-thing’?” Paul asked. starting to feel just a little nervous.


  “That Eizenzahn guy from Mein Hund saw the ad and liked it so much he sent a bonus for the AHB staff… apparently we’re all going to a night club he rented out for us to celebrate our work.” Miranda noted, brushing her bangs out of her face, “If Mein Hund is going to be this free with their money all the time I hope Aimes keeps em happy.”


  Paul felt his pulse increase though he couldn’t figure out why. A faint tingle in the back of his neck told him that whatever Eizenzahn had planned that there was more to it than was readily visible—it seemed lately that the Doberman’s personal touch on things always seemed to have that little “something extra.”


  “Anyway, since you’re off of email detail you can come to the opening presentation of the Mein Hund ad… the whole office gets to see it before it goes off to the tv stations.” Miranda grabbed his wrist with both hands and pulled him up, “Everyone’s waiting for you.”


  “For me?” Paul asked, “Why?”


  “Because, Dakota… you’re the photographer.” Miranda noted, “Duh!”


  “But I didn’t do anything…” Paul argued, “I spent all my time answering emails.”


  “Pfft.” Miranda rolled her eyes as she brought him to the cutting and matting room, “Before that… the clip you sent to Eizenzahn is the one we used.”


  “The clip I—” Paul would have frozen in place if Miranda hadn’t been tugging on his arm.


  “Yeah. Pure genius, I’d say.” Miranda added, “Basic video… made it look real amateur. It was a nice touch for the theme.” she smiled back at him, and he didn’t have a chance to respond as she pulled him into the work room, which was doubling as a screening room. The two of them entered just as the ad was coming to a close, but Paul didn’t really need to see it to know what it was.


  Paul watched as Casey, who had been dancing in his underwear, slowly turned to look toward the camera and an expression of complete surprise slid across the Dalmatian’s muzzle. The screen faded to black and the phrase “Get spotted in Mein Hund.” appeared. That also faded to black and the lights came on. Everyone was looking at Paul; he felt his face turn what must have been an unbelievably unachievable shade of red. He felt like he was going to pass out with embarrassment… and then the applause began.


  It was impossible for Paul to make sense of the rest of the meeting. People were congratulating him and slapping him on the back and calling it pure genius. Ben had some words of encouragement to give to him but, at the same time, also reminded him that he worked for AHB and that he should get any more out-of-the-studio work approved through Mr Aimes or Mr Burke.


  “Impropriety isn’t a good thing to be accused of, Dakota,” Ben had said, “Better play it safe before they think you might switch employers.” Paul remembered saying something affirmative to the suggestion before getting pulled away from everyone by Miranda.


  “You’re going to outshine everyone here before you know it.” she said, walking with him down the hall away from the gathering.


  “I… I’m not trying to.” he answered truthfully, not knowing what else to say.


  “Which makes it all the more amazing.” she smiled, coming to a stop once they were a good distance from the cutting and matting room, “Paul… I need to be honest with you.”


  “Aren’t you always?” he asked; it was the first thing that came to mind.


  “I mean really honest.” she stated.


  “Uh… okay.” he responded.


  “I’m your guardian angel here, Paul.” she announced, “People aren’t always going to be on your side. When you start outdoing others they start getting petty… like Mateo.”


  “But he—” Paul began, about to remind her just why he threw his tantrum. If she hadn’t removed his name from the work—


  “No buts, Paul.” she interrupted, “You have to trust me on this.” Miranda announced, approaching closer. Paul backed up until his back was against the wall, “You’re a really nice guy. You don’t know how to handle the corporate world… so I’m going to be your guardian angel.”


  “…why?” he squeaked.


  “Because you need one.” she smiled, moving even closer. She placed her hands against the wall on either side of his head.


  “I mean…” he swallowed hesitantly, “You should be worried about your own career. You’re not intimidated by me?”


  Miranda laughed, “Watching you squirm like you are right now? What’s to be afraid of?” she smiled, “No… I know you aren’t a threat, Paul… I’m a realist, remember?”


  “Then… why help me?” he asked.


  “I thought that’d be obvious by now.” she drew closer, going up to her tip toes so she could reach his mouth with hers.


  “Ahem.” a throat was cleared in the hall, and Miranda quickly withdrew.


  “Anyway, nice chat, Dakota… congratulations again.” she announced, and made her way quickly down the hall past Ray, who stood off to the side, “Hey, Ray.” she added, passing by the retriever, who cleared his throat again.


  “Everything okay, Dakota?” Ray asked, glancing back toward Miranda, “She wasn’t strong-arming you or anything, was she?”


  Paul shook his head numbly, “No…” he looked back to the Dog, “she was about to kiss me.”


  “Should I have not interrupted?” the retriever inquired, tail wagging, a wide grin splitting his muzzle.


  “Yes… god yes.” Paul nodded, “I think I would have rather been strong-armed.”


  Ray gave a belly-laugh in response at that, “Intimidating either way?” he asked, tail wagging as the two walked down the hall together back toward Paul’s cubicle.


  “Yeah… she’s… crazy.” Paul nodded.


  “Crazy about you, apparently.” the Dog noted.


  “Don’t remind me.” the human sighed.


  “Someone has to.” Ray countered, his voice getting a little more serious tone, “Eventually you two are going to have to have a talk.”


  “That’s not going to end well.” Paul stated.


  “It’ll only get worse the longer you wait.” the Dog pointed out.


  “I know… I know…” Paul sighed, running his fingers through his hair.


  “Worry about it later… just not much later.” Ray pointed out, clasping a paw on the human’s shoulder, “Tonight should be fun.”


  “I’m worried about tonight, to be honest.” Paul countered.


  “Worried? Why? It’s a party, Paul.” Ray smiled.


  “Because Eizenzahn is funding it.” the human noted honestly.


  “Heh.” Ray smirked, “Now that Dog is intimidating, I’ll give you that… but he seems to like you plenty.”


  “Believe me… it only makes it worse.” Paul pointed out, stepping into his cubicle.


  “Well…” Ray acknowledged from the entrance with a smile, “the only thing you have to worry about tonight is if you can’t sing.”


  “Can’t sing?” Paul asked, freezing as he reached for his jacket, “Why does that matter?”


  “Didn’t you hear?” the retriever inquired, “We’re meeting up at a karaoke bar.”


  “Son of a—”


  * * * * *


  Paul had only been in a karaoke bar one other time in his life, and it was one he’d rather have forgotten. He wasn’t sure if it was a good or a bad thing that the only people in the bar aside from the staff were his coworkers and their guests. On one hand, singing in front of random strangers was a bad thing… but at least they didn’t know him or have to work with him. Singing in front of coworkers, on the other hand, meant that they might go easier on him… or else torment him until the end of time.


  “Alright, AHB…” noted the DJ, a short bulldog with cropped ears and a pair of over sized headphones, “Welcome to the B-Sharp Bar, a place where everyone can be sharp.” Paul would have smiled at the horrible humor if not for the deep-seated dread at that thought that he might be expected to sing. “I’m your DJ for this evening—everyone calls me Scratch.” the Dog spoke over the music that was already playing… what sounded like a wordless version of ‘Celebration’.


  “We’re gonna get things started off in just a bit. .” he continued, “but first, let’s get everyone settled. Drinks are covered tonight so have a blast but all you designated drivers better remember that safety and sobriety go hand-in-paw.” and, with that, he went back to loading a music set while everyone continued to mingle.


  “Dakota! Hey, Dakota!” Candy caught his attention by waving to him. Eager for any kind of distraction, he went over to meet with the beagle.


  “Hey Candy.” Paul smiled, pausing when he saw the Dachshund at her side.


  “Oh… right.” she smiled, looking to the second Dog, “Willy, this is the photographer I’ve been telling you about. Paul Miller, this is my boyfriend, Will-Be-Great.”


  “Candy’s told me a lot about you, Paul.” the Dachshund extended a paw. Paul accepted the paw and gave it a firm shake, and was just about to speak up with Casey interjected.


  “Don’t believe all of it… he’s not that bad.” the Dalmatian noted with a wink.


  “And Casey.” Candy added with a giggle, “He’s the ‘talent’ from Mein Hund. Casey, this is my boyfriend, Willy.”


  “Well… nice to meet you too.” Willy added, offering another shake.


  “Got yourself quite a catch there, Willy.” Casey responded with a smile, “You can bet that everyone in the office is jealous of you.” Willy chuckled at that and Candy blushed. “You’ll have to excuse me… I need to steal Paul for a minute.”


  “I’m not sure whether to be thankful or worried.” Paul spoke to the Dalmatian once they were away.


  “Both, probably.” Casey responded, tail wagging, “You know how everyone was supposed to bring a guest?”


  “Yeah.” Paul nodded.


  “You didn’t bring Tanner.” Casey stated.


  “I know…” Paul acknowledged, “it didn’t seem prudent… not after everything that—” Paul paused as Casey brought him to a table where another Dog was seated. The human recognized the German Shepherd from behind.


  “I might have brought him as my guest.” the Dalmatian offered. Paul could have had any number of colorful things to say but, at that point, the DJ picked up the mic and the events began.


  “Alright, Ladies and Gentlemen, Dogs and Bitches… I’m referring to the female Dogs here, sir, not your wife.” the DJ joked, and a series of laughter went up through the crowd, “We’re gonna play a fun game tonight to get things started. I’m going to need some volunteers to play a karaoke game called the Wheel of the Ages.” the Bulldog began to peer through the crowd, “Come on, folks… I know that some of you must sing… if I don’t get any volunteers then I start picking folks at random, and you probably know better than me that some of your coworkers shouldn’t be anywhere near a mic.”


  Two minutes passed as Paul felt his heart beating against his chest. The bulldog began pulling volunteers up to the stage as hands or paws were raised into the air. The human finally let out his held breath when the DJ found six volunteers and called it good. “Alright folks, that’s enough participation for round one. If you really want to embarrass yourself you can wait until later… and maybe another few dozen drinks so none of us will remember you in the morning.” another series of laughs followed.


  The DJ began explaining the basics of the way the Wheel of the Ages worked. Each singer would spin a wheel the bulldog had behind his station. The wheel was divided into 6 categories: 70’s, 80’s, 90’s, 00’s, current, and wild card. Whichever category the wheel landed on was the decade the singer had to choose from. If it landed on wild card then the singer could choose any song they wanted. “So I hope some of you are ready for some disco because you never know when someone’ll land on the 70’s.” the bulldog finished and, without further ado, the first singer was up… and it was one of the mail clerks… Paul didn’t know his name.


  The first singer got 80’s and, after several moments of uncertainty, elected to sing “Every Breath You Take.” He did a relatively decent job of it too, and the DJ pointed it out, “Wow! Not a bad start for the night. If all of you folks are as talented as he is I might actually take these headphones off without fear of damage to my ears.”


  The second singer was actually Wally. Standing on the stage completely without fear, the Dachshund spun the wheel and wound up with the wild card space. He spoke quietly with the DJ, who laughed and nodded, “Alright!” the Bulldog announced, “It looks like we have a song selection.” and he loaded it up.


  “I figured I’d look for something to dedicated to my lovely lady, Sweeter-Than-Candy.” Wally noted, pointing her out in the audience. Everyone applauded and laughed. The laughter only grew when “Candy Girl” by New Edition came on. Wally did not do a good job with it… but everyone clapped along anyway. Paul felt embarrassed just by listening, but was all the more glad he hadn’t been called up on stage. The song came to a close and the Dachshund was applauded vigorously, and he got a kiss from the beagle when he took a seat.


  “Alright… not really much to say about that one, so we’ll just move on to someone with some talent.” the DJ noted and motioned for the next person in line to take their turn. It was Sam, one of the lighting techs for AHB. He spun the wheel and got 90s, and selected “One Headlight” by The Wallflowers, and did an acceptable job of it. He got a polite round of applauds and took a bow, vacating the stage for the next singer… Miranda.


  Smiling to everyone, she offered a playful curtsy and spun the wheel, which landed on 80’s. Without batting an eye, Miranda directed the DJ on a song—Paul couldn’t hear the music choice considering the noise in the bar, but, as she looked right at him when it began, he realized that there was no way it would mean anything good. Once he heard her start to sing “Girls Just Want Have Fun” he knew that he was right. Somehow he managed to survive the song… the three drinks he’d downed probably helped.


  As the song came to a close, the audience applauded her and she took a bow, maintaining her place on stage for several more moments until the next individual in line, Casey, had spun the wheel. Paul was focused on Miranda and hadn’t seen what the result of the spin was. When Miranda finally vacated the stage Casey took her place and winked inconspicuously down at him; he didn’t feel much better than when Miranda was there.


  Paul realized he didn’t recognize the song at first as the introductory chords were played. He hadn’t had the opportunity to listen to the radio much, helping him realize that Casey must have spun the wheel for a new song selection. It had a fast beat to it with a bit of a bounce, and the Dalmatian was bobbing along in time with it. Paul didn’t have the time to continue contemplating it as Casey started singing.


  “Right. Right. Turn off the light. We’re gonna lose our minds tonight. What’s the deal-y-o? I love when it’s all too much. 5 am turn the radio up. Where’s the rock and roll? Party crasher, panty snatcher. Call me up if you a gangsta. Don’t be fancy, just get dance-y. Why so serious?” and, with that, the music picked up with percussion and Casey jumped into the air, coming down in time with the next stanza.


  “So raise your glass if you are wrong in all the right ways. All my underdogs. We will never, never be anything but loud and nitty gritty dirty little freaks. Won’t you come on and come on and raise your glass, just come on and come on and raise your glass.” by that time the majority of the folks in the bar were out of their seat, holding their drinks up toward the stage, moving their bodies in time with the song; Paul surprised himself by being one of them.


  By the time the song came to a close, Casey was singing to a standing ovation with a large collection of the office party dancing along. He received a huge set of applause and people whistled and cheered. Paul lost track of all of the happenings as the Dalmatian was helped off the stage by a man Paul did not recognize and the two went to talk aside as the karaoke continued. Paul’s attention was not on the rest of the singers, however, as he focused on the man in the suit speaking with Casey. His friend’s body language was unreadable as the two conversed, but, once the man let Casey go, the Dalmatian came over immediately, tail wagging a mile a minute.


  “Paul!” Casey shouted above the music; one of the other office workers was rocking out to “Livin on a Prayer.” It was impossible for Paul to hear what the Dalmatian had to say, so he stood up to go join him away from the stage. The Dalmatian had to catch him.


  “Oh… right… I was drinking.” Paul said, but the words were lost to the bar. Casey helped move him until they found a quiet booth. “So…” Paul noted, looking at the empty glass he held in his hand, “What did you say?”


  “I was offered a singing contract!” Casey blurted out, tail repeatedly striking the booth seat.


  Paul joined in on his laughter, but it came to a sudden halt, “How?” he inquired, feeling that little ice cold tingle run up his spine even through the haze of alcohol.


  “I guess the talent scout just happened to be here tonight.” Casey shrugged, apparently not sharing the same eerie feeling, “Lucky, huh?”


  Paul nodded, “Lucky… yeah.”


  Casey leaned forward, “Hey… may want to slow down on the drinks… you’re looking a bit pale.” and he nosed Paul’s forehead.


  Paul slid his empty glass away on the table, “Yeah… good idea.” he smiled, and Casey went back to join the others. The human pulled his cell phone out and flipped through his contact list, pulling a specific one out of the bunch, and he composed a text.


  CASEY GOT A SINGING CONTRACT. WERE YOU EXPECTING THAT?


  He didn’t have to wait long for an answer.


  SINGING MODELS GET MORE ATTENTION. WE HAVE ANOTHER REASON TO CELEBRATE. I LOOK AFTER MY INVESTMENTS.


  It was enough of a confirmation for Paul to see that Eizenzahn had expected nothing less. There were many things Paul wanted to do after receiving the text… scream; shout; cry; beat his head against the table… but, in the end, all he could do was laugh.


  * * * * *


  The ride home was not much quieter than the club at first. Casey sat in the front seat, belting out the lyrics to the songs on the radio while Paul and Tanner sat in the back smiling at one another. The dalmatian occasionally shot a glance back at the two of them in the rear view, a smile on his muzzle as well even though he hadn’t been drinking.


  “Thanks for being the designated driver, Casey.” Paul offered as the car turned off the freeway. He burped, tasting the final drink he’d consumed; it was the first time he had ever tried an A. M. F.


  “Hey, no problem, man… it’s the least I could do after the week you had.” the Dalmatian acknowledged, stopping at a red light.


  “After the week we’ve all had.” Tanner smirked, the tip of his tail beating against the side panel of the car, “I got that internship with Harrison Pacific, by the way.” he patted Paul’s leg.


  “Yeah, well to be honest, it’s been crazy for everyone, but I think I probably came out of it ahead.” the Dalmatian laughed, “I mean… me? A singer?” he shook his head, “I never saw it happening.”


  “Well, I’m just glad we had a chance to get out and stop focusing on all the crazy stuff.” Paul noted, glancing at a little tuft of fur sticking out between Tanner’s shirt and jeans. He slowly reached out a hand and slid his fingers across the crease; it got his boyfriend’s attention immediately.


  “What?” Tanner asked, glancing toward the human, tail wagging more.


  “I’ve always liked your fur.” Paul smiled, glancing across the seat at the German Shepherd.


  Tanner burst into laughter at that, “Where’d that come from?” he asked, eyes gleaming with humor.


  “Probably the same place this did.” the human explained, leaning across the distance to press his lips to the startled Dog’s muzzle. Tanner didn’t take long in letting the surprise pass and he quickly returned it. The Dog’s breath came out as a quick gasp as Paul’s tongue slid its way through the Shepherd’s black lips.


  “I think I like that place.” Tanner murmured as their lips separated, and he quickly leaned further toward Paul to renew it. Paul tensed up for only a second before throwing Casey from his mind—it had been over a week since he saw this side of Tanner, and it was something he sorely missed. His fingers went from toying with an errant tuft of fur to sliding fully up under the Dog’s shirt. The German Shepherd broke the kiss with a groan as Paul drew his fingernails through his lover’s chest fur.


  “Paul…” Tanner moaned, one of his paws sliding behind the human’s head to caress the back of his neck. He nuzzled underneath the young man’s chin and pressed his nose to Paul’s throat, nibbling his way to just under the collar of his shirt.


  Neither noticed the engine turn off, but once Casey cleared his throat he managed to catch the attention of both passengers, “We’re… here.” the Dalmatian announced, adjusting his crotch through his pants, “You can keep going if you want though.”


  Paul could feel his face flush, half in embarrassment and half in arousal; he saw the inside of Tanner’s ears redden as well, “Oh…” the young man noted after a moment, “right… uh… sorry.” he chuckled nervously and opened the door. He didn’t miss the sigh from Tanner, still sitting in the back seat. A few seconds of trepidation preceded his next words, which managed to work their way through his hesitation regardless, “Bedroom?” he asked his lover.


  “GOD yes!” Tanner agreed decisively, and actually fell out of the door in his eagerness once he got it open.


  Casey helped Tanner up, laughing the whole time, “You two go ahead… I’m gonna clean out my car.” Paul was not too drunk to miss the hesitant downcast tone to the Dalmatian’s voice—the human realized at that moment that the Dog was caught in the uncomfortable limbo between embarrassment and courtesy.


  “You don’t have to.” Paul offered, walking around the car to rest a hand on the Dalmatian’s shoulder, “It’s your house too.” The unspoken words were just as powerful as the spoken ones—Paul had finally gotten over his discomfort… hopefully. Ears drooped slightly, Casey nodded, offering a faint smile, and followed Paul back to the condo’s already-open door. Tanner disappeared down the hall ahead of them. Paul chuckled to himself, stepping into the building, but Casey reached out and grabbed hold of his wrist.


  “Paul… wait.” the Dalmatian spoke softly, but the tone was strong enough to cut immediately through the human’s faint drunken haze.


  “What’s up?” Paul asked, looking down at Casey’s paw around his wrist before looking up into the Dalmatian’s hesitant eyes. He was unready for the kiss. The paw gripping his arm loosened slowly and, for a moment, the human was uncertain what to do. Casey’s velvety muzzle brushed softly across his lips and then slowly pulled away. The Dog’s eyes slowly opened before meeting his, and Casey quickly looked away, his tail tucking.


  Paul took several moments trying to formulate something to say before coming up with “What was that for?”


  “For being you.” Casey noted after a long pause, drooped ears visibly red.


  The human smiled and slowly leaned forward, sliding a hand across Casey’s shoulder as the other wrapped around the Dog’s waist. Paul pulled him closer and his lips met the Dalmatian’s muzzle for a second time that night. A faint whimper escaped Casey’s muzzle as his right hind-paw started scraping at the ground spasmodically. As the kiss ended, the young man slowly released Casey, who remained motionless, body shaking faintly as his black and white tail cleaved the air from side to side as if there was no tomorrow. Casey’s eyes were closed as if trying to keep the moment frozen in his mind, “And that was for being you.” Paul smiled, and headed inside.


  Paul walked down the hall in the direction Tanner disappeared, Casey following like a puppy at his heels. The two of them walked right into Paul and Tanner’s bedroom. The door to the adjacent bathroom was closed with light coming through the crack at the base of the door. Paul took a seat on the bed and looked back to Casey.


  “I did find a really good song earlier today that made me think of you.” the Dalmatian announced, sitting on the bed beside him.


  “Oh?” Paul questioned, “Why didn’t you sing it earlier at the karaoke bar?” he smiled.


  “Because…” Casey replied with a sigh, slowly standing up, “It’s more of a personal song for you.”


  “Personal?” Paul questioned.


  “Yeah…” the Dog nodded, “kind of an acknowledgement of sorts.”


  “An acknowledgement” the human inquired, “of what?”


  Casey cleared his throat, “For me being under foot… for causing stress… all that kinda thing.”


  “You don’t cause that much stress.” Paul smiled sympathetically.


  Casey nodded with a bitter-sweet smile, “Well… nonetheless, I just wanted to let you know that I don’t want to do that to you and that I realize that I need to keep looking for a human to call mine instead of obsessing over you.” he announced, and closed his eyes, beginning to nod his head in time with a beat. Paul didn’t respond, listening instead, not quite sure what to think.


  “I’m not surprised. Not everything lasts. I’ve broken my heart so many times I stopped keepin’ track. Talked myself in. Talked myself out. Get all worked up and I let myself down. I tried so very hard not to lose it. I came up with a million excuses. I thought I thought of every possibility… and I know some day that it’ll all turn out. You’ll make me work so we can work to work it out. And I promise you kid that I’ll give so much more than I get—I just haven’t met you yet.”


  Casey sang with a bitter-sweet smile, bobbing to the beat of an unheard song. The Dalmatian moved his weight from one hind-paw to the other, dancing along with his a capella performance, “I might have to wait, I’ll never give up. I guess it’s half timing and the other half’s luck. wherever you are, whenever it’s right, you’ll come out of nowhere and into my life. I know we can be so amazing and baby your love is gonna change me and though I can’t see every single possibility…” he winked at Paul and the human smiled at the private performance and Casey continued, “and I know some day that it’ll all turn out. You’ll make me work so we can work to work it out. And I promise you kid that I’ll give so much more than I get—I just haven’t met you yet.”


  Paul’s smile slowly relaxed as he listened to the Dalmatian serenade him. Casey’s eyes gazed into his own, a faint sadness visible within the faint glaze of tears, and only then did Paul realize the significance of what the Dog sang, “They say all’s fair in love and war. But I won’t need to fight it. I’ll get it right and we’ll be united. And I know that we can be so amazing. And being in your life is gonna change me. And though I can’t see every single possibility…”


  Casey sat down on the bed beside Paul, and a tear slipped from the Dog’s eye to wet his cheek, “but someday I know some day that it’ll all turn out. And I’ll work to work it out. Promise you kid, I’ll give more than I get… then I get… then I get… yeah…” the Dog looked down into his paws, “I just haven’t met you yet…” and the Dog’s muzzle closed with an audible click from his teeth.


  “Casey…” Paul started


  “Paul…” Casey spoke at the same time, but didn’t pause as the human did, “I know that there’s been a lot of tension around here lately… and I’m sorry.” he continued gazing at his paws, “I didn’t want to cause any trouble, and I know you aren’t used to the way that Dogs do things.” he looked up slowly, “Tanner and I… well… neither of us knew how you’d take to having another Dog in the house and I’m starting to think that it might not have—“he didn’t get to finish the sentence as Paul silenced him with a kiss.


  “I mean…” Casey slowly pulled away, “What I was trying to say was—”


  “That you care more about me as a friend than as a potential lay?” Paul asked.


  Casey paused at that, “Wow…” he sat there for a moment before smiling sheepishly, “You’re a little more perceptive when you’re drunk… either that, or more willing to call it like you see it.”


  Paul smiled, “You’re a good Dog, Casey… I think sometimes I’m just a little too sober to appreciate it.” The comment made the Dalmatian laugh, but Paul was not done. He slid a little closer and rested a hand on the Dog’s thigh, “Casey… I’ve known you for awhile now, but I don’t think I ever really got a chance to know you like I have these past few weeks.”


  Casey looked over at him sheepishly, tail beating the mattress nervously, “Is… that a good thing… or a bad thing?”


  Paul nodded, “A very good thing.” he said, laughing as he spoke, “You’re more than you let on, you know.” The Dalmatian nodded, but said nothing, so Paul continued, “The Dog you pretend to be… not so much appeal…”


  “I—” Casey interjected, but Paul steamrolled right over him.


  “But the real you…” he grinned, “very sexy.”


  “About god damn time.” Tanner’s voice spoke up from the bathroom doorway. The German Shepherd stood on the threshold between rooms, completely naked, a faint hint of pink poking out of his full sheath. Both Paul and Casey glanced toward him, but Casey was the first to speak up.


  “Go away, Tan Paw… I’m in love with your human.”


  “Pfft.” Paul rolled his eyes, “He’s not going anywhere, spotty-butt.”


  Casey took a second to assess the situation, eyes going from Paul to Tanner then back to Paul. A faint whimper escaped the Dalmatian. The human could judge the very moment Casey came to a conclusion. Casey began to stand up, his tail just starting to tuck but Paul quickly reached out a hand and grabbed him by the wrist; the Dalmatian had come to the wrong conclusion, “You’re not going anywhere either.” the human stated. Both Dogs grinned so wide their tongues lolled out of their muzzles.


  Casey leaned toward Paul and licked the side of his face while Tanner navigated his way around the bed. Paul let out a breath as his boyfriend sat beside him, and four sets of paws pulled his shirt off. The human’s teeth chattered, not because of the cold, but because of the excitement of the situation. They were silenced, however, when two tongues found their ways to his lips and he found both of the Dogs’ muzzles pressed against his mouth.


  It was a strange sensation as he felt both Tanner and Casey’s tongues meet in his mouth but the novelty didn’t even give him a moment to pause as he was lowered to his back. Casey broke off the three-way, leaving his mouth entirely to Tanner. Paul moaned, raising his hands up to caress either side of his lover’s muzzle even as one of the Shepherd’s paws gently cradled the back of his head, the other one rubbing his chest.


  Paul took in a deep breath through his nose as he felt Casey’s paws on his groin, undoing the button and unzipping him. Tanner pulled away slowly, eyes meeting his, “You alright?” he asked softly. The Dalmatian unzipped Paul and slowly pulled his pants down past his knees.


  Paul smiled after a second, eyelids feeling heavy as a giddy shiver shot through him, “Just fine…” he grinned, and renewed the kiss. He moaned against his boyfriend’s tongue in his mouth as an eager muzzle engulfed his erection. Tanner chuckled, ending their kiss as he pulled away. Paul ran his fingers through the fur on the back of the Shepherd’s head as Tanner leaned down and began to nibble his way across the human’s chest; Paul gasped as Tanner lightly grazed one of his nipples with his teeth.


  Casey slowly removed his muzzle from Paul’s shaft, “You’re perfect…” the Dalmatian whispered against the human’s groin, hot breath only exciting him more. Paul felt himself blush at the compliment, glancing toward the Dalmatian, who paused in his ministrations, adjusting himself through his jeans. With gentle pressure, Paul sat Tanner back, leaving both Dogs staring at him.


  “Hold on… just a minute.” the human spoke evenly, setting his feet on the floor so he could kick off his jeans, which had bunched up around his ankles.


  “Better?” Casey asked, tail moving vigorously, paw still in his own jeans.


  “Not quite.” Paul smiled, standing up, using the Dalmatian’s shoulder for balance.


  “What?” Casey inquired, and suddenly realized the answer to his own question as Paul slid his hands up underneath the Dog’s shirt, fingers plying their way across his muscular form, pushing the shirt higher and higher until Casey raised his arms, and Paul pulled it all the way off.


  Paul pulled the Dalmatian even closer, kissing him on the muzzle and Casey melted at the touch. When the human’s hands found their way to the button securing the jeans above Casey’s tail, the Dalmatian’s entire body shivered. Paul felt Tanner’s paws on his back, and the German Shepherd’s muzzle began to nibble at the base of his neck. Losing himself in the moment, Paul moaned, pulling Casey tightly to him. The Dalmatian responded by folding his arms around the human, squeezing him in return even as Tanner’s paws caressed him from the other side.


  The human broke the kiss with Casey, resting his head on the Dalmatian’s shoulder, and he could hear the sound of the Dogs’ muzzles meeting above him. Slowly lowering himself, Paul slid down between the two Dogs’ bodies until he felt a slick line of Tanner’s excitement left in a trail on his upper back, but he didn’t stop until he had access to the front of Casey’s jeans; they were already wet with anticipation. Paul unbuttoned the three buttons keeping it closed and slid his hand inside; Casey wasn’t wearing underwear and the Dalmatian let out a high pitched whining moan as his flesh emerged completely from its sheath at the first touch.


  “Oh god, Paul…” Casey moaned, and he slowly disengaged from Tanner. The German Shepherd sat back on the bed, giving room for Paul to stand. The human glanced back at his boyfriend, who looked back, very pleased if the grin on his muzzle was any clue and very excited if the stiff flesh between his legs was any indication. Paul looked back to Casey, who was staring at him with all of the intensity of a starving man watching a feast being set. The Dalmatian’s legs were shaky and his tail was moving so quickly that it was losing its tempo due to its spasms.


  “Come here, silly Dog.” Paul noted to the Dalmatian, who quickly complied. Paul eased Casey down to sit on the bed beside Tanner, “I don’t want you falling over yet.” he grinned. Tanner grinned as well, scooting closer before standing up, moving behind Paul to embrace him.


  “Feels like we’ve been here before.” Casey offered from his position in front of Paul. The human blushed, remembering exactly what the Dalmatian referred to.


  “I’m not answering the phone this time.” Paul promised, reaching down to rub either of Casey’s ears. The Dalmatian made the job easier as he brought his muzzle to Paul’s groin again, and the human let out a hot breath, exhaling as his flesh disappeared between the Dog’s lips. He tensed, almost having forgotten Tanner, who reminded the human of his presence by lightly biting his shoulder, and a moment later Paul felt the Dog’s hot member, dribbling with excitement slide against the cleft between his legs.


  Paul widened his stance, gently running his fingers around Casey’s ears as Tanner held him from behind with one paw, the other sliding down between their bodies to guide his flesh into Paul. The human went up to his tip toes as his lover slid several inches into him, “Oh god…” Paul repeated Casey’s earlier statement, and leaned forward, one hand still holding the back of the Dalmatian’s head while the other touched the bed.


  Tanner opened his muzzle, moaning out an “ohhhh… you’re… oh, Paul… I’ve missed this so much…” Paul felt a shiver run through him as he pushed back against Tanner, his toes tingling at the sensations of his lover’s flesh inside him.


  Casey slowly withdrew his muzzle from Paul’s member, licking his way up the human’s exposed abdomen, “Paul…” the Dalmatian spoke quietly, slowly moving to roll over.


  Paul moved his hand from Casey’s ear to his shoulder, stopping the movement, “No… stay on your back.” he directed, and the Dog complied. One of Tanner’s paws made it Paul’s hip as the human flattened his palm against the Dalmatian’s stomach. Paul gasped as the Shepherd pushed forward with his groin even as he guided Paul further back with his paw. A drop of fluid escaped Paul and dribbled down to land on Casey’s groin.


  “Paul…” Casey shivered, “I’m gonna… lose it…” the Dalmatian promised, entire body convulsing.


  “Sshhh…” Paul whispered, rubbing the Dog’s stomach before sliding his hand further up to lightly grasp Casey’s collar. The moment his fingers tightened their grip around the cord, Paul guided his own member up beneath Casey’s tail, which the Dalmatian obediently pulled sideways. “Are you okay?” he asked softly. The Dalmatian, mute with excitement, gurgled and nodded, saliva leaking from his muzzle as the wild look in his eyes said everything.


  Tanner pushed his hips forward from behind and Paul felt the shepherd slide even further into him. He used the motion to push his own hips against Casey, pulling on the Dalmatian’s collar with his other hand, and every one of his muscles went rigid as he felt himself slowly engulfed by the Dog’s tight opening. Casey’s entire body convulsed, and Paul felt the Dog’s tail hole spasm around his flesh as the Dalmatian whimpered and groaned, jet after let of fluid ejecting from his pulsing member.


  Paul kept hold of the Dog’s collar but used his spare hand to encircle Casey’s rock-hard-knot, and squeeze. The Dalmatian let out a combination of a moan and a squeal… the likes of which Paul had never heard before, but there was no confusion as to the reason for the sound—the Dog was very pleased with the treatment.


  “Don’t… don’t stop, Paul…” Casey whimpered, and slowly crossed his legs around behind the human, pulling him even more fully into his body; it was Paul’s turn to moan and when Tanner pulled him up to a standing position, Paul’s hips were thrust fully against Casey’s. The Dalmatian let out a yelp, but it was not one of pain. Casey shivered against Paul, who let out a yelp of his own as Tanner buried himself inside Paul up to the knot.


  Paul groaned, pushing himself back against Tanner, feeling at the same time his flesh inside Casey drawing back out. The human almost lost himself in the movements as Tanner thrust forward, causing his own hips to shove back into Casey. The Dalmatian murmured his enjoyment, eyes now closed as the Dog’s relaxing shaft changed its mind and began to firm once again; his knot didn’t even have a chance to soften.


  “Oh, Paul…” Tanner murmured from behind him, “I’m addicted to you…”


  Paul smiled at that, having only rarely ever heard Tanner use that line before he did. The human pushed Casey further onto the bed and moved himself after the Dalmatian, forcing Tanner to follow suit. Even in the lust-filled haze it didn’t take much for Tanner to pick up on the hint. Paul felt the German Shepherd climb up onto the bed behind him, placing his knees on the mattress just behind the human’s. Paul knew what was coming next, but had no objections.


  Leaning fully over Casey, Paul thrusted powerfully into the Dalmatian and, just as Tanner thrusted forward, the human pushed back against the shepherd. Paul and Tanner both let out an exclamation at the same time as Tanner’s knot slipped into Paul’s body. Casey looked up at Paul from beneath him, a smile on his muzzle, “Addicted?”


  “I’m just not the same unless I have some Tanner in me.” Paul blushed even as he said it, unable to believe that he could manage the vulgar humor. He realized, however, considering the situation, that it was hardly a big deal. The thoughts left his mind however as Casey pulled him down for a kiss. Both of Paul’s hands went to the mattress and the shift in position gave Tanner an even better field of motion.


  Paul moaned into Casey’s muzzle as Tanner increased the speed of his movements. The pressure from the Shepherd’s knot within him tugging and pushing was quickly wearing down the human’s endurance and the still spasming insides of the Dalmatian gripping his shaft didn’t help much. Casey’s legs were still wrapped tightly around his abdomen and the Dalmatian was beginning to clench and unclench his thighs, working his hips against Paul’s groin more insistently.


  “Paul… I think… I’m… again…” Casey’s eyes closed again as the Dog’s paws clamped down on the human’s forearms. Paul heard Tanner’s breath coming out ragged in his ear and the Shepherd grunted out, “Al-most…” Paul closed his eyes as he felt his own floodgates give way and he shut his eyes tightly as his body was washed clean of all the tension… all of the frustration… all of the inhibitions. He felt Tanner release the results of a week of celibacy even as Casey took everything that Paul gave to him.


  A powerful warmth flow over him, more than just the combined heat of his lover’s fluids inside him, or the feel of his own release trickling out of Casey’s opening. The warmth was more than the feel of the Dalmatian beneath him or the exhausted shepherd atop him… it was from somewhere deep inside that suddenly realized that he was far better off than he thought. With that thought and surrounded by fur, Paul smiled with every fiber in his being.


  * * * * *


  Paul’s eyes opened gradually but they were even slower to focus. He lay in his bed under the covers, warm all over, head still aching faintly from the alcohol, but spinning even more from the dream. He gazed at the ceiling, feeling a little shiver pass through him at the memory of it. The whole thing had felt so real… Tanner inside him and Casey around him, the three joined in the throes of carnal ecstasy. It seemed strange for him to feel so calm about it—less than a year previous he had been practically chewing his nails off as he thought about the dream he had with just Casey. Suddenly, two Dogs at once didn’t seem to be such a big deal.


  It was a good dream—he was able to truly be honest to himself about that. Paul didn’t know what would really have happened if he had Casey and Tanner alone in a room like that, but it seemed strange that the idea was not as appalling as it had once been. Little shivers tickled his body at the memory of the dream… so life-like… so real. He realized that it made sense, of course… it had been awhile since he had the chance to be with Tanner, so why wouldn’t his body look for a more fanciful release?


  Of course it would have had to have been a dream, he reasoned with himself; nothing ever turned out as well in real life as that had for him. Paul dwelled on the vivid images of the dream for several long seconds, reminiscing. It had seemed so real and, he had to admit, he hadn’t felt as embarrassed or as awkward as he thought he would have. A passing thought of possibly considering it for real was quickly banished by his more logical mind.


  Letting out a content sigh, Paul smiled to himself then paused—he suddenly realized he was naked. The human knew he had been drunk the prior night… not too drunk, but apparently drunk enough to have forgotten when his boyfriend had undressed him. Closing his eyes once again, Paul snuggled into the furred form next to him, feeling the bare fur against his naked body. “mmm…” he whispered softly into his lover’s ear, “this is nice.”


  The Dog next to him shifted, sliding back against Paul with a soft “mrr” in reply. Paul pulled him close so that they were spooning, his chest to his lover’s back. Paul brushed his face through the fur on the Dog’s neck, eyes still closed so he could enjoy the soft musky scent. He reveled in the peace and quiet, actively enjoying his morning. He even gave himself permission to fall asleep again with his beloved Dog in his arms.


  He let out another sigh once he realized that, like all the other times he tried to sleep in his body wasn’t going to have any of it. Releasing a faint groan, Paul let out an even deeper sigh, “I hate not being able to sleep in.” He buried his face even deeper in the scruff and groaned his dismay audibly.


  A furred arm slipped around his abdomen from behind and a warm breath tickled the back of his neck, “Nothing wrong with just laying in bed.” Tanner’s voice accompanied the breath, “You don’t have to sleep to enjoy relaxing.” the German Shepherd licked the nape of his neck, but Paul was suddenly more focused on the furred form in his arms. Opening his eyes, the human had to reboot his brain as his vision absorbed the white fur with black dots along with a green collar taking up his field of view.


  “I…” Paul paused, finding it difficult to locate the right words, “Last night… that… that wasn’t a dream.” he sputtered.


  Casey spasmed in Paul’s arms with stifled laughter, “Speak for yourself.” the Dalmatian’s tail picked up speed beneath the blankets, “That was a fucking dream come true.”
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  Long Distance, Close to Home


  Paul felt his heart racing a mile a minute as the phone proceeded to ring. He heard the sound of it connecting, followed by “Mein Hund Hauptbüro. Zu wem kann ich diesen Anruf weiterleiten?” in a formal, female voice.


  “Uh…” Paul paused for a moment, striking his palm against his head, “Ick…” he began rapidly looking around the surface of his work desk, “er… Ich… um… Ich sprichi…” the young man flipped over a sheet of paper, then another, “damn you, Babel Fish…”


  “Do you prefer English, sir?” the woman asked, barely a hint of German accent on her voice.


  “Oh thank god.” Paul mumbled, but not before covering the end of his phone. He cleared his throat, “Yes… please. I need to speak with Alric Eizenzahn.”


  “I’m sorry, sir, but Mr Eizenzahn is in a meeting at the moment. If you would like, I can take a message.”


  Paul sighed; it only made sense that an executive like Eizenzahn would be too busy to receive calls at random times in the day, even if it was mid-afternoon in Germany. “Yeah… I guess.” he acknowledged, “Can you please tell him that Paul Miller called, and that I hope he—”


  “Oh!” the woman interrupted him, “Mr. Miller. Of course… let me forward you to his assistant.” and, before Paul could comment, he heard her disconnect. She was replaced by what sounded like a canned ad; he didn’t understand much of it since it was in German, but he did hear “Mein Hund” often enough.


  The tempo of the ad was just starting to get familiar when it was cut off and replaced with a very upbeat, “Paul, mon beau garcon!”


  Paul found himself sighing again, “Hello, Pascal.”


  “Monsieur Eizenzahn is finishing up with an important client… iz zere somesing I can do for you?”


  “I… well…” Paul paused for a moment, “I wanted to talk to him about Casey.”


  “Merveilleux!” the poodle gushed on the other end, “I know zis iz what he wanted to talk about wit you as well!”


  “…but he’s in a meeting.” Paul spoke.


  “Oui.” Pascal confirmed.


  “…right now.” Paul reiterated.


  “Oui oui.” the poodle acknowledged.


  “Do you know how long he’s going to be?” Paul asked


  “More than zee minute, less than zee hour.”


  “Do you think he’ll be able to call me back?” the young man finally sighed, realizing that he wasn’t going to have any luck.


  “No need, Paul.” Eizenzahn’s voice spoke up on the line.


  “I’m on speaker phone, aren’t I?” Paul questioned.


  “You are.” the Doberman confirmed.


  “So you aren’t in a meeting?” Paul inquired.


  “Of course I am.” Eizenzahn countered, “I’ve been in my office since 6am your time—I’ve been waiting for your call.”


  “For three hours?” Paul challenged.


  “Yes, Paul.” the Doberman confirmed.


  “Why?” the human asked.


  “Because you are not timely on reaching me.” Eizenzahn stated simply, “I was expecting you to call me several hours ago.”


  “You were expecting me to call?” Paul questioned, “Why?”


  “Because I feel that I know you well enough to anticipate your need to talk.” the Doberman answered, but he didn’t bother explaining; he changed the topic instead, “How are things with your Dog Tanner?”


  “Hold on.” Paul paused the conversation, “If you had a feeling I was going to need to talk, why didn’t you just call me?” he rested his elbow on his desk and placed his forehead in his hand.


  “It would seem impropitious to have the head of marketing for your company’s largest contract constantly calling one of their employees… someone might begin to think that we are trying to steal you from AHB.” Eizenzahn’s answer was full of a playful tone; Paul realized that the Doberman wasn’t serious… maybe.


  “So you’ve been expecting my call?” Paul moved the discussion to safer ground.


  “Of course.” the Doberman replied, “Tell me… how are you enjoying having Casey around?” Apparently that ground was not so safe.


  “I called because I wanted to talk to you about that, Mr Eizenzahn.” Paul made a wild grab in an attempt to regain control of the conversation, which was rapidly sliding further out into the icy lake of dangerous waters.


  “When I have spoken with him he has said many times over that he has never been happier.” the Doberman continued casually. For a moment, Paul felt a metaphorical warm ray of sunlight descend upon him and he couldn’t help but smile at the realization of the Dalmatian’s happiness but, in the next moment, a just-as-metaphorical icy cold grip of fear squeezed his heart.


  “Why?” Paul asked, “What did he say?” the human grimaced when he heard Pascal giggling in the background and speak softly to Eizenzahn in French.


  “From your tone, it sounds like you are worried about what he might have said.” the Doberman chuckled after speaking his piece, “I will not pry… you’ve already said enough.”


  “You knew something would happen.” the words came out of Paul’s mouth before he could stop them.


  “You didn’t?” the Doberman countered.


  “I—” Paul froze before he could answer the question; Eizenzahn wasn’t even trying to deny any subterfuge or hidden objectives, “…no.” Paul heard the Doberman pick up the receiver on the other end, ending the conference call.


  “I like you, Paul… I like you very much.” the Doberman spoke candidly, “You are genuine… and there is very little of that in the world. I like you because you truly care and you honestly try. I like you because you are willing to speak your mind… although you must be pushed very hard before you do.” he and Pascal shared a laugh. Paul’s insecurities often made him feel that laughter was directed at him yet, for all the reasons he had to believe it in that case, he felt, strangely, that it wasn’t.


  “What do you want, Eizenzahn?” Paul didn’t know any other way to ask it.


  “Many things.” the Doberman answered cryptically, “First, I want Mein Hund to be successful. Behind that, I would like to see a good man like you to be happy. Third, I would like to see a good man like you be successful.”


  “I think that anyone who is happy is successful.” Paul quickly spoke up.


  “Well said, Paul.” Eizenzahn confirmed, “All the more reason I wish to see you happy.”


  “And where does Casey and all of that fit into things?” Paul questioned.


  “Do you remember the first lunch we shared? You were not doing well because of an argument you had with your Dog.” Eizenzahn noted.


  “What does that have to do with Casey?” Paul stood his ground.


  “I can only assume based on the joy you’ve brought Kitten Chaser that you have come to that level of understanding that was beyond you during that first talk.” Eizenzahn brought the discussion to a middle ground.


  “He…” Paul began, unable to ask if Casey had told the Doberman.


  “Casey has said nothing to me… have you already forgotten that I am good at reading people, Mr. Miller?” the Doberman was toying with him.


  It had been almost two weeks since the karaoke night. Paul had expected that things would ‘become weird’ between the two Dogs at his condo, but it hadn’t. Even more peculiar is that things didn’t ‘become weird’ for him either. Stranger yet, that night with Casey hadn’t been a one time thing. Even though Paul’s sex life with Tanner had returned to a healthy level despite Casey’s presence, Casey respected their privacy. Regardless, every few nights the dalmatian wound up joining them.


  “We are friends, Paul…” the Doberman noted calmly, “be honest with me, please. You have been with Pascal and myself…” Paul felt almost as embarrassed at the Doberman’s admission as he had been when he was in the locker room with them, “and I believe I can safely assume that you have been with both Tanner and Casey together…”


  Paul shivered as he remembered the night, Casey beneath him and Tanner above him, the three working towards a climax in unison, lost in the moment of complete bliss. Eyes closed, the human relented, and spoke, “Yeah.”


  “More than once, I would think.” Eizenzahn pressed.


  Paul remembered when he was on the floor with his back against the couch; it was three days later—he and the two Dogs were in the living room; . Tanner’s paws were on his head, lovingly running his claws through Paul’s hair as the human kissed the Dog’s eager flesh. Casey was seated in Paul’s lap, taking the human to the hilt and rocking against him urgently, “More than once.” Paul admitted.


  “Several times?” the Doberman asked. Paul almost thought he heard the Dog licking his muzzle.


  Paul thought back to the time in the arm chair, Tanner’s chest huffing against his back while Paul held tightly to the Casey’s collar with one hand, the Dalmatian’s member in the other. At one point, Paul practically lost track of whose body was whose… and he had to admit that he had loved it. His mind jumped to the time they were together on the living room floor, the two Dogs’ furred forms pressed close to him on either side, one paw from each exploring his body as he dedicated one hand to each of theirs. Paul considered the time in the kitchen when—“a few.” he finally confirmed.


  “But you still think of Tanner as your ‘boyfriend’?” Eizenzahn asked.


  “Of course.” Paul confirmed, surprised that the Doberman would have considered any other possibility.


  “Even if you’ve included Casey in your ‘intimate moments’ more than once?” the Dog questioned.


  “Yes.” Paul acknowledged.


  “And is Casey your boyfriend as well?”


  “No.” the human answered without hesitation.


  “Why not?” Eizenzahn inquired.


  That answer took a few seconds for Paul to puzzle out… but in the end, a level of understanding struck, “Because he’s a friend.”


  “And now you are starting to think like a Dog.” Eizenzahn’s voice was full of mirth and levity.


  “This wasn’t really what I was calling about.” Paul interjected, reaching his limit on the embarrassing discussion.


  “Ah… of course, Paul. I apologize.” the Doberman confirmed, “Please… by all means.”


  “I want to talk about Casey.” Paul explained.


  “Is that not what we were doing?” the human could hear Eizenzahn’s smile through the phone.


  “What I mean is that I haven’t seen him in two days…” Paul finally got to the point of the call, “He didn’t come home last night.”


  “He is in Los Angeles on business.” the Doberman responded coolly.


  Paul sighed, rolling his eyes, “Okay… so you want me to keep an eye on him but I don’t even get a text about his plans?”


  Eizenzahn chuckled on the other end of the phone, “Paul… I asked for you to be his representative payee, not his executive assistant.”


  “I just get worried when I don’t know where he is.” the young man admitted, “If he’s a roommate then at least I should have an idea of what his schedule is.”


  “You worry yourself too much, Paul Miller.” Eizenzahn responded soothingly, “Casey is Mein Hund’s resource.”


  “Well he’s my friend.” Paul countered.


  “I can respect that.” the Doberman responded, not even phased by Paul’s admission, “Be that as it may, perhaps you might consider asking him if you are concerned. You have his phone number, yes?”


  Paul paused, letting out a breath before rubbing his forehead, “I figured I might come across as too pushy or give him the wrong idea if he thought I was keeping tabs on him.”


  “I see… so instead you call a third of the way around the world to ask his employer and your company’s largest contract?” the assessment was candid and serious, but the humor of the situation was clear in Eizenzahn’s words.


  “I just want to know that he’s alright.” Paul slumped in his chair, realizing that no matter how he tried to get information out of the Doberman he simply lacked the Dog’s skill at verbal boxing.


  “He is, Paul—you have my word.” Eizenzahn finally relented, “As I have told you before, I believe in taking good care of my investments.”


  “Casey is more than an investment to me.” Paul spoke, “He’s my friend.”


  “You are a good person, Paul Miller. Casey and Tanner are very fortunate to have you in their lives, and I feel lucky that you are there to look after my interests.” the Doberman’s words slowly flowed from the informal to the formal, and Paul was glad to hear that Eizenzahn was regaining his business tone—Paul was much more comfortable dealing with the Doberman in a business capacity. “How is the newest project coming?”


  Paul grit his teeth; suddenly he found that he would have rather continued talking about Casey, “We’re still in the planning stage.” it was a phrase he’d heard Miranda use before. It was business speak which, when translated, roughly meant “We haven’t got a fucking thing done.”… her words, of course.


  “Good… good…” the Doberman spoke, “I have full faith in you, Paul. Can I expect an update next Monday?”


  “Of course, Mr Eizenzahn.” Paul agreed.


  “Excellent… then I will let you get back to work… and Paul?”


  “Yes, sir?” the young man questioned.


  “I am pleased with your progress, both personally, and professionally.” the Doberman acknowledged.


  “Thank you.” Paul accepted the praise, and the line went dead. He put his phone away and sat for a moment, staring at his computer. A few seconds later the young man slapped himself in the forehead; Paul had called Eizenzahn to talk about the living arrangements with Casey, but the Doberman had shrewdly navigated right past the discussion again!


  Rubbing his temples, Paul looked back to his computer and the blank page staring back at him from his word processing program. He was the lead designer on the newest Mein Hund project but he didn’t have the slightest idea how to get started; he found it disconcerting how much in common there was in that regard between his job and his personal life.


  Paul lost track of how long he sat staring at the computer until he was pulled out of his trance by a not-so-subtle throat clearing. Turning toward the entrance to his cubicle, Paul’s heart gave a little thankful leap when he saw Tanner. “Hey Tan Paw.” the young man smiled; it was funny in a way keeping things so formal at work when they both knew it was just a show. At first he was worried that his boyfriend would be discouraged by it, but, thankfully, the Dog seemed to have a fine time playing along.


  “Mr. Miller.” Tanner grinned right back, “TeeSee said that you have a work order for us. He wanted to make sure I caught you before you headed to lunch.”


  “Oh… well that’s not a problem… I don’t usually take lunch til 12:30.” he explained, then looked at the time at the bottom right of his computer screen, “It’s ten after one?!?” he demanded in disbelief.


  “Time flies.” Tanner grinned, his tail beating a gentle tempo against the entrance to Paul’s cubicle.


  “Well… I guess I’d better get to lunch then.” Paul shrugged, “Is TeeSee having you handle this alone, or…?” Paul glanced around for the husky.


  “Actually, 1:15 is our lunch time.” Tanner explained, “He’s in the cafeteria being a computer geek… I’m supposed to be joining him so he doesn’t have to do it alone.” the German Shepherd grinned.


  “Well… I don’t have anything better to do.” Paul smiled, “If you’re using our lunch room the least I can do is be a good host.” The human stood up and grabbed the paper bag off of his desk, and headed out of his cubicle; Tanner followed.


  It had been a surprise the first day his boyfriend showed up with TeeSee. He should have anticipated it considering the reference call Paul received from Harrison Pacific, it just didn’t really connect in his head that Tanner would actually be working at AHB as a contracted IT worker. Paul glanced to the German Shepherd, who glanced back and smiled, tail wagging.


  The Dog spoke up as they walked, “So how’s the project coming?”


  “Eh.” Paul shrugged, “Could be better… I’m still trying to figure out the right feel for it.


  “Well, if any of the other advertisements are an indicator I’m sure you’ll find something that gets noticed.” Tanner’s praise and encouragement were expected, but they still felt good to hear.


  “I guess I’ll just have to wait for something to jump out and grab—”


  “BOO!” Miranda sprang out of a cubicle and grabbed hold of Paul’s arm.


  “Shhhhhhhhh-ugar Honey Iced Tea!” Paul exclaimed, quickly correcting his choice of words, “I almost had a heart attack.” he announced.


  Miranda cracked up immediately, “Paul… you should have seen the look on your face.” she patted him on the shoulder, “And I mean the one you’ve been wearing all day. If anybody needed a faster heartbeat, iy’s you… you’ve spent the whole day looking like you’re part of the walking dead!”


  “Yeah… thanks…” Paul scowled.


  “Oh, don’t be that way.” she playfully punched his shoulder, “Come on! You need a little bit more ‘oomph’.” and she wandered off back toward the cubicles, leaving Paul rubbing his shoulder.


  Tanner glanced toward Miranda as she turned the corner and disappeared, “Hmm… now I see what you mean.”


  “Tables’re right over here.” Paul noted, avoiding any further discussion of Miranda. Catching the hint, Tanner didn’t bother continuing the conversation and the two of them made their way into the lunch room.


  A few AHB employees were spread out around the break area—a few guys from set prep were talking sports at one table; three graphic designers were going over an upcoming layout for a Mein Hund newspaper print ad; Mr Aimes was talking quietly with the firm’s single lawyer (ie: the Legal Department). What really caught Paul’s attention, however, was the boisterous group nearest the door: several of Paul’s coworkers, and a very animated husky—TeeSee was in the middle of telling a joke.


  “And he said ‘Iz not a tumah.’ ” the Dog’s Austrian accent was nowhere near accurate, but Paul was still able to catch the Arnold Schwarzenegger reference.


  Ollie and Sam, the two lighting techs that were assigned to Paul’s Mein Hund project laughed, and Sam mentioned something about getting to a chopper. Ray’s tail wagged appreciatively, but it was obvious that the lab wasn’t much for impressions.


  “Oh my god… that’s so funny!” Candy announced, tail wagging mirthfully.


  Paul realized there was something a little different about her and it took him a moment to place his finger on it, “Hey… Candy? You have a flower behind your ear… you know that, right?”


  Everyone at the table cracked up and Paul felt himself blush, just a little, “Well… she does!” he defended himself.


  “Willy proposed last night!” the beagle beamed, tail wagging a mile a minute.


  “Oh?” Paul paused, taken aback, “Well… that’s great news!” he smiled, “Congratulations!” the smile slowly faded when all eyes remained on him. “So… uh…” he hesitated, “What does that have to do with a flower?” he felt himself blush even more, “It does looks nice, by the way… just wondering.”


  “You really don’t know?” Sam asked in surprise. Paul, blushing even more, shook his head.


  Candy giggled and took hold of Paul’s hands in her paws as he sat down, “Well, Dakota… when Dogs get engaged, it’s normal for the lady to wear a flower behind her ear and the man wears a flower in his shirt pocket or in a button hole on his shirt collar.”


  “Really?” Paul asked, “That’s kinda cool.” he said with a shrug, not knowing what else to say.


  “For a week.” Candy added, “…to let everyone know.” her wagging continued.


  “Kinda like a first-time human lady running around for a month straight showing every last person she sees the ring she got… kinda like that… only less loud.” Ollie added. He got the stink-eye from almost everyone at the table, “What? It’s true!”


  “Wow…” Paul nodded, “So… that’s a long standing tradition kind of thing?”


  “Yep…” Candy confirmed, “Dates back to the days of the steamboats in the Mississippi. Girls working in the bars used to wear flowers in their hair and they’d tell the patrons that they got the flowers from ‘someone special’ so they wouldn’t get harassed. Since humans have engagement rings I guess they kinda left the flower to us.” she giggled, “Personally, I like it.”


  Paul chuckled in response, “Well, I think if you were one of those serving girls you’d need a flower to keep the guys at bay. Willy’s a lucky Dog.”


  Candy giggled and gave Paul a gentle push, “Charmer.”


  Paul smiled, “I guess it’s good to know I’m still learning new things every day.” and his smile broadened, laughing inwardly at himself as he pictured Candy in one of the over-the-top steamboat-era frilly dresses. He had no doubt that she’d be able to pull it off—her personality was at least as big.


  “And congratulations, again. I mean it.” Paul offered.


  Candy smiled wide and reached over, giving Paul a huge hug, “Thanks, Dakota. I hope you realize you’re getting an invitation.”


  “Then you’ll be getting an RSVP.” he countered.


  “So, TeeSee…” Sam called attention to the husky, “what’s up with the vest? You said you’d tell us.”


  The IT Dog glanced down to his button-up shirt, half-hidden beneath a gray vest, “Oh… this?” his tail began to wag languidly, “Why should there be some kind of story to it?”


  “Because you’re usually about as well-dressed as a color-blind grunge-rocker.” Ollie smirked.


  “Oh, he’s not that bad.” Candy countered, “He’s usually just…” she pondered the right words, “…business casual.”


  “So come on already… what’s up with the vest?” Sam repeated his earlier question.


  “You want to know?” the husky inquired.


  “Yeah. Why the vest?” Sam pressed.


  “You really want to know?” the Dog repeated.


  “Yes, already.” Sam threw a balled up napkin at TeeSee, who laughed.


  “I lost a bet.”


  “What?” Sam asked.


  “I lost a bet.” TeeSee repeated.


  “Come on… there has to be more of a story to it than that.” Sam pressed, “Nobody just wanders around an office building all day dressed like an 18th century card-shark because they ‘lost a bet’.”


  “Well…” the husky noted melodramatically, “I would love to stay and elaborate, but Tanner and I have to earn our pay.” the Dog stood up.


  “Oh bullshit… you’re just messing with us.” Ollie accused.


  “My manager consistently reinforces the point that we have a contract to upkeep. According to him we are the primary representatives from Harrison Pacific and it’s our top priority to look like we’re contributing to the well-being and smooth servicing of your information technology systems.” the husky announced, sounding almost like a TV commercial.


  “I have no idea how you can do that with a straight face.” Tanner smirked.


  “I’m laughing on the inside.” TeeSee announced, tail wagging, “Come on.” he smacked the German Shepherd on the shoulder then glanced to Paul, “Mr Miller… we’ll be back to work on your system at 2:30.”


  “Alright.” Paul nodded, “Thanks.” As the two Dogs walked out of the break-room, Paul couldn’t help but chuckle as he considered Sam’s assessment of the vest; it did almost look like one he’d expect to see in an old western movie.


  Paul finally got down to eating his lunch. His coworkers slowly abandoned him as their lunches came to an end and, by the time he was done he was the only one left in the break room. Letting out a deep breath, the young man kicked back in his chair, intent on enjoying his last ten minutes of break in peaceful contemplation; he was about two minutes into his ‘zen moment’ when his cell phone started ringing.


  “Ugh…” Paul emoted, already having had enough of phone conversations for the day. He glanced at the caller ID and perked up, quickly answering, “Casey?”


  “Hey Paul!” the Dalmatian’s voice was upbeat and positive.


  “You didn’t come home last night.” it was the first thing Paul could think of.


  “Oh… yeah!” Casey confirmed, “I’m in LA!”


  “Los Angeles?” Paul questioned.


  “Yeah! Remember that talent scout guy at the karaoke bar a few weeks ago? Well I got a call and they said they wanted me for a few practice sessions… so here I am!” Paul could practically hear Casey’s tail wagging through his voice.


  “As long as you’re alright.” Paul confirmed.


  “You bet! I wouldn’t go running off or anything… this is just real important.” the dalmatian noted.


  “Yeah… I bet.” the human responded, “Pretty lucky break, right?”


  “You can say that again!” Casey confirmed, “At least I’ll have something to do until Mein Hund starts up their advertising again.”


  “Just remember, Eizenzahn still wants you to be available for photo shoots when we’re ready for you.” Paul pointed out.


  “Last thing I remember was that you were still trying to figure out what to do.” the Dog chided.


  “I’ll give you a call when I find out the dates for the shoots.” Paul quickly cut Casey’s playful banter off; he didn’t need to be reminded how far behind he was.


  “No problem, Paul… just let me know! Unless anything special comes up I’ll be home tomorrow… or maybe Friday.”


  “Okay… have fun,” Paul noted and, as an afterthought, he included a line his parents always used to use on him, “and make good choices!”


  “Your sense of good, or mine?” the dalmatian laughed, “Oh! Gotta go… I’m hanging out with a few folks in the recording studio and we’re about to get another game of cards started.”


  “I always pictured you as the ‘card’-dog type.” Paul offered.


  “har-har.” Casey noted flatly, “See you soon.” and he disconnected. Paul chuckled to himself; Casey sitting at a table, muzzle-deep in cards… it was a funny image. The young man switched his phone over to vibrate (he’d had enough of the ringing for one day), and checked the time. He let out a sigh. With only three minutes left to his lunch he figured there was no sense putting it off any longer; Paul gathered his things and headed back to his cubicle for another few hours of trying to figure what to do for the next layout.


  Although he came up with a few notes and some unclear ideas, Paul had no better luck coming up with a solid advertisement premise. The two main advertising themes “Fashion is more than just fun and games.” and “Get spotted in Mein Hund.” were the prominent focus of his thoughts; Eizenzahn liked themes and both of them had been well received by the market. Continuing with those ideas, he sat alone in his cubicle for the better part of an hour until he was joined by the two Harrison Pacific dogs.


  “Afternoon, Mr. Miller.” TeeSee nodded before entering the cubicle.


  “Afternoon, Mr. Miller.” Tanner parroted.


  “Hello, TeeSee. Hello Tan Paw.” Paul replied, just as formally.


  “Tanner works fine too, you know.” the German Shepherd responded with a smirk, “You’re casual enough with TeeSee.” he motioned to the husky.


  “Well, maybe that’s because TeeSee is the only name of his I know.” Paul chided, but he kept the tone professional regardless. He stood up to give TeeSee access to his computer.


  “Oh…” the husky spoke up, crawling under Paul’s desk, “Total Chaos… you know… TC… short for Total Chaos…”


  “Oh… TeeSee… TC… got it.” Paul nodded, “So which do you prefer?”


  “TeeSee’s fine.” the husky commented, “Hey… Tanner…” he held a paw out, not bothering to look back, “flashlight.”


  Tanner stepped forward and slid a small penlight into TeeSee’s paw.


  “Thanks.” the husky confirmed, and continued to do whatever he was doing underneath the desk.


  “TeeSee’s staying after close to work on a few system updates.” Tanner noted quietly, You guys are switching to iPrint and he doesn’t want any problems when everyone comes in tomorrow.”


  “Alright.” Paul acknowledged.


  “I’m gonna stay and help him.. see you around seven?” the Shepherd’s tail wagged pleasantly.


  “Sounds good.” Paul confirmed in a whisper, “Thanks for letting me know.”


  The Dogs were in Paul’s cubicle for less than 20 minutes. He wasn’t exactly sure what TeeSee did, and the husky’s “very simple” explanation still went over his head, but the problems he was having with a slow connection to the internet disappeared.


  The rest of Paul’s day at work went quickly enough. Although he was able to generate another page or two of notes he still didn’t have any solid concepts to run with. Logging out of his computer and turning off the desk light in his cubicle, Paul headed for the door. He gave a farewell wave to his coworkers, most of whom were likewise getting ready to leave, and he acknowledged a goodbye from Tanner, who was helping TeeSee pressing buttons on one of the printers, trying to find something called an “IP address”—Paul had no idea what it was, but that’s what he overheard them looking for.


  Paul got into his car and tossed his cell onto the passenger seat. The ride home went smoothly enough, which was a relief since Paul really wasn’t in the mood to deal with any traffic—he still had an empty spot in his mind that was supposed to house an idea for Mein Hund’s next advertisement. Arriving at home, Paul let out a sigh and grabbed his phone from off the seat next to him. He paused when he saw there was a missed call; he’d left it on vibrate.


  He didn’t consider it worth getting angry over so he checked the message instead: “Good afternoon, Mr. Miller. My name is Zachary Carpenter. I’m a production assistant at Walter Media Group. When you have the chance, please give me a call at area code 212—” Paul deleted the message. The local press had given up on hounding him more than two weeks prior; why was this Walter Media place still bothering him? Grumbling to himself, Paul stuffed the phone into his pocket. The human locked up his car and went into the condo.


  Most of Paul’s evening was spent in a combination of some quick pick-up around the condo (he always had an easier time relaxing with clean surroundings) and making dinner. Paul was finishing serving up plates for himself and Tanner when the German Shepherd walked through the door. Tanner let out a groan and deposited a backpack on the armchair in the living room.


  “Everything go okay?” Paul asked.


  Tanner found his way into the kitchen, approached the human without a word, and embraced him. Letting out a huge breath, the German Shepherd shrugged, “Better now.” he stated.


  Paul smiled at that, “Well… you’re home when you said you’d be.”


  “Yeah… TeeSee’s still there. He sent me home because they’re paying me hourly… he’s on salary so he can work overtime without costing the company more.”


  “Wow… the benefits of a salary position.” Paul commented flatly.


  “Guess I can’t complain though… most intern positions don’t pay anything, and I gotta say, I don’t mind getting a little bit of cash.”


  Paul chuckled, holding a plate out to his boyfriend. Tanner took the dish, running his nose through the air above it with a “mmmmmm.”


  “That work?” Paul asked with a grin.


  “Anything would work right about now… I’m starving.” the German Shepherd confirmed. The two sat down at the table and time was spent with good food and good company. Tanner washed the dishes while Paul dried them.


  “So the internship’s been going okay?” Paul asked, picking up the conversation as if they hadn’t even stopped.


  “Yeah.” Tanner acknowledged, “Learning new things every day, and loving it.”


  “So you’re a tech whiz now?” Paul inquired, heading out of the kitchen once their work was done. He took a seat on the sofa.


  Tanner came over and sat down next to him, stretching an arm around Paul’s back, “I wouldn’t exactly say a whiz… but I could probably fix 90% of the problems you could cause.”


  “Me personally, or do you mean ‘you’ in the general sense?” Paul grinned.


  “In the general sense.” Tanner answered. His grin widened, “I couldn’t fix half the problems you cause.” and he laughed as Paul gave him a lazy punch to the gut.


  “Well… I already know for a fact that you have a magical way with technology.” Paul smiled, and he could tell that Tanner was getting ready for the punchline—the Dog knew him too well.


  “Oh yeah?” Tanner asked, humoring him with the set up.


  “Well… with a wave of your paw you can turn my software into hardware.” Paul gave a theatrical wink.


  Tanner rolled his eyes, “That’s two completely separate areas of focus. Software are the programs installed on—” and Paul silenced him with a kiss. The Dog was smiling wide when Paul finally pulled back. “I think you must have a magical way with technology too, because now all I can think about are ‘plug and play’ devices.”


  Paul’s hand slipped down into Tanner’s jeans, “I think I found one already… that’s a joystick, right?”


  “One of these days, Paul, if you don’t slow down you’re gonna run out of puns.” Tanner warned.


  “Well, I bet you’ll be ‘monitoring’ my use then?” Paul climbed into the Dog’s lap, hand geatly caressing the contents of Tanner’s pants. Tanner groaned, but it was not from Paul’s pun. The Dog hefted him up and stood, carrying him in his arms down the hall toward their bedroom.


  “Oh… are we going to get involved with a CD past time?” Paul grinned.


  “Paul?” Tanner inquired, nudging their door open with a foot.


  “Yes?” the human smiled wide.


  “You have more tech puns, don’t you?”


  Paul laughed, “If I thought about them long enough, probably.” Tanner laid the human down on the bed. Paul shuffled to the side, pulling his cell out of his pocket and set it on the night stand.


  “So you mean I need to give you something else to think about?” Tanner asked, pulling his shirt off. Paul smiled, getting to his knees on the bed. He pressed his face against his lover’s sternum, feeling the Dog’s soft fur brush across his cheeks as he inhaled Tanner’s musky scent.


  “You already did.” Paul admitted, and he kissed Tanner’s chest as his fingers slowly began unworking the Shepherd’s front button. Without objection, the Dog undid the tail button of his pants to let them fall to the floor… but they didn’t.


  Paul grinned, “Looks like you have your own clothes hanger.” the human laughed, gingerly removing the jeans from his lover’s erection.


  “It got caught on my dongle.” Tanner explained.


  “… that was a tech pun, right?” Paul asked, taking off his own shirt.


  “Yeah.” Tanner replied, a goofy smile spreading across his muzzle.


  “Oh… just checking.” the human responded, “Care to try again?” he chided.


  “A challenge, eh?” Tanner inquired, undoing Paul’s pants and pulling them off of him.


  “If you’re looking for one.” Paul countered with a grin.


  “Do you know the difference between RAM and ROM?” the shepherd asked, climbing into the bed, legs straddling the humans’ body.


  “Uh… no.” Paul paused, “not really.”


  It was Tanner’s turn to grin, “You aren’t gonna get ‘ROMmed’ tonight.” It didn’t take Paul long to understand that pun as Tanner’s slick flesh slid between the human’s things and bumped just behind his scrotum. Paul raised his hips, wrapping his legs around his lover’s waist.


  “So you’re implying that I’m going to get Ra—” the words got caught in Paul’s throat as Tanner lowered his head and brought his hips forward. Paul let out a strangled cry as he was opened up by his lover’s eager flesh. He realized it would have hurt more if Tanner hadn’t already been dripping with anticipation.


  The Dog gasped, letting out a held breath, “You weren’t ready…” he realized, “Sorry.” Tanner pulled back a few inches, softly licking away the tears that had come out of Paul’s eyes.


  “Ow…” Paul took a moment to readjust his hips against Tanner. “You did that on purpose because you hate my puns.” Paul accused playfully.


  “Well… it did get you to stop.” Tanner countered, a smile across his muzzle.


  “Careful… that might encourage me to keep going.” Paul warned.


  “Oh yeah?” Tanner smirked.


  “Well… just thinking about all the keys on a keyboard… there’s ‘Enter’… there’s ‘Insert’…” Paul smiled, slowly squeezing Tanner’s hips with his legs, pulling the Dog a fraction of an inch deeper into him.


  Tanner licked Paul’s cheek again and pulled the human closer to the edge of the bed, “You forgot C-T-R-L.” the Dog added.


  “I’ve always wondered what that meant…” Paul admitted.


  Tanner growled softly, nibbling at Paul’s neck, “Control.”


  The human let out a gasp as the Dog pushed in deeper once, with a shallow thrust. He did so a second time, experimentally, and then again. Paul moaned, puns forgotten as gripped the blankets with both hands. He felt the heat radiating down from his lover’s body as Tanner groaned, grunted, and moaned in response to every move his body made. The frustrations of the day forgotten, Paul gave himself over completely to the moment.


  Both cried out in unison the moment Tanner’s knot slipped into Paul’s body. The human released the blankets, transferring his hands to Tanner’s biceps, gripping them so he could push back against each of the Dog’s thrusts. Tanner was panting by that point, hips shaking as his knot shifted by fractions of an inch within Paul’s body, but it was enough.


  Paul gasped, moaning as his release seeped out of his shaft, trickling free in slow, rhythmic pulses, impeded by the thick flesh inside him and drawn out all the longer for it. Tanner, on the other hand, found his plateau with explosive results, howling out his orgasm as his blunt claws dug into the mattress. His voice slowly trailed off into a contented whimper, his body shivering every few seconds as Paul’s still-convulsing insides worked his tender flesh.


  “Ohhh…” Paul murmured as the last of his release finally subsided, “I needed that.” he chuckled.


  “Me too.” Tanner smiled, licking the side of Paul’s face. The two of them rested quietly, their heavy breaths the only sound before Tanner spoke again, “What… done with the puns?”


  “Well… considering how we’re going to be like this for awhile, I was going to bring up the Scroll ‘Lock’ on a keyboard…” Paul offered half-heartedly.


  Tanner chuckled, “There’s also a Caps Lock and a Num Lock key.”


  Paul’s grin reappeared out of nowhere, “Oh… this is hardly a ‘numb lock’… I don’t know about you, but I sure can feel it.”


  The Dog laughed, “I’m a captive audience now.”


  “You better believe it… no ‘Esc’ for you!” Paul punned.


  The puns continued for some time.


  * * * * *


  It was still dark out when Paul awoke. At first he thought his alarm clock had somehow gone off early, but he realized that the loud, rhythmic humming was his phone. It was still on vibrate, rumbling against the top of the nightstand. Tanner was still asleep next to him and, unfortunately, between him and the belligerent communication device. Glancing across his prone boyfriend to where the alarm clock sat, Paul saw that it wasn’t quite 3am.


  Still half-asleep, Paul’s mind simultaneously counted the hours of sleep he had, wondered who would be calling at such an early time in the morning, and pondered how Tanner, who often woke up when Paul sneezed in the middle of the night, was able to sleep through such a racket barely two feet from his ears. Grumbling, the human shuffled himself across Tanner’s chest as he stretched, reaching for the phone.


  “Casey better not be drunk dialing…” Paul mumbled to himself, and picked up the phone, “h-hello?” he tried to sound coherent.


  “Paul? Sweetie? It’s your mom.” his mother’s voice spoke up from the other end.


  “Yeah?” he couldn’t think of what else to say.


  Her voice sounded strained, barely composed, “I need to talk to you…”


  “Mom?” Paul puzzled, “What’s wrong?” the mist of sleepiness was quickly burning away, replaced by a strong sense of unease. His mom was calling him at 3am? Even with the time difference it wasn’t any later than 5 in the morning where she was.


  “I’m calling from the hospital, Honey… it’s about your father.”


  If there were any traces of sleep left in Paul’s body they were gone after hearing that. The human vaulted over Tanner so he could sit on the corner of the bed, forgetting for a moment that his phone didn’t have a cord on it so there was no need to be close to the nightstand.


  “What’s going on?” the Dog inquired blearily.


  “What’s wrong?” Paul asked, “Is he okay? What happened? What’s wrong?” a hundred questions were rolling around in his head, concern blotting out the realization that he asked the same question twice without even giving her a chance to answer.


  “Paul… Honey…” his mother’s voice wavered; he could tell she was near tears, “Your father has cancer.”


  “What?” Paul asked. The cell fell from Paul’s hand and landed on the mattress beside him.


  “Your father has cancer.” she said, her voice quieter, cracking once with emotion, barely audible from its place on the bed. It was if the entire world slowly eased to a stop as his mind tried to wrap itself around those four words… and as they began to sink in, it all started to speed up again, blurring so impossibly fast that he lost track of events.


  “Paul?” Tanner’s paw came to rest on his shoulder.


  “Paul?” his mom’s voice spoke up from the fallen phone.


  “What’s wrong?” his boyfriend asked softly.


  “Honey? Are you there?” the phone questioned from its place on the bed.


  “I…” Paul’s voice came out as a faint whimper as his vision started to get blurry, “I… I need a minute.” Vaulting up off of the bed, he went straight to the bathroom and slammed the door behind himself. He stumbled to the counter and struck his palms down, shoulder width apart as he stared at himself in the mirror.


  Wake up. he told himself in his mind, Wake up! he demanded. It was a dream… it had to be a dream. Wake up, damn it! WAKE UP! his hands had balled up into fists, his vision growing blurrier as tears started to stream down his cheeks.


  He’d talked to his parents two weeks back. It was the usual family discussion about this-and-that… what Paul’s brothers were up to… what his sister was doing… how well Paul was getting along on the West Coast. His parents were always good about dancing around the main issue that necessitated him leaving home—they never asked if he was dating anyone; it was a comfortable arrangement for all of them.


  The next phone call was supposed to be about more seemingly random catching-up… it was supposed to be about Paul working for a great advertising company… it was supposed to include some seemingly random comment about his sister getting ready for Junior Prom. It was supposed to be full of all of the various topics they could think of to maintain some kind of dialogue without his parents having to ask if he was still gay… if he had found some nice girl that would put him on the right path… if he was ready to come home. It wasn’t supposed to be… “Cancer…” he whispered, a new set of tears falling.


  Paul shivered, suddenly feeling cold. His whole body was shaking as the tears continued to come. “Cancer…” he said again. The soft sound of a muted voice through the closed door caught his attention. He knew it was Tanner, but Paul also realized that the Dog wasn’t speaking to him. It took another two minutes before the young man could work up the nerve to open the door. When he did, his hand, still shaking, remained on the knob as he looked out into the bedroom.


  Tanner was seated on the bed, gazing across the distance to him. The Dog’s eyes gleamed green from the light cast on him from the bathroom. Tanner had Paul’s cell up to his ear, “Yes, Mrs. Miller… I understand.” Tanner nodded, “Alright… I’ll be sure to let him know.” The Dog was gazing right at him, eyes full of sympathy, concern, and a hint of tears, “I’m sure he does.” Tanner nodded again, “Of course. I know.” Tanner let out a sigh, “…I wish the circumstances could have been better too.”


  The Dog held out a paw, and Paul slowly held out his hand. When their fingers met, Paul practically fell into Tanner’s arms, burying his face in his lover’s chest. “I’ll make sure he gives you a call later today.” Tanner continued the conversation, and Paul had no way to express just how lucky he felt having him there, “Mm-hmmm.” Tanner nodded, resting his muzzle over Paul’s head, “You too… alright… okay… goodbye.” and the Dog closed the cell.


  Tanner said nothing, which was just right for Paul. He remained in the Dog’s arms, still wishing that he would wake up but knowing beyond hope that it wasn’t going to happen. “What did she say?” he finally asked.


  “Your mom brought your dad into the emergency room because he was short of breath.” Tanner answered softly, gently rubbing Paul’s back as the human continued to lay against him, “They took some x-rays and had to wait a few hours for an oncologist to confirm what it was.”


  “Cancer?” Paul said, voice choked off as emotion strangled his words.


  Tanner just nodded his head, “They’re going to speak with a specialist later today, but she thought you should know.” he said softly.


  “I need to be there.” Paul said with conviction.


  “I know.” Tanner acknowledged, giving him a gentle squeeze, “Your mom said she thought you probably would.”


  “Family’s always been important to the Millers.” Paul said softly, slowly pulling back so he could sit up straight.


  Tanner nodded, “She said she’s worried about you because you don’t have any family nearby. I told her not to worry and that I’d keep an eye on you.”


  Paul felt an icy chill in the pit of his stomach for a moment, “Did you… did you tell her that… we… that you’re my…?”


  Tanner shook his head, “Not my place to… but she did kind of gave off that parent-vibe that said she might have an idea.”


  Paul covered his face with his hands, “Oh God…” he began breathing faster. It seemed like such a stupid thing to fixate on considering the purpose of his mom calling, but he couldn’t help it, “What… what did she say that gave you that idea?” he asked for clarification.


  “Well…” the Dog commented, taking one of Paul’s hands in his paws, “She said she was worried about you, and she said that she thought it might be a good idea for me to come too.”


  [image: snakes and vipers]


  Among the Millers


  Something about the sound of his suitcase hitting the conveyor belt snapped Tanner out of his early-morning zoning. Tanner considered himself a morning person but there had been a lot on his mind the last few hours, not the least of which being Paul, who appeared to be more of a zombie than he. Glancing over his shoulder at Paul, the Dog frowned a little on the inside; the human didn’t even seem to notice his attention. For the fiftieth time that morning, Tanner was worried about him. They stepped up to the counter together.


  Tanner did the talking, providing the attendant at the counter the confirmation number he received online for the ticket purchase. The woman informed him that he could have confirmed the online order via an electronic terminal. He apologized and informed her that it was his first time flying. She smiled blankly and handed him a ticket for himself and Paul. Tanner thanked her. She wished them a nice flight and proceeded to ignore them in favor of the next person in line. It was a very strange verbal dance and, as the Dog moved out of line with Paul in tow, it left him feeling a little dizzy.


  The whole experience in fact, was easily summarized with that one word: dizzying. Paul went ahead of him as they waited in the security line. An Afghan Hound was taken out of line after setting off the metal detector and he was and pulled off to the side; Tanner watched as he was given a pat-down.


  The Dog argued immediately, “This is racial profiling! You’re taking me out of line just because of my breed! I was born in Detroit, for Christ’s sake! I don’t even speak Arab.”


  “Sir, you are being detained because you set off the metal detector, not because of your breed.” noted the man in charge, a big guy who looked like he had probably played professional football when he was younger, “Tony is going to search you. Do you have any health or medical problems that would necessitate that you be moved somewhere private, Sir?”


  The Dog shook his head, mumbling something about not wanting to ‘get a room’. The security guard the big man had indicated moved forward and began running latex-gloved hands along the outside and inside of the hound’s arms. The Dog stood still, complaining all the while as he was frisked. The hound growled aggressively as the man slid his hands along the insides of his legs, “I don’t want anyone fondling my junk.”


  “We are required to complete a full inspection, Sir,” noted Tony, “but I assure you that you will be treated courteously and professionally.” the human’s tone was respectful but the words came out with the practiced ease of someone used to saying it dozens of times a day. The Dog threatened to talk to the ACLU and he was informed, seemingly by rote that he was able to lodge a complaint to be reviewed by the TSA. Someone further behind Tanner in line joked with his someone else that the Dog’d probably have more luck with the ASPCA; the shepherd didn’t know whether it was funny or insulting… or both… but he knew it was certainly more stress.


  Tanner let out a sigh; he wasn’t sure if things were so stressful because of the purpose of their trip, or if traveling itself were stressful enough without adding family issues into the mix. He followed Paul’s lead, taking off his shoes and his watch, emptying his pockets, and put them into a gray plastic bin. Paul pulled his laptop out of its carrying case and put each into a separate bin; Tanner did likewise. he Dog followed his human through the imposing, rectangular ‘doorway’ of the metal detector, holding his breath as he imagined all the wonderful outcomes; they both emerged on the other side without incident.


  Paul went through all the motions of gathering up his items, his expression never changing. Tanner collected his own belongings, watching his boyfriend and worrying all the more. They both moved off to the side to put their shoes back on, and the Dog walked after Paul, who paused only long enough to look at the ticket information in his hand. “Frontier is Terminal 6.” he said numbly, and headed off down the corridor, “I think our Gate is toward the end.”


  Tanner nodded quietly, trying to keep his concern from showing; considering the stress from being in an airport terminal for the first time there was nothing he could do about his tucked tail but he started to feel his ears droop and forced them back into a neutral position. He glanced at the window toward the horizon, noticing that the sun was finally coming up. Tanner looked back to his boyfriend, “They have restaurants in the terminals, right? Did you want to get something for breakfast before our flight?”


  “Are you hungry?” Paul paused, glancing back at him; Tanner couldn’t help but notice that his eyes looked distant, and the large dark circles underneath them made it very clear that Paul had not slept well… which made sense considering their reason for travel.


  “I figured it would be a good idea to get something to eat before we got on the plane… the prices are killer, I hear.” he offered with an encouraging smile.


  “Prices in the airport are almost just as bad.” Paul noted, and glanced around the walkway, “There’s some fast food down by the end of the terminal over there.” he motioned with his free hand, “Let’s find our gate then we can get something.” the human paused, and Tanner’s heart lifted just a little when he saw a mischievous glint spark within his boyfriend’s eye, “We should probably find you some dramamine too… just in case.” and he continued walking.


  “Dramamine?” Tanner asked, ears going up, following him.


  “This is your first time flying.” Paul answered, then paused, “And it looks like that’s our gate.” he motioned with his head then looked back to the Dog, “Dramamine is used for motion sickness… Egg McMuffins might taste fine going down, but chances are you won’t like em coming back up.” The smile that emerged on Tanner’s muzzle came easily to him; he was still worried about Paul, but it was much more obvious at that point that the human was more distracted than broken.


  The wait in line for breakfast went very quickly and Tanner sat down at the waiting area by the gate while Paul went off in search of some motion sickness medicine. At first, the Dog considered offering to go with but he realized that it was an errand his boyfriend wanted to do alone… probably to keep busy. Ever since the two had awoken that morning Paul was moving a mile a minute; considering the reason for the trip, Tanner didn’t blame him. The Dog ate quietly, eyes on the dark skinned male human attendant talking with a passenger whose ticket was apparently misprinted. The issue was just in the process of being resolved when Paul returned.


  “Alright… I got some chewables.” he offered, tossing a small packet to Tanner. The dog caught them easily and looked them over.


  “They’re pink.” Tanner noted.


  “I think they color them that way on purpose because they taste like Pepto Bismol.” Paul replied, sitting down beside the Dog and pulling his own breakfast sandwich out of the bag, “That mixed with chalk, anyway” he added with a faint smirk, looking over his food.


  “You take this stuff too?” Tanner asked, using the blunt claw on his index finger to poke out the metallic film from the back of one of the tablets.


  Paul shrugged in response, “I used to… for my first few plane trips until we realized that it didn’t bother me that much.”


  “Some people have problems in planes and some don’t, huh?” Tanner asked, popping the tablet and chewing; Paul was not far off on the taste.


  “Right.” the human confirmed, “Kinda like reading in a car.”


  “Well… I never had much trouble with that, so it’s probably good news.” Tanner noted optimistically, smiling invitingly when he realized that the human was opening up just a little. The Dog hoped it was the start of a more normal Paul.


  “Yeah,” Paul shrugged in response after chewing his bite of breakfast, “But it’s a different kinda movement, I guess… I mean, Dad’s okay on airplanes but he can’t read inside a—” and Tanner watched as the weight of the situation came crashing back down on his boyfriend. Paul shut down again, wrapping up his sandwich before putting to back into the bag.


  The human let out a sigh, “I can’t believe it… it’s… just… I… I can’t believe it.” and he hung his head.


  Tanner opened his muzzle, but quickly shut it when he realized he didn’t have anything to say. He wanted to be supportive, but he was at a loss for words… after all, what could he say to someone whose dad had cancer? He hadn’t even spoken with his own family in several years so he couldn’t even begin to consider what it must have been like for Paul. In the end, however, as numerous thoughts ran through Tanner’s mind, he didn’t have to say or do anything—Paul’s hand slowly reached out and gripped the Dog’s paw.


  Tanner jumped in surprise at that; Paul had never done anything that could have even been marginally misinterpreted as the two of them being ‘together’. Glancing to the human, Tanner realized that Paul’s defenses were down and that he was too far gone to care about what anyone thought of him or what they saw while he was in the airport on his way home. Home: the thought hung in Tanner’s mind. He was following his boyfriend back to Paul’s past; he was going to see where Paul grew up; he was going to meet Paul’s family.


  The thought terrified him and excited him at the same time but, as he looked down at the human’s hand on his paw, he realized that it was probably one more reason why Paul was in a near catatonic state. Tanner was unable to even begin to guess how the discussion would go. He remembered being introduced to Casey’s mom and Dad while they had been room mates, but Casey took the much more forward route and introduced Tanner as his boyfriend right away.


  Tanner recalled being squeamish at that considering his own family background, regardless, it had worked well enough for Casey’s folks… but the German Shepherd had a feeling that Paul’s family was probably just a half-step less conservative than his own… and that meant, for the tenth or eleventh time since they left the house, Tanner wondered if he had made a big mistake in coming along. He didn’t have much more time to consider it as Paul let go of his paw; the boarding had begun for their flight.


  Despite how much Tan Paw had heard frequent fliers rave about the window seat, when it came time for the two of them to slid into their appointed row, the Dog realized that there was only one possible option, “Go ahead and slide in.” he offered to Paul. A moment of indecision crossed the human’s face, to which, the German Shepherd added, “If you don’t I can’t help but think that I’m going to keep pointing things out as we fly over them and I know it’ll drive you crazy.” the Dog admitted.


  Paul studied Tanner’s face for a moment, and the Shepherd was able to identify the exact moment when the human decided to accept the offer, and Paul sat down in the window seat. Tanner lifted their luggage into the overhead compartment and paused, trying to figure out how to work the latch. “The stewardess’ll get that… just sit.” Paul offered, motioning to the seat beside him. Tanner obediently sat down, feeling a little embarrassed.


  Wriggling into the seat, he pulled his tail out and set it between his thigh and the armrest, then looked around for the second half of his seat-belt. “These seats’ll take some getting used to.”


  Paul reached down and picked up the clasp for the Dog and offered it to him calmly, “Here… you’ll want this.”


  “I’m still new when it comes to flying, I guess.” the Dog offered with a wag, clicking his seatbelt and tightening it snugly.


  Paul smiled just a little at that, “Just remember not to freak out when you hear a little bump or the airplane dips… that kind of thing happens.”


  “There are bumps in the sky?” Tanner inquired, the tip of his tail thwapping on the seat next to where he sat.


  “Landing gear… turbulence… flaps… high-flying birds—” Paul offered.


  “You’re joking.” Tanner interjected.


  “No… the landing gear really does make a loud thump when it—” the human offered with a smile.


  “About the birds, you ass.” Tanner countered, punching Paul in the shoulder. The two shared a laugh, and the Shepherd felt his tail wag more naturally. As they settled into their seats and the Dog took the opportunity to investigate the seat pocket in front of him, the minutes began to slowly creep by. If Tanner thought that the wait at the gate was long, he certainly wasn’t prepared for the inactivity that followed once the two were seated.


  “So… um… Paul?” the Dog glanced to his boyfriend, who appeared to be engrossed in a magazine or, more specifically, an article about sail-boarding in Costa Rica.


  “Hmmm?” Paul asked, turning away from Tanner after he acknowledged the Dog; Tanner didn’t miss the dampness on his cheek.


  “Never mind.” the Dog tossed the question away; he felt awkward… like nothing he could do ended up helping. He turned to look at his human again when Paul placed a hand atop Tanner’s paw which was laying on the arm-rest between them. Paul laced his fingers between the Dog’s and gave a little squeeze. The single gesture immediately made Tanner realize how stupid his little pity party was; his presence obviously made a difference, the way he knew Paul’s did when he was feeling bad.


  Mindful of his boyfriend’s general squeamishness at public displays of affection, the Dog subtly moved their joined digits off the armrest and down to the slight groove between their seats; Paul didn’t seem to notice as he continued looking out the window at the baggage handlers below them. Tanner was all-the-more confident in his decision to let Paul take the window seat; the human wouldn’t have to deal with the constant flow of people moving past in the aisle and, at that moment, Tanner wanted to do everything for him he could.


  Finally, after who-knew-how-long, the plane finally began to move. Tanner had seen enough movies to know that they still had to ease out to a good take-off point but, again, he was surprised at just how long that took. The stewardess walked the aisle, giving a safety demonstration covering everything from emergency exits to oxygen masks. Tanner looked up at the small plastic panel over his head; the thought concerned him for a split second… and then they were on to the ‘in the case of a water landing’ speech. Tanner decided that flying really didn’t appeal much at that point, but he swallowed his puppy-fears and decided that it wasn’t going to be that bad. He was right.


  The flight, in total, took only about as long as the time from when the two woke up to the time the plane actually took off. Tanner had been hoping to play Angry Birds on his cell phone but, he reminded himself, they were supposed to remain off for the duration of the flight (only after they had touched down was he informed that using them in non-transmitting mode was acceptable). Regardless, the Dog was able to busy himself with a crossword puzzle followed by a complimentary snack followed by an in-flight movie and then, before he knew it, the crew was discussing the final approach.


  Paul had apparently used the flight time to great effect; although he still looked tired, he didn’t have the same ‘haunted’ look that he had displayed all morning. Tanner could tell by the way his human moved about the terminal that he was getting excited; regardless of the main purpose behind Paul’s visit, he was going to see his family again, and that lifted his spirits. “Come on, slow poke… haven’t found your land legs yet?” the human chided him.


  “If I bite you in the airport, is the charge any worse than if I bit you somewhere else?” Tanner asked casually.


  “Rather than biting me somewhere else, you’d want to bite me in my airport? Where exactly is the airport on someone?” Paul asked, “If it is what I think it is, it’d hurt more than being bit on the arm.”


  The spontaneous word play made Tanner pause and, for a moment, he actually had to stop; a woman almost ran into him from behind. The shepherd apologized quickly and followed after his snickering boyfriend, “You suck.” the Dog noted with mock indignation. Paul glanced back at him with a grin and momentarily raised one of his eyebrows… Tanner recognized that expression and the human didn’t even have to say a word; Paul had agreed with him, albeit, in a different manner. Tanner was ready to continue berating his boyfriend, but their banter was interrupted.


  “Paul! You’re here!” the shout carried to them even through the noisy airport terminal. Tanner turned to regard the speaker: a young human girl who looked like she was in her mid-to-late teens. Though her hair was a slightly darker shade of brown, her resemblance to Paul was unmistakable. “Paul Abraham Miller, it is you!” she called, waving frantically.


  “Your middle name isn’t Abraham…” Tanner mumbled to Paul, pausing so he could walk a step behind him.


  “Right… that’s just Rebecca being Rebecca.” Paul answered; Tanner could see his boyfriend beginning to blush, “She loves making up middle names for me.”


  “There’s a strange sense of humor in your family, isn’t there?” the Dog asked plainly.


  Paul’s smirk widened, “The airplane was nothing… you’re in for quite a ride.”


  “Oh God, Paul… it’s so good to see you!” the girl threw her arms around Paul, lifting her feet up off the ground, forcing him to wrap his arms around her and hold her up.


  “Heh… good to see you too, Becca…” Paul answered her once she stood on her own two feet again. He glanced around at the many people wandering around the terminal, “Is Mom here?”


  “Nope…” the teen responded, holding up a collection of keys and giving them a little jingle.


  “You got your license?!” it was much a comment of surprise as it was a question.


  “Yeah-huh!” Rebecca replied, jingling them again, “Mom’s letting me use Ol’Yeller.”


  “Ol’Yeller?” Tanner asked before he had a chance to think. Both of the Millers’ eyes went to him.


  “Oh…” Paul suddenly squared his shoulders uncomfortably, “Becca… this is Tanner… my… uh… friend. Tanner, this is Rebecca, one of my sisters.”


  “You’re Paul’s roommate?” Rebecca inquired of him.


  “Yes.” Tanner responded formally, trying with all his might to keep his tail from curling between his legs. He offered out a paw, “Tan Paw Junior.” he introduced himself.


  The teen accepted it and gave it a firm shake, “Except it it’s black.” she pointed out.


  “Thank you for letting him know.” Paul quickly came to Tanner’s rescue, “He never would have known if you hadn’t pointed it out.”


  “Oh shut up.” Rebecca playfully slapped at her brother’s arm, “I just didn’t know your boyfriend was a Dog.”


  Tanner almost felt his heart stop when Paul’s sister blurted the ‘b’ word out, and he lost the fight with his tail, but only for a moment. The Dog’s attention went to Paul, whose face was an unreadable mask of indecision over which emotion it should display. In the end, Tanner realized he had to say something, “Paul’s letting me stay at his place until I finish with college.”


  “Whatever…” the teen shrugged, turning away, “Come on… I promised Mom I’d have you back before dinner and Kimmy can’t wait to see you.” and she started off through the concourse.


  “I’m kinda surprised she didn’t come with.” Paul admitted, following after her.


  “Who? Mom, or Kimmy?” Rebecca asked.


  “Well… uh… either… both, I guess?” Paul offered.


  “Mom’s busy getting the house straightened up and Kimmy’s grounded because she didn’t finish her homework.” the teen responded. She came to a stop and glanced back at her brother, “You brought more than that, right?” she asked, motioning to Paul’s small carry-on bag.


  “Yeah,” he responded, “I have one and Tanner has one.”


  “Great… now I just have to figure out where the baggage claim is…” she pondered.


  “You’re a girl…” Paul commented, “Why not ask for directions?”


  The comment caught Tanner completely by surprise, and he had to do a double-take. Glancing at Paul, the Shepherd saw an unmistakably wide grin on the human’s face; Tanner managed to hide a smirk of his own.


  “So, after all that time in a big city, you still haven’t learned how gentlemen treat ladies, is that it?” Paul’s sister chided.


  “Sure I did.” Paul replied, “But what does that have to do with you?”


  “Oh… there’s a sign.” Tanner quickly interjected, pointing at an arrow identifying the direction to the baggage claim, “Looks like we go left.” The Dog moved quickly past the two siblings and headed where the sign indicated. It was the shepherd’s hope that Paul and his sister would follow suit; he was relieved when it worked… but not so relieved as they continued their semi-friendly antics.


  “Yeah? Well so’s your mother.” Rebecca noted in response to Paul’s casually caustic remark as they arrived at the baggage carousel.


  “She’s your mother too, so there!” Paul countered, and they both dissolved into a fit of laughter. Tanner rolled his eyes, picking up first his suitcase, and then Paul’s wheeled luggage.


  “Paul’s humor isn’t uniquely his, is it?” the Dog asked of Rebecca.


  She grinned in response, “You’re going to have a great time at the Miller household, Tan Paw… I can tell it already.” The two humans laughed all the way out to the parking garage.


  “Wow…” Paul noted, coming to a stop as Rebecca continued onward to a slightly rusted, banana-yellow, late ’70s station wagon, “Ol’Yeller hasn’t changed a bit.”


  Rebecca walked around to the driver’s side and unlocked the door with the key, “Well… it can only get so bad and still run, you know.”


  “So…” Tanner noted, regarding the two siblings as Rebecca reached across to the passenger’s seat and popped up the door lock, “It’s yellow…” both of the Millers looked at him, “Real yellow.”


  “That’s reason number one it’s called Ol’Yeller.” Paul commented.


  “There’s more than one reason?” the Dog inquired; both humans nodded and grinned in unison, “I don’t want to know reason number two… do I?” Tanner asked.


  “Probably not.” the siblings noted at the same time, and they spontaneously dissolved into fits of laughter again. One ear up, the other ear back, Tanner quickly slid into the back seat of the station wagon, taking the luggage with him.


  Once everyone was situated, Rebecca started up the car (it took three tries), and they were on their way out of the airport parking lot. They paused long enough to pay the parking fee, and then they were out on the road. Tanner kept his attention on the countryside as it slid by; he couldn’t help but be astounded at how flat everything was. The Dog was content enough to let Paul chat with his sister—they obviously had a lot of catching up to do, and Tanner was plenty happy to let them at it.


  He was just starting to doze off, when Paul suddenly shouted, “Hay!”


  Tanner jumped in his seat, quickly looking around, “What?” he asked.


  “Hay!” Paul repeated.


  “ ‘Hey’ what?” the Dog demanded.


  “Hay!” the human stated again, pointing out at the large fields of grass, and an enormous pile of… sure enough: hay. Tanner groaned, rubbing his face with a paw.


  “Do you think he’ll kill himself in desperation to escape?” Rebecca asked Paul casually.


  “Nah… he’s already used to the Miller-brand humor… lived with me so long he’s built up a resistance.” he noted, glancing back at Tanner with a grin.


  “I’m used to smaller doses.” the Dog replied, “Is your whole family like this?”


  “All except for Kimmy… she’s the quiet one.” Rebecca noted casually, “But that’s probably cuz she hasn’t started high school yet… that’s usually when everyone in our house comes out of their shell.”


  “Believe it or not,” Paul noted with a smirk, “Becca here used to be well behaved and polite.”


  “Oh…” Rebecca spoke up, “speaking of polite,” she smirked, “Mom’s making Lutefisk tonight.”


  “She what?!?” Paul gasped.


  “She’s making Lutefisk.” the teen repeated.


  “Oh my God… it’s not even Christmas!” he exclaimed, “Can you even get Lutefisk this time of year? Why would she be making Lutefisk?!?”


  “What is Lutefisk, exactly?” Tanner chimed in.


  “She’s had it since Christmas.” Rebecca pointed out, not giving Paul a chance to answer the Dog, “And, she’s making it now because you weren’t here on Christmas.” the second comment was more pointed and less patient.


  Paul leaned over the seat to address Tanner, “Lutefisk is a tradition in our house… Grandma Fisher used to make it on Christmas when Mom was young, and Mom just kinda kept the tradition alive.”


  “It’s an acquired taste.” Rebecca added.


  “Whenever I hear ‘acquired taste’ it makes my fur stand on end.” Tanner admitted.


  Paul chuckled, “Well that’s nothing compared to what the taste will do.” and both siblings laughed.


  There was a short pause in the conversation as the chuckling slowly trailed off. Rebecca glanced over at Paul, her smile disappearing, “Why did you miss Christmas?”


  Looking over to his sister, the young man let out a sigh, “A lot of reasons.” he answered.


  “Mom and Dad were really sad when you called and said you couldn’t make it.” Rebecca noted aside to him, eyes focused on the road.


  “I figured.” Paul acknowledged, “I was talking to them on the phone, remember?”


  “You know how Mom gets around the holidays…” she pressed.


  “The whole holiday-season-family-togetherness thing… yeah.” he noted.


  “It just…” Rebecca sighed, “it would have been better with you there.”


  “YES! I KNOW, okay?!?” Paul snapped, and turned to look ahead as well, letting out a sigh as he ran his hand through his hair, voice quieting as he continued, “I just couldn’t get away from work… the holday season is a big deal for advertising firms.”


  “You always get me the best gifts too…” Rebecca added quietly.


  “Well… I mailed everything, and Mom told me you guys got the packages.” Paul offered.


  “It’s just not the same thing… I guess.” his sister shrugged, and she brushed her hand across her nose, “So what was such a big deal that you couldn’t come home, huh?”


  “A really really big client.” Paul offered.


  “What… like seven… eight foot tall?” Rebecca questioned.


  “Not that kind of ‘big’.” he countered.


  “So… like four… five hundred pounds?” she pressed.


  “It was a large corporate contract.” Paul clarified.


  Tanner smirked, “So… like eighty… ninety pages?”


  Rebecca laughed at that, “Careful Paul, this one’s a quick learner.”


  “It only seems that way to the untrained eye.” Paul noted, “He’s had a few years of practice to get it right.”


  “You two keep talking about me like I’m not even here.” Tanner objected.


  “Did you hear something, Paul?” Rebecca inquired.


  “No… why?” he asked, “Did you?” and Paul grunted when Tanner’s balled paw hit him in the shoulder, “OW! Relax, Tanner! I’m just playing!”


  “Me too.” the Dog responded with a smirk, “And I play rough.”


  “Please, you two,” Rebecca interjected, “I don’t need to hear about your personal life.” she smirked. Glancing at Paul, who was blushing profusely, the teen then spoke over her shoulder looking at Tanner in the rear-view mirror, “Remember that thing I said about Millers breaking out of their shells in high school? Well he still hasn’t completely escaped his.” the comment made Paul blush even more.


  The conversation danced between topics the rest of the way back to the house. As the car got closer and closer to its destination, Tanner watched his boyfriend; Paul became increasingly interested in the surroundings, occasionally commenting aside to Rebecca about something being new, or changed, or out of place. She replied each time, usually with a laugh, or a giggle, or a nod, but, once or twice, she pointed out that a lot could change in two years. Paul became very attentive when the car pulled off the two lane highway and onto a long gravel driveway.


  Tanner smiled to himself, content to remain quiet as he heard the encouraging sound of Paul’s heartbeat quicken. “Wow…” Paul murmured, “That tree you planted in sixth grade really grew.”


  “A lot can change in two years.” Rebecca added yet another time, “Just wait til you see Kimmy.” she added,and pulled the car up alongside a minivan, put it in park, and set the emergency break, “Well… welcome home.” she noted, getting out of the car, “You don’t have a tape recorder on you, do you?”


  Paul paused at the question, and Tanner felt his own ears go up, “No…” Paul noted at length, “why?”


  “Because you won’t have any proof when I say that I missed you.” she grinned, winking as she stuck her tongue out, “Now come on. Out! Out! Out! Out! There are people inside who want to see you, Paul Benjamin Miller. Move it!” she moved to the front door of the house, motioning him in with an arm.


  “Wow… she certainly changes directions at the drop of a hat, doesn’t she?” Tanner inquired with a smirk, reaching behind him to grab the luggage.


  He was just about to head after Rebecca when Paul stopped him. “Tanner… I…” the Dog’s boyfriend stalled.


  “What’s wrong?” Tanner asked, “You’re concerned about what your mom and dad are going to think?”


  “I just…” Paul offered with an embarrassed blush, “I’m not really sure how they’ll react and… well… I guess I just wanna apologize ahead of time in case they say or do something… you know…”


  “Paul-like?” Tanner smiled patiently, and got a dirty look for the attempt at humor. The Dog put down the luggage and turned to face the human, resting a paw on either of his shoulders, “Listen, Paul…” he noted, waiting until his gaze was met, “I’ll be on my best behavior, and I’m sure they will too. I’m sure we’ll all have our share of embarrassments and there’s no doubt that they’ll have tons of questions.” Paul opened his mouth to talk, but Tanner quickly continued, “AND, no matter what happens, I’m here with you and there’s nothing they can do that’ll reduce my opinion of you.” and he gave his boyfriend a critical look, “Alright?”


  “You don’t know my parents.” Paul answered back, but it was accompanied by a faint smile.


  “No… but I know you… and anyone who could help mold someone into who you are can’t be that bad.” the Dog responded, leaning down to touch his nose to Paul’s. The human responded by pressing his lips to Tanner’s, and they embraced. It was a wonderful feeling for the Shepherd to finally be holding his lover in his arms again… at least, until the sound of a throat clearing from the porch.


  “This isn’t exactly a good start, is it?” Tanner asked quietly.


  Paul sighed, “Nope.” and he slowly disengaged, face almost as red as an apple, “Hi… Mom. This is… uh… Tanner.” and he motioned toward the Dog sheepishly.


  “Hello, Mrs Miller.” Tanner offered a simple wave before reaching down to pick up the luggage.


  “Why don’t you two come inside and get settled in so we can be a little more polite about our introductions.” she noted in a slightly forced tone; Tanner fought to keep his tail from tucking. Glancing briefly to Paul, the Dog noticed that his human’s face was a complete mask of neutrality… or was it expression paralysis brought on by complete and abject terror? Tanner was again caught with the thought that his presence might not have been a good idea. Throwing the thought aside, the Shepherd followed his boyfriend into the home, where he was barraged by a powerful scent.


  “What is that smell?” Tanner asked Paul quietly, “Do you think the washing machine overflowed?”


  Paul choked back a laugh, whispering back instead, “No… that’s the Lutefisk.”


  “Are you sure?” the Dog inquired, “It smells like laundry.”


  The human’s grin widened as he leaned his head against Tanner’s shoulder, “God, I’m glad you’re here.” The comment made the Shepherd feel immediately better.


  “Me too.” he replied, walking side-by-side with Paul down the hall after Mrs Miller.


  She stopped, turning back to regard them when she reached the second door on the right, “We left everything exactly how it was when you left, just like I promised.” she offered.


  Paul glanced past her into the room, and Tanner saw the smile clearly on his face. He turned and embraced the older woman, “Thanks, Mom.”


  She returned the hug, “Of course, honey… you’re always welcome here… you know that.” Once they disengaged, she turned to regard Tanner; he swallowed hesitantly and offered a friendly wag of his tail, “So you’re Tanner?” she inquired.


  The Dog set down the bag he was carrying in his right paw and offered it to Paul’s mother, “Yes ma’am…” he responded respectfully, “My name is Tan Paw Junior, but I go by Tanner.”


  “Dogs use simplified names in—” Paul began, but slowly trailed off when his mother looked at him.


  “You’re a very courageous young man for coming half way across the country without having met Paul’s family.” Mrs. Miller stated neutrally.


  Tanner flicked an ear, both of them rotating as he tried to make sense of her abstract comment. Was it praise? Was it a veiled hint at contempt? He didn’t know. “I didn’t want to make Paul fly alone.” the Dog responded after a moment’s hesitation, “Paul is my best friend, and all I knew is that sometimes it’s good to have someone nearby you can lean on if you need to.”


  “That’s why Paul is home, Dear,” Mrs Miller offered, “He’s here to be with family.” she noted, “But there’s always room for Paul’s friends if he wants them here.” the woman offered a smile, and looked back to Paul, “Take some time to get settled… I’ll call the two of you when dinner’s ready.”


  Paul nodded and kissed her on the cheek, “Alright…” and he glanced around, “Where’s Dad?”


  “Honey… your father is still at the hospital…” she offered, resting a hand gently on his shoulder, “They asked him to stay overnight so they could continue running some tests.”


  “But he’s alright… right?” Paul asked.


  “He was having some trouble breathing and he was a little uncomfortable, but he was still himself when we left after lunch.” she answered neutrally.


  “So…” Paul noted, “he was driving the doctors crazy?”


  Mrs. Miller laughed softly, “Oh, Honey… you and your Dad are so alike.” and she kissed him on the forehead and headed back down the hall.


  “That means ‘yes’.” Paul offered to Tanner. He took his suitcase from the Dog, and led the way into the room. Paul set his suitcase and laptop bag on the bed and motioned for the Shepherd to do the same, “Well… for the next five days…”


  Tanner nodded, setting his luggage off to the side as he pulled out his cell, “I’m going to follow up real quick with the college… missing two days shouldn’t be too bad, but I do want to have an idea of what I’ll have to review when I get back.”


  “Thank you again for coming.” Paul offered, moving to hug the Dog from behind.


  Tanner felt the inside of his ears grow warm as he blushed, “Hey… I’m just lucky that my classes are Tuesdays and Thursdays… it’ll give me more time to worry about more important things.” and he gave one of Paul’s hands a light squeeze. The Dog’s ears focused back in on the phone when someone on the other end picked up, “Yes… Professor Talbot in Electronics, please.” he noted to the receptionist.


  “Finish your call…” Paul offered, kissing the Dog on his shoulder, “Come out to the main room when you’re done.” and, with that, the human disengaged, heading back out down the hall.


  Professor Talbot was an older, no nonsense human and Tanner liked him. Even with as much dry material as they had to cover in class, the instructor always managed to keep things interesting, mostly because he kept things pertinent to real life. After confirming his absence, Tanner received the basic lesson plan, along with a suggestion that he review chapter 4a and 4b before he returned. The Shepherd thanked his teacher and ended the call.


  “Now just voice mail.” Tanner spoke aloud. He convinced himself that he was not putting off dinner with the Millers and that he was just being a responsible cell phone user. The Dog saw three messages and listened to the first.


  “Hey Tanner… it’s Casey.” the Dalmatian’s unmistakable voice was bubbly, as if he were trying to keep himself from laughing; the next sentence explained why, “Remember: if you ‘get him’ in his parents’ place it’s worth double points. K’bye!“Even though he was the only one who heard it, Tanner couldn’t help but blush; even after all those years Casey still remembered that joke! Tanner summarily decided that the rest of his voice mails could wait.


  The Dog stopped by the bathroom to wash his paws, then made his way down the hall and joined everyone in the dining room. The table was set when Tanner presented himself. Paul was seated at one end of the table, an open chair by his left arm. To the left of that chair, Rebecca sat with her elbows on the table, talking casually with her brother. Tanner came in at a rather awkward moment, “So he does bark in his sleep?” she asked after glancing at the Dog out of the corner of her eye.


  “I think that sounds cute!” exclaimed a smaller version of Rebecca, seated with her back to Tanner.


  “What sounds cute?” Tanner inquired amiably.


  The younger girl turned around, revealing the immediate family resemblance. Like Paul and Rebecca, the youngest of the Miller children had brown hair, though hers was a slightly lighter shade with more than a hint of red, not unlike Mrs Miller’s. “Oh wow!” exclaimed the young girl, “He’s so neat!”


  “ ‘Neat’, huh?” Tanner inquired, glancing to Paul, who motioned to the empty chair to his left. The Dog took the hint and sat down, looking straight across the table at the young human, “Well I think you’re neat too.” he answered, gaining a giggle out of her.


  “You have neat ears.” she said with a huge grin.


  “Thank you.” the shepherd responded, his tail wagging, “I think your paws are really cute.” he answered, glancing at Paul with a smirk. The human covered his own mouth to hide his smirk.


  “I don’t have paws!” the young girl responded.


  “You don’t?” Tanner asked, feigning surprise.


  “No! I have hands!” she replied.


  “You do? Okay… well I’ll remember that then.” the Dog responded.


  “Oh my god, Paul… your boyfriend’s such a doofus.” Rebecca rolled her eyes, “Leave the poor Dog alone, Kimmy… he just got finished flying half way across the country.”


  “Oh! So you’re Kimmy…” Tanner noted, resting his elbows on the table as he gazed across at the girl, “I’ve heard about you.”


  “You have?” she asked, giggling.


  “Elbows off the table.” Mrs Miller announced, causing every last one of them to sit back in their chairs, effectively ending their banter. The woman carried with her a large ceramic dish and Tanner paused, blinking several times as a powerful aroma struck him like a slap to his nose. She set the dish down, “I’ll be right back with the meatballs and peas.” and she glanced around to her children, “Are you all washed up?”


  “Yes.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Good.” she acknowledged, and returned to the kitchen.


  “So…” Kimmy spoke up, looking at Tanner, “Do you like lutefisk?” she asked.


  “I’ve never had it before.” the Dog admitted.


  “If you don’t like it, can I have yours?” she asked.


  “Kimmy and mom are the only two in the whole house who actually like it.” Rebecca noted casually looking at one of her forks, “Dad chokes it down because he knows mom likes it, and Paul eats it because he’s a tool.” she glanced over at her brother and shot him a sugary smile, “Love you.” she offered in a smarmy tone.


  “And Becca got in trouble last time we had it because she spat it onto the floor.” Paul smiled.


  “Hey! I had a stomach bug and I thought I was gonna throw up!” she stated defensively.


  “It’s really good.” Kimmy offered to Tanner.


  “It smells…” the Dog noted, looking for the right word, “…interesting.” his tail curled in fear at the thought of tasting it.


  “Just take a little piece and load up on meatballs.” Paul offered, “That’s what the rest of us do.”


  “Yeah…” Rebecca noted with a wry grin, “Paul loves putting balls in his mouth.”


  Everyone fell silent the moment Mrs. Miller returned with a tinfoil-covered casserole dish, “Alright… two more dishes.” she noted, and paused, “Kimberly…” she gave ‘the look’ at the youngest Miller child, who was reaching for the serving spatula next to the dish of lutefisk.


  “I wasn’t gonna eat any.” the girl objected, pulling her hand back, “I just wanted to get a scoop before it’s all gone.”


  “I don’t think you have to worry very much about that, Kimmy.” Rebecca noted, then paused, getting a dirty look from her mother, “Mom made plenty.” she quickly added. Appeased by the ad hoc save, Mrs Miller went back to the kitchen, returning a moment later with two large serving bowls, one filled with peas, and the other with dinner rolls. Once all the plates were on the table, Mrs Miller finally took a seat and only then did everyone start passing the food around.


  Tanner waited patiently, unaccustomed to the Miller household’s dinner rituals. He accepted each plate handed to him by Paul, watching as they came his way clockwise around the table. Taking each in turn, the Dog dished himself up a reasonable helping of everything… excluding the lutefisk; its strong scent brought him close to tears. Unwilling to offend, however, the Shepherd served himself a small, partial-serving of the whitish gel.


  Once everyone had the plates set back down, Mrs Miller looked to Paul, who bowed his head and led the family in saying grace. Tanner wasn’t used to hearing grace spoken at dinner; his own family tended to overlook little rituals of that sort… not that he’d eaten dinner with his family in years. The experience was a combination of novel and disquieting, but Tanner held his tongue and accepted it as part of the visit.


  “So how are things in California, sweety?” Mrs Miller inquired once everyone started in on their food.


  “Work is going well… it’s a good fit, I guess. And the condo is really nice… I keep forgetting to send pictures.” Paul acknowledged, pushing some peas around on his plate with his fork. It amused Tanner to no end to see his boyfriend building what looked like a little wall of peas between the lutefisk and the rest of his food; even when the Human wasn’t trying to make him smile he somehow succeeded.


  “And you’re a student, is it, Mr Paw?” Mrs Miller inquired, gazing right at Tanner.


  “Yes, ma’am.” the Dog acknowledged, “And ‘Tanner’ is fine… please.” he corrected her politely.


  “Full time?” she asked casually, taking a sip of water.


  “Yes, ma’am.” the Dog acknowledged, “And I help out as an intern at Harrison Pacific.”


  “An intern?” she inquired, “Is it one of those work study programs?”


  “It’s really good for experience.” he confirmed, “…and it looks good on a resume.”


  “But it’s not a paid position?” she asked.


  “No…” Tanner smiled with a hesitant chuckle, “Most corporations prefer slave labor from college students.”


  “Oh… I see.” she commented, her tone reserved.


  Tanner wasn’t sure what to make of the comment, but, thankfully, Paul took the opportunity to chime in. “His supervisor thinks that he’ll be a shoe-in for their next opening in a few months after he gets his degree.”


  “Oh?” Mrs Miller asked, “In a few months?” she smiled pleasantly, “So you must be close to graduating.”


  “Yes ma’am.” Tanner nodded his head.


  “Well, it’s good to know you’re dedicated to learning and don’t plan on being a full time student for life.” she chuckled lightly, but the Dog couldn’t escape the feeling that there was more to the comment. Thankfully, however, her attention turned to other things, and Tanner was left with the sense that the interrogation was, at least for the moment, complete. With that, the Dog could turn his attention to using the utensils without making a fool of himself.


  The rest of dinner went well enough. Tanner was the winner that night when it came to bringing humor to others; though he managed the fork and spoon like a champ, the had mistakenly decided to give the lutefisk a try and his resulting expression brought uproarious laughter to the table. After that, the Dog stuck to the much more satisfying meatballs, which were as good as the lutefisk was “an acquired taste.”


  Mrs Miller brought dinner to a close by clearing the table, leaving Paul, Rebecca, Kimberly, and Tanner to talk. Once the dishes were taken care of, the older woman excused herself and noted that she was going to turn in early. Mrs Miller reminded Rebecca that there was coffee ready for brewing if everyone wanted an evening drink. “But if I find out that Kim had any, I’m holding you personally responsible.” she added.


  “Why not Paul? He’s older?” Rebecca objected with the abused, misunderstood, downtrodden tone of a well-practiced high schooler.


  “Because if she held me accountable it’d guarantee that you’d give some to Kimmy on principle.” Paul pointed out.


  “That’s beside the point.” the teen countered, obviously not objecting to his reasoning.


  “Goodnight, everyone.” Mrs Miller cut the argument short, and made her way off down the hall.


  “Okay…” Rebecca noted, the moment the door to their mom’s room closed, “I’m getting the coffee.”


  “TWO mugs. Kimmy doesn’t get any.” Paul reminded her.


  “I know… I know…” Rebecca countered, waving the comment away as she headed into the kitchen.


  “So…” Tanner noted, strumming his fingers on the table as he looked toward Paul.


  “Do you have to wear a collar when you walk in the park?” Kim asked. Paul’s mouth dropped open at the question, but Tanner couldn’t help but laugh.


  “No… that law’s for four legged dogs.” Tanner responded.


  “That’s a really rude question, Kimmy.” Paul noted, “Tanner isn’t a that kind of dog.”


  “Is there a lot of difference?” she asked.


  “Yes.” Paul answered flatly.


  “Like what?” she questioned.


  “Well… if you tell me to ‘speak’, I can say more than woof.” Tanner responded with a grin, doing a very good impersonation of a feral dog’s bark.


  Kimberly laughed at that, “What else?”


  “I walk on two legs… four legged dogs don’t do that very well.” he acknowledged.


  “What else?” she pressed as Rebecca returned to the dining room with four mugs.


  “Kimmy isn’t getting coffee.” Paul declared with finality.


  “No duh… it’s hot chocolate.” the teen retorted, handing a pink-with-yellow-flower mug to the younger girl. She also handed one to Tanner , and then offered one to Paul, “Have you stopped hating coffee yet?” she asked with a smile.


  “I never hated coffee.” Paul objected, accepting the mug, “I would just rather drink other stuff most of the time.”


  “But I win this round because you hate letting food go to waste.” she noted victoriously, “And you didn’t tell me to not bring you coffee.”


  “He did say two mugs.” Tanner pointed out.


  “Quiet you.” Rebecca noted with a smirk, then looked back to Paul, taking a seat next to Tanner, “So…”


  “So?” Paul countered, leaning over his cup and taking a deep breath. Tanner recognized Paul’s tired face, and, considering how early they got up, the Dog had no doubt that they would have an early night.


  “How did you two meet?” she asked, the huge grin on her face unable to be hidden behind the strategically raised mug.


  “Are we really going to talk about this?” Paul asked.


  “He came into the shoe store where I worked and started yelling at me.” Tanner answered with a smirk, taking a sip of his own coffee.


  “I thought he was giving me the brush-off.” the young man quickly explained, “I asked for help and he said he’d go get someone.”


  “He didn’t know that I wasn’t a sales employee.” Tanner further elaborated.


  “Wow… so you yelled at him and the two of you became friends?” Kim asked, giggling, “That’s funny!”


  “Yeah…” Paul smiled, “I guess it is.” and he took a sip from his mug.


  “How long before you moved in together?” Rebecca asked.


  “Ohmygawd, Becca…!” Paul objected, “are you gonna be as bad as mom?”


  “Worse, probably.” his sister chided, and she looked straight over at Tanner, “How long before you moved in together?”


  The Dog looked to his boyfriend for guidance, but Paul just shrugged and rolled his eyes, taking another drink of coffee as he left Tanner to his own devices. The shepherd focused back on Rebecca, “A few months… when I lost my job I decided to go back to college, and Paul offered to help by giving me a place to stay.”


  “Aww…” Rebecca grinned a devilish little grin, “Paul’s always been a sucker for hard luck cases… I mean, just take Brian for example—”


  “No, let’s not take Brian for example.” Paul quickly interjected.


  “Alright… fine.” Rebecca shrugged and looked over at her sister, “How’s your hot chocolate?”


  “Good.” Kimberly replied.


  During the pause, Tanner went to take a sip from his mug, but the elder Miller sister chose that as her chance to strike, “So when did you two first do it?”


  The coffee in Tanner’s muzzle came out in a fine spray and both Miller sisters exploded into laughter. Paul casually lowered his elbow onto the table and hid his eys from view with a sigh. The Dog felt his ears slowly fall down to either side of his head as he glanced back at Rebecca, who had recovered, and was leaning closer toward him intently, “Hey… somehow Paul even managed to teach you his oh-em-gee face.”


  “Are you done harassing Tanner?” was the human’s reply.


  “Actually, I was thinking of keeping at it for another hour or so… why? Did you want a turn?” she smiled sweetly at Paul.


  “You practically just met him…” Paul reminded her, “I think there’s supposed to be some kind of introductory phase before you go full-bore-Rebecca on him.”


  “He’s your boyfriend, which practically makes him family.” Rebecca countered, “Besides…” she noted, “I was nice all the way home from the airport.”


  Paul glanced to Tanner, “Finish your coffee.” he suggested.


  “I was going to.” the Dog confirmed.


  “So… is it true what they say about Dogs?” Rebecca asked, interrupting the two of them.


  “That depends on what they say about Dogs.” Tanner replied, looking at the older of the two sisters.


  “What do they say about Dogs, Becca?” the younger one asked.


  The moment Paul turned away, half-covering his already-blushing face Tanner realized that the discussion was not going to end well. “I mean drink faster.” his boyfriend suggested, taking a long swing of his own mug.


  “Running away, huh?” Rebecca questioned, “That’s probably because you don’t want me asking about phone calls, isn’t it?”


  “What about phone calls?” Tanner asked.


  Paul sighed, “You never rise to the bait.” and he took another drink.


  “I was just wondering…” she leaned forward again with a big grin, “Did you ever have to call someone back after having missed a call and apologize for being ‘all tied up’?”


  Tanner was, for a split second, completely mortified. Was Paul’s sister going where he thought she was going? Did she mean what he thought she meant? As the smile spread on her face, he realized that it was exactly where she was going, and exactly what she meant. Understanding that, the Dog realized there was only one possible response, “Oh yeah.” he replied casually, “A few times, actually.”


  The comment stopped Rebecca in her tracks, “…what?” she asked.


  “Well… not me… but Paul has… on several occasions.” Tanner elaborated, “There was this one time…” he turned to face his boyfriend, “On your birthday, remember?” he added, “We ordered in Chinese and a half an hour later you said you were hungry again…” he glanced at Rebecca out of the corner of his eye, “and then I suggested ‘dessert’…”


  “Oh-my-god-gross!” Rebecca jumped up.


  “Well…” Tanner regarded her, “You did ask.”


  “Eeew!” she exclaimed, and left the table.


  The Dog smiled, and glanced at Kimberly, who watched her sister go. When the young girl looked back his way, he added, “I brought an ice cream cake home too, so we had that for dessert.”


  “I like ice cream cake.” Kimberly acknowledged.


  Tanner grinned wide, “So does Paul.” His boyfriend, unable to hold it in any longer, burst out laughing.


  The girl paused, looking at both of them, confused by their laughter, “You two are weird.” she stated, and left the table as well, mimicking her sister.


  “Wow.” Paul noted, staring at the table, which was suddenly empty except for the two of them, “That actually worked well.”


  “She actually talks like that around your little sister? Wow.” Tanner noted, rubbing one of his ears.


  “Well… Becca never was known for her tact… but I guess it could have been worse… another few years and Kimmy will actually understand what she was talking about.” Paul smirked, standing up with his mug of coffee in hand, “Anyway… I’m beat… think it’s time to call it a night.”


  Tanner glanced at the cat clock on the wall. Other than having a flashback of the 80s, he also took note of the time, “You know… it’s not even 8 back home.”


  “Yeah… but I also don’t usually get up at 3.” the human countered.


  “Good point.” Tanner acknowledged a split second before a yawn escaped him, “I think I have my toothbrush in your luggage.” he admitted.


  The two of them spent a good ten minutes separating their toiletries and getting ready for bed. Tanner let Paul use the sink in the hallway bathroom first, taking a few moments to organize his clothes for the following day; the Dog didn’t spend much time traveling, and had to admit that suitcases weren’t all that great for keeping clothing unwrinkled. The two passed in the hall, but, just as Tanner was heading into the bathroom, he heard the unmistakable sound of a door creak open, and Mrs Miller glanced down the hallway at them.


  “Paul, honey? Do you have a moment?” she called.


  “Be back in a minute.” the human spoke to Tanner, then glanced toward his mom, “Yeah.” and headed over to join her in the room. Mrs Miller softly closed the door behind them.


  The shepherd brushed his teeth, but also took the opportunity to borrow some of Paul’s mouthwash. Despite the small amount of lutefisk the Dog had tried plus the much greater quantities of other food, the taste of the whitish gel still somehow managed to linger in his muzzle. The Dog just finished spitting it out when he heard the voices in Paul’s parents’ room increase in volume.


  “This is about your father, not you!” Mrs Miller’s tone was even, but loud, “I can’t believe you’d do something like this!”


  “You told him to come!” Paul’s voice was audible through the door. Tanner couldn’t hear Mrs Miller’s muffled, but agitated reply and it apparently didn’t calm the young man any, “That shouldn’t make any difference!” Paul objected. The Dog quickly found his way into Paul’s room and sat down on the edge of the bed. Tanner let out a deep sigh.


  The argument continued for another minute or two but eventually the voices died down to an inaudible volume. A few minutes later, Tanner heard the sound of a door opening followed by the sound of footsteps in the hall.


  Paul entered the room a moment later. He met Tanner’s gaze for a moment, then looked away, “You heard that, didn’t you?“The Dog didn’t reply, instead, he held a paw out to his boyfriend. Paul flipped the light switch, and moved over immediately and accepted the offered paw, collapsing onto the bed against him. “I’m sorry.” he said softly to Tanner, resting his forehead on the shepherd’s shoulder.


  “You don’t have to apologize for anything.” Tanner responded, gently embracing Paul with one arm, leaning his head down against the human’s.


  “I just don’t think anyone’s really been treating you right since you arrived.” the human responded.


  “They’re your family, Paul.” Tanner pointed out, “They love you and care about you and, it’s obvious that your mom’s trying.” he licked the top of his boyfriend’s head, “It’s okay… really.”


  “No it’s not.” Paul answered, letting out a sigh as he sat up on his own, pulling his head off the Dog’s shoulder, “It’s like…” he paused, obviously unable to figure out how he wanted to finish the sentence.


  “Like they’re all distracted, and touchy, and emotionally unstable?” Tanner suggested.


  “Exactly.” Paul nodded.


  “Like they aren’t really taking the time to get to know me?” the Dog pressed.


  “Right.” the human agreed.


  “Like they might be focused more on your dad.” the shepherd offered. Paul looked at him… but said nothing. Tanner reached out and took his boyfriend’s hand in his paw, “Paul… I don’t think any family is perfect all the time… and, considering the situation I think everyone handled it about as well as you could expect.”


  “I just…” Paul sighed, looking down at Tanner’s paw in his hand, “… I guess I just expected something a little less… hard on you.”


  “Considering you showed up and pretty much declared ‘Hey everyone, this is a bi-racial relationship’, I think they did just fine.” Tanner offered a comforting smile.


  Paul managed to mimic the expression, and rested leaned against the Dog anew, “You’re really generous about forgiving people their faults.”


  “If I wasn’t I don’t think we’d be together.” the Dog chided.


  Paul laughed, and poked him in the ribs, “Well I’m still glad you’re here.” he noted.


  “Me too.” Tanner acknowledged, and he licked the human’s cheek, “Me too.”


  Paul let out a deep breath, and pulled his legs up onto the bed, rolling to his side so he could rest his head on the pillow. The mattress was a double, not leaving a huge amount of room for Tanner, but the Dog didn’t mind; he laid down next to his lover, chest pressed against Paul’s back, still embracing the human with one arm. Tanner smiled, his tail beating out a quiet tempo on the edge of the bed.


  The shepherd reveled in the comforting silence of the room… the first quiet minutes he’d had all day. Tanner was just starting to feel the tell-tale signs of fatigue hit him when Paul slowly rotated in his grasp. The human rested his head against the Dog’s chest, and gently kissed him through his shirt. “What was that for?” Tanner asked with a smile.


  “For being you.” Paul responded, slowly unbuttoning the dog’s shirt. Tanner watched the human with a smile on his muzzle, closing his eyes when his boyfriend slid his hand through his exposed chest fur. It was impossible for Tanner to understand how the simplest of touches from Paul could do so much to him, or for him… but it was reality, and he closed his eyes, smile widening as his lover parted his shirt the rest of the way. His smile faltered just a little when Paul’s fingers went to his belt.


  “You don’t have to do anything tonight.” he offered hesitantly, ears turning back with uncertainty, “I know you have a—”


  “I have a lot on my mind.” Paul finished for him, “Which is exactly why I want to do this tonight…” Paul pointed out. “When I’m with you… when you’re with me… things are so much simpler.”


  “Oh… so you’re using me as an escape, is that it?” the Dog grinned, obligingly spreading his legs enough that the human could have easier access to his zipper.


  “Isn’t that the number one reason for addictions?” Paul replied, leaning up to nibble at the underside of the Dog’s muzzle. Tanner shivered at that; his lover knew all the right places. A moment later, after the human’s fingers slid into his pants, the Dog gasped, rumbling out a deep mrrr as he pulled Paul closer, his tail wagging even faster.


  “You always make it really hard to say no, you know.” Tanner noted in mock objection, head spinning as Paul’s fingers gently drew the Dog’s sheath back over his rapidly hardening flesh.


  “What can I say?” the human grinned, “I don’t mind ‘making it really hard’.” the human grinned. Tanner flea-nipped the top of his head in response, making Paul laugh. The human’s fingers slid across the Dog’s thighs, easing his pants further down. Tanner reached behind himself and undid the button securing the jeans above his belt and helped Paul slide them the rest of the way off; the pants landed on the floor beside the bed with a flop.


  “Are we—” Tanner began, about to wonder just how far Paul wanted to go, when the human disengaged for a moment, and unbuckled his own belt, “Oh…” the Dog answered his own question, leaning forward to press his muzzle to Paul’s lips, replacing Paul’s fingers at the zipper with his own. Adding more pressure against his lover, Tanner got Paul’s compliance in laying back against the bed without saying a word. The Dog took over, pulling his boyfriend’s jeans and underwear off in two tugs, and he leaned forward, brushing his muzzle across Paul’s already firm flesh.


  Tanner didn’t dwell on Paul’s groin for long, mostly because the young man rolled to his side and pulled at the covers. The Dog caught the hint, and helped his boyfriend pull the blankets and sheets back; both slid into bed and Paul snuggled back against the Dog’s body, letting out a deep breath of joy, “You okay with this?” he asked softly.


  “You know I am.” the Dog responded, nibbling the fur on the back of the human’s head as he slid his paws up beneath Paul’s shirt. He wrapped one of his legs over and around one of his lover’s, caressing Paul’s body with his own, the scouring away the stress from the day as he reveled in the feel of the human’s almost-naked form against his fur. Tanner quivered in delight when his erection got caught between Paul’s shirt and his furless body, pulling his lover even tighter as one of his paws traveled lower down the human’s abdomen; Paul echoed the Dog’s earlier gasp when Tanner’s digits wrapped themselves around his flesh.


  “Wait…” Paul whispered, slowly disengaging. Tanner let out a playful little growl and pulled back at the human as he tried to escape, but it was a good-natured gesture out of fun rather than any real attempt to restrain him. “Jackass.” the human chided, grabbing his keys off the nightstand.


  “Were you going?” the Dog asked, ears up.


  “Nowhere.” Paul responded, selecting a single key and using it to open the locked drawer next to the bed, “Just wanted to be better prepared.”


  “Better prepared, huh?” Tanner inquired, watching Paul’s bare rump as the human shuffled through the contents of the nightstand. Inching closer, the Dog pressed his cold, wet nose up between the human’s legs, brushing it across Paul’s testicles and eliciting a gasp from him. Tanner followed it up by sliding his tongue out, licking out and then back across the entire length of the human’s erection. Shivering at the stimulation, Paul reached back and bopped Tanner on the head with a tube of lubricant.


  “Oh…” the Dog responded with a grin, “Right.” he chuckled, picking it up from where it had fallen on the mattress. “So… do you have your own little nightstand of vices over there, or what?” he chided, reaching past the human to rummage his paw around inside it.


  “Hey!” Paul objected, slapping at the Dog’s arm, “That’s personal stuff.”, but he paused when Tanner’s paw came back holding a row of condoms.


  “You know… these things expire after awhile.” Tanner noted, smirking.


  “I didn’t use em very often.” Paul countered, “I never really had any problem with getting anyone pregnant.”


  “They stop being good at protecting against diseases too.” the Dog noted, “but… then again, you never did really strike me as the promiscuous type.” he wriggled his ears with a grin, “you know… being so shy and all.” the Dog poked Paul in the ribs.


  “It was more about not wanting to make a mess.” his boyfriend replied, face visibly reddening despite the low level of light in the room, “When I lived here my mom did my laundry.”


  “OOooooooohhhhhh…” Tanner noted, realizing what Paul meant. He looked down at the packaged condoms, “Well… unfortunately I don’t think any of these are a Dog fit.”


  “They aren’t for you anyway.” Paul noted, his blush still not subsiding; Tanner truly understood at that point what his lover was hinting at.


  “Ah ha…” the Dog chuckled, tearing the first package in line open, “NOW I get it.” he smiled.


  “You’re obviously a quick study.” Paul chided, sliding back under the blankets; he was not ready for the paw that waited him. The human bit back a squeal at the pawful of cold lube that met his naked rump.


  “And an opportunist.” Tanner added with a wide grin, gently rubbing his middle finger up against the human’s opening.


  “I should be angry with you…” Paul murmured, slowly pressing his hips back against Tanner’s paw.


  “But you’re not?” the Dog smiled.


  “Your knot.” Paul replied; it took Tanner a moment to catch the pun.


  “I’m not going to survive your family’s humor if they’re all like you, you know.” the Dog pointed out.


  “You just need to find ways to get rid of your distress… and de-stress.” Paul offered, adjusting the angle of his hips, taking the Dog’s finger into his body.


  “I’m thinking you have a suggestion…” Tanner rumbled, unable to keep the lust out of his voice. At most times he considered himself to be fairly in control, but something about Paul at his most inviting drove him crazy.


  “I might.” the human replied, taking hold of Tanner’s paw and pulling the Dog’s arm around him. Reaching back again, Paul gingerly slid his fingers around the shepherd’s flesh, and confidently pulled him closer, not stopping until the tip of Tanner’s shaft was pressed against his slickened opening, “I mean… it’s worth a shot.” Tanner didn’t need to see Paul’s face to know he was grinning.


  “Well… who am I to say no to logic like that?” Tanner offered rhetorically, and wrapped his arm tighter around the human, pulling him to him, and, at the same time, pressing his hips forward. Tanner’s head swam as he felt Paul’s body open up for him, wrapping around his flesh tightly as the Dog impaled his lover. The human held his breath, wheezing out through his nose as inch after inch of Dog flesh slid into him. Tanner stopped himself as he felt his sheath ease back over his knot, and the broad lump of flesh push up against Paul’s cheeks.


  “mmm… I’ve been waiting for this all day…” Paul breathed, shivering softly in Tanner’s embrace.


  “For me to find your ‘airport’?” Tanner smirked, holding steady.


  Paul paused, but it took him only a moment to remember their discussion from earlier that day, “Just shut up and land already.” he noted with mock indignation.


  “Addict.” the shepherd accused, and followed that up by sliding his still-slick paw around the human’s rock-hard member. Paul gave an involuntary start at that, his hips thrusting forward into the Dog’s grasp, causing Tanner to shiver at the feel of the human’s insides caressing his own flesh with the movement. A moment later, Tanner managed to get the condom wrapped around the head of his lover’s penis, and, with a single, smooth motion, brought his paw back toward Paul’s hips, unrolling it in one go.


  “Aww…” Paul laughed, “looks like you’ve got me covered.” he joked. Tanner groaned, to which Paul wriggled his hips back against the Dog’s groin, “So it was that good for you?” he chided at the sound.


  “I don’t think I want to do this anymore.” Tanner joked, though it was obviously not the truth as the Dog began to gently rock his hips against his lover, holding Paul in place with the arm wrapped around the human. Each laying on their sides, both began to move in time with the other, Paul pressing back against each thrust, and then moving his hips forward into Tanner’s waiting paw.


  Tanner did not often have sex beneath the blankets, but he had to admit that Paul’s condom solution did remedy part of the mess problem. He licked his partner’s neck, taking in a deep breath as Paul tensed before stifling a moan, his entire body quivering as Tanner tightened his grip around the human’s erection. There was something about the human that drove him crazy in ways no one else had ever managed, and somehow, as they lay there on their sides, enveloped in the throes of lovemaking the day’s insane events and stress seemed to melt away.


  “Oh…” Paul shivered again, talking at barely a whisper, “just like that.” he murmured, his whole body quivering. The human’s thrusts became erratic, and Tanner held him tighter, shortening his own movements against Paul as he gripped the tip of his lover’s flesh, paw working vigorously against it. Tanner bit back a groan as he felt the human’s insides begin to quiver, massaging his flesh rhythmically and, moments later, Paul pushed against the night-stand, forcing his rump hard against Tanner’s groin.


  The Dog felt it the moment his knot was surrounded by Paul’s so-tight opening and then, a split second later, the insides of the human’s body began their convulsions in earnest. Tanner felt his lover’s erection begin to pulse as it began releasing its trickle of seed. The Dog whimpered as he felt each movement from Paul’s excited prostate, the human’s entire opening clamping down on his sensitive flesh as it began to milk him. It wasn’t long before Tanner joined his lover in the throes of an orgasm; the urge and need had been so great, neither had lasted long.


  The sensations blew the Dog’s mind and, even as his entire body was sent into a fit at the much desired release. Tanner thrust one more time, then again, pressing his knot in as deep as it could go, each time making Paul’s member jump in his paw, filling the condom’s reservoir even more. Paul grunted with each movement, hardly shy about grinding himself against Tanner’s hips, the Dog feeling each motion, every convulsion of his lover’s insides as the human milked him for everything he had to give… and then, it was done, and they collapsed to the mattress.


  “OoooOooOoohhhh…” Paul whimpered, body completely slack as he lay back against Tanner, “I really needed that.”


  Tanner smiled, caressing his lover’s sweat-soaked body, “Me too…” he spoke softly, nuzzling the side of the human’s face. Paul turned his head to the side, giving Tanner access to his face and the two kissed. The shepherd pulled the covers up a little more and renewed his embrace of Paul, who, with a happy sigh, snuggled back against the Dog, still tied together. Silence prevailed… for almost three minutes.


  “Paul, honey?” Mrs Miller’s voice spoke from outside his door with a knock and a handful of seconds later, it opened. Tanner bit back the urge to yelp as Paul’s insides clamped down hard in surprise around his member, still sensitive from their time together; he could tell that Paul had likewise had to silence a wince. “Oh…” she noted in a surprised tone from the doorway, “I didn’t know you two went to bed already.”


  “Yeah…” Paul noted, “It’s been a long day.” Tanner could tell that his boyfriend was fighting to hold his voice steady despite the probable embarrassment and definite pain.


  “Well… remind me tomrorow and we can get the cot out of the garage… a single mattress can’t be that comfortable to share.” Mrs Miller offered; Tanner could hear that she was really pushing for civility by the tone in her voice. Based on the fact that she was still standing in the doorway, it was also evident that she had no idea what was going on under the covers.


  “Thanks mom.” Paul stated in a noncommittal tone.


  “Oh… and Paul?”


  “Hmm?”


  Mrs Miller sighed, “You’re right, and I’m sorry… I’ll try better.”


  Paul didn’t respond at first, but from the feel of the human against him, Tanner was certain that the apology held more than a little significance to him. “Thanks.” he told his mother.


  “Good night, Paul, honey.” his mother offered.


  “Night, mom.” Paul answered.


  “See you two in the morning.” she noted.


  “Goodnight, Mrs Miller.” Tanner added cheerfully, “Thanks for knocking.” and he received an elbow in the ribs from his boyfriend.


  Mrs Miller giggled a little at that, “Well… I’ve learned to be a little more courteous about personal space… I still remember the first time I didn’t knock.” the woman chuckled to herself, closing the door without elaborating further.


  “She didn’t know, did she?” Paul glanced over his shoulder at Tanner.


  “Nope.” the Dog confirmed, and they both chuckled. Several seconds passed after they both lowered their heads back to the pillow before the Dog spoke up again, “So when did she not knock?”


  “It’s a long story.” Paul answered cryptically.


  Tanner found himself smirking, “So? It’s not like we’re going anywhere anytime soon.” and, to prove a point, he gave a tug with his hips, pulling Paul a half an inch across the mattress.


  “Ow!” Paul noted, but the Dog could tell it was more in surprise than pain, “Fine…” he noted, readjusting himself to lean back against Tanner, “It was a little while after I came out… my boyfriend at the time, Brian, was staying over.”


  “So your parents were okay with it?” Tanner asked, curious.


  “Well… he was a friend of mine since second grade, so they didn’t really know that we were… well… uh…” Tanner could practically feel Paul blushing, “my mom walked in on us when… um… yeah…”


  “She has good timing, apparently.” Tanner noted, suppressing a laugh.


  “Well… what can I say?” Paul chuckled, “It’s good to be home.”


  [image: the worst part about growing up]


  What’s Left Unsaid


  Paul awoke in the morning with Tanner’s arm still draped across him. In the first few moments of opening his eyes the young man found a strange juxtaposition, almost enough to make him dizzy as he realized the combination of the old room of his old life with the presence of his new boyfriend. It only lasted a moment, however, because a cold nose touched the back of his neck, “Morning.” Tanner spoke quietly, and pulled him a little closer, “Alarm not go off?”


  “It’s six.” the human replied, followed by a soft sigh, “Alarm is set for six thirty.” he squirmed in Tanner’s grasp to reach the alarm clock on the night stand.


  “It doesn’t feel like six.” the Dog replied, releasing Paul before letting out a yawn. The young man moved to the edge of the bed and looked back to his lover. Tanner smiled, ears raised slightly, “Getting up?”


  “Yeah.” Paul nodded, “I want to take a shower before I go to the hospital.”


  “I know what’cha mean.” Tanner nodded thoughtfully, “I’ll let you take one first… I don’t think your mom’s ready for the two of us sharing a shower.”


  “Ya think?” despite himself, Paul couldn’t smirk at the humor of it.


  “I’m more worried about Becca, to be honest.” Tanner offered in a far-too-innocent a tone.


  “Think she’d freak out?” Paul questioned, “Or have way too many questions?”


  “Neither.” Tanner noted, crawling back under the covers, “I’d be worried she’d have cameras going from all angles so she could sell it on the net.”


  “You’re horrible.” Paul objected, blushing just a little.


  “She’s worse.” Tanner argued, rolling over until he disappeared beneath the blankets, nothing but a large lump beneath the bedding, “Lemme know when you’re out.”


  “My family already knows you’re my boyfriend,” Paul noted as he gathered clothing and a towel, “I’m not sure how much more ‘out’ I can—”


  “Out of the shower, Paul.” the Dog noted with mock frustration, though the sound of his tail thumping under the blankets revealed his acknowledgement of the humor.


  “I won’t be long.” Paul promised, heading out of the room and closing the door softly behind himself. He tip-toed down the hall to the bathroom at the end and let himself in. Paul set everything on the counter then paused. Having lived in the house with two sisters for far too many years to realize that there was one more step to getting ready for a shower; he locked the bathroom door.


  Closing himself into his own little world, Paul took a long, hot shower. He realized that his sisters would both be up by seven—Becca first and Kimmy second. Sliding the thoughts from his mind, the young man simply reveled in the simplicity of water, cleanliness, and warmth. As far as Paul was concerned, for that stretch of time, the bathroom was his sanctuary—right up until the firm pounding on the bathroom door, “breakfast!” Becca’s unmistakable announcement put an end to his fragile serenity.


  “Okay…” he mumbled.


  “PAUL CHARLES MILLER!” Rebecca shouted again, “BREAKFAST IS READY!”


  “OKAY!” Paul roared.


  “Geez…” he heard her faintly through the door, “you don’t have to yell.” he could practically see her smile in the words.


  Toweling off and dressing quickly, Paul ran a comb through his hair and ignored the stubble on his face; he would have liked to have dealt with it but the insistence of the day had already brushed aside any sense of slow pacing to the morning. With little more than a deep breath and a centering thought, Paul emerged from the bathroom and proceeded down the hall. He stopped just long enough to knock on his bedroom door, and then went forth to the pure chaos of breakfast at the Millers’.


  Paul’s mom was still in the kitchen finishing up what smelled like her famous cinnamon waffles but that wasn’t stopping his sisters from digging into the eggs and sausage already served. He glanced between the two of them, neither giving him any attention; he shrugged and helped himself. His mom came in a minute later with a large platter of waffles then looked at each of her children in turn with a disapproving expression. saying nothing, however, she simply sat down, took a waffle for herself, and then passed the plate around.


  Paul’s dad always said that people tended to ignore the most common topic of discussion when it was uncomfortable to bring up, but Paul wasn’t able to wait any longer to get some answers; breakfast was well underway by the time Paul cleared his mouth (and organized his thoughts), and the questions began to pour out of him. “So what did the doctors say?” His sentence was punctuated by several forks being set down on their plates.


  Paul’s mom slowly finished chewing, swallowed, and then dabbed at her lips with a napkin. She set it down and took a breath, pausing before giving a simple answer, “Lung…” she swallowed at the false start, “Cancer…” though she maintained her composure but the young man didn’t miss the way the second word wheezed its way out of her lips.


  Paul nodded at that and hesitated as he tried to figure out how to voice his next question. He took a sip of coffee more to wet his lips than anything else, “…and… how did they figure it out?”


  “Well…” she straightened up slightly, “You know how your father hates going to the doctor’s office?” she tried to add a faint self-assured smile to the words; Paul’s mom was always arguing about that with his dad, “He’d been wheezing a lot at night… and he’s lost a bit of weight over the past few weeks…”


  “And you told him to go in for a check up and he told you that he’s just fine.” Paul added.


  His mother nodded, “He kept saying it was allergies and that he was fine…” she shook her head, “when he started coughing I brought it up and he told me—”


  “Stop nagging me, woman.” Rebecca inserted in a theatrically low deep voice.


  His mother continued, ignoring the interruption except for a pointed glare. “He didn’t want to go and I wasn’t going to make him until I found little red spots on one of his pocket rags after he coughed in it.


  “How long was that going on for?” Paul asked, then immediately regretted the question when he saw his mother’s self-reproach in her eyes.


  “Too long.” she admitted. She took his hand in hers when he offered it.


  “Do they know how far along it is?” he asked quietly.


  “They called it Stage 4.” she answered.


  “Is that good, or bad?” Paul questioned.


  His mother shook her head, “I don’t know…”


  “You didn’t ask them—”


  “We’re all trying to figure this out together, Paul.” Rebecca interjected, her voice holding a slight edge to it, “This is kinda sudden for everyone.” she gripped her fork, “Maybe if you would have been here you could have asked the—”


  “Rebecca.” the older woman spoke over her, and the teenage girl quieted, looking down into her half-eaten waffle before she started eating again. Paul’s mom’s attention returned to him, “The doctors have been running a lot of tests and we haven’t hand a chance to talk with as many of them as we’d like.” she answered amiably.


  Paul nodded, glancing between his two sisters and his mother before considering his choice of words. “So… Stage 4…” he cleared his throat, “Did they say why he has lung cancer?”


  “Because people get cancer, Paul.” Rebecca mumbled.


  “They think it might have something to do with the old school building.” his mother explained, pushing her plate away from herself, “You remember when they tore it down right before you left?”


  “Asbestos.” Paul murmured.


  “Asbestos.” his mom confirmed.


  “So…” Paul cleared his throat again, “what… are they gonna do?”


  “They’ve started him on chemo therapy.” Mrs Miller noted, her voice a little more confident as she explained it, “They don’t want to start radiotherapy just yet… and,” her confidence slipped a little, “…and I guess they may want to figure out if surgery first will help.” the conversation came to a halt when Rebecca’s fork hit her plate loudly. Everyone’s eyes went to Rebecca, who stood up, and walked out.


  “She’s been doing a lot of research on the computer about all of this.” their mother excused the teenager, “Rebecca’s been a little hot-under-the-collar about it because she thinks she knows more than the doctors just because she has Google and Wikipedia.” she offered a comforting smile, but to Paul it looked strained.


  “Excuse me!” Rebecca’s loud, insistent voice announced from the hallway. At first, Paul thought that she was shouting that back to their mother but, a moment later, a confused Tanner emerged from the hall, glancing back over his shoulder.


  “Oh, Tanner…” Paul’s mom offered a slightly more genuine smile, “You’re just in time for breakfast.”


  “Did I do something?” the Dog glanced back toward the hall once more before taking a seat.


  “It’s just ‘that time of the month’.” Kimmy announced at a whisper.


  “Kimberly Miller!” their mom gaped, “That is not a polite thing to say!”


  The young girl’s face was blank of emotion for several seconds before she scowled, “But daddy always says that when—”


  “Alright, Kimmy…” Paul quickly stepped in, “Just finish your waffles.”


  “These smell amazing.” Tanner announced, his nostrils working faintly as his tail waved languidly behind him through the slats in the backing of the chair.


  “It’s my mom’s special recipe.” Kimmy volunteered the information.


  “Cinnamon Waffles.” Paul clarified.


  “And sausage… and eggs…” Tanner added, taking a helping of each for himself. He glanced to Paul, “These eggs look familiar.” he grinned.


  Paul looked at the quizzical expression on his mom’s face, “Tanner’d never had over-easy eggs before I showed him how to make em.”


  “Paul always was good at making eggs.” his mom noted to the Dog, “It’s pretty much everything else he has a problem with.” she grinned.


  “Moooom!” the young man exclaimed, aghast.


  “It’s true.” Tanner smirked.


  “Hey…” Paul turned on the Dog, “You, I can hit.”


  “Not unless you want to get hit back.” Tanner countered.


  “He might bite you.” Kimmy added to Paul.


  Tanner laughed at that and looked to the girl, “Dogs don’t bite people, Kimmy, any more than a human bites people.”


  Paul grinned, “Well, there’s Jeffrey Dahm—”


  “Quiet you.” Tanner quickly interjected, then looked back to Kimmy, “Anyway, if I didn’t bite him the first day we met then it’s proof that I’ll never bite him.”


  “You two met in a shoe store?” Paul’s mom asked.


  Tanner nodded, “Yes ma’am.” his wag picked up speed, “I was working there at the time, and your son came in just after lunch time looking—”


  “Hey!” Paul interjected, “You already pitted Rebecca against me with your telling of that story… it’s my turn.”


  The dog grinned, wagging even faster, and gave a slight bow of his head and motioned to Paul, “Your family, your version…”


  Paul gave a quick narration of their first meeting in the shoe store, the confusion over Tanner’s job, and everything else that ended up causing them to become friends. The young man abbreviated the story, partly for simplicity, but also to avoid the more questionable topics such as Casey, Burb Dogs, and what he and Tanner had come to call ‘the engine trouble dinner’—their first night together.


  Once he reached the end Paul was starting to worry that there would be questions about the holes in his tale, but his mom simply gave a nod and stood up, “Well, it’s certainly a lot better than how some people meet…” and she raised her voice, “Rebecca! I’m taking Kimberly to the hospital! When you’re ready, follow us!” she looked to Paul, “You and Tanner can ride with her.”


  “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Paul asked, “You know how she gets when she’s in one of her moods.”


  The next words out of his mother’s mouth struck a chord, “I just can’t handle her right now, Paul.” He realized then in both her tone and her honesty that, despite the performance of normalcy she put on, she was as affected as anyone else, “Please… just wait for her to get ready and go with her.”


  Paul nodded, “Okay, Mom.” and he remained at the table exchanging glances with Tanner as his mom ushered his little sister off to get her shoes on, “See you at the hospital.”


  “See you soon.” she acknowledged, and herded Kimberly out the door.


  Once his mom left Paul got up and began to move the dishes into the kitchen. Tanner quickly finished off the last of his eggs and helped finish clearing the table while Paul loaded the dishwasher, “Everything alright?” the Dog asked quietly.


  The human managed to keep his voice steady, “You mean other than my dad having cancer?” he aimed for sarcasm though the cracking in his voice signaled he had failed, and that’s when the tears came. Dishes left forgotten by the sink, the young man backed against the counter and began crying, but not before Tanner had him in his arms.


  Burying his face into his boyfriend’s shoulder, Paul hugged the Dog tightly as his carefully controlled emotions escaped him. The family moments of the morning changed from a happy reunion to an aching reminder that his father wasn’t there with him. The awkwardness of his mother and his sisters showed just how much was missing… he’d been returned to his home; and found it broken.


  Paul wasn’t sure how long Tanner held him, but, at some point he knew they had to disengage. Wiping his cheeks, the human took several steadying breaths, “We should get Rebecca.” he suggested, “I wanna get to the hospital.” Tanner nodded, and the two went back to the hallway; the Dog gathered up a few things from their room while Paul went to his sister’s room and knocked lightly on the door, “Ready?”


  “HOLD ON!” Rebecca shouted.


  Letting out another breath, Paul took a few moments to center himself. He leaned against the wall next to her door and wiped his eyes. Rebecca opened her room and breezed by him, “I’ll get the car started.” she noted quickly, heading down the hall, but not before Paul could see the redness to her eyes; the family was hurting and it was obvious despite the fragile facade.


  A handful of minutes later they all found their way into Rebecca’s car. She climbed into the front seat and didn’t say anything when both Paul and Tanner slid into the back. The three of them were off to the hospital, not a word spoken between them. Paul worked hard during that time to compose himself and he was certain that the comforting grip of his lover’s paw on his hand helped immensely; they didn’t disengage until they arrived.


  “South entrance, Paul.” Rebecca noted, making sure all of the doors were locked after everyone left the car, “Oncology is on the right.”


  “Oncology…” Paul acknowledged the word with a shudder; it seemed like such an innocent word that the true significance of it felt lost and he couldn’t help but wonder if it was on purpose. He was so lost in his thought that he almost walked right by his mother and little sister.


  “Paul…” she said his name quietly, pulling him out of his musings. She was seated with Kimmy in the hospital’s general waiting room.


  Puzzled, Paul looked to her and then down the hall pointed to by the adjacent sign indicating the direction for the Oncology Department, “What’s up?” he offered in as relaxed a tone as he could manage.


  “Your father’s in the middle of a procedure.” his mom explained, “They’ll come get us when he’s back in his room.”


  “A ‘Procedure’?” Paul asked, “We’re his family. Can’t we see him while—” but his voice trailed off as he studied her expression; he remembered somewhere in the back of his mind reading about cancer treatments and he immediately didn’t need or want an explanation, “I’m gonna walk around a bit.”


  “Stay on this floor.” his mother suggested, “I’ll send Kimmy to find you when they let us know it’s alright to visit.” The young man nodded; he knew he wouldn’t be able to sit still so he chose a random hallway and walked down it, Tanner following quietly two steps behind.


  “Lung cancer.” Paul spoke up after several minutes, “My dad has lung cancer…” Tanner didn’t responds other than to gently rest a paw on his shoulder. The young man fought back a wave of tears, “He doesn’t smoke… it might have something to do with asbestos in a building where he used to work.”


  “I thought your dad was a teacher.” the Dog noted.


  Paul nodded, “It was an old building, and I guess they didn’t do what they were supposed to when they were renovating or something…” he let out a sigh, shaking his head, “I mean… I guess it can happen to anyone, but my dad? It—I—” Paul swallowed a knot developing in his throat, “…cancer…” he felt his throat begin to constrict again.


  “You’ll get to see him soon.” Tanner offered in a soothing voice. Paul simply nodded, managing to fight off another wave of tears. It wasn’t long before he had a distraction to help.


  “Paul?” the voice made the young man come to an immediate halt, “Paul Miller?” it was the last voice Paul had expected to hear. The speaker was standing at the side of the hall with a clipboard in hand.


  Stunned, there was very little Paul could say other than “Hi, Brian.”


  He could sense Tanner’s ears going up even though he couldn’t see the Dog. All Paul’s attention was on the young doctor, who set the clip board off to the side and approached him. Brian was exactly as Paul remembered; brown hair cut close, gray eyes sparking with optimism and lips quirked faintly at either side hinting at what might become a smile at any moment… which happened the very second he thought about it.


  “Wow, Paul…” Brian’s smile lit up his whole face, “You—” but the smile disappeared immediately as his eyes flicked to Tanner, opening wide, “Oh my God… you’re that Paul Miller?!?!”


  “I’m…” Paul paused, “I’m what Paul Miller?” he stood confused for several seconds until he followed Brian’s gaze to a just-as-confused Tanner.


  “Is this Brian Brian?” the Dog asked.


  “You’re Paul Miller from AHB Marketing!” Brian gasped, still staring at Tanner, and that’s all it took for Paul to make the connection.


  “No, I—” he paused, “I mean, yes, but—”


  “Oh my God, Paul.” Brian’s face lit up in a huge grin again, “You’re a Lea—”


  “Listen…” Paul interrupted quickly, glancing around at the several people in the hall staring at the outburst, “Can we maybe talk about this somewhere a little quieter?”


  “Oh… uh… sure!” Brian acknowledged, “Come on.” and he led Paul and Tanner down the hallway, giving Paul a few moments to consider exactly what was going to be said; he hadn’t expected to run into Brian—the last he had heard, his ex was living on the East Coast. Brian opened a door to the hospital cafeteria, putting an end to Paul’s musings.


  “The cafeteria?” Paul paused, “I was thinking… private.”


  “It’s dead in here until eight.” Brian reassured him, then looked to Tanner, “Brian.” he held out a hand.


  “Tan Paw Jr.” Tanner responded, accepting the shake, “Tanner.” he clarified.


  “Nice to meet you, Tanner.” the young doctor acknowledged, and followed Paul into the cafeteria. Paul was pleased to see that Brian was correct; there wasn’t a single person present. He chose a table near the corner and took a seat, more than a little uncomfortable at the situation.


  “So…” Brian smiled, seated across from the two of them, fingers tented.


  “I’m not a Leasher.” Paul blurted immediately.


  “And yet here you are sitting next to a Dog.” Brian pointed out theatrically, “You’ll have to forgive my confusion.” his cocky grin said that he wasn’t convinced,


  “No… I mean it.” after all their time apart, apparently Brian could still put him off-balance, “I’m not.”


  “Yeah…” the young doctor maintained the cocky grin, “Well I wear a lab coat, have PhD, and work in a hospital… some people call me a doctor, but, like with you, I can see how there’d be some confusion… I’m actually a pediatrician.”


  “Pediatricians are doctors, aren’t they?” Tanner inquired, one of his ears falling flat.


  “Yes… yes they are.” Brian confirmed, and glanced at Paul, “And, last I checked, there was a rumor that one Paul Miller was a Leasher, and now he shows up with a Dog at his heels.”


  “I’m not a Leasher.” Paul stated firmly.


  “You never did like labels, did you, Paul?” Brian’s smile faded as he leaned forward, with his elbows on the table, propping his chin up in his palms. He glanced to Tanner, “I take it you’ve met the family?” Tanner nodded, “And they know you two are—”


  “Brian…” Paul interrupted the dialogue, “Tanner is my boyfriend.” and froze the moments the words left his mouth, going pale. He’d rehearsed the ‘room mate’ in his head a dozen times, so why had the ‘b’ word come out instead? He felt a chill down his spine.


  “…wow.” Brian sat back in his chair, face going blank, “…wow.” he blinked, and then a smile returned along with a chuckle, “God damn, Paul… I never thought I’d hear you say ‘boyfriend’ aloud.” and his smirk returned when he saw Paul squirm, “Still getting a feel for being out in the open?”


  “He isn’t.” Tanner explained in a lower tone, ears flat slightly as he glanced to his lover, “Paul?”


  “I just…” Paul shook his head and sighed, “I’m just really far in my head right now… a lot going on.”


  Brian nodded sympathetically, smile disappearing, “Your dad…”


  Paul looked up and across the table at his ex, “You know?”


  “I work here.” Brian nodded, “I found your mom in the waiting room when they came in and I was there when they got the news.”


  “That must have been…” Paul paused.


  “It was horrible, yeah…” the young doctor nodded, “but not as awkward as you might have thought.” he reached across the table and put his hand on Paul’s, “We were friends for like, a dozen years, Paul… your parents said they always thought of me as second son.”


  Paul pulled his hand out of Brian’s and stood up, knocking his chair over with the suddenness of the movement, “Well at least they could have one of their sons there when they found out.” and he made his way to the exit at as quick a pace as he could manage without running into something; the tears in his eyes made it difficult but he managed.


  “Paul!” Brian’s and Tanner’s voices called in unison, but he ignored them in his preference for escape.


  The three of them had passed a bathroom at the intersecting halls before the cafeteria and that is where Paul chose for his sanctuary. He rushed into the room and, upon realizing all the stalls were open and nobody else was there, leaned on the counter next to the sink and rested his head against the mirror. He sobbed several times before the tears escaped. Too much was happening too quickly—he had just been starting to get his present life together and suddenly so much of his prior life was finding ways to infiltrate it.


  He wasn’t sure how long he stayed in the bathroom, losing track of time as he dwelled in an emotional place between fear, anger, regret, frustration, and so many feelings he just couldn’t find words for. In the end, he settled on realizing that he hurt… and, thinking of Tanner and Brian seated in the cafeteria only made him hurt more, not because they were together, but because he realized that neither man he loved was able to help him face what he knew was coming. Steadying himself, Paul used a paper towel to wipe his face clean of tears, and he exited the bathroom.


  Tanner and Brian were still at the table where he’d left them, talking quietly amongst themselves. He knew that it should have worried him, but he couldn’t bring himself to feel it at that moment. Paul quietly took a seat and both turned to regard him, “You alright?” Brian asked.


  “No.” he answered simply.


  Brian nodded sympathetically, “Tanner explained… about the Leasher thing.”


  “Yeah.” Paul nodded, trying but failing to get past the ennui of the moment.


  “And Brian explained… about the… Brian thing.” Tanner offered.


  “Oh?” Paul asked of the Dog, then looked to the young doctor, “What did Brian explain, exactly?”


  “About us.” Brian shrugged, “A little history of Paul.”


  “I should be worried, shouldn’t I?” Paul questioned, trying to add some humor to it, but he couldn’t find the right tone. He let out a sigh and brushed his hand across the top of his head, “I just want to know my dad will be alright…” He sat up straighter and leveled his gaze at Brian, “Did you have a chance to see him?”


  “Whenever I can, of course.” Brian acknowledged.


  “And… did you talk to the doctor taking care of him?” Paul asked, “What did he say? What are they doing to help him?”


  Brian shook his head, “He couldn’t say anything… I’m a pediatrician, Paul… they don’t just share patient information with anyone, even a fellow staff member unless we have a need to know.”


  “But you’re a friend of the family.” Paul pointed out.


  “Right…” the young doctor acknowledged, “but I’m not family… and there are legal guidelines about what a doctor can share with others… even with a patient’s family.” Brian sighed, “And your dad hasn’t given the doctor permission to tell anyone anything.”


  “Anyone?” Paul stopped at that, “I’m sure Mom—”


  “Got the basics from the doctors, but you know your dad.” Brian shrugged.


  “Yeah, well…” Paul ran his hand across the table top, “He may not want anyone to worry, but that just makes everyone more worried.” He looked up at his ex, who was not meeting his gaze, “What?” he asked. Brian shrugged in response, “What, Brian?”


  The young doctor sighed in response, “I was there when Dr Moller brought up palliative care.”


  “What’s pallia-whatever care?” Paul questioned.


  “It means…” Brian looked down at the table, running his hand through his hair, “it means they want to focus on symptoms without focusing on the cause.”


  “But how does that help him get better?” Paul asked.


  Brian talked with his eyes focused on the table, “It’s supposed to make him comfortable.”


  “Right…” Paul nodded, “I guess that makes sense, considering what chemo and radiation stuff does to someone… but—”


  “Paul!” Kimberly’s voice echoed through the empty cafeteria. Paul looked to the entrance where his sister waved at him, motioning, “Mom said to come get you… Dad’s out of his… thing.”


  “Brian, I—” Paul began, but was interrupted.


  “Go see your dad, Paul.” Brian offered with a faint smile, then turned to Tanner, “Nice meeting you, Tan Paw.” he faced Paul again, “My cell number’s still the same.” and, with that, he excused himself and headed out first.


  “Brian’s working here now.” Kimberly added as Paul joined her at the door.


  “I can tell.” he noted, resting a hand on her shoulder, “Thanks for the heads up.” He headed back to the central guest area with his little sister on one side and Tanner on the other.


  Paul paused when they got back to the waiting room; he didn’t see his mom or Rebecca. “This way.” Kimmy noted, heading into the oncology wing. Tanner glanced to Paul, who returned the gaze. The Dog offered a paw to him and the young man nodded faintly, gently resting his hand in Tanner’s palm, and they proceeded together.


  The oncology wing was a gathering of nine rooms connected with a central room that was dual purposed as a waiting room and a general office. Paul saw that one of the side rooms had several doctor names attached to it, leading him to believe that they were private offices. The other eight rooms were numbered and had first initials and last names. Even without seeing the “G. Miller” under 211, Paul was able to identify his father’s room because his mom and his other sister were seated just outside it. The young man gently removed his fingers from Tanner’s relaxed grip.


  “Hi, honey.” Paul’s mom greeted him, standing up as he approached. Her eyes were red and, more than ever it was apparent that she looked exhausted. She spread her arms out to give him a hug as he approached. He accepted it without pause.


  “Why aren’t you in there with dad?” he asked as they disengaged.


  “They said they are still trying to get the chemicals right and that your father wasn’t responding very well to them.” she dabbed at her eyes with a tissue, “So they gave him something to help him relax.”


  “Can…” he paused, looking to his mother and his sisters, “… can I… go in?”


  “Don’t bug him.” Rebecca stated pointedly.


  “It’s alright.” his mom spoke up, looking at her then she looked back to Paul, “Go ahead, Honey… if you want to be near him that’s fine… just let your dad rest, okay?” she brushed her fingers up and over his ear like she used to do years prior back when his hair was longer; the gesture struck Paul and he fought back tears as he nodded and returned his attention to the door.


  Paul rested his hand on the door knob and glanced back once more to his family; Tanner gave each of the Miller girls a hug and not even Paul’s mom turned one down—all three cried, and the Dog remained close at hand, meeting his glance just long enough to mouth ‘go’.


  The door yielded easily to Paul and he entered, closing it noiselessly behind him. Paul had never spent much time in hospitals but had enough trips to the doctor’s office to recognize the scent of oxygen-laden air. The room also held a strong scent of disinfectant and hospital detergent. Many of the lights were on but not all of them, giving the room a strange sense of illumination while not fully disbursing every last shadow; somehow Paul knew he could have compared it to elements of his life but, at that moment, he was more focused on the man laying in the hospital bed.


  Paul had always considered his father to be a powerful man. George Miller, teacher by profession always took great care in his personal appearance, but it was not apparent at that moment; Paul’s father obviously hadn’t shaved in a few days and his hair was plastered to his head with sweat, and that’s when he smelled the strong scent of a body exposed to toxic chemicals—more than the scent made his eyes well up with tears.


  He spent several moments looking at his father trying to see past the pale, sweat-glistened face to the happy, almost cherubic expression he dad never should have been without. Mr Miller had never been specifically overweight but he was had always been on the heartier side of average; as Paul looked at his father it was hard to believe how much weight he had lost. “Oh, Dad…” the words escaped Paul at barely a whisper. The young man took a seat on a high-backed chair next to the bed, and that’s when he saw the envelope on the tray.


  The wooden tray, probably used for meal times was situated on a cabinet next to the hospital bed. The envelope was carefully folded and sealed and a pencil rested atop it; Paul’s name was written on it in his father’s unmistakable penmanship. A bitter-sweet smile spread across the young man’s face as he picked up the envelope and took a moment to admire the perfectly formed, well shaped letters more refined than the finest calligraphy. Taking a deep breath, eyes still on his dad, Paul opened it and unfolded the letter within. One more deep breath later, Paul looked to the paper and began to read.


  “To my son,


  “As you well know there is a long-standing tradition that’s been in the Miller Family for generations, and that’s the man-to-man talk. The time eventually comes when dads have to stop looking at their sons as boys and eventually realize that they’ve grown. My grandfather said he was given ‘the talk’ when he was fifteen and got his first job. My father told me that my grandfather had ‘the talk’ with him when he was sixteen and got his first car. My father and I had ‘the talk’ when I was 17 and decided for myself that I was going to go to college and become a teacher. I don’t know why, but it seems that it takes longer and longer for each generation.”


  Paul looked down at the paper, realizing what he held in his hand. Not only had been informed from a young age about ‘the talk’, but it was something he expected would never be brought up once his dad found out about him being gay. It wasn’t that his father ever directly condemned him, but Paul always knew that his father was disappointed. His hands began to shake as he continued reading.


  “I was going to wait until you graduated to have ‘the talk’ but, well, we both know that a lot of things happened around then and neither of us really had a full grasp of the situation. You’ll never know how much I regret letting you leave for college without stopping you and sitting down man-to-man… it’s something that every father both dreads and looks forward to in equal measure, and it’s something that every son deserves. Paul, I’m sorry that I let you down.”


  The young man looked at the words, pausing as a tear struck the page. He hastily blotted at it with the sleeve of his shirt and took a steadying breath, wiping his eyes with the back of an arm. He took a moment to regain control of his rebellious tears. He exhaled slowly, and looked back to the letter.


  “When this health issue began the one and only thing in my mind was that I wouldn’t get a chance to have ‘the talk’ with you, son. I was worried that it would be up to Frank or Willy and even though I love both your uncles dearly, let’s face it—neither have any kids, and it’s probably for the best. I wouldn’t want you to have to suffer through either of them telling you like it is.”


  Paul couldn’t help but laugh quietly at his father’s humor showing through. He knew his dad cared for his brothers greatly but, as it was once told to him, “I love them both… and I’d love to keep loving them, which is why they’re not always visiting.” At that moment, however, the severity of what his dad put onto paper struck him: his dad was talking about… dying. Feeling that thought shake him to his center, Paul tried to bury it by reading further.


  “Being a man isn’t about being getting your first job or getting a car or graduating high school, Paul. Being a man is a frame of mind… it means being able to make your own decisions and live with those consequences. It’s about standing for what you know is right. It’s about knowing who you are and being willing to accept that others may try to change you but realizing there’s only once person who can do that: you. (Your mother has always tried to prove that she can change me but, well… you know how well that’s turned out). Oh… and please don’t show her this letter.”


  Paul fought back another chuckle; his father always knew how to use the moment to its best comedic value. He looked to the quiet, pale face resting on the pillow only a few feet from him. Despite everything, Paul could almost convince himself that his dad looked peaceful and relaxed, but he couldn’t delude himself into thinking that it was anything other that whatever sedatives that the doctors gave him. His eyes migrated back to the letter.


  “Being a man means that you have to rise above the shortfalls of your family. It means you need to become someone you can be proud of and hopefully, just hopefully you won’t make the mistakes your parents did. Being a man is celebrating where you’ve come from but also achieving the goals you set for yourself… and if you’re a real man then those should not be easy ones—we should reach with the optimism and drive of a man and not the hopeless desires and baseless wants of a child. Men are responsible for their own successes and failures.”


  “Being a man means that you should be able to know that not everything turns out how you want it—and that, on some occasions, that you are the one who is at fault for that… and being a man means you should be able to say you’re sorry. That’s the point of this letter, Paul—I want to tell you I’m sorry. I’m sorry that things turned out the way they did. I’m sorry if I ever made you feel like you had to run, or if you felt that you were a disappointment. You’ve never disappointed me, Paul.”


  Paul managed to remain focused on the letter as he read through it, somehow keeping the tears in his eyes from interfering with his ability to see the words. “But most of all,” the letter said, “I know you needed to hear that I still love you, and that’s true… I hope you know that’s true. Life isn’t perfect, Paul. Nobody said it would be, and understanding that is what it means to be a man. No matter what, you’re still my son, and no matter what I’ll love you. I might not have always understood and I might not have always agreed, but you will still have my love. Always.”


  “You still know how to write a letter.” Paul smiled at his dad, eyes brimming.


  The door creaked slowly and Paul looked up to see Tanner slide in before closing it again. Paul clearly saw the wet marks on the Dog’s shirt where his sisters had shed their tears and there was no mistaking that Tanner was still available to lean on. The shepherd took a seat on a padded bench within arm’s reach and gently rested a paw on Paul’s knee, “I’m not gonna say anything.” Tanner offered at a whisper, “I’m just here for support.”


  Paul sat in the chair, staring at the paper in his hand, finally letting his tears have their way. He kept looking back and forth between the letter and his father, the emotions of the moment washing everything else away from his mind. When he first heard his father had cancer he had no idea what to think but, at that moment the only thing he could consider was what was left unsaid between them. He fervently wanted a chance to let those words be spoken. “Thank you.” he said softly to Tanner, and rested his own hand atop the Dog’s paw.


  His dad opened his eyes some five or ten minutes later. He blinked several times before he bothered glancing around the room; a smile came to his face the moment they landed on Paul. “Well…” he croaked with a grin, “Look who’s here…”


  “Hi, Dad.” Paul did his best to smile, ignoring the tears that escaped him.


  His father grunted, easing himself up in bed slightly before reaching down to the electronic controls; he raised the back, “I knew they had these on here for a reason.” he offered a wink to his son.


  “So…” the young man shifted on the chair, “The letter…” he held the paper up.


  “The letter.” his father acknowledged.


  “I like how you put ‘the talk’ in quotations.” Paul offered.


  His dad laughed, but only for a few moments before it sent him into a coughing fit. The older man eased the grimace off of his face, replacing it with a smile, “I thought you’d like that.”


  The smile faded from Paul’s, “Nobody’s really told me what’s going on.”


  “Hmm… I should have included that in the letter as well.” his dad winked, “That’s part of being a man too.”


  “I’m serious.” Paul insisted, “Mom and Rebecca barely told me a thing.”


  “You should have asked Kimmy—she can be bribed with black licorice.” his father advised.


  “I’m serious, Dad.” Paul objected, “What’s going on?”


  The smile slowly faded from the older man. He looked to the side and pulled a water bottle off of the counter beside his bed and fumbled it a few times; Paul realized that it wasn’t clumsiness—his father was having trouble gripping it. Paul reached out but his dad swatted his hand away, “I got it.” he stated, and managed to retrieve the water. He took several sips from the plastic straw attached to it then leveled his gaze at Paul, “They haven’t told you anything because I haven’t told them anything.”


  “Why not?” Paul demanded, “We’re your family! Don’t we—”


  “Don’t you deserve a chance to start worrying and fretting and telling me—” his dad began, then paused to catch his breath, “I’m in the hospital and receiving treatment… I don’t think the world should stop for all of you just because of that.”


  “We’re worried whether you tell us or not.” Paul stated, “But at least you can take the unknown part of it out of the way… I’d feel better knowing what’s going on.” he declared.


  “And I’d like to know who’s sitting next to you.” the comment from his father snapped Paul out of his focus and he glanced to Tanner, who sat back, ears raising.


  “This is Tanner.” Paul announced, “Now what’s going on?”


  “I’m being treated for lung cancer.” the elder Miller answered, “What is Tanner doing here?”


  “He’s my roommate and Mom invited him home when she heard he was helping me with emotional support.” the young man replied and barely took a breath before he countered with, “Did the doctors say how much longer until you get better?” Paul gave him a critical look, “You are getting better, aren’t you?”


  Paul’s father rolled his eyes, “I shouldn’t be here much longer.” but he continued looking at Tanner and not Paul, “How long have you two been going out?”


  “Almost two years.” Paul answered without a second thought, “But you didn’t answer my question. Did the doctors say—” and he froze, his heart jumping up into his throat. The faintest hint of a whine from Tanner revealed that the Dog also understood the trap that Mr Miller had laid and, if he hadn’t, the knowing nod from the man filled in the blanks.


  “How did you two meet?” his father continued the questioning in a tone that Paul realized would accept no hesitation. With no way to avoid the interrogation, the young man began to explain their full introduction as well as their friendship developing into a more connected relationship and then, ultimately the two of them moving in together when Tanner started college.


  “Computer technology…” Paul’s father nodded, “Good field… high demand.”


  “Yes sir.” Tanner nodded in agreement.


  “And the two of you have a future together?” the older man asked of his son.


  “Well,” Paul breathed, “Tanner finishes his classes in another two semesters, and then—”


  “I mean the two of you together.” his dad pressed.


  Paul paused, glancing between his father and Tanner then back again, “Well, like I said, once he’s done with his classes we’ll figure out where we go from there.”


  “Where ‘we’ go?” his father asked.


  “Right.” Paul nodded, reaching out to take hold of Tanner’s paw, “He’s my best friend and if I can’t think of a ‘we’ with him then I don’t think I could think about it with anyone.”


  Mr Miller’s eyes went from Paul to Tanner, “And you?” he asked the Dog, “You thought you could work things out if my son let you stay with him while you went to school?”


  “He offered, sir…” the shepherd answered, fidgeting under the man’s gaze, “and I pay rent from my tuition money… I don’t expect him to pay for everything and I’m not about to take advantage of—”


  “Why Paul?” he asked, “Why my son?”


  Tanner paused, looking at the older man for several seconds before answering, “Because he’s one of the most amazing people I’ve ever met.” he turned to meet Paul’s gaze but continued talking to his father, “He’s kind without any expectation of getting anything in return… he’s intelligent without being stuck-up about it… he’s shy without being meek and he’s naïve without being stupid.” he looked back to Paul’s dad again, “Why Paul?” he parroted the older human’s question, “Like Paul said… I don’t think I could think about life with anyone else.” he swallowed, and his next words stunned Paul, “and I love him.” he turned to look his lover in the eyes, “I love you.”


  Paul missed his father’s next question… and the repeat. It wasn’t until the third time that the young man understood what his dad said, “Does he make you happy?” Paul felt like his tongue was three times its normal size, dumb from the words his boyfriend had spoken; he simply nodded in response.


  In the end, Tanner spoke for him, “Paul has spent a lot of time talking about his family. It’s obvious that he loves you all and he’s been agonizing over being so distant from everyone.”


  “The feeling’s mutual.” Mr Miller acknowledged, attention focused on his son.


  “I love Tanner, Dad.” Paul finally found his voice, “He’s my boyfriend, and I know I can’t expect you to understand or to accept it, but—”


  “I do.” his father smiled warmly.


  “but if you can find it in—” Paul continued, but the words slowly wound down to silence and he simply sat there staring at his father.


  His father motioned to him, “He makes you happy,” then motioned to Tanner, “and you love him,” then back to Paul, “and he loves you.” He crossed his hands in his lap, “It’s not my place to stand in the middle of that and, let’s face it… if I did it wouldn’t make any difference, now would it?” he started another round of laughter and, once again, it was interrupted by coughing. “Now…” he said once the hacking was over, “Where exactly is everyone else?”


  The rest of the visit at the hospital was pure chaos; once the whole Miller clan was in one room it felt to Paul like things were almost back to normal, and Tanner did far better surviving the enormous pun war that developed… and even managed to put a few of his own in as well. Somehow, beyond belief, the awkwardness of it that Paul had been dreading and expecting never manifested; in his mind the moment would have been fine lasting forever but, all-too-soon one of the nurses knocked on the door and let them know that visiting hours were over.


  “It’s okay… it’s okay…” Mr Miller explained, waving everyone’s objections away, “I’m just going to eat some really bad hospital food and go to sleep early… you’re not missing anything.” he smiled at everyone. Even with that clever farewell it still took another five minutes to say goodbye. He gave Paul’s mom a kiss and hugged each of his daughters. Paul offered a hand, but his dad simply responded with a “Ha! Come’ere.” and pulled him in for a tight hug. It blew the young man’s mind that he treated Tanner exactly the same, “Life’s too short not to.” he smiled, “Now get going—I’m sure your mom will want some help getting dinner ready.”


  “I think I should stay here tonight.” Paul objected, “I fly out tomorrow afternoon and I—”


  “Go on, Paul.” his father insisted, “I’ll call you soon.” he offered with a tired smile.


  “Alright.” the young man nodded, “I love you, Dad.” and he stood, paused, then leaned down to give his father one last hug… the last one he ever would.


  Paul didn’t find out his father died until late the following night when his plane touched down. He and Tanner had just got their luggage and he was turning his cell back on, “Two message.” he told the Dog, and let the first one play.


  “Hey Paul…” his dad’s voice was raspy, “Not going to be able to talk for long… didn’t do chemo today because the doc wants to monitor me more closely…” and the message was interrupted by a long series of coughs. When his father started talking again his voice was accompanied by a wheeze, “I’m glad I got to see you yesterday and I’m even more glad to see that you found someone that you love and who loves you.” he took two whistling breaths before continuing, “I don’t care that Tanner is a man or that he’s a Dog… I’m just glad that it’s so obvious that you go so well together.”


  Paul paused to lean against a pillar, feeling the tears begin to well up. His father took several more breaths on the line before speaking again, “Don’t forget your family, Paul—we all love you.” there was another pause, “I am so damn proud of you, Paul… you’re going to do amazing things… you are going to shine so bright… it’ll hurt to look at you.” there was another pause, just long enough for Paul to think the message was over but, just before it would have cut off, his dad added, “I love you, Paul… I love you.”


  Tanner had stopped by the human by that point, holding onto his hand as Paul’s tears flowed freely. He pressed the button to save the message, and the next one played. It was very short, and he had to replay it to make certain he didn’t misunderstand his mother. She was crying, and her voice was faint, “Paul… honey… it’s your dad… he passed away tonight just after 8. The doctors said they made him as comfortable as they could… I’ll call you tomorrow morning… love you… bye.”


  Paul remained leaning against the pillar, gazing at the phone in his hand. He calmly saved that message and slowly hit the button to go to the previous recording. The young man looked at the time stamp, which was still set to central standard time: 7:15pm. He didn’t remember the ride home, save for looking at the screen of his phone the whole way.


  Interesting Times


  Paul needed time to clear his head and try to stop the world from spinning. Death had never touched Paul so close to home… it had always been a friend of a friend, or some acquaintance’s grandparent. Everything seemed to pass in a blur as time rolled by. It felt wrong to the young man that the world kept turning and life continued on when such a big piece of it was suddenly and irrevocably gone.


  Mary, the human resource director for AHB called him on the second day he was out to offer her condolences and let him know about the company’s policies regarding grieving time. Although he had expected to use personal leave for the days he spent off work he found out that he was entitled to three days of paid leave. She finished the call by imparting the knowledge that Mr. Burke fully expected Paul to use them all.


  Tanner managed to take the first day off with him. The Dog was attentive and concerned, handling the affairs around the house quietly and competently while Paul spent the majority of his time sleeping in late followed by going to bed early; he ate at some point in the evening when Tanner gave him something. The young man often looked to the Dog and he was always there, just within reach. The human had no idea what it would have been like without having his boyfriend so close, but he was grateful in a way he couldn’t possibly explain.


  Somehow, things were just a little easier the next day, which was good because Tanner had to return to his classes. Paul spent many of his awake hours simply staring at the wall. Sometimes he screamed. He often cried. On one or two occasions he had almost managed to convince himself that it was all a dream and that he’d wake up eventually… but the next morning he awoke and nothing had changed. The third day was much of the same, but, on the fourth day, Paul somehow managed to force himself into action and, he had to admit, the return to a schedule actually seemed to make a positive difference.


  At the office everyone carefully tip-toe around the issue, avoiding any direct reference to why Paul had been gone. There were a few exceptions, of course, and they made things easier and more difficult at the same time. The first was a condolence card left at his desk; he had almost burst into tears and had to make a beeline for the bathroom to regain his composure. Once he managed to get himself under control he sat down at his desk and read it.


  The card itself had the usual expected verbiage, but everyone who signed added their own short message—including the number of a good psychologist if Paul needed someone to talk to… courtesy of Miranda. The whole team had contributed to the card, some more than others, but the one that caught Paul’s attention the most was the message from Ray which read simply, “Come and see me when you have a minute.”


  With so much work to catch up on, Paul didn’t have a chance to follow up with Ray until that afternoon. When he did get to the Dog’s office, the Retriever didn’t say a word… he merely stood up, crossed the room, and gave Paul a hug. Ray had an uncanny knack for knowing exactly what to say and do. The young man returned the hug, even crying into the Dog’s shoulder, but the Retriever didn’t stop him or push him away… Paul was touched more than anything by the fact that his own shoulder was wet where Ray’s head lay.


  The next several days led to a slow improvement in Paul’s focus and his recovery. He’d heard people say before that time healed all wounds, but there was no doubt in his mind that he would ever get over losing his father. What he did come to understand by the start of the following Monday was that he would at least figure out how to keep going… like he would if he had lost an arm; part of him was gone, and it would take time to learn how to function again without it. As it turned out, the week’s distractions would go a long way toward “helping.”


  It was a Wednesday, Paul’s fifth day back at work. Usually on Wednesdays the office started with team meetings. During those meetings it was not unusual for Candy to bring in doughnuts or muffins of some kind, Miranda and Ben would get into no less than two verbal arguments, and at least one of the team leads from the other projects would try to help Paul get his team under control. Most of the time they even succeeded.


  That morning, however, was different. It was two entire hours before he was due into work, which meant that he’d been out of bed at five o clock and was actually just leaving the door as Tanner was getting up for his internship work. Eizenzahn had arrived back in town Tuesday night and had requested that an AHB representative meet him at a nearby business at six the morning. Unsurprisingly, it was Paul who was assigned to the project… something about Mr. Aimes trusting him to make the company look good—after all, he seemed to have a way with Dogs.


  The destination wasn’t that much of a surprise to Paul; despite the fact that he couldn’t quite get the GPS to work, the address also included “Eastside Gym”, so he had an idea what he was getting into. What the young man didn’t understand was why Eizenzahn would bother meeting a random gym when AHB had gone to such trouble obtaining their own work out room. That question continued to occupy Paul’s mind until he entered the building, and that’s when everything started to make sense.


  Although Eastside Gym had all of the expected workout machines, treadmills, and weights, one thing it had that the AHB workout room didn’t have was a boxing ring. Paul caught sight of Eizenzahn seated on a folding metal chair off to the side of the ring where two light-weight, muscular-looking dogs were squaring off, trading casual blows with one another while the older doberman half-watched, spreading his attention evenly between the sparring and a magazine he was reading. It seemed strange to see Eizenzahn out of his usual three piece suit—the Mein Hund executive was wearing a simple, wine red polo shirt and a pair of gray cargo shorts.


  The doberman looked up as he approached, “Ah! Paul! So good to see you.” Eizenzahn’s smile was both formal and personal, but his expression took on a somber air to it as he stood, holding out a paw, “I am so sorry to hear of your father’s passing.” Paul took the offered paw and the executive clasped his hand with the other one as well, “While I appreciate your dedication to your employer, if you need more time to—”


  “No.” the word came out a little harsher than the human had intended, and he quickly added, “I think I’d do better just focusing on work…” he glanced around the gym, wincing as the doberman in the ring connected a solid blow to his opponent’s midsection. The Poodle grunted, but recovered quickly and countered with a hook to the side of the Dobie’s head. The two separated, and continued circling. Although both Dogs were probably about Paul’s own weight, he had no doubt that either would be able to wipe the floor with him… they looked like fighters.


  “Are you a fan of boxing, Paul?” Eizenzahn inquired, pulling the young man’s attention back to him. The executive was seated once again, motioning to the chair beside to him.


  Paul sat down obediently, “Not really… most of the sports I like don’t involve people getting beat up.”


  His response elicited a laugh from the older doberman, “Well, fortunately Mein Hund’s sports wear is not just for boxers.”


  “Ah…” Paul nodded thoughtfully, unable to stop himself, “So it’s for Dobermans… and Poodles… and Mastiffs, and Bulldogs, and—”


  “That isn’t precisely what I meant.” Eizenzahn clarified.


  The next one was also out of Paul’s mouth before he could censor it, “Well… I suppose if you offer boxers you’ll need to have briefs too.” The doberman looked at him, confused. “Never mind.” the young man sighed, realizing that he had just managed to embarrass himself even more; perhaps things were getting back to normal.


  “I was hoping that AHB would be able to assist Mein Hund with a widely cast net.” Eizenzahn continued, thankfully not making an issue of Paul’s unrestrained humor, “We are looking for a marketing of joint television, newspaper, billboard, radio, and internet advertisements in preparation of our official brand launch this fall.”


  “This fall?” Paul inquired, pausing as the Poodle let out a deep-throated grunt and delivered a powerful uppercut, taking the Dobie off the ground and launching him onto his back. The human had no idea how the black-furred dog managed to get back up to his feet, but, moments later, their match continued.


  “Yes.” Eizenzahn answered simply, “The prior year of advertisement has raised the public’s interest and our corporate website here in the United States has seen increased traffic as a result. We are receiving thousands of inquiries by email daily, and that number is growing consistently.”


  “That’s…” Paul nodded in thought, “good.”


  The older Doberman laughed wholeheartedly at that, “Paul, I truly hope that you never change your straight-forward approach to business meetings.” The human wasn’t sure whether he should have been pleased with the compliment or embarrassed by it; in the end he was a little of both, but he didn’t let it stop him.


  “So… why are we meeting at the gym?” it was a straight-forward question, and it had been on his mind ever since arriving.


  “This was the first opportunity my son had to work out since arriving last night, and he wished to make the most of it.” Eizenzahn motioned casually with a faint flick of his head toward the boxing ring, and that was the first time that Paul took note of the family resemblance. The younger dobie had a built similar to the Mein Hund exec. They each had the same shaped eyes with the same eye color. Eizenzahn’s son shook his sparring partner’s offered paw, the two of them obviously done for the morning; based on the fact that neither was beaten into a bloody pulp, Paul guessed that it was probably a “friendly” match.


  Due to the repeat exposure to Dogs over the course of the year-and-many months, Paul realized that the Dobie was probably somewhere in his early twenties. The doberman approached, unwrapping the cloth bandages that he wore on his paws, “Ist das der Mensch, Vater?” he addressed Eizenzahn before grabbing a towel out of the air that was thrown to him by his light-furred sparring partner.


  “Ja, Bert.” the exec stood and rested a paw on Paul’s shoulder, “Das ist Paul Miller.”


  “Hallo.” Paul acknowledged the younger Dog, trying out the phrase he had tried so hard to remember, “Ich sprecky kein Deutch.”


  The sweaty doberman began laughing immediately, and held out a paw, “This is fine, Paul Miller… I speak English.”


  “Oh.” the human paused, accepting the offered paw, which proceeded to shake his hand tightly in a vice-like grip, “Then… uh…” he managed to retrieve his hand and rubbed it, “hi… uh… Eizenzahn’s son.”


  “Nie Erobert.” the young Dobie responded, “Just call me Bert.”


  Paul was at a loss for topics of discussion, which meant that his mouth offered filler where his brain had none,“Are you a boxer, Bert?”


  “No, he is a Doberman.” Eizenzahn gave Paul a pat on the shoulder, having made the comment so casually that the human took several moments to realize he’d actually been ‘Paul-ed’ by the executive.


  “No.” Bert replied for himself, “I do know a little about boxing… what we call Faustkamph…” the Dog sat down and began wiping the fur around his head and neck, “Vater,” he glanced to Eizenzahn, “darf ich duschen bevor wir gehen?”


  “Yes.” the exec nodded, “But, out of respect, please use English around Mr. Miller.” Eizenzahn finally removed his paw from Paul’s shoulder after giving it a final pat, “He learns quickly, but I don’t expect him to have a working understanding of Deutsch any time soon.”


  “I will be back soon.” Bert acknowledged. He passed Paul, giving the human a light tap to his shoulder with a fist; it hurt, “My father has told me much about you… I look forward to working with you, Paul Miller.”


  “Uh…” the young man wasn’t exactly sure what to say, “Thank you?” Bert nodded simply and headed off toward the back of the gym where the male and female figures were posted clearly next to two separate doors leading off to tiled hallways.


  Eizenzahn sat back down and motioned for Paul to do the same, “I assume you did not notice that Bert—”


  “Was wearing Mein Hund shorts and shoes?” the human questioned before the exec could finish.


  “I am glad you have an eye for detail, Mr. Miller.” the Doberman offered a faint smile, then glanced to the second Dog who had been boxing, and had not yet left. The Poodle stood in a casual stance, towel wrapped around his neck with a paw gripping either end of it; in all, though relaxed, his posture still seemed intimidating.


  At the executive’s glance, the poodle approached and tossed the towel into a nearby basket, settling in with his legs spread shoulder width, paws on his hips. The MH logo on the waistband of his shorts was easily noticeable, as was the matching one on each of his sneakers, “Another model?” Paul asked after noticing logo on the poodle’s clothing.


  “Your eye for detail is lacking in some respects, apparently.” Eizenzahn added, his reserved smile turning into a full-blown smirk.


  Paul looked back to the Poodle, who maintained a combat-ready, grave expression, “So… he’s a Mein Hund employee, right?” the human didn’t stand up, but continued to look the Poodle over, “Is he going to be at a photo shoot?”


  The Poodle’s intense gaze softened somewhat and a good humored smile slowly spread across the dog’s muzzle. For some reason he suddenly started looking a little more familiar with the change in expression, “Bonjour, Monsieur Miller.” the Dog stated in a smooth, tenor voice. It was at the higher range of pitch, but still decidedly male… unlike the other times he’d heard it, usually in falsetto.


  Paul, who had just stood-up, froze, “Pascal?!?”


  “Oui, mon ami.” the Poodle confirmed, moving to place a paw on either of the human’s shoulders. Pascal then kissed his left cheek, then right cheek. It was far different than what he’d come to expect from Eizenzahn’s assistant… in fact, just about everything involving Pascal looked as though it had made a complete transition, “I take it zee look iz unesspected?” and the Dog took a step back, spreading his arms to let Paul take in the sight of his surprisingly sculpted, wiry musculature, usually well-hidden behind pink.


  “It’s just… uh…” the human rubbed the back of his head as he realized he was blushing profusely, “I got used to seeing you… uh… differently.” the words didn’t come out nearly as eloquently as he had hoped and he felt his face burn all the hotter for it. The embarrassment around Pascal was nothing new, however, and he recovered quickly.


  “Many people are, Paul.” Eizenzahn smirked, obviously enjoying seeing the human caught off guard by the realization. The Doberman stood and gave Pascal a firm pat on the shoulder as he looked to Paul, “It surprises them when they learn that my assistant took part in boxing tournaments back in his college days.”


  “Pascal?” Paul questioned dumbly, “…boxed?”


  “And still do, mon ami.” the Poodle commented, pulling the cloth bandages from his paws. He then glanced to Eizenzahn, “Je vais—” and paused before starting again, “I am going to zee showarr before we leave.” he smiled, offering a wink to Paul before he walked off toward the men’s locker room. The young man stared after him in amazement; Pascal didn’t have any hint of the feminine walk or mannerisms that the human had come to identify as distinctly his. Eizenzahn obviously didn’t miss the young man’s confusion.


  “I can tell that you were surprised.” the Doberman offered aside casually, both watching Pascal disappear into the locker room.


  “It was probably pretty obvious.” Paul admitted quietly, waiting until the door closed before he turned to face Eizenzahn, “So… if the whole dress thing isn’t a full-on lifestyle choice why does—”


  “Why would you say it is not?” the Doberman interjected.


  “well… I mean… he wasn’t just—”


  “Did you see that my son wears a chain around his neck?” Eizenzahn interrupted Paul for the second time in as many sentences.


  “I guess I hadn’t, really.” Paul shrugged, “Is Bert a Burb Dog?”


  “No.” the Doberman replied patiently, “He is not.”


  “Then why would you bring up the—”


  “To see your response to it.” Eizenzahn smiled, “And your answer also went a long way in explaining your surprise to Pascal boxing, and having clothing other than a pink business suit and jewelery.”


  The logic of the comment left Paul’s head spinning, “How are the two even related?” he asked, “I mean, there’s a pretty big difference between wearing a collar and—”


  “Perception, Mr. Miller.” Eizenzahn clarified, “In the end, it is all a matter of perception, and in a social sense, it remains a stumbling block for you.”


  “All because I didn’t recognize Pascal dressed like a guy?” the human questioned, feeling slightly indignant at the arbitrary test.


  “No, Paul… that was a symptom of your lack of social perception, not the issue in and of itself.” the Doberman explained, “As was your assessment that my son might be a Burb Dog because he wears a chain around his neck.”


  “You mentioned it, not me.” the human pointed out.


  “Ah… but why you thought I mentioned it says volumes.” Eizenzahn picked up a duffel bag that had been laying beside the chair where he had sat.


  Paul tried to catch on to what the Doberman was getting at, but he was mostly lost… lost and a little agitated, “So… this is about psychoanalysis or something?”


  “It is about Understanding, Paul.” Eizenzahn countered calmly, resting a paw on the young man’s shoulder again, “A deeper level of it, and a much broader level at the same time.” he motioned to the front door of the gym and started walking, the human following, “It is about people as a whole; Dogs and Humans, we are very much the same, including the many different ways we look at the world.”


  “So what am I supposed to be perceiving?” Paul asked, coming to a stop at the gym’s double-doors once the Doberman had halted.


  The Doberman laughed, “No one thing specific… it’s about getting to know your own way of connecting with the world and hopefully helping you know yourself.”


  In the end, Paul couldn’t help himself, “I keep telling Tanner that you should write a self-help book… now I’m sure of it.”


  “Speaking of Tanner,” Eizenzahn began, causing the hairs on the back of the human’s neck to stand up in premonition of something horrible, “I would very much like to take the two of you to dinner some night soon.”


  Paul, in all honesty, couldn’t figure out exactly how to handle the invitation. On one hand, he really was both amazed and humbled by the offer but, on the other hand, he really really didn’t want to mix his personal and business life. In the end, he settled for a very non-committal answer, “Thank you. We’ll have to find a good time to consider it.”


  Sadly, his plan did not have the desired result, “Wonderful. Shall we plan on Friday night this week?”


  “I—”


  “Of course… you’ll want make certain your Dog’s schedule is clear.” Eizenzahn acknowledged, looking past Paul to wave at Bert, who was steadily approaching the two of them.


  “Was hat er gesagt?” the younger Doberman called as he made his way across the gym.


  “Was du denkst?” Eizenzahn responded, then added, “English please, Nie Erobert.”


  “Probably nothing.” Bert answered simply; the comment made absolutely no sense in the strange context, but it elicited a chuckle from Eizenzahn. The younger Dobie looked to Paul, “I suppose I will see you soon at dinner.” and he passed by the two of them and walked out the gym’s double doors.


  “What was that about?” Paul questioned quizzically.


  “It may not seem like it, Paul, but you and Bert have a lot in common.” the exec offered, holding a paw up in greeting to Pascal, who was just exiting the lockers across the gym. The Poodle was wearing a crisp pair of tan slacks, a light gray, pin-striped button up shirt, and a cream-colored vest, left unbuttoned. If the attire seemed out-of-place on the Dog then the burgundy wing-tipped shoes seemed almost comically abnormal compared to the high-heels that Paul had become so used to seeing Pascal wear. “Just like you and Pascal.” the Doberman added.


  The first comparison caught Paul’s interest, but the second one threw him for a complete loop, “Huh?”


  “Bonjour, Paul.” Pascal greeted the human, holding out a paw. Paul accepted it, and surprised himself at being surprised by how strong and firm the handshake was; he had no idea why he had expected the limp wrist wiggle he had received before—the Dog in front of him was not some prissy poodle. “I assume you are not so used to zee professional look, ne pas?”


  “It…” Paul paused, “uh… suits you. Very… um…” he fought his brain for the right word, “tres chique?” The Poodle’s deep-chested chuckle was the exact opposite of what the human was used to. Pascal’s demeanor was a far cry from anything he’d experienced from him before, which was unfortunate because he wasn’t used to having his mind blown and day flipped upside down before 8 am. Little did he know that the morning’s chaos was only just beginning.


  * * * * *


  Despite the morning’s detour to the gym, Paul still managed to arrive at the AHB Marketing office before the work day started… he was, in fact, almost twenty minutes early. Eizenzahn had parted ways, announcing that he and Pascal would meet up with Paul at the office. The young man, however didn’t catch sight of the rented sedan he had watched the drive off with or, more accurately, the one which Pascal drove and in which the two Dobermans were chauffeured.


  Paul usually made it a point to try and arrive at least five minutes before he was expected to show because, if nothing else it gave him time to settle in and get his day started. He sat down at his desk with a reserved smile and let his computer boot up while he adjusted the height of the arm rests on his chair. With the better part of a half hour, the young man felt the cool breeze of freedom helping him set sail toward a more relaxed day.


  That calming trade wind, however lasted for all of fifteen minutes, at which point the early morning silence was shattered. Paul heard a cacophnoy of phone lines ringing off the hook from across the way in the media relations department along with all three lines at the front desk phones adding to the noise. Paul typed in his employee password into the keyboard and kept his head low, hoping that whatever it was had nothing to do with him. Luck, as it turned out, was not exactly on his side.


  “Paul!” came a call from Miranda, “Mr. Aimes needs to see you! Now!”


  “Geez-o-pete!” the young man grumbled, quickly getting up from his desk. Only once his head was above cubicle height did he realize that the anyone and everyone that was in the office was making their way down the hall in that exact same direction, except for Miranda, who stood at the entrance to the hallway, motioning for him.


  “Cripes almighty, what’s going on?” Paul asked, looking at the human traffic jam.


  “Did you really just say ‘Cripes almighty’?” Miranda asked, raising an eyebrow, “Seriously, Dakota?”


  “It’s an expression.” he countered.


  “Try ‘oh damn!’ or ‘ofuk’ or ‘wuhthahell?’.” she offered, “It’ll make you sound less like you’re from Ohio.”


  “I’m not from Oh—”


  “Paul!” the shout could not have come from anyone other than Chris Aimes, and the people in the hallway parted like the Red Sea, revealing one of AHB’s owners standing in the hallway, “Well?” he inquired.


  “Right here, sir!” Paul responded, moving quickly through the crowd to join the executive, and both entered into Mr. Aimes’ office. It felt a little disconcerting taking a seat at the man’s desk; the last time Paul had sat there was in response to—his thought processes ground to a halt as he looked at the big screen tv on the wall and a news report playing without sound.


  Mr. Aimes sat down behind his desk after situating Paul, and he flipped off the mute, “—has finally come forward to shed some light on a story that went cold months ago.” Paul didn’t usually watch the channel five news and he couldn’t place the female voice, but he assumed it was probably an anchorwoman. “We go to Carla Henry at the Oaks at Devonshire.” and the screen changed.


  A semi-attractive woman who he guessed was probably in her late thirties stood in front of a building that looked like a cross between a hotel and a hospital. Once the camera zoomed in on her, she began speaking, “Thank you, Diana.” she acknowledged, “Many of our watchers have sent emails and letters into the station asking for an update on the report we ran some time back regarding reverse discrimination in the workplace.”


  “What is—” Paul began, but Mr. Aimes held up a hand, silencing him.


  The camera zoomed further in on the reporter woman as she continued, “It seems that interest in a specific portion of our report focused on the social phenomenon of Dog/Human relationships. In response to these questions, Channel 5 managed to follow up on one case involving a man who asked that his name and identity be kept confidential… who we referred to only as John.”


  It didn’t take much for Paul to put two and two together. Despite how much he prayed for it to be otherwise, he wasn’t at all surprised when the station re-ran a clip he’d hoped would never surface again. The screen switched to the clip involving a figure covered in shadow, features hidden by the lack of light.


  The caption on the screen said JOHN with quotations, “Are you suggesting that your termination from AHB Marketing was due to racial discrimination?” the interviewer inquired.


  “Hell yeah.” the response came courtesy of an electronically altered voice, “The whole situation was completely screwed up… this one guy and me, we were like hermanos… and he goes and does a bunch of stuff behind my back and when I confront him for it the Dogs there jump me and I’m the one getting fired. All this wouldn’t’a happened if he weren’t Leasher. AHB is practically run by the Perros and Paul Miller has a road to the top just because he’s good with em.”


  Mr. Aimes began to fiddle with some papers on his desk but Paul’s eyes were fixed on the television while the camera returned to the reporter, “Despite constant ‘no comment’ remarks from AHB Marketing and a refusal from Paul Miller for an interview, Channel 5 has finally managed to track down an inside source. That source lives here,” she motioned behind her to the building, “The Oaks at Devonshire Retirement Community.”


  The camera changed again, this time showing the interior of a small apartment, accompanied by the reporter’s voice-over, “Mr. Abner Hatter has lived at The Oaks for almost a year. According to him, he moved to this retirement community apartment complex after having witnessed something that may shed light on the accusations.”


  Paul couldn’t shake the feeling that the man’s name seemed somehow familiar, but he wasn’t kept wondering; his blood turned ice-cold when he recognized the face that next appeared on the television, “Yeah…” Mr. Hatter announced, “He used to visit a Dog all the time… I lived next to the Dog, and that guy was over at all hours.” The screen then went back to Diane, who was seated at the news room desk.


  “Carla, many of our viewers at home are likely to question the validity of an eye witness account from Mr. Hatter due to any number of reasons, not the least of which being how long it has taken him to step forward, but also whether, as a resident of a care facility, he has the cognitive ability to identify someone after so much time has passed.”


  The screen returned to Carla standing outside of the nursing home. She nodded, “The front desk was unable to clarify if that was the case with Mr. Hatter, citing health care privacy laws… but his story was partially collaborated by his daughter, who joined us part way through the interview. Unfortunately our time with Mr. Hatter was cut short by his daughter, but you can see it in its entirety on our website and, as always, we encourage our viewers to come up with their own conclusions.”


  The view returned to the news room, “Thank you, Carla.” Diana nodded, then turned to the man seated beside her, “Well.. that certainly does bring up quite a few questions about—” but the screen went dark as Mr. Aimes turned the television off.


  “Mister Miller?” the exec inquired, setting the remote control down.


  “Yes, sir?”


  “I do not need to know specifics…” the man began, leading Paul to the realization that he wouldn’t like what question came next, “… do you have someone you’re going to bring to the office party this fall?”


  Paul didn’t know much about HR, but he realized that Mr. Aimes was coming as close to the line as he could without crossing it, “That depends on when the party is, sir… and whether or not I have plans… or what I—”


  “Thank you, Paul.” Mr. Aimes cut him off, “I assume you’re aware that your email box is filling up quickly?”


  The young man slumped in his chair, “I can imagine.” and he let out a breath, “Do you want me to spend the day responding to—”


  “No, Mr. Miller.” the owner cut him off, “The Mein Hund contract requires your attention and I want you to focus on that.”


  A huge wave of relief washed over the young man when he realized he would be spared a repeat of the event from earlier in the year and he let out a deep breath, “Yes, sir.”


  “I think we’re done this morning.” the executive stated.


  He stood up and had just made it to the door when Mr. Aimes spoke up again, “And Paul?”


  “Yes, Mr. Aimes?” the young man’s grip tightened around the doorknob, barely able to guess at what would come next.


  “Tell everyone to get back to work please.” the man replied, attention returning to the paperwork on his desk. Paul wasn’t exactly sure what the executive meant but the sudden flurry of motion from the hallway outside the door made him realize quite quickly that Chris Aimes had a strong understanding that there were plenty of people listening in on their conversation. The hallway was empty by the time the young man had the door open.


  Paul was more than willing to head back to his desk to continue working, but was surprised to see that he had visitors. For once, it was a pleasant surprise since Tanner and Total-Chaos were not the usually kind of stressful addition to his day he was used to. Tanner was seated at Paul’s computer while TeeSee was leaning over his shoulder, talking quietly as he motioned to several things on the screen.


  “Morning, Mr. Miller.” the Husky greeted him, straightening up from his leaned-over position to step out of Paul’s cubicle and shake his hand, “We’ll be done with your computer in a few minutes.”


  “Oh… okay.” Paul didn’t have to fight to smile; between his boyfriend and the friendly Husky, feeling at ease came easily, “So… should I come back or—”


  “Nope!” Tanner interjected, “All done!”


  “Great!” the human tried to offer the same enthusiasm as the German Shepherd, and added, in the same, high-energy tone, “What are you done with?”


  “We were installing a new email client on your machine.” TeeSee answered, moving back to the cubicle to pick up his cardboard box, “All set!”


  “Um…” Paul paused, “It took me weeks to learn the old one… why do I need a new one?” he questioned.


  “Mr. Burke had his secretary put in a work order to upgrade your mail client.” the tech-support Husky offered.


  “My what?” the human asked.


  “He wanted to have a program that would support rules.”


  “Rules?”


  “Your new email service can use a filter to move everything from non-AHB email addresses into a separate file.” the Husky cocked his head to the side, “Do you get a lot of outside emails, Mr. Miller?”


  “I… uh…” he paused, “…sometimes… why?”


  “Because now you can deal with those separately from the ones you get in-office.” TeeSee wagged pleasantly.


  Paul assumed it was his blank stare that encouraged Tanner to translate, “It means emails from people in the office will get to you but any emails people outside AHB send aren’t going to clog up your inbox.” and the Shepherd quickly added, “But it’ll work the same as the old program you’re used to.”


  “Oh… that’s good.” the human nodded. Both sets of Dog eyes were on him at that moment, and Paul felt a sense of unease begin to fill the cubicle. He honestly had no idea if either of the Dogs had seen or heard anything about the news report. The young man would talk to Tanner about it that evening, but he’d already had to go through the uncomfortable discussion with TeeSee once before and he really wasn’t interested in a repeat performance. Thankfully, he didn’t have to have one.


  “Hey, Dakota.” Ray’s head poked into his cubicle, “Can I get your help for a minute with something?”


  “Oh, uh, sure, Ray!” Paul hoped he didn’t sound to eager to escape the rapidly degenerating situation. He glanced back to the other two Dogs, “Thanks again, guys! See you later, Tanner!” and he quickly followed the Retriever out into the walkway between cubicles. They were several rows down before the human spoke up, “What did you need?”


  “I needed to see you a little less high-strung.” Ray smirked, his tail wagging a little faster than in counterpoint to his gait.


  “Thank god for friends like you.” Paul announced, and Ray’s tail went even faster.


  As it turned out, Ray did have a use for Paul as the two headed into the project room. The rest of Paul’s team was already assembled and he was blessed with the good fortunate of not being asked a single question from anyone about the news report. Despite what would obviously be increased attention from the media, Paul was happy that it seemed like old news to his coworkers, and he left it at that.


  The day continued to pass, moving along at a steady pace despite the chaos of the morning. Eizenzahn appeared along with his son, both dressed in the exec’s trademark three piece business suit and the two Dobermans spent the day touring the facility. Pascal arrive a short time later, dressed once again in his brain-numbingly bubble gum pink business wear. The Poodle entered with the usual swish, greeting everyone in his gregarious falsetto as if he had never been anything other than the fabulous transvestite everyone knew him to be.


  Although the three foreign Dogs joined Paul and his production team for lunch, they otherwise left the young man completely alone, which was surprisingly less of a relief than he had first suspected; it made him wonder if they were up to something. Despite the unknown variable, Paul continued to focus on the project.


  It was five o clock before anyone knew it, and only then did the events of the morning start to filter back to Paul. Several employees who clocked out at 4:30 started to send messages back to him about a few different reporters and a tv van or two parked out front. Ray was quick enough to offer to get Paul’s car for him, but the young man declined, explaining that he wanted to stay late anyway. He was on his own for another hour before there was a quiet knock at the project room door.


  The human looked up just as Tanner poked his head inside, “Hey… TeeSee and I are just about to head out.”


  “Okay.” Paul acknowledged, “I’m just finishing up here… probably another half hour or so.” he added.


  “This doesn’t have anything to do with the reporters, does it?” the German Shepherd questioned, “TeeSee got asked by one of the guys outside if he knew you.”


  “I just have a lot of work to—” he paused as he met the Dog’s inquisitive gaze, “Yeah.. a little, I guess.” he admitted.


  “Well, if you want I can tell em to get lost.” Tanner offered, “Or, I don’t know… call the police or something?” he shrugged.


  “I don’t think Mr. Aimes minds having them here.” Paul sighed, “I’m just gonna wait em out in here while longer.”


  “Well, if they’re not gone by seven gimme a call and I’ll come pick you up.” the Dog volunteered, “You shouldn’t be afraid to go outside.”


  “Why not?” the human countered, offering a small smile, “This is California, isn’t it? I should be scared to go outside… there might be a drive by shooting or something and then I’d just be another statistic.”


  “Something tells me you’re more worried about cameras shooting you than guns.” Tanner countered, offering an encouraging smile.


  “One out of every seven people who get their five minutes of fame hope nobody recognizes them a year later.” Paul replied, “See? That’s a statistic.”


  “You just made that up.” the Dog stuck his tongue out at him.


  “Seventy nine percent of all statistics are made up on the—” Paul ducked down to avoid the white board eraser his boyfriend tossed his way.


  “Don’t stay too late.” Tanner reiterated, “I mean it.”


  “I won’t.” the young man smiled, “I promise.”


  Tanner headed out, but he left Paul with the smile. While the human had first worried what it would be like having his boyfriend working in the same building, the experience turned out to be surprisingly positive. Seeing Tanner each day, even from across the room or just during lunch had made an immeasurable improvement for his mood… especially once he realized that nobody had any interest at all in their relationship—mostly because neither of them had any reason to broadcast it in the office.


  Paul continued with his upbeat attitude, even starting to whistle as he blocked off different quadrants of a demo page. It had taken him several days to get spacing down, even with Miranda’s and Ben’s help, but he was just starting to get to a point where he figured he could handle it. He chuckled as he considered that; his entire life felt like it was getting to that point—perhaps it was possible that he’d actually be able to handle it… so long as he didn’t have to deal with any more surprises.


  “Hello?” a soft, demure voice called from the hallway. Paul didn’t recognize whoever had spoken but, whoever she was, he could tell that she didn’t feel relaxed in calling out. Setting down his ruler, the young man walked out into the entryway to meet her.


  The speaker turned out to be a Rough Collie. Since the reception room had its lights on at all hours it was not difficult to get a good look at the Dog; she had one blue and one hazel eye, both of which were focused on him. Her fur was feathered, and the light reddish-gold and white coloring had a healthy, well-kept sheen to it; she obviously cared about her personal appearance. “Hello, sir.” she noted, her paws wringing together in front of her in obvious shyness.


  “Hi.” he answered, “Can I help you?”


  “Si, thank you.” It took a moment for Paul to recognize the strong accent with which she spoke, but the ‘si’ drove it home. “I am looking for someone.”


  “Well… we’re closing tonight, so almost everyone went home already.” he responded, moving over to the receptionist’s desk to look for a pad of message paper, “I can take a message if you want… what was your name?” He picked up a pen and looked back to her.


  “Oh…” she offered a sheepish smile, “I am Angel-de-la-Mañana.”


  “Ang-hail?” Paul questioned, writing it down phonetically.


  “It—” the collie paused, “I mean…” she was obviously flustered, “In English is Anyel.”


  “An-yell?” Paul repeated, lining the name out and trying again.


  “No… no…” she shook her head, “Is hard to say… is like the city… Los Angeles.”


  “Los An-hail—” he paused, “Oh! Los Angeles!” and it sunk in, “Your name is Angel!”


  “Si.” she smiled, her ears blushing fiercely, “Angel-de-la-Mañana…” the collie clarified, “but I am called Angel.”


  “Oh.” he wrote the name out as best he could, “I’m—” he fiddled with the pad and pen, and offered her a hand, “I’m Paul… Paul Miller.”


  The collie paused, her ears going up and her eyes going wide. She accepted his hand with a paw daintily, “You are… that Paul Miller?” she murmured, and then rambled off, “Qué suerte gracias a dios.”


  “I… uh… don’t speak Spanish.” he responded.


  “I think you can help me… I hope.” she noted, still holding his hand, adding a second paw to it as she continued to shake it.


  “That isn’t what I—” he began.


  “I am looking for Mateo Vargas.” Angel stated.


  “Mateo?” Paul was taken aback.


  “Si…” she nodded, finally letting go of his hand, ears dropping slightly in embarrassment “he is my boyfriend.”


  The young man was struck dumb, “He’s… your boyfriend?”


  “Well…” she lowered her gaze, her already quiet voice softening further, “…he was.”


  The night suddenly got that much more complicated.


  Leashers and Burb Dogs


  Angel turned out to be a rather open and expressive Collie. She readily volunteered information about her prior relationship with Mateo—as Paul discovered they had been college sweethearts, but things went sour when the human/Dog culture clash resulted in hurt feelings. The whole situation felt like a fun-house mirror reflection of Paul’s own trial-by-fire in his relationship with Tanner. Unfortunately for Mateo and Angel, things ended up roasting over the coals… all because of those three little words.


  The entire conversation, including the very few questions Paul had to ask, lasted far longer than it felt, and the young man didn’t realize the time until he received a text from Tanner. Excusing himself and glancing to his phone, he was astounded to see that was nearly seven. His boyfriend’s message was short and to the point: EVERYTHING OK?


  “Dios mio…” Angel murmured, glancing to her own phone, “el tiempo…” she smiled faintly, brushing the floppy tips of her ears back, “I’m so, so sorry, Meester Miller… I didn’t mean to take up so much of your time.” Flustered, she gathered up her things, including several tissues she’d been using to blot at her eyes throughout the conversation.


  Despite the awkwardness of having to ‘exchange pleasantries’ with Mateo’s ex-girlfriend, Paul had to admit that the feeling he got at being confided in was an amazing change of pace; for once he wasn’t the one who had to find someone to talk to. “It’s alright, Angel… Mateo and I worked together for awhile, but he never told me anything about his life in college.”


  “And I know almost not’ing of his life after, or of his yob here.” the Collie offered a bitter-sweet smile, “Together we know him better than most.” It seemed to be an odd sentiment, but Paul didn’t have a chance to reflect on it as she made her way toward the front doors. Something about the simple, approachable, vulnerable feminine side of the Dog brought out the chivalry that had been taught to him from an early age, and he followed her to the exit, opening the doors.


  “I hope you find what you’re looking for.” the young man offered amicably.


  Angel paused at the doorway, “Do you think you might see Mateo again, Señor?”


  “Um…” the human paused at the Spanish title, “You can just call me Paul.”


  The Collie tittered at that, covering the end of her muzzle in an almost theatrical lady-like way, “Do not evar change… Paul.” and she leaned forward, giving him a kiss on the cheek. Unfortunately, at that very moment, the human realized that the reporters were still outside the building… and the night’s shadows suddenly came alive with dozens of mini explosions as camera flashes bloomed all around the parking lot.


  While Angel, blushing and flustered chose the most direct route off to the side of the building, Paul had no choice but to retreat back inside. A good number of reporters followed after the Collie, but the majority remained right where they were, cameras still creating a painfully bright display of chaotic flashes. The ‘fireworks’ gave his eyes the work-out his heart was already feeling, and he felt sick to his stomach. “That did not just happen…” he murmured quietly to himself Pulling his phone back out he sighed, “This is my life… of course it did.” he said aloud.


  The paparazzi were apparently content to stay outside all night, if need be, but at least the human realized he would be safe as long as he remained in the building; they had been repeatedly denied entry, and they seemed content to wait him out. Looking to his phone again, he responded to Tanner’s text: REPORTERS STILL HERE


  Paul slowly took his coat back off and returned toward his cubicle. He heard the sounds of the janitorial crew going about their business and, for a moment, he wondered if there was a chance he could sneak out with them. The young man glanced down when his cell registered another text from Tanner: I KNOW. YOU’RE ON TV. Paul sighed; of course their coverage of the three ring circus that was his life would be broadcasted. A moment later his phone went off with another text from his boyfriend: WHO’S THE CUTE BITCH?


  Groaning, Paul was almost tempted to throw his cell away. In the end, he provided a simple reply: I’LL TELL YOU ALL ABOUT IT IF I GET HOME


  Tanner’s response came quickly enough: YOU MEAN -WHEN-


  Paul typed a return message as he sat down at his desk: GOD I HOPE SO


  Tanner’s next text offered: I CAN COME PICK YOU UP


  Paul was in the process of typing a reply when another text came in… but it wasn’t from Tanner. The young man was stunned at the message; WHAT THE FUCK PAUL?!?! WHO THE HELL IS -SHE-? Groaning, the young man realized there was absolutely no response he could provide that would satisfy Miranda. He wasn’t sure if the office turned off the air flow at night, but it was suddenly getting a lot harder to breathe.


  “Everything alright, Mister Miller?” the voice was one Paul didn’t recognize, but whoever offered the greeting obviously knew him. Peering around the cubicle wall, the young man was surprised to see an aging Dog standing in the aisle between workspaces. Paul had never recalled seeing him before, which was strange because the office was small enough that there was no such thing as a stranger at AHB Marketing.


  The brown furred Airedale Terrier was dressed in casual khakis and wore a salmon-colored dress shirt beneath a burgundy sweater-vest; a dark colored bow tie finished off the ensemble. Between the tie, a pair of wire-framed glasses, and the graying, feathery fur on his muzzle, the Dog had a venerable look to him. The terrier held a cup of coffee in his left paw, the other stuck casually in the pocket of his pants.


  “Can…” Paul paused, slowly standing up, “I… help you?” he made a mental note to rethink his life in California if the Dog turned out to be Miranda’s stepfather. In the end, he wasn’t… but the surprise was that much greater.


  “I was actually more worried about you.” the Terrier pulled his paw out of his pocket and extended it to the human politely, “Walter Howe.”


  It took a few seconds for Paul to realize the significance of the name. If the level of comfort the Dog appeared to exude was any indication, then it made sense that he wasn’t a stranger to the company… and the only person the young man had yet to meet was “The silent partner?” he spoke aloud. He slowly clasped the Dog’s paw in his hand.


  The Terrier gave an easy smile in response, and provided him a firm shake “I prefer the term ‘back seat driver’… but yes, I suppose you could call it that too.”


  “W-what are you doing… here?” part way through the question, Paul realized just how stupid that inquiry was for an employee to ask of one of the business’ owners, but he was already committed to making a fool of himself so there was no reason to stop speaking… and it all came out. Beyond the point of feeling stupid, he simply placed his hand on his forehead and let out a deep sigh, “I mean—”


  “Chris tells me you’ve been doing some great work on the Mein Hund contract.” the Dog offered casually, taking a sip of his coffee, apparently quite willing to overlook Paul’s awkward comments.


  “I… uh… guess so…” the young man tried to clear the tightness from his throat, “yeah.”


  “It’s also pretty obvious that you’re having some minor issues with the press.” Mr. Howe acknowledged, one ear flicking toward the front door as he took another careful sip from his steaming mug.


  “You could say that.” Paul acknowledged, wondering in the back of his mind just how much more stressful his night could possibly be able to get.


  Mr. Howe lowered his coffee, licking a few errant drops from the end of his muzzle where the fur gave the impression of a moustache, “Take a walk with me, Paul.” the Terrier invited; that one request answered Paul’s question: a lot more stressful.


  * * * * *


  Their ‘walk’ in actuality, turned out to be a stroll down the executive hallway and right into the never-opened door that led to Mr. Howe’s private office. Paul had, on occasion, wondered what the room would look like if he were ever to visit it. In his imagination he’d considered everything from the corporate elite corner office from some 1980s Wall Street movie all the way to the posh, over-expensive, simply illustrated hang-out of Scrooge McDuck. In the end, however, Mr. Howe’s office was neither of those things, and, quite frankly, left Paul completely surprised with its contents.


  Rather than an example of austere corporate elitism or a gaudy, overdone homage to excessive luxury, the office looked, by all accounts, to be little more than a cozy reading room; there wasn’t even a formal desk. Mr. Howe walked right in as if he owned the place (Paul rolled his eyes at his own thought processes—of course he owned the place) and took a seat in one of two thickly cushioned reading chairs. setting his mug of coffee down on an end table to his right, the Terrier glanced to the young man who still lingered in the doorway. “There’s more than one chair, Mr. Miller.” the Dog motioned to the unoccupied seat.


  “Uh… yes.. yes sir.” Paul was almost tempted to remove his shoes before stepping onto the plush carpet of Mr. Howe’s office, but resisted the urge and instead moved obediently to the empty chair. He settled in, finding out that it was as comfortable as it had first appeared. Mr. Howe sat silently beside him for a minute or two, sipping coffee occasionally and providing time for the human to get more comfortable. Paul had to admit that the office felt more like something he’d see in a cozy winter cabin than what he’d find in a place of business. Glancing over toward his host, the young man was taken aback to see the Dog’s eyes on him.


  The Terrier’s smile was encouragingly good-humored, “You may be at work, Paul, but you’re not on the clock.”


  “Sorry, Mr. Howe.”


  The Dog let out a grunt as he stood up, and made his way to a book case against the far wall, “No need to be so formal… just call me Walt.”


  “Okay… uh… Walt.” Paul watched as the Dog opened a wooden panel and revealed a collection of alcohols, his boss’ tail wagging in a casually-friendly manner.


  “Considering all the press outside, would it be too presumptuous of me to assume that you could do with a drink?” the Dog set two tumblers on a tray and glanced back toward him, holding up what looked like a decanter of amber liquid with a quirked brow, setting three ice cubes into each glass.


  “I… uh… no thanks.” Paul replied, “I have to drive home.”


  The Terrier chuckled in response, and obligingly returned one of the glasses to its place before filling the other one third full. Walter returned to his chair with the tumbler in his paw and sat back down, placing the alcohol next to his coffee, “I was in New York when that news report aired the first time, Paul.” the Dog leveled a gaze at the young man, “I’m sorry that it wasn’t handled as well as it could have been.”


  “Oh… um…” the human alternated between crossing his hands in his lap and holding onto the arms of the chair, uncomfortable at the sudden reference to his social woes, “I’m still not sure how it all happened.” He began rubbing his fingers across the texture of the fine upholstery, then moved his palms to his knees.


  “People say and do weird things when they’re angry…” Walter’s gaze gained a far-off look for a moment, as if the Dog were thinking of something other than what they had been discussing mere moments before, but he recovered quickly, gaze focusing in once again, “Either way, dealing with the press isn’t for most people, and, based on your ‘working late’ tonight, and the interesting little run-in I saw in the parking lot—”


  “I’m not a Leasher.” Paul quickly insisted, interjecting before the Terrier could finish his sentence.


  Both of the Dog’s ears raised slightly, though the expression on his muzzle was unreadable. “And you’re apparently very eager to announce that.” the tone came across as something of a mix between chiding, good-humored, and… Paul wasn’t sure what that other part was… displeased?


  “Well… I mean… not that there’s anything wrong with being a Leasher, I guess…” Paul watched Walter’s ears lower slowly, “it’s just… I’m…” the Terrier’s eyebrow lowered as well, “not… one.” and the Dog’s expression was much more distinctly displeased. That thought both confused and scared him.


  Walter cleared his throat, “Paul…” and his expression became neutral again, “Mr. Aimes and Mr. Burke both think relatively highly of you… that’s evident based on the position you’ve been assigned as well as the discussions I’ve had with each of them, in the past, and even in the last few days…” he picked up the tumbler and took a sip of his beverage, “…but both of them seem to think that you lack a degree of confidence.”


  “It’s… I, uh…” the young man stumbled over what he was going to say. In the end, the Terrier continued on as if he hadn’t said a thing.


  “I think part of it is that you’re in a completely different culture here than what you were familiar with back in Missouri…”


  “I’m… uh… not from Misso—”


  “But also, because you haven’t had a chance to show everything you’re made of just yet.” the Dog continued, unabated. “Chris—” he paused, then restarted, “Mr. Aimes made a bad call in having you address those emails when all of this first started.”


  “The—” Paul was ready to begin discussing the email comment before the totality of what the Terrier said had sunk in, “Is that why Mr. Aimes had I.T. separate them from my work folder this time?” the young man questioned.


  “No, Paul.” Mr. Howe stated, “I asked to have them separated.”


  “But…” the human paused again, “I thought Mr. Aimes said that the emails—”


  “I flew in this morning… he and I had a discussion about what happened last time you were mentioned in the media…” the Terrier glanced down at the drink in his glass as he slowly swirled it around, “…and I didn’t appreciate how he handled it.”


  Paul wasn’t sure of what to say, “Oh… it’s… it’s okay, Mr. Howe, I—”


  “It’s not okay, Paul.” the Dog set his glass down and turned to regard the young man, “He was taking advantage of your lack of confidence and willingness to do what you’re told.” Walt slowly stood up, setting his glass back on the end table, “Chris knows business, and he knows advertising, but when it comes to Human Resources he tends to think of people as Resources first, and their humanity second.”


  “I… I didn’t really, uh… mind.” the words didn’t come out as convincingly as Paul had tried to make them sound. The Terrier simply stared, his dark brown eyes gazing out from behind the wire rims of his glasses; he was not convinced. In the end, the human had to look away, “I mean… I didn’t… I don’t…” despite the pleasant temperature in the room, Paul found himself sweating under the scrutiny of the company’s chief owner.


  “You didn’t do anything wrong, Paul… there’s no reason to be defensive.” the Dog sat back down in his chair, picking up his mug of coffee, “We failed you… and I figured that now is as good a time as any to let you to know that Mr. Aimes is no longer with AHB.”


  There was a long pause before Paul was able to process what the Dog had said. When everything finally clicked, the first question that came to his mind was the one that ended up exiting his mouth, “He’s an owner… how can he not be part of it?”


  “He’s not an owner anymore.” the Dog finished off the rest of his coffee with one quick swig, “I bought him out this morning and he’s moved on.”


  An icy grip clutched Paul’s heart as he digested those words, “I… didn’t get him in trouble… did I?”


  The Terrier laughed at the question, “No, Paul… Chris did a fine job of alienating half of the employees here and, if anything, what you were subjected to was just a symptom of a larger issue. After he and I had a frank talk this afternoon it was pretty clear that he was ready to move on and I gave him an easy out.”


  Paul nodded numbly at that, and a strange, empty silence filled the room between the two of them. The young man passed the time by gazing across at the wall-sized book shelf that filled the opposite side of the office, and the open compartment in it that housed a fine collection of alcohol. Despite how hard he tried, the human couldn’t get past one simple thing that the Dog had commented on, “Um… Mr. Howe… uh… Walt?” he finally spoke up.


  “Hmm?” the Terrier acknowledged, setting his empty coffee mug down and turning to regard Paul, seemingly interested in what he was going to ask.


  “Humans and Dogs both work here…” Paul hesitated, hoping he would be able to reign himself in before the question escaped.


  “That’s right.” Walter nodded.


  Paul surrendered to the internal struggle, “So… when you say ‘Human Resources’…”


  “Turn of phrase.” the Dog announced. Those simple three words immediately diffused what was rapidly growing into an inescapable point-of-no-return for Paul.


  The human let out a deep breath, thankful that the Terrier had somehow managed to temporarily fix whatever humor imbalance was building within him. “Right…” Paul nodded, “Right…” and let out another breath, “Strange that they call it the same thing for Humans and Dogs, isn’t it?” he inquired, then immediately realized that he’d lost the battle; the thought had escaped him regardless.


  Walter, apparently, took the question at face value and shrugged, “Business may always be changing, but some of the norms don’t.” he switched back to his hard drink, “Back when I got into the newspaper business I was the first Dog to do something other than manning the presses… and I can tell you from experience the few times I had to, that was not a pleasant job… no… not in the least.”


  Paul knew very little about what went into printing, but he was willing to take the Terrier’s word for it, “How did you end up getting a job with a newspaper if Dogs weren’t usually hired for that line of work?”


  “My father owned the company.” Walter shrugged, swirling his drink around in his glass, “He always said that the written word was king.”


  “Your father?” Paul asked, pausing at that as he considered what Walter had said earlier, “So… how did he get into the newspaper business if he was a—”


  “My adopted father.” the Terrier clarified, “He was human.”


  “You were adopted by a human?” the young man questioned, raising his eyebrows, as he looked to the Dog, “That can happen?”


  “Doesn’t happen too often, but yes, it can.” Walter raised his glass in a toast, and took a sip, “I’m living proof of that.”


  “Wow…” the human murmured, “That’s…” he paused, “uh…” it took a moment for him to find the right word, “…cool.”


  “Yeah…” the Terrier chuckled, “That’s ‘cool’.”


  There was a silence between the two for several more moments before Paul’s curiosity posed a question he felt compelled to ask, “So… your name…”


  “I took the last name of my adopted family.” the Terrier attested.


  “I meant your first name.” the youg man clarified, “Walt… what’s it short for?”


  “Walter.” the Terrier responded, smirking faintly as he finished off his drink and stood up, “I figured that was fairly obvious.” his tail’s controlled wag matched the tempo of his gait as he made his way across the room to return his tumbler to the book shelf.


  “I mean…” the human paused, not exactly sure how to phrase the question.


  “You’re wondering if ‘Walter’ is a human-equivalent for anything.” Mr. Howe offered, closing the cabinet again, “No… it isn’t. Walter was the name my human family gave me.” he cleared his throat, “Generally when the plan is to put a pup up for adoption, Dogs don’t usually provide names, and when they do, they tend to be hurtful, sorrowful, or a combination of both… so Walter is what my family’s called me since I was adopted.”


  “That must have been really weird growing up.” Paul offered a hesitant smile as the Terrier made his way back to the char and took his seat.


  “It didn’t seem so at the time…” Walter announced, one ear falling as he regained that far-off gaze once more, “but, then again, that’s because my adopted family tried so hard to make it all work.”


  “Like getting you a job at the newspaper.” the human offered.


  “Exactly like that.” the Terrier nodded. “It was a pretty big paper in the 50’s and 60’s…but it isn’t around anymore.”


  “Oh…” the young man cleared his throat, not exactly sure what to say about what he was told, “I’m sorry.”


  The Dog chuckled, “I’m not…” he flashed a grin at Paul, “Sold it in the eighties, so it didn’t fail on my dime.” He glanced across to the human, “Ended up purchasing it at half the cost, kept everyone employed, and even managed to get a huge tax credit by reinventing the entire media company.”


  “Media company?” the young man questioned, “So… what did you make it into after you bought it back?


  “I turned it into a magazine company… first of several different diversified holdings over the years.” Walter grunted as he stood back up, flexing his back, which popped once, “From there I bought a struggling New York TV station in the late 80s and turned it into a network… coast-hopped in the 90s and got involved with a few deals from Seattle to San Jose…” he headed for the door leading back into the hallway.


  “Business on both coasts? That must have kept you running.” Paul pondered.


  “I always figured I could take on more.” the Terrier chuckled, “Had a few small holdings in Chicago for awhile, but sold those off after the dot-com fiasco. Two divorces and several dozen health concerns later and now I focus mostly on the East Coast… but I still have a few smaller projects here in California…” he held the door open, and that’s when Paul realized that it was an unspoken indication that they were done in Walter’s office.


  “Like AHB.” the young man proposed, heading out into the hall.


  Mr. Howe followed after him, closing the door behind himself, “This place was mostly a favor to Grant…” the Dog paused when he saw Paul’s confused face, “Mr. Burke.” he offered a casual smile, “He’s been a business partner of mine for quite a few years now.”


  “Oh.” the young man nodded, “I didn’t have any idea that this place was connected to so—” he paused as he felt his phone vibrate.


  Walter’s ears went up, “You can get that if you want… I won’t be offended.” and the Terrier smirked, “I should probably check in myself.” and he pulled out his own cell. Paul froze when he saw the modified logo on the back, which read iDog.


  “Grandkids.” Walter announced without missing a beat, “Very creative grandkids.” and he began punching in a number, “Good chatting with you, Paul… I’m sure I’ll see more of you tomorrow.”


  “T-tomorrow?” Paul questioned, “What’s happening tomo—” but, with the Dog already heading off down the hall, and his own phone still ringing, he simply didn’t have the focus to put forth in pursuing the question. He hit the talk button, “Hello?”


  Having forgotten to check the caller ID, he was surprised by who spoke up, “Hey, Paul… it’s Michelle.”


  “Michelle?” the young man was taken aback; out of everyone that could have called, Ray’s girlfriend was the last person he expected to hear from, “Uh… hi.”


  “Ray mentioned that he was worried about how you were handling everything… he checked in with Tanner earlier, and we heard that you were still at work.”


  “I…” Paul glanced around the empty hallway, and began walking back toward the entryway, “Yeah… it’s kinda a circus outside and I was hoping things would calm down a little before I left.” he glanced to the parking lot as he passed by and saw that, sadly, the media was still exactly where it had been. “…but it doesn’t look like it will.”


  “Well, just sit tight…” she noted encouragingly, “We came up with a plan and the three of us are on our way.” the phone call disconnected. Paul didn’t exactly know what to expect, but, if luck was on his side for a change, hopefully the media wouldn’t either. As it turned out, for once, good fortune prevailed.


  * * * * *


  The ‘three of us’ turned out to be Michelle, Ray, and Tanner. They brought two cars; Michelle drove herself while Ray brought Tanner. When Paul provided his boyfriend with a spare key to his car, he never realized just how useful that would end up being. With all eyes on the office, Tanner was able to sneak over to Paul’s car, start it up, and drive off—he even hit the horn a few times on his way out of the parking lot; Paul was unable to remember the last time he saw a max exodus of media move so quickly.


  Once the distraction was dealt with, Ray stayed by the street keeping an eye out while Michelle drove right up to the main doors and picked Paul up. The young man gave a quick farewell wave to Mr. Howe, who courteously locked up after him. Michelle was kind enough to let him calm down a little before she started bombarding him with questions. Thankfully, her first was pretty straight forward, “So… how was your day?” she glanced at him out of the corner of her eye, smirking.


  “Other than the whole paparazzi thing?” he inquired, glancing to Ray’s car, which circled around once in the parking lot before following after them, “Well… I met the son of our largest client, learned that some Poodles have the capacity to surprise me on many levels… and I met the silent partner of AHB for the first time.” Paul let out a deep breath, “Pretty boring, otherwise… thanks for asking.”


  “Wow.” she glanced his way for just a moment, then turned onto the highway, and eased into traffic. “Sounds like you’ve had enough excitement to last you all week… Maybe you should call in tomorrow.”


  “Can’t.” the young man shrugged, “Mr Howe—the silent partner I was talking about? Well… he was pretty specific about saying that he’d see me tomorrow, so I’m thinking it wouldn’t be a good idea to duck out.”


  “Well, if you want I’m sure Ray would be willing to stop by and pick you up in the morning in case the reporters are on the look out for your car.” she offered, “I’ll ask him when—” but her comment was cut short when her phone rang. It took Paul a moment to recognize the song. He glanced to Michelle, then her phone, “I know that song…”


  Michelle nodded with a smirk, “Uncle Kracker, Smile.” she stated.


  The phone continued ringing for a few moments as Michelle navigated a lane change, “You make me dance like a fool, forget how to breath, shine like gold, buzz like a bee. Just the thought of you—”


  She picked her cell up off the seat and hit the talk button, “Hey, Hon.” Paul didn’t need to hear Ray’s response to know it was him. “Yeah… I think he’s doing fine.” she glanced toward him and gave a smile, “Not hyperventilating, no.” She nodded in thought as a response to whatever Ray was saying, then, once he’d apparently said his fill added, “Tanner didn’t seem to think their condo had—” but she fell quiet, then paused, “Oh…” she glanced toward Paul.


  The young man didn’t like the sound of that ‘oh’. “What?” he asked.


  “Tanner got a call a minute ago from Casey.” Michelle announced, “He just got back into town and said your place is crawling with reporters.”


  Paul’s heart skipped a beat at the news, “You mean, Casey got home and—”


  “And the press jumped him.” she nodded.


  “Outside our condo?”


  Michelle nodded anew, and Paul could just barely hear Ray’s voice from her cell, but couldn’t make out what he was saying. Thankfully, Michelle repeated it for him, “We’re meeting up with Tanner just off of 23rd… I guess Casey got a place set up for you two tonight so don’t have to deal with the heat.”


  “Uh… okay.” Paul really didn’t care for the sudden chaos injected into the night, especially considering he had work the following day, but contending with the paparazzi at work and home was an even less enjoyable prospect, so he shrugged his shoulders, sat back in the seat, and decided to go with the flow.


  “No… I don’t think that’d be a good idea.” she announced into the cell, then glanced toward Paul, “Ray’s inviting the two of you out to dinner… considering how hot of a topic you are right now for the local news, I told him—”


  “Not a good idea… yeah.” Paul nodded, turning to gaze out the window with a sigh; the media was definitely worse than last time, and Michelle was right.


  “Sure, Ray…” she continued talking, “so I’ll get Dakota over to Tanner and then meet you by 8:30?” she paused, giving the Dog time to reply, “Okay… see you soon…” For a moment, Paul almost expected the generic ‘love you’ comment, but Michelle’s “You’re my good boy.” snapped him out of autopilot and he remembered just who it was on the other side of the phone. She hung up, and set the cell beside her on the seat.


  “I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to that.” Paul offered.


  Her empathy was spot on as she laughed, “Well, Dogs don’t really do the ‘I love you’ thing, and Ray is my ‘good boy’, so it makes sense.”


  “I know…” the young man smiled at the woman’s casual response, “I just wish I knew how to make it all feel as natural as you do.”


  Michelle’s smile slowly faded as Paul looked at her, and she spared a glance at him before switching lanes; their exit was coming up, “It’s not a skill to develop, Dakota… it’s a way of seeing things.” and she slowed, turning into the curve that would bring them back down to street level, “I think part of it might be that Ray is my boyfriend and my Burb Dog, so that’s an established part of the relationship…”


  Paul chuckled helplessly, “You even make that sound simple.”


  “It is that simple, Dakota.” she replied, “In your case it’s like everyone’s trying to push this thought into your head that you have to be a Leasher in order to have a relationship with a Dog… and that isn’t true.”


  “I just wish everyone else saw it the same way we do.” he offered a meek smile, “Then maybe I wouldn’t have so much trouble with the—” the discussion was interrupted when Paul’s cell went off, making him jump.


  “We have a few blocks to go.” Michelle offered, “Go ahead and get it if you need to… might be Tanner.”


  For the second time that night, Paul picked up the call without checking the caller ID, “Hello?” he asked.


  “Good evening. Is this Mr. Paul Miller?” the inquiry on the other side of the phone immediately made Paul regretting that important step, “This is Zachary Carpenter… I work as a Production Assistant at Walter Media Group and I—” at which point Paul ended the call. A sudden chill ran up the back of his spine and he glanced at his cell.


  “Everything alright?” Michelle asked of the young man.


  “I—” Paul began, but the phone interrupted him. Not willing to make the same mistake three times in one night, the young man looked at the caller ID, which identified ‘Walter Media Group’ with a New York area code. “Just a sec.” he announced, and, despite all the warning sirens going off in his head, he accepted the call.


  The voice that started in immediately was decidedly deeper than the calm, friendly one that had first spoken to him, “Alright, ya fucktard… anyone ever tell ya that it’s fuckin’ rude to hang up on people?”


  Paul was immediately taken aback, “Excuse me?”


  The growling voice didn’t even pause, “If that’s an apology you’re doin a real shitty job of it…” then there was a moment’s delay, “Wait… this is Paul Miller, right?” the voice wasn’t directed into the phone, but it was loud enough that Paul could hear it clearly.


  “Listen…” Paul began, “What exactly is this about?”


  The person on the other line apparently wasn’t even listening to him. “It is? Good.” the speaker confirmed with someone else, then returned to him, “So, just ‘cause you’re in the middle of your fifteen minutes of fame you think you can treat people like trash? Well, ‘your highness’, lemme tell you—” the newest set of insults and accusations was cut short, and the voice returned to being directed elsewhere, “Hey! I’m on the—oh come on, he—”


  A new voice came on the line, likewise distant, “No, JD… I’ll handle it from here.” it was neither the first, respectful voice, nor the loud, brash one. “You’ve made your point, JD… drop it… drop it.” a few moments later, whatever drama was going on at the other end of the line finished, and Paul was once again addressed, “Mr. Miller… hello… please don’t hang up just yet.”


  The young man really didn’t know how to respond to everything he’d just heard, so he was off guard by the earnest request, “Um… okay?”


  “Thank you.” the speaker on the other line noted, “My name’s Jason Campbell… and I was hoping to talk to you for a few minutes.”


  Paul sighed, wondering how long it would take for the press to get the idea, “It’s all a big mistake, and I don’t want to talk to the media.”


  “And I can respect that.” Jason replied, “Thank you for your time.” the response completely threw him for a loop.


  “Wait—” Paul’s own response surprised him too… and, as the two started the discussion fresh, the surprises kept coming.


  Jason turned out to be completely different than what he’d expected from someone who worked for a media company. During the call Jason answered just as many of Paul’s questions as he’d asked of Paul. Jason admitted to being a Leasher, and that the show he hosted on television and radio involved human and Dog interactions. Paul also discovered that Jason worked for—of all surprises, one of the media companies that Walter Howe owned. Of course, Paul should have put two-and-two together considering the name of the station: Walter Media Group.


  The call, incidentally, was by special request of Mr. Howe. The Terrier had called Jason the moment Paul had left AHB for the night, and had asked for him to check in on Paul. Rather than approach the discussion from a talk-show host point of view, Jason had actually felt more like a therapist than anything else. He was attentive and understanding, he didn’t attest or accuse or insinuate… he listened, and more than anything, felt supportive of Paul and even apologetic over what he was going through.


  At the end of the conversation, Jason mentioned that he was going to be in California for a convention in ‘a few weeks’. He offered to meet up so they could continue their conversation, to which Paul surprised himself by accepting. The call ended with a surprisingly frank announcement, “Paul… I know you don’t know me well enough yet to take this at face value, but, in general, the media tends to play an endurance game… unless they find some other story to chase they’ll run you down until you eventually give in and someone gets the exclusive.”


  “If that’s trying to make me feel better, it isn’t.” Paul announced.


  “I know, Paul,” Jason acknowledged, “and I wish I had something better to offer you, but I told you at the beginning that I’m an honest guy, and I wanted to be honest with you.”


  “So, basically either I hope a plane crashes or there’s some big earthquake, or I’m stuck getting mobbed.” he stated flatly.


  Paul could hear Jason’s smile at the comment, “That is one way to look at it, I guess, but really it’s more—”


  The gruff voice from the call’s earlier insults spoke up “Just tell him to let you interview him, Jay, Jeezus…”


  “Sorry… that’s JD, my Dog.” Jason announced.


  A reply was shouted in a good-humored tone from somewhere off-phone, “I’m not your Dog… you’re my Human!”


  “He’s not really much for phone etiquette.” Jason added.


  Despite having numerous doubts of the decision, Paul couldn’t help but voice his thought aloud, “…maybe he’s right.” then paused, quickly adding, “…about the interview … not… the… other… uh… thing.”


  Jason laughed, “I figured.”


  * * * * *


  The results of the call were on Paul’s mind all night. True to his word, Casey had found a nice, out-of-the-way motel. When Tanner went into the office to pay they found out that the Dalmatian had already covered that too, leaving the two of them with nothing else to do but settle in and relax… as if such a thing were possible. Paul went in for a shower while Tanner went across the street to grab dinner from a local eatery.


  It had been a long day, up early and out of the office late, and all Paul really wanted to do was sleep… but he still couldn’t get the phone call out of his head… and not just because Mr. Campbell had promised that the entirety of their conversation would be ‘off the record’. It seemed so far from what reality should have been, Paul repeatedly thought he had to have dreamed up the whole day… yet every time he went to pinch himself he realized that it was truly his life.


  The strange interaction he’d had with JD (who, according to Jason really was a nice guy), the realization that Mr. Howe had tapped a resource like Jason Campbell (who, according to Google, was a pretty big deal) to aid him… even the way all of his friends had pulled together to help him evade the media. The evening was sobering and, despite all the chaos, he couldn’t help but be filled with ‘warm fuzzies’. He got filled even more when Tanner joined him in the shower… though that ‘full’ was in a much more literal sense.


  Once they were no longer tied, and after they had a chance to get cleaned up (again), Paul snuggled up to the German Shepherd on the room’s single queen sized bed, and they shared dinner. As the two polished off the last of the fries, the human finally felt as though he’d managed to make enough sense of the thoughts tumbling around in his mind to voice them. That’s when he made the decision to talk with Tanner about the phone call and his media-related discussion with Jason Campbell.


  He decided to start slowly, “So… Tanner?” the young man asked, laying against his lover.


  “Mmm?” the Dog inquired, resting his muzzle atop Paul’s head as the two embraced.


  “What do you think about… all of this?” the human inquired.


  “Well…” Tanner noted, turning slightly so he could gaze at Paul instead of the top of his head, “you’re safe, and you’ve calmed down, so it’s all good.” he touched his nose to the young man’s forehead lovingly.


  “No… I mean…” Paul slowly disengaged, sitting up on the bed next to Tanner, who was still laying down with his back propped up on the headboard, “the whole outrunning the media and hiding out in a motel like some kind of criminal.”


  The Shepherd shrugged, “If that’s what it takes to help you then sign me up.” he grinned.


  “I’m being serious.” the human sighed.


  Tanner reached out and took hold of Paul’s chin with a paw, “So am I.” and he leaned forward to press the soft, velvety fur of his muzzle to the human’s lips. “I know this whole situation is hell on you, and I’ll do anything I can to make it easier.”


  A faint smile escaped Paul at that, and he returned to laying with his head atop Tanner’s chest, “I’m just worried about how you’re taking it… I don’t want you to catch any flack for all of this… y’know?”


  The Dog chuckled softly, “Flack from who? All my friends know about us, and it’s not like my family could care less at this point anyway.” He hoisted Paul up a little higher on his body and gave the human a warm embrace, “And, even if they did, I have you, so that’s all that really matters anyway.”


  Paul accepted the hug, but didn’t return it. “I’m thinking about talking with the media.”


  If the human had expected the announcement to disturb the Dog, he was mistaken, “Okay.” Tanner acknowledged.


  “You’re… fine with that?” Paul asked, leaning into his boyfriend’s arms.


  “If that’s what you want to do, I’ll stand by you.” the Dog confirmed, “You just tell them as much or as little as you feel you have to, and don’t worry about me—whatever you need to do; I’m there for you, Paul.”


  “Thanks.” the human smiled into his lover’s chest, finally returning the hug.


  Paul simply flowed along the aura of tranquility for several breaths until Tanner finally spoke up, “What made you think about changing your mind?” and the Dog slowly released his hold on the young man.


  “One of them got through on my phone.” Paul admitted, “And… he… well… wasn’t what I expected from the media in general.”


  “So you’re thinking of letting him get the scoop?” Tanner inquired, ears up.


  “Still thinking about it… yeah.” the human nodded.


  “What about him seemed so different?” the Dog cocked his head to the side.


  Paul shrugged, “Well… he’s from New York, so it didn’t feel as threatening… and he’s not a reporter, so I guess there wasn’t that urgency of being shouted at and having camera flashes going off… he said if we did meet we could do like lunch or something… or even just a phone interview if I felt better about it.”


  “Sounds a lot nicer than those guys camping out in front of the office.” Tanner acknowledged, returning his muzzle to the top of Paul’s head as the two settled down, “Did you do any research on this ‘New York’ guy?”


  Paul nodded against the Dog’s chin, “Yeah… he’s the host of a talk show on the TV and radio… pretty famous too in some circles… Jason Campbell.” The human paused when he felt a shift in Tanner’s relaxed posture, “You know him?”


  Instead of answering, Tanner simply reached for the night stand and snagged his cell from its position next to the alarm clock. “You could say that.” With one thumb he switched over to his contacts list and held it up for Paul to see.


  “JD and Jason.” the human read, “How could you know—”


  Tanner’s tail thwapped the mattress several times, “You remember the story I told you about when I—”


  “You mean—?”


  “Yep.”


  Paul paused, “…oh.”


  Changing Fortunes


  All of Paul’s experience of California up to that point suggested that the following day was likely to be even worse but, surprisingly, he was proven wrong. Waking up with Tanner, the two joked about feeling like they were two clandestine lovers sneaking off where nobody would find them. After a quick-but-pleasant morning of seeing Tanner off to work, the young man had time to relax as he got ready for his own job; the motel was actually closer to the office than his home so he had at least twenty extra minutes.


  He was a little embarrassed about having to go back to the office in the same clothes he’d worn the previous day but he didn’t have enough time to head home and, besides, there was a good chance that the media was still waiting for him there… if not also at the office. Letting out a sigh, Paul realized that he didn’t have much a choice in the matter and elected to just cope with the dirty clothes dilemma… when his phone rang. Taking a look at the caller ID he saw that it was work and answered, “Uh… hi? It’s Paul.”


  Candy’s eternally upbeat voice was unmistakable, “Hey Paul! It’s Sweeter-Than-Candy from AHB Mark—uh… hee hee… I mean, from work.”


  The young man paused, glancing at his watch—was he late? No, he confirmed that he still had plenty of time. “Hi, Candy. Is something up?”


  “No… but Mr. Burke asked me to give you a call.”


  Paul pulled the phone away from his ear and stared at it incredulously; if Mr Burke asked Candy to give him a call then that would certainly count as something. He repeated his earlier question, “Sooooo… is something up?”


  She giggled in response, “Oh… right. Um… he said that he was reviewing the books and said you had some flex time to use so he doesn’t need you coming in today.”


  Paul’s first response was panic; was he in trouble… again?“I’m… not supposed to come into work?”


  The beagle’s laughter went a long way in settling his unfounded concern, “Yeah… so I guess we’ll see you tomorrow!”


  He realized that the situation would drive him crazy if he left it at that, so Paul quickly addressed the call before she could hang up, “Is everything alright?”


  It was as if the Dog finally might have realized that she hadn’t exactly relayed that much information, “Oh… well… yeah… everything’s fine, Paul! Mr. Howe and Mr. Burke were reviewing books this morning I guess and figured that you didn’t have to come into the office today and… well… considering how many reporters are already outside they—”


  “Reporters?”


  She was direct and to the point, “Yeah… a three ring circus… but you don’t have to worry about it cause you have the day off! Enjoy… and see you tomorrow!” The call ended with that upbeat farewell and the line disconnected.


  It was one crazy start to his morning… and all that before he’d even left the motel. Of course, upon returning home he expected things to get even more insane but, as he turned the corner onto his street he was surprised to see only a single media van and a pair of reporters waiting. Before he had a chance to turn off and take the back street he had been spotted. Taking a deep breath, Paul figured he’d have an easier time telling the two men to leave him alone rather than try to hide from them and he pulled into his driveway.


  He was surprised when they didn’t try to double-team him… rather, one man, wearing a baseball cap and a leather jacket continued packing some kind of wiring into the van while the other, dressed in a nice pair of slacks and a button up shirt approached sans microphone or video camera, and offered him a friendly wave, “Morning, Mr. Miller… just packing up… we’ll be gone in a few minutes.”


  The man’s words conflicted with the numerous stories Paul had heard about the media, and it made him worried. Didn’t the most tenacious reporters hang out until the story had been told? How could that have been the case if Paul hadn’t been anywhere near the place and the only one who—his blood turned ice-cold: Casey! If they had decided to run with a model-and-photographer story, things would only get worse… a lot worse. Regardless, the young man somehow managed to play it cool, “Is… something up?”


  The guy in the dress shirt just smirked, “Either you’re not new to the game, or you’re one heck of a good player, Mr. Miller.” and that was it.


  The man returned to the van, said a few words to the fellow in the baseball cap, and they both hopped in and drove off. Paul was so ready for the ball to drop at his sudden change of luck that he reflexively hit the break of his car when his cell phone went off with a text alert; seeing as he was already parked, he wasn’t any worse for it.


  Looking down at his phone, Paul picked it up and checked the text… it was from Jason Campbell. It took a moment for him to remember who that was, but the message reminded him readily enough, “let me kno if locl media is prob 4u. I called dibs ;)”


  The young man sat looking at his phone for several seconds before saying the word, “Dibs?” aloud. Jason had called ‘dibs’? Paul honestly wasn’t sure how to feel about that, but, despite his mixed emotions on the matter he couldn’t argue with results. He was just getting out of his car when his phone sounded off again, this time with an incoming call. Paul shut the door and looked at the cell; it was from Tanner. In an incomparably good mood, the young man smiled as he greeted his lover, “Hey, Sexy.”


  A long pause followed by the clearing of a throat preceded a response, “You, ah… don’t use this number for work calls, do you, Mr. Miller?”


  Paul froze mid-step and almost ended up falling over when he realized the caller was not Tanner, “Uh… hey, TeeSee. It’s… my… uh… day off today.” He covered his face with his hand, shaking his head at the pure, horrific embarrassment of the moment.


  TeeSee cleared his throat a second time, “Sure… right. Yeah… that’s why I’m calling, actually.” the husky cleared his throat again, and immediately increased his level of phone professionalism, “Tanner asked me to call and let you know that all of the news vans have cleared out of the parking lot.”


  Paul’s surprise almost overcame his embarrassment as he fished for his keys in his pocket… before remembering he still had them in his hand, “So… like… all of them are gone, or they just—”


  Tanner spoke up, apparently having regained his phone, “It was worthy of a National Geographic episode… like some special about the migration patterns of the wild paparazzi… I think everyone in the office just stopped everything to watch.”


  In most circumstances Paul would have called Tanner out on the comparison by interjecting any number of puns, but the only thing that came to mind was a very pointed question, “You gave your phone to TeeSee to call me?”


  “Yeah… I was just finishing up a re-imaging of a machine over in graphics so I asked TeeSee to let you know about the reporters leaving.”


  Paul sighed, closing and locking the door behind him as he switched his phone to his other hand, “Why didn’t he just use his own phone?”


  “Considering all the media attention I figured you wouldn’t pick up for a random number—I had him use mine so you’d recognize that someone you knew was calling. It’s not a big deal… I mean—” he paused, and Paul heard TeeSee say something. Tanner continued a moment later with a very succinct, “…oh.”


  Unsure on how to follow up on that, Paul decided to be brief and cut the call short, “I’ll see you when you get home.”


  Tanner was, thankfully, very proper in his response, “Alright. Catch ya later.”


  Another Dog was quickly added to the mix as Casey poked his head into the entryway from the kitchen, “Wow… short day at the office, huh?”


  Despite it still being relatively early morning, Paul was already emotionally tired, “Hey, Casey… how’s the music thing going?”


  The Dalmatian emerged fully from the kitchen, spatula in one paw, tail wagging, “It’s like an entirely different world… everybody there’s totally crazy and I’m the only single normal Dog among em.”


  Paul cracked a wry grin and he couldn’t resist the opportunity to say, “If you’re what passes for normal in the music industry then it must really be bad.”


  Casey’s tail picked up speed at Paul’s faint smirk, “People were nice for the most part… I just wanted to see if I could get a smile out of you… it looked like you needed one.”


  The young man gave the Dalmatian a hug, “Yeah… well… I did. It’s barely even nine and I’ve already had ‘one of those days’.”


  The Dog glanced back at the kitchen, “I was cooking up an omelette… I’ll make you one too and you can tell me about it over breakfast.”


  The morning with Casey turned out to be both calming and distracting at the same time. Paul explained that he received a call telling him he had the day off, the paparazzi had given up on him, and that he’d accidentally called a husky from work ‘sexy’.


  Casey laughed at that last admission, tail wagging, “Yeah… well… a lot of people think huskies are sexy… personally, I think they’re too fuzzy.”


  Paul put down his fork, mostly done with his omelete anyway, “Yeah? Well… I thought it was Tanner.”


  The Dalmatian’s grin grew even wider, “You’re going all human on me now saying that all Dogs look alike, huh?”


  “On the phone… TeeSee had called from Tanner’s cell so when I saw the number on the caller ID I thought—” Paul’s defense of his actions came to halt when he saw the enormous smirk the Dog was wearing, “…and you’re just making fun of me now, aren’t you?”


  Casey laughed, “Oh, Paul… I missed you so much while I was away.” and he reached across the table to ruffle the young man’s hair with a paw.


  Paul huffed in response but rolled his eyes and suffered through the ‘abuse’, “So… how was Los Angeles anyway?”


  The Dalmatian’s smile slowly faded and he looked down to the remainder of his own breakfast, poking it casually with his fork, “Eh… it was okay. Long hours and lots of demands… I met some pretty cool folks there though… security guard named Angus… huge mastiff and his Leasher Ty… they’re good people.”


  The young man smiled, leaning on the table with his elbow and placing his chin in his palm, “Wow… guess Burb Dogs are everywhere these days, hmm?”


  Casey’s expression went immediately stoic and he announced in a severe voice, “We cook your meals. We haul your trash. We connect your calls. We drive your ambulances. We guard you while you sleep.” Paul sat stunned, staring at him for several seconds before the Dalmatian rolled his eyes, “Come on Paul… that’s right out of Fight Club!”


  The young man blinked, “That’s… a movie, right?”


  The Dog groaned melodramatically and pressed the back of his paw against his forehead theatrically, “Oh gawd, Paul… what am I gonna do with you?”


  Paul let the Dalmatian have a laugh at his expense, choosing that moment to start cleaning up the dishes. Hoping to push the conversation back into somewhere other than ‘Make-Fun-of-Paul-ville’ he asked, “What about any celebrities? Did you get to meet anyone?”


  Casey coughed up a swig of orange juice he’d just taken right back into the glass… and onto most of the table, “Meat?”


  The human nodded, “Yeah… did you get to meet anyone famous?”


  The Dalmatian stood, bringing his own dishes to the sink, “Eh… a few.” he shrugged casually, going through the motions of pre rinsing everything (twice) before putting it all into the dishwasher, “I think they might be pairing me with Jae for a few performances… at least, that’s what they’re saying right now.”


  Paul blinked, “Jae? Who’s that? He’s a musician?”


  Casey offered a half-hearted huff, “Jae… as in, Juliana Thomas.”


  The young man paused, “Wow… I remember her… didn’t she have a ton of hits in the 80s?”


  The Dalmatian nodded, heading off toward the living room, “Yeah… and she decided to go by one name in the 90s… like, reinventing herself or something… so now it’s just Jae.”


  Something seemed a little off about Casey, but Paul could also tell that the usually easy-to-read, open-book of a Dog was purposefully being a little less than forthcoming. The young man didn’t have the best skills at dealing with people and he knew it, and decided rather than pushing the Dog for more information he’d pull back a little, “Wow… that’s cool… working with Juliana Thom—er… Jae… Hey! Do you think if you really hit it off that you might end up shortening your name a little? Like… just stick with K?”


  Perhaps it hadn’t been as subtle as Paul had wanted, but, nevertheless, the attempt at humor did manage to loosen Casey up, and he could almost see the silent ‘thank you for not prying’ behind the Dog’s forced smile, “Yeah… well… they’re already talking about me going by the initials K and C rather than Casey.” The Dalmatian made paw gestures to help differentiate between letters and the phonetic name.


  Paul offered an encouraging smile, “…and?”


  Casey shrugged, then added in a mischievous grin, “Well… I suppose if they offer enough money I might change my name to Paul Miller… I mean, heck—you’re getting me plenty of publicity!”


  The young man paused at that, rolling his eyes, “Except that ever since I agreed to be on some New York Burb Dog talk show all of the reporters in town have dropped me like a bad habit… but thanks for the vote of confidence.”


  The Dalmatian’s ears raised, as did one of his eyebrows, “New York Burb Dog talk show, huh?”


  Paul nodded, “Yeah… the host called me on my cell and convinced me to meet him when he’s out here next month.”


  Casey’s questioning was obviously more about poking fun at him than any real curiosity, “Oh? So some east coast talk show host is coming out to the west coast to interview you? Dang, Paul… you really have become big stuff.” and the Dog followed it up with a giggle.


  The human responded by giving the Dalmatian a ‘light tap’ on the shoulder, “Well, out of everyone that’s bugged me about an interview, Mr. Campbell was probably the most—”


  Casey almost tripped over his seat as he fought to stand up, “Campbell? You mean… Jason Campbell?”


  Paul nodded, “Yeah… I think that’s his name. He’s the host of a—”


  The Dalmatian exploded with emotion, “Dog-Eat-Dog! It’s only the most famous, best well known, highest rated, Burb-Dog-Focused—”


  the young man purposefully understated, “So… it’s a good show?”


  Casey let out a loud, wordless “GYAH!!” and rambled off down the hall. The reaction brought quite the smile to Paul’s face.


  The rest of the morning was spent doing the things that normally waited for the weekend. The young man got a lot of straightening up done around the house, managed to take out the trash, and even found time to do some vacuuming… all before noon. Despite the fact that Paul was no fine art student, he even succeeded at doing a few sketches of nothing-in-particular… although the last one was very specific: Tanner… in quite a provocative pose. It was such a ‘naughty’ past time that he jumped in surprise when his cell vibrated.


  The human looked at the number, but was very careful when answering what appeared to be a call from Tanner, “This is Paul.”


  His lover’s voice was friendly and chiding, “Hey, sexy.”


  Paul wanted to give the Dog a death glare, but the most he could manage was to figuratively burn holes through his cell, “I can’t believe you gave the phone to TeeSee to call me!”


  Tanner’s laugh shouldn’t have helped the young man’s mood, but Paul always loved hearing it. The Dog followed up with, “We’ve already been over this… and, besides, TeeSee just shrugged it off and life continued on.”


  Paul rolled his eyes, despite his boyfriend not being able to see it, “Except I risked getting blood clots in my cheeks from all the blushing.”


  “And here I am suffering though not being able to bask in the glow.”


  Despite himself, the human smiled, though he didn’t let it show in his voice, “So you called just to mock the suffering of your convenient boy-toy, is that it?”


  Tanner chuckled, “Nothing about you is convenient, Paul… you should know that.”


  The young man took a seat again at the dining room table, looking over the decidedly lewd sketch he drew of Tanner, “Yeah? Well the press isn’t hanging around anymore, so that should be one less inconvenience, right?”


  The Dog chuckled, “Yeah… but that just means you made room for one more.”


  Paul paused, “One more what?”


  Tanner’s tone was ominous, “One more problem.”


  The human switched the phone to his other shoulder as he closed his sketch pad, “Do I want to know?”


  His boyfriend provided an answer, “Miranda… she’s raising hell at the office.”


  “What? Why?”


  Tanner let out a sigh, “She’s going off about the news report that had you kissing that collie bitch.”


  Paul was almost about to object to the Dog’s phrasing when he realized that his use of the word ‘bitch’ wasn’t an insult, “Well… she kissed me.”


  A hint of humor returned to his boyfriend’s tone, “Well… you may have more experience with Miranda than I do, but I get this strange feeling that she doesn’t tend to live most of the time in a world of well thought out logic.”


  The young man sighed, “So… you called to check in on me and make sure I had a heads-up so I wouldn’t be surprised when Miranda goes psycho-crazy on me tomorrow?”


  Tanner took his turn to pause, “Well… I guess it’s good that you have the day off today because she’s kinda going psycho-crazy right now.”


  Paul covered his face with his hand, mumbling, “So… you’re saying I don’t want to know.”


  “Well… according to some of the staff around here she’s no more uppity than usual… I guess I just don’t see her when she’s ‘the usual’.”


  The human drew his hand down his face before speaking up, “Okay…”


  There was a delay before Tanner spoke again, “TeeSee said our break’s over… looks like the design department put in a work order… I should be home before seven and we’ll discuss Miranda and her ‘usual’ later… sound good?”


  Paul let out a slow, carefully controlled breath, smiling as he thought about the sketch in the closed book, “Nah… I really just don’t feel like worrying about her. I’ll see you around seven, but when you get back it’s just you and me.”


  The comment brought an immediate return of good humor to his boyfriend’s tone, “Oh? Should I be worried?”


  The young man licked his lips devilishly, “Only if you’re too tired to keep up.”


  He could hear the smile on the other side of the phone, “You might not be able to tell, but this is me giving you a nose bump in anticipation.”


  Paul grinned, “Don’t start what you can’t finish.”


  Tanner chuckled, “Rain check then… See you tonight.”


  Paul’s grin widened, “Can’t wait for my dose of Tanner.”


  “Addict.” and, with that, the call ended.


  By lunch, Casey had got past hyperventilating about Paul getting to meet Jason Campbell and he came back out of his bedroom. Despite being extra waggy, the Dalmatian was perfectly appropriate and didn’t once even so much as play at hitting on Paul. Of course, the young man reasoned, the Dog usually waited until Tanner was present; the Dalmatian considered it good form not to infringe upon the Shepherd’s rights to his Leasher. That comment, of course, ruffled more than a little fur—Paul’s figurative fur and Tanner’s literal.


  The Dalmatian shared the kitchen with Paul and they made lunch; Casey prepared sandwiches while Paul headed up some soup. They spent lunch chatting casually about Casey’s time in Los Angeles but, despite the relaxed nature of the discussion the Dalmatian continued being elusive about filling in the missing pictures. Before heading out for the afternoon, the Dog provided one more bit of information, “I’ll be going back in two weeks for a whole week.”


  The reveal was greeted by mixed emotions as Paul considered being Dalmatian-less for seven days. On one hand, that meant that the place would be just a little more empty… but on the other hand that meant that he and Tanner had it all to themselves. In the end, Paul replied to the announcement with a very calm, “Just be safe.”


  The Dalmatian smiled a little, his tail wagging, “When I go to LA, or do you mean when I head out right now?”


  Paul grinned and provided a very elaborate “Yes.”


  Casey replied with a snort, as he made his way to the front door, “very funny. I’m gonna bring back dinner… what should I get?”


  The human smiled wider, “Yes.”


  The Dalmatian stuck his tongue out in response, then flicked an ear, “So, you’re saying I’m the sexiest Dog you’ve ever met?”


  Paul chuckled, “What about that Thai place across from the grocery store?”


  It was Casey’s turn to grin, “Nah… I’m waaaay sexier than that place.”


  The young man paused, “I meant for dinner.”


  The Dog’s grin widened as he headed out the door, calling over his shoulder, “YES!”


  Despite the fact that the response didn’t quite fit, Paul still realized that he was getting a taste of his own medicine. He would have dwelt on the thought longer, however, if is cell hadn’t have buzzed. Looking down at the caller ID, the young man didn’t recognize the area code. He pressed the talk button and brought it up to his ear, “Hello?”


  The voice on the other end was very familiar… and very upbeat, “Oh! Hey, Paul! Heh… I forgot I just got a new plan and they didn’t let me keep my number.”


  It took several seconds for him to realize who had called, “…Brian?”


  Despite being awkward beyond all reason, the call went relatively well. Brian had called to check in. He provided his condolence for Paul’s dad’s passing, which brought back tears to his eyes, but he managed to push through it. Despite being his ex, Brian was always too happy to talk with him, even though Paul didn’t often find reasons to. Regardless, whenever they did, Paul usually felt better for it, and the recent call was no exception. Within ten minutes, the young man found himself settling down on the sofa for a long talk.


  They spoke for over an hour about anything and everything. Paul told him about his job at AHB and Brian explained what things were like at the pediatric center. Brian announced that he saw Paul’s name in the paper along with a picture of a collie woman, and Paul spent the next ten minutes fumbling all over his words trying to explain himself; in the end, he did little more than bring Brian to gut-busting laughter… and then moped while his ex spent another five minutes consoling him. Finally, after almost an hour and a half, Brian got to the point, “I’m heading out to Sacramento here in a few weeks…”


  Paul was taken back by how the announcement just came out in the middle of the discussion, “You mean… here in California?”


  Brian had always had a way of making the tone in his voice announce his widest grins, “Last time I checked, yeah… unless Oregon invaded and took over.”


  Not to be outdone, the young man deadpanned his response, “Oregon doesn’t have a large enough standing army… more likely it’d be Nevada.”


  His ex laughed with a full-bodied chuckle, “Well, Paul… I’m glad that you’re brushing up on your government studies to make up for your poor Geography skills… but, yes… I’ll be in Sacramento, California in a few weeks.”


  “Oh… cool…” Paul picked at one of his fingernails before he gave up trying to ignore his curiosity, “Work stuff?”


  “I hope. I’m going for an interview for a position with one of the premier mixed patient hospitals in the area.”


  The young man was struck dumb, “But… I thought you’re already working at—”


  Brian interrupted him, “This is a job… most mixed patient pediatricians can get a job almost anywhere… but the Weidtman-Honey Institute is a passion.”


  Paul rolled his eyes, “Apparently after all these years you’re still you.”


  “Yeah… well, when it comes down to it, me is who I’m best at being. I gotta get going, Paul… but I’ll check in with you next week about my trip. It’d be really cool to see you. It’ll be a pretty busy schedule, but I hope we get a chance to catch up.”


  The young man nodded against the phone, “Yeah… I guess.”


  There was a slight pause from the other side, “Oh… and your mom also asked me to bring you a few things… if you’re okay with that.”


  Paul was both concerned and flattered at the same time; he never knew what was going on in his mom’s head so that revelation had equal capacity to be good and questionable, “Uh… should I be worried?”


  Brian responded, “I’ll call you again in afew days… good chatting with you.”


  “Yeah… you too.” and Paul ended the call with the press of a button. The young man had managed to fit a lot into his day off, but the day kept giving him more. He had to admit getting a chance to see Brian when life wasn’t getting turned upside down would be a good thing but, then again, he realized that there was no guarantee that his life wouldn’t be upside down when the time came for the visit… life did have a way of playing the most inopportune tricks on him. Setting the phone aside, the young man simply let out a deep breath and reached for his sketch pad; at least he had something to do to keep himself busy.


  * * * * *


  Tanner arrived home just before six. Paul had long-since stowed his sketch pad and was getting ‘caught up’ on some television show he’d never seen before when the German Shepherd came through the door. The TV was off in an instant and, a handful of seconds later, Paul was in his lover’s arms, delivering one of Tanner’s own greeting to him, “Welcome home.”


  The Dog didn’t miss the juxtaposition of roles, “Isn’t that usually my line?”


  Paul smirked in response, kissing his boyfriend; Tanner didn’t object, and the human reveled in the feel of the Shepherd’s paw as it gently cradled the back of his head, the Dog’s tongue softly grazing across his lips. The young man fought to keep his mouth from turning up into a smile since it would break the mood horribly but, in the end, he failed, “I wouldn’t object to dessert before dinner, you know.”


  Despite Tanner’s eye roll, Paul could still hear the shifting of the Dog’s jeans as his wagging tail rubbed against the denim. Regardless, the Shepherd held the young man for a few moments longer before they finally disengaged, at which point Tanner’s nose was working the air, “Speaking of dinner…”


  Paul had no problem messing with his boyfriend as he put on his best indignant glare, “Oh… so just because I had the entire day off suddenly dinner’s supposed to be ready for you the moment you walk in the door? Well—guess that shows somebody for telling my mom that I can’t cook, now doesn’t it?” He even went the extra mile to position his hands on his hips, clenched into fists as he glared at the Dog.


  Tanner obviously didn’t buy it for a second, “Oh come on—she knows you can cook, Paul. I mean, the lady stuffs soap into fish and calls it dinner… anything’s gotta be—OW!” the Dog laughed, rubbing at his shoulder where Paul’s fist had impacted.


  The human let the fake indignation go, “Well… last week she sent a care package, in case you missed it.”


  Tanner’s ears went up, “Did she now?” It was obviously he wasn’t completely willing to believe Paul, most likely expecting some joke or pun.


  The young man, for once, was not joking, but the thought that the Dog knew him so well did make him smile, “Where else did you think the cookies came from?”


  The Shepherd flicked an ear, “I figured Casey made em.”


  Paul was not above giving his boyfriend a hard time, “Casey was in Los Angeles, you jackass.”


  The Dog grinned, “He might have mailed em.”


  “Oh… so you’re saying that I couldn’t have made cookies, is that it? Well, how would you like to sleep on the sofa tonight, Mr. ‘Paul is a horrible cook’?”


  Tanner leaned forward and nipped at the human’s nose, “I know you waaaaay too well, Paul Miller. I’d only end up sleeping on a sofa if that’s what you named your butt.”


  Having had his bluff called with powerfully blunt crassness, Paul deflated immediately. “Casey went out a few hours ago… he’s bringing dinner back tonight.”


  Tanner reached out and ruffled the human’s hair, “Don’t get all mopey.” and he leaned forward to lick Paul’s cheek, “Any other day you’d talk circles around me… you just lose your edge when you don’t go to work is all.”


  Paul hrumphed melodramatically, but it didn’t keep the smile off his face, “And it sounds like I missed a lot too.”


  Tanner kicked off his shoes and flopped out on the couch, “Well… it was a pretty busy day for tech support, but it sounds like AHB was just business as usual.”


  Paul sat down beside his boyfriend and snuggled up against him. The Dog wrapped an arm around him and the two lounged. Tanner brushed his nose across the top of the human’s head, “Well… if you consider Miranda going off on everyone and everything then, yeah… pretty much business as usual then.”


  The two continued talking for a time, Paul reveling in the return of his lover. He didn’t understand much of the technical mumbo-jumbo the Dog spoke of as he explained the problems of the day, but understanding was second to listening, and he was all too happy to let Tanner vent. In the end, it was more about snuggling on the couch and enjoying one another’s presence anyway. They were in exactly that same position when Casey returned; the Dalmatian made his way through the door carrying several plastic bags, “Soup’s on!”


  Paul and Tanner both got up to help him. The human took most of the bags from the Dalmatian while the Shepherd grabbed the others. The two Dogs touched noses briefly and all three reconvened to the dining room. It seemed a funny thing to actually eat at the table, but Paul had to admit that it seemed fitting considering the three hadn’t had a meal together in over a week. True, it was a little formal for the household, but it felt nice to be able to have a place to set the food and be able to pay attention to both Dogs without trying to juggle a dinner plate. All in all, it was a wonderful end to a relaxing day… of course, that wasn’t even taking into account that the night had only just begun.


  Once dinner was finished Paul and Casey brought their utensils to the dish washer while Tanner brought the carry-out containers to the trash. From there, all three reconvened to the living room. Although the human had expected Casey to stick around and join them for the evening, he was quite surprised when the Dalmatian stretched and yawned, “Well… it’s good to be back… but I gotta head out early tomorrow so I think I’m gonna call it a night. You two play nice now, got it?” Without waiting for an answer, the spotted Dog showed himself out, tail wagging casually as he headed off down the hall.


  Tanner paused, glancing after him before looking back to Paul, “Any idea what that was about?”


  Paul shrugged in response, “Since when have I ever been able to figure out what makes Casey tick?”


  The two shared a laugh as the Shepherd pulled the human closer, “I just assumed since you seem to be good about knowing what makes me tick.”


  Paul rolled his eyes theatrically, “Yeah… yeah… I hear it all the time: I’m good with Dogs.”


  His lover let out a playful little growl, and flea-nipped the side of Paul’s head, “I might need a reminder of just how good you are.”


  “Oh? That wasn’t exactly a subtle hint, now was it?”


  Tanner’s grin held a hint of predator to it, “You’ve had a whole day off—it sounds like you’ve been bored, and all my experience with you leads me to believe that you’re always at your best when you need something to occupy your time.”


  Paul smirked, taking hold of his lover’s paw and leading him down the hall to their bedroom, “So… ‘Occupy my time’, huh? You make it sound so romantic.”


  Tanner turned, pressing his body to the human’s and backing him against the wall. The Dog spoke with a smirk, “Aw… I didn’t know you were the kinda guy who was into flowers and candle light, Paul.”


  The young man responded by taking hold of either of the dog’s lapels and pulling him down for a kiss, “That’s me… Mr Romantic.” He nudged the door open with his heel and rotated, urging Tanner backwards into the room. From there, he gave his lover a firm push, sending the Dog stumbling backwards to fall on the bed, face up. “I just don’t let it get in the way of other things.” A few steps later took Paul to the edge of the mattress, and, from there he climbed atop Tanner, grin even wider… and so was the Dog’s.


  From his perch in the Dog’s lap, Paul had no trouble unbuttoning his lover’s shirt before running his hands through the Shepherd’s chest fur… but it was much more difficult trying to unbutton Tanner’s jeans. The Dog didn’t seem to mind, making do with interrupting the human by pulling Paul’s shirt off—which was much more disruptive since it didn’t have buttons. Once the shirt was clear of the young man’s head, Tanner pressed the advantage by shifting his weight and rolling over, pressing Paul’s back to the mattress as he lay atop him.


  The human smirked, drawing his fingers across the Dog’s fur-covered pecs as Tanner’s deft paws began undoing his jeans, “Oh… so just because you have sharp teeth you get to be the one in charge, is that it?”


  The young man watched his partner grin widely as he finally pulled the human’s jeans free of him, “No… I’m ‘in charge’ because you like these sharp teeth.” Paul was about to provide a counter-argument when the Dog silenced him by leaning over his chest and drawing his broad, warm tongue across one of his nipples; the young man gasped—completely silenced.


  Tanner reached for the night stand with one paw, but Paul’s gaze was on his other one, which was undoing his lover’s button-fly. The human smiled when the Dog’s sheath came into view, already thick, with a hint of pink peeking through the already dribbling opening. Paul couldn’t resist commenting, “Well… there are plenty of other parts of you to like too.”


  The shepherd wriggled out of his jeans, balancing with one knee on the mattress as he kicked several times, the stubborn pants clinging to his ankle. They finally came loose and the Dog turned to regard him, squeezing the tube of lube into the palm of one paw as he looked eagerly toward Paul with a sharp-toothed grin, “Oh? Name seven.”


  The young man certainly didn’t mind playing along, “Well, you give the best kisses… and at the end of the day when I have a chance to hug you you’re just like a big teddy—brrrrr!“Paul almost bit his tongue as the Shepherd’s paw slid up beneath his butt and a freezing cold palm-full of lube was pressed against him.


  Tanner grinned, wiggling his ears, “And my horrible love of slapstick humor, I bet.”


  Paul let out a hissing breath through clenched teeth, “I can suffer through that.”


  The Dog leaned closer, his lubed paw going to his own sheath as he hovered over the human, adjusting his aim as he lowered his muzzle to the young man’s lips and gave them a gentle lick, “Is there anything else I do to you that you have to ‘suffer through’?”


  Paul looked up into the deep brown eyes, smiling at the humor and adoration he saw in them. He raised his head to meet the Dog’s muzzle, whispering quietly before they kissed, “Only things I have to suffer through is being without you until you’re here.”


  The human let out a shaky breath through his nose, entire body tingling as he felt Tanner’s sheath press against his opening. The Dog pushed forward slowly… so very slowly, and the Shepherd’s sheath pulled back from the shaft within, which entered into Paul at a sedate pace… so methodical and purposeful that he swore he could feel every last ridge and bump of texture. Quivering in place beneath his boyfriend, the human silenced a moan as his body shivered at the feel of being taken by his lover.


  Paul wasn’t able to count the time since it had just been he and Tanner… since they had the time and energy to actually be so purposefully intimate. Paul broke the kiss, moaning at Tanner’s second slow, purposeful thrust, which pushed another inch or two of the Dog’s flesh into him, but with no more speed or insistence than the first. He wrapped his arms around his lover’s body, taking fistfuls of Tanner’s back-fur as his lover lowered his muzzle to Paul’s neck, broad tongue gently caressing his flesh before Tanner’s teeth nibbled softly.


  The human spread his legs wider, crossing his ankles behind the Shepherd’s back, “Mmmm… you can go… faster…”


  Tanner nodded against his shoulder, tongue still gently caressing the side of his neck, “I can… I know…” but he signaled his lack of interest in doing so by starting his third thrust, adding more power this time, but still no more speed, pressing Paul’s hips back against the mattress as his knot slipped the rest of the way free of his sheath, knot emerging, but not yet enough force to push it into the human. Paul gripped him tighter, trying to push his hips up to meet with the Dog’s thrust, but Tanner pulled back.


  Paul laughed even amidst a moan at the Dog’s next slow, purposeful thrust, “You’re doing this just to taunt me, aren’t you?” he wriggled his toes, then arched his back when the Shepherd’s knot rubbed up against his opening, decidedly enough to be felt, but nowhere near enough to insist upon entry.


  Tanner’s teeth grazed the young man’s ear lobe and the Shepherd spoke in a hearty, lust-filled voice, “I haven’t had near enough of you lately, Paul…” the Dog let out a soft growl to accentuate his next thrust, “…if you’re mine for the night then I’m not about to use you up that fast…”


  The words felt like a mix between a cheesy attempt at seduction and heartfelt romance but, regardless of what it was, it worked on both accounts. Paul drew a hand up to rest against the side of the Shepherd’s face, thumb and first finger gently kneading the tip of the Dog’s ear, “I’m yours for more than the night, Tan Paw… and you’re not about to use me up no matter how fast you go.”


  Tanner let out a deep breath, and, body shaking, managed to maintain the slow, purposeful lovemaking, muscles obviously clenched in this intent focus on not letting his eagerness get away with him, “I’m not worried about ‘going’ too fast… I’m worried about ‘coming’.”


  Paul couldn’t help himself, and he laughed aloud at the so-very-perfect wordplay. It didn’t take long before Tanner joined in, and the two renewed their embrace, laughing together before silencing one another with a kiss. The Shepherd maintained his speed, but he didn’t object when the human began moving in unison—if anything, he encouraged it.


  It wasn’t long before Tanner’s knot slipped into Paul, and an even shorter time after that they reached their plateau. The human held his lover close as he felt the Shepherd empty himself into his body—he was so transfixed at the sensation he didn’t even notice his lover’s paw until it had encircled his own straining shaft… and one touch was all it took before Paul was likewise flung out into a sea of orgasmic bliss. They gripped one another tightly through their respective releases, and didn’t loosen their hold until both had calmed.


  The human collapsed back against the bed, Tanner laying atop him, supporting his weight above the human on his elbows and knees. The Dog was panting happily, and Paul half wondered if he was doing the same. Rather than let the moment pass by unattended, he eased his head up and softly kissed the underside of his lover’s muzzle. Tanner slowly rolled to the side, carrying Paul with him until the human was perched, seated on his lap. The Dog smiled, speaking softly, “I like you like this.”


  Paul smiled in return, laying down atop his lover, as Tanner gently caressed his back, “I like being like this.”
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  Tangled Webs


  If the evening with Tanner hadn’t been enough to pull Paul from the quagmire of too many thoughts then the night certainly had done the trick. Regardless of what it was that snapped him out of overanalyzing everything, Paul awoke in the morning wrapped in the arms of his lover a full fifteen minutes before the alarm was set to go off, and he made the best of that quarter hour by snuggling back into the German Shepherd’s furred chest.


  The young man happily lost himself in the slow, easy breath of the Dog, planning each inhale in time with his boyfriend’s and reveling in the gentle squeeze he felt in Tanner’s hug. The Shepherd mumbled something sleepily; he never talked in his sleep, per se, but he did have a tendency to murmur and, on very rare occasions, let out little yippy whines. Paul, frankly, loved it. He smiled, managing to keep his laughter in check as he let out a wide yawn, arching his back just a little so he could stretch out a leg.


  Tanner let out a soft snort and a firm paw closed around Paul’s wrist. His muzzle angled down and the Human felt the Dog’s tongue work against his shoulder, “You know, if you keep teasing me with that I might have to take you up on the offer.”


  Paul chuckled, rotating around in his lover’s grasp so he could lay chest to chest with Tanner, gazing up into the Dog’s brown eyes, “I was stretching… and besides, you’d be late to work if I had my way with you.”


  The Shepherd grinned, his muzzle full of sharp teeth, “If you had your way with me? Somehow I think you got that backward.”


  The Human winked, “Yeah… you’d think that, wouldn’t you?”


  He silenced further discussion with a firm kiss on his boyfriend’s muzzle. Paul’s hand was just starting to trail down Tanner’s furry chest to his abdomen and lower when the alarm clock finally went off. Tanner reluctantly disengaged and reached over to tap the clock, “Well look at you… saved by the bell.”


  The Human made a face of overly theatrical displeasure, “You can imagine my relief.”


  The Dog sat up and gave him a kiss on the forehead, “I was worried you were in pain last night and here you are ready for a repeat performance.”


  Paul grabbed at Tanner’s arm before the Shepherd could stand up and pulled him back down for a kiss, “I’ve been short Tanner time lately and I was hoping to make up for it… but you’re right… you have to get ready for work.”


  The Dog stood up and turned around at the perfect angle to swat Paul in the face with his tail, “Yeah? Well you still have almost a whole hour you can lounge in bed swimming in my scent. That should tide you over for a little while.”


  Paul popped up, getting out of bed as he smoothed out the blankets, “No I don’t.”


  The German Shepherd glanced at him, cocking his head to the side slightly, “Early day at the office or something?”


  The young man smiled, “It’s the ‘or something’… I’d rather spend some morning time with you before work. That’s worth more than a little extra sleep.”


  Despite the so-very-mature raspberry Tanner offered in response the Dog really didn’t put up much of an objection. Paul picked out a shirt and pants for his boyfriend while the Shepherd was in the bathroom brushing his fur, and then, once Tanner had dressed, the young man grabbed one of his own neckties and held it out, “Here ya go.”


  The Dog accepted it and shot an inquiring look at Paul, who managed to keep a straight face. Tanner paused a moment longer before he started to slide it around his neck, “I’m waiting for the punch line.”


  Paul rolled his eyes and batted Tanner’s paws away from the tie; the Dog almost never wore one and it took him forever to put one on without help. Besides, the young man reasoned, if he did then it would ruin the humor of the moment. Once Paul had finished tightening it just right he took a step back and, with his hands on his hips, nodded, “Yep… looks like I tied you this morning anyway. I had my way with you and you’re still on time.”


  Tanner didn’t bother responding verbally—he simply threw a damp paw towel in Paul’s face. The young man returned it to the bathroom, laughing the entire time. He stayed in the bedroom just long enough to get dressed before heading out into the living room in search of his suitably punned boyfriend. Paul finished his walk down the hall by hopping the last few steps, putting on one sock then the other as he sought out Tanner.


  As it turned out, Tanner was in the kitchen heating up a pan while the coffee maker sat ominously on the counter. Paul paused to consider the machine as it bubbled and hissed, treacherously brewing the vile black drink that smelled insidiously good but tasted… well… Paul really never much cared for the taste. He stared at the coffee pot as it began the painstakingly slow process of filling. He flicked the glass, careful not to burn himself, “They need to make hot chocolate that smells like coffee.”


  Without missing a beat, the Dog started breaking eggs into the pan, “Yeah? Well maybe they just need to make coffee that tastes like hot chocolate. Oh wait! They do! It’s called mocha, and it’s delicious.”


  Paul stuck his tongue out in overexaggerated disgust, twitching for added effect, “UGH! It still tastes way too much like coffee!”


  Tanner shrugged, sliding four pieces of bread into the toaster, “Well, you seemed to like that blended caramel drink I got for you that one time at Starbucks.”


  The young man sighed, realizing that he’d never be able to live that down, “I was sick and my nose was stuffed… besides, you tricked me!”


  The Dog simply shrugged, “I didn’t trick you… you asked if it was a shake and I said no, it was a blended iced drink.”


  “It looked like a shake.”


  The Shepherd rolled his eyes, flipping the eggs, “Are we really arguing about Starbucks? I thought you did enough of that at work.”


  Paul laughed, leaning back against the counter as he basked in the warm glow of a perfect morning, “Yeah… but that’s only because Miranda usually has waaaaay too much of it.”


  And, like that, the positive feelings were gone. The prior day’s warnings of Miranda’s tirade returned to him and he began fretting immediately. Tanner, ever astute, moved the pan off of the heat and took hold of the young man’s hand, “Paul… it’ll be fine. She may be a crazy-psycho-woman, but there are plenty of people watching your back.”


  The Human let out a breath, then looked up at his boyfriend’s concerned eyes, “I can’t believe you called my coworker a crazy-psycho-woman… that’s just plain rude.”


  The Dog’s ears went up in an instant, “Paul… aren’t you the one who calls her a crazy-psycho-woman all the time?”


  “Well… yeah… but she’s my coworker.”


  Tanner rolled his eyes and let out a sigh, “Well… either way, she won’t do anything that’d risk her job, right? So you’re fine… even if she is… uh…”


  The smile couldn’t keep off of Paul’s face when he realized his lover was having trouble finding a suitable euphemism, so, of course, as a loyal boyfriend he took it upon himself to step in and help, “One model short of a photo shoot?… Too nutty to be a Payday bar? …Oh! A crazy-psycho-woman?”


  The Dog pulled the bread from the toaster and set them down two to a plate, and then placed an over-easy egg onto each piece of bread, “Sure. All of the above.”


  Paul laughed as he poured two glasses of orange juice, and then raised his cup in a toast, “All of the above.”


  Tanner rolled his eyes yet again, but he humored the Human nevertheless. The two sat down to breakfast and, surprisingly, Paul got past the growing unease the thoughts of Miranda had brought about. The rest of the morning with Tanner went just as well and he was elated to have the chance to kiss his boyfriend goodbye before he started getting ready himself. It was going to be a long day, especially having been out of the office the previous one. He had no doubt that there’d be plenty of work awaiting him but he wasn’t worried: he was riding high on a full breakfast and a good helping of Tanner Time.


  * * * * *


  The first thing Paul realized when he arrived at work was that there was not a single media van or reporter within sight. The morning continued to improve as he entered the building and was immediately greeted by Candy, who had brought in a box of doughnuts for everyone; Paul grabbed a maple bar, but decided to save it for later since he was still full from breakfast. Nevertheless he took a bite of it to satisfy the beagle, who was staring at him until he did. She skipped off down the hall, tail wagging counter-point to her gait.


  Paul hadn’t noticed Ben walking up behind him, and the man’s comment almost made Paul jump out of his shoes, “Even without her brining in a box of doughnuts I think it’s still easy to tell that the wedding’s getting closer.”


  The young man quickly regained his composure from being startled and glanced after the happy, wiggly beagle, “Except I’m pretty sure she’s like that all the time.”


  The observation got a laugh out of Ben, who held out a hand to Paul, “Welcome back, Dakota… you missed quite a circus yesterday.”


  Paul nodded, transferring his maple gar to his left hand before accepting the shake, “Yeah… that’s what I hear… Geez, I’m glad things are quieter today.”


  His coworker chuckled, “Because there’s no media, or because there’s no Miranda?“Paul glanced around, “She’s not in yet?”


  Ben shook his head, “Nope… haven’t seen her all morning.”


  The young man leaned to the right to glance down the hall toward where Miranda’s cubicle was, “Should I be worried?”


  The tall black man shrugged, “Knowing her? Probably.”


  Paul sighed, “Thanks for the reassurance.”


  Ben shrugged again, “I’m a realist… and all she was talking about yesterday was you stabbing her in the back after all she did for you. What exactly was it you did that got her so worked up, Dakota?”


  The young man hesitated with an answer but, in the end, he couldn’t figure out how things could get any worse by telling, “I guess she was flipping out because a camera man got a video of a Collie kissing me.”


  His coworker raised an eyebrow incredulously, “Get outta here.”


  Paul shrugged, feeling his face turn red, “No… really. I mean… she was thanking me for helping her with… uh… relationship… stuff.”


  Ben out-and-out laughed. It was several seconds before he had the reaction under control enough to speak but, when he did, it was still interlaced with chuckles, “No offense, Dakota, but everything I’ve seen in you suggests that’d be the blind leading the blind.”


  The young man sighed, “How come every time someone says ‘no offense’, whatever they follow it with is offensive?”


  Paul’s older coworker put a hand on his shoulder and gave it a comforting pat, “Well, just remember that you don’t owe excuses or explanations to anyone, Dakota… and that includes Miranda… you get me?”


  “I… guess so.”


  Ben smiled, “Good. Now you’d better get to your cubicle… I think the next Mein Hund Marketing schedule is out for their fall sales push.”


  It always amazed Paul how quickly Ben could switch from business to personal to business discussions, as if, for him, there was no real difference. Really what it amounted to, the young man reasoned, was that it didn’t. Ben treated all of his coworkers with a degree of courtesy and considered small-talk and personal communication to be a part of that interaction. It was just another thing that intimidated him about the man.


  Releasing a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding, Paul headed toward his work space. Eager for the chance to finally get the doughnut out of his hand, the young man looked around at his cluttered desk—there were a lot more papers on top of it than he remembered leaving when he headed out two nights previously. It took a moment for him to realize what he was looking at, but the fact that most of the paperwork was crumpled, folded, or torn into pieces finally made it click: someone had emptied at least one trash can all over his workspace.


  Paul let out a sigh, mumbling to himself, “If that’s the worst she did then I’ve been worried over nothing this whole time.”


  He was just starting to feel relieved until he wondered why his computer was off. He shrugged it away and pressed the power button… and nothing happened. He waited a few seconds and tried a second time, just in case the first time was a fluke—again nothing. Groaning, the young man proceeded to go through “The Big Three” the best (and only) methods for fixing the issue as he knew them.


  First, Paul recalled the time when the cleaning crew had accidentally turned off his monitor, so he tried that first. The young man pressed the monitor power switch; it turned off so he pressed it again. The monitor turned back on for a split second, flashing a quick “No Signal” for the duration, and then went blank again, the power light turning yellow instead of its usual green. He sighed, and moved on.


  Kneeling down, he was just about to check the power strip for his station when he suddenly realized, “If that was off then the monitor wouldn’t be getting power.”


  There was a time when Paul wouldn’t have had anywhere near enough tech savvy to even start with simple trial and error problem solving so the small victory felt like a big win… until, when he moved to get up, his hand made the carpet beneath his desk squish wetly. He grimaced, crawling the rest of the way out before raising his hand to see exactly what it was he’d encountered. He didn’t need to get his palm anywhere near his face to recognize the scent, “What is this? Coffee?”


  “Morning, Dakota.” Ray’s greeting caused the young man to jump up and turn to regard the Golden Retriever, who was lingering at the entrance to Paul’s cubicle with a mug of coffee in one paw and a doughnut in the other. The Dog must have seen the Human’s eyes zero in on it, “Yeah… it has sprinkles—sue me.”


  Paul was, for once, too occupied in a task to acknowledge the humor of the comment, “Why is there coffee all over the carpet under my desk?”


  The Retriever took a sip from his mug, “It probably has something to do with the coffee that found its way into your computer.”


  Once again the humor of the presentation was lost to him, “…what?”


  Ray reached to the right and pulled a note off of the cubicle wall where it was stuck with a note pin and handed it to Paul “Some Harrison-Pacific guys were in this morning about a report the cleaning crew filed last night… apparently your computer smelled like a combo of burned metal and dark roast.”


  The young man scanned the work order, which essentially collaborated everything Ray had told him up to that point. It also noted that his computer was scheduled to be replaced and that the work order would (hopefully) be completed by that afternoon. He looked up to the Retriever, who had just taken a bite of sprinkle-covered cake doughnut, “My computer blew up? So what do I do now with no computer?”


  Ray chewed purposefully then swallowed, “Burke said you’re with me in my office for now… we can look over spread plans and blocking until you’re up and running again. TeeSee was by earlier and said he should have a replacement in sometime around lunch.”


  Paul glanced to his watch; he’d barely been in the office for ten minutes and it already looked like he was getting thrown a curve-ball. Unwilling to let it shape his day, he made a devoted effort to shrugging it off; if nothing else he got to hang out with a friend doing some relatively easy busy work, “Alright. Sounds good!”


  Ray smiled around another muzzleful of doughnut and motioned with a flick of his head. The Retriever about-faced and headed off toward his office, tail wagging pleasantly. Paul smiled when he saw that, and followed. He’d been told time and time again that attitude more than anything else determined whether someone would be able to handle adversity, and he was committed to making it a good day.


  He decided to start it with a positive topic. “Hey, Ray?”


  The Dog glanced back at him, having just shoved the last of the doughnut into his mouth, issuing out a wordless “Hmm?”


  “Thanks for your help the other day with getting outta here… Michelle too. You guys were awesome, and I really appreciate it.”


  The Golden Retriever stopped, causing the young man to do the same. Turning back to face the human Ray leaned forward and touched his nose to Paul’s, “Hey, Dakota, that’s what friends are for.”


  The Human blushed slightly at the gesture but, since nobody was around he shrugged it off with an easy smile, “Well, I’m still thankful for the help. It’s good to have friends like you guys, that’s for sure.” Ray chuckled and slid an arm around Paul’s shoulder, walking him the last few steps to the office they’d be sharing for the morning, “Don’t worry about it. I’m sure you woulda done the same if either of us needed help.”


  Paul smiled, “Knowing me I’d end up wrapping the car around a telephone pole trying to get away… I don’t have the best of luck, in case you don’t remember… I mean, just look at the Miranda issues I have to deal with.” He paused, smile disappearing as he glanced around the hall, “Speaking of which, is she off today or something?”


  The Retriever waited until Paul had entered the office before disengaging and moving to his desk, “Miranda? I think she took the morning off so she could go deal with some stuff… at least, that’s what I heard, anyway.”


  Paul sat down on the chair at the opposite side of the desk, “Stuff?”


  “Yeah. ‘Stuff’…” Ray took a swig of his coffee before setting his mug on a notepad, “I’m not in HR so they don’t tell me specifics.”


  The young man fidgeted, “Well… based on all I heard about yesterday, and then coming in today and finding my workspace conveniently trashed, that has me just a little worried. It’s like being in a room with a spider and having to look away for just a second and then when you look back it’s gone…”


  Ray nodded, “Yeah… sorry… I really wouldn’t want to be in your shoes, Dakota.”


  Paul frowned, “Everyone is being so helpfully reassuring today…”


  The Dog shrugged, “This is Miranda we’re talking about. I’ve told you all along that things are gonna get messy at some point with her and it looks like it’ll be sooner rather than later. Anyway, she could be gone for any number of reasons—stop obsessing because it might not even be about you.”


  The young man nodded with a sigh, “Yeah… I know. You’re right.”


  Ray offered a slight smile, “There… was that better on the reassurance front?”


  Paul nodded, “Yeah. I guess… but she’s still probably up to something, and it most likely involves me, doesn’t it?’


  The Retriever nodded, ears falling slightly, “Yeah… most likely.”


  The Human took a deep breath and squared his shoulders, siting up a little straighter as he pushed Miranda out of his mind, “Well okay then… we’re supposed to be working on some pre-planning for the Mein Hund fall sales campaign, right?”


  Ray’s tail thumped against the back of his chair rhythmically, “Sounds good to me. I have the outlines right here.”


  The Dog picked up the file and moved around to Paul’s side of the desk. Opening up the folder, Ray spread out their introduction to Eizenzahn’s latest plans. On one hand, the young man felt almost more intimidated about the Doberman’s expectations than he was about Miranda, but he realized that, in the case of the marketing project, at least there was something he could do about it. “Hey, Ray?”


  The Retriever’s eyes meandered from the papers on the desk up to meet’s Paul’s gaze, “What’s up, Dakota?”


  The young man’s finger slid across the desk to a list of expectations Mein Hund had for a magazine ad, “I think I have an idea of the two page advert. What do you think about taking a few cues from modern art?”


  Ray’s ears went up at the question, and Paul realized that he had the Dog’s full attention. In addition to all of the Retriever’s other positive traits, Ray was also great for bouncing ideas back and forth, and Paul had a pretty big one. “Alright… well, have you ever seen one of those ‘dogs playing poker’ paintings?”


  A smile split his coworker’s muzzle in half, “You’re actually thinking about—”


  Paul nodded, “Yep.”


  Ray leaned forward, propping his muzzle on the palm of a paw, “Tell me more.”


  * * * * *


  The two brainstormed for nearly three hours, each filling up several sheets of paper with the notes of their creativity session. They discussed a variety of topics, from camera angles, poses, number of models, the tie-in with the product and, most importantly, where Casey would fit into the shot. The talk probably would have continued on for some time, if not for the fact that Paul’s phone went off.


  Ray went respectfully silent when the young man answered, “This is Paul.”


  “Good morning, Paul. This is TeeSee with Harrison Pacific. I wanted to confirm that I have your new computer and I’ll be able to set it up this afternoon.”


  Paul held up a finger and moved out of the office, continuing the call, “This afternoon? Wasn’t it going to be around lunch?”


  The husky’s professionalism was not shaken the least by the question, “Mr. Burke asked us to deal with one of the drafting machines first. Don’t worry though—if I remember right we take our lunch earlier than yours so I should have your computer up and running by the time you’re back at your desk.”


  Paul’s mind was so caught up with his project he was about to ask who he meant by ‘we’ before he recalled that Tanner was still interning with him, “Oh… well that’s good, I guess. Thanks… and good luck with the drafting machine thing.”


  TeeSee’s voice came in only faintly through the phone, “You’re right—he did say ‘thing’ at least once.” and it came back full force for the next statement, “Tanner says hello, and that you’re predictable when it comes to technology.”


  The Human sighed, “Well tell him that I was able to troubleshoot my way through figuring out that my computer wasn’t working this morning all by myself.”


  The Husky’s response was totally lost to him as he looked up and locked eyes with Miranda. She was walking down the hall right toward him, eyes focused with the pure obsessive gaze of a hunting eagle. Without anything to say, he simply stared, heart beat picking up as she drew closer… and closer… and closer—


  He jumped in surprise when she reached up and slapped his phone right out of his hand. Before he could object she was already walking off, saying scornfully, “Don’t take personal calls at work, Paul.”


  Paul didn’t even have a chance to argue that the call was work related, not that it would make any difference, he realized. Sighing, he knelt down and picked up his cell, “Hey, TeeSee? Sorry about that… I… uh… dropped the phone.”


  He waited a moment for an answer but none came. “Hello?” he inquired.


  Ray peered out from his office, “Was that Miranda?”


  The young man sighed, “Yeah… she knocked my phone out of my hand and I think my call got disconnected.” Paul hit the END button then tried calling TeeSee back. He waited, unable to hear a ring tone, “Crap.”


  The Retriever regarded the phone for a moment, “Did you try—” but fell silent when his own cell went off. He glanced at it, “Hold on… looks like it’s Harrison Pacific… that must be TeeSee.”


  He answered, “Ray here.”


  The Dog smirked, “Yeah… small accident in the hall and he dropped it. The call got disconnected and now he’s not getting a ring tone.” Ray glanced at Paul and smiled, then nodded at whatever TeeSee was saying, “Uh-huh. Yeah… sure. Just a minute.”


  Ray held a paw out and Paul obediently put his phone in the Dog’s palm. The Retriever pressed a button on the side and suddenly a ring-tone broadcasted quite loudly. Ray’s tail wagged, “Yeah… that did it—speaker phone mode works just fine. Thanks. Yeah… I’ll tell him. Thanks again. Sure… take it easy.” The Dog pressed the END button on his touch screen and put his phone away before offering Paul back his.


  The Human accepted it and looked down at the cracked case, “So… it works?”


  The Retreiver nodded, “Yeah. TeeSee said that some phones have trouble with some of the sound equipment and when that happens the speaker phone option usually still works. If you have insurance on your phone your carrier’ll probably replace it.”


  Paul looked helplessly at his coworker, “Phone insurance?”


  Ray laughed, “Well… if you don’t have insurance then this might be a good time to upgrade to a smart phone… it looks like you’ve had that thing since high school.”


  The young man looked down at his phone, “It took me forever to learn this thing… I’m not sure how I’d feel about having a phone that’s smarter than I am.”


  The Retriever laughed and was just about to speak when Paul’s phone sounded off again. The Dog shrugged, “Probably TeeSee checking in to make sure you can still take calls.”


  Paul glanced down at his phone and pressed the button to answer it. He held it up to his ear “Hello?”


  The volume caused him to jump, and he immediately pulled the phone away from his head, “Hello Paul; TeeSee again. Looks like you’re up and running for now.”


  The young man winced, rubbing his ear, then raised the phone again, “Thanks. Yeah… this kinda works.”


  The Husky on the other end chuckled, obviously putting two and two together. “You don’t have to hold the phone up to your head in speaker mode.”


  Ray reached out and took the phone from Paul, holding it at waist height between them, “Don’t worry… I’ll get him trained before he has to take a work call.”


  TeeSee’s laugh was light and easy-going, “Alright. I’ll see you two around lunch.”


  The Retriever nodded, “Thanks again.” and he disconnected, handing the phone back to Paul, “when you’re in speaker mode it can pretty much pick up what you say anywhere in the room as long as the acoustics are decent.”


  The Human raised an eyebrow, “I can only imagine how you’ve tested a claim like that. Is there a rebel, devil-may-care side to Fifteen Til Nine I should know about?”


  The golden furred Dog let out a single ‘ha’ as Paul slid the phone back into his pocket, “I’m usually on speaker while I’m in the bathroom in the morning.”


  The young man raised an eyebrow, carefully dead-panning a reserved response to the statement, “So it’s worse than I first thought?”


  Ray rolled his eyes, “No, Dakota… it’s just easier to speak with the phone on the counter when I have my hands full.”


  The Human simply continued staring at the Retriever, “So you mean to say that ‘that’ takes both paws, huh?”


  The Dog sighed, shaking his head, “Honestly, sometimes, Dakota I’m surprise that Tanner hasn’t killed you by now.”


  Paul grinned, and opened his mouth to follow up with another work-place-questionable double entendre but he was cut short by his phone ringing. He pulled it out of his pocket, hit the TALK button and raised it to his ear, “This is Paul.”


  He almost dropped it when Tanner’s voice was transmitted at a high volume right into his ear, “Hey! We’re in the lunch room… you coming?”


  The Human winced, moving the phone further away, “Yeah… we were just closing up.”


  “Alright. Seems like most of the staff’s in here today… something about Candy and pizza being ordered for the office.”


  Paul glanced to Ray, whose tail was wagging, “Candy got pizzas? Well, if there are any with sprinkles on em save a slice for—OW!”


  Ray shot the young man a dirty look, withdrawing his balled fist from the Human’s shoulder, “Punning hurts, donught?”


  Tanner must have realized the Retriever was there, “Oh, hey, Ray!”


  The Golden Retriever leaned against the wall, “I’ll bring him along in a minute… just gonna make sure he’s got his humor under control.”


  Tanner laughed on the other end, “You two will be late for dinner at that rate.”


  Ray glanced at Paul with a hint of playful scorn on his muzzle, “Don’t I know it.”


  Tanner hung up after a quick goodbye, and Paul looked down at his phone before flipping it closed, “Okay… well I guess as long as I can take calls it’ll be okay for now… I mean, better than nothing, right?”


  The two walked down the hall and across the waiting room at the front of the building before heading across the way to the staff lunch room. The cafeteria-like room was surprisingly full with a large number of AHB employees along with TeeSee and Tanner. The German Shepherd motioned to two empty seats at the table, “Glad you could pull yourself away from your work long enough to enjoy some pizza.”


  Ray glanced over to another table where Candy and Ben were seated while Paul served himself up a slice. The Retrievernodded to Ben, then smiled at the Beagle, “So… just because you’re getting married that means the rest of us have to go and get fat on your happiness, is that it?”


  A section of newspaper lowered to the table in the corner, Mr. Howe glancing over it, “Actually, it was my treat today, Ray. I thought since Candy is on vacation the next two weeks the least I could do is pitch in for some pizzas.”


  The Golden Retriever glanced to the gray-muzzled Terrier, ears up, “Walt? I thought you were heading down to LA last night.”


  Walter laid the newspaper down and laughed, folding his arms across his chest, “That eager to get rid of me, are you, Ray?”


  Ray took a seat next to Paul, also taking a slice. he wasobviously enjoying himself with the exchange, “Only because having you around gives the interns a conniption and no work gets done.”


  The Terrier laughed, picking his newspaper back up, tail beating a tempo against the cafeteria wall, “Candy convinced me to stay around for a few days; she said it would mean the world if I would attend the wedding this weekend.”


  The energetic Beagle let out a happy squeal, standing up and moving over to the table with Ray and Paul, “You’re both gonna be there, right? Oh! I can’t wait! Willy says everyone’s welcome to come and you’re all like my second family… you have to come!”


  Ray offered a polite smile, “I’m pretty sure my schedule’s open… I’d just hate to put a damper on things by being the only Dog there without a date.”


  Candy rolled her eyes, “Well, what about Dakota?”


  The young man, who had just taken a bite of pizza barely managed to avoid coughing it up. He glanced at the Beagle, “Huh?”


  She gave him a look as if he were slow, “You’re coming, right Dakota?”


  He glanced around the room, feeling as if all eyes were on him, “Yeah… I mean, sure, but I don’t know what that—”


  Candy clapped her paws together, “Perfect! So the two of you can hang out together so neither of you have to look like you’re there alone.”


  Despite how awkward her suggestion was considering the things she didn’t know, Ben still somehow managed to make it even worse, “How do you know Paul doesn’t want to bring a date? I hear he’s been linked to a very pretty Collie.”


  Rather than say anything more or take part in any further portion of the discussion, Paul simply lowered his head down onto the table… right onto his slice of pizza. He sighed aloud, but didn’t bother moving either. Although it earned a fair number of laughs from the room, his coworkers thankfully moved on to other topics.


  After a time thecafeteria gradually began to empty, various discussions going on about the room as the different employees moved off to handle their allotted tasks. TeeSee and Tanner left as well, the Sheperd reaching out give him a comforting pat on the shoulderwithahint that they’d be talking later that night.


  Ray, who had taken his lunch at the same time as Paul, was still at his table, “Still got another ten minutes… I’m gonna go hit the head and then get back to work. TeeSee’ll probably have your computer ready to go by the time your break’s done.”


  The young man nodded, “Yeah… I think I’ll finish this pizza and then go wash my face.”


  The Dog smiled, “Sounds good. Catch ya later, Dakota.” And, like that, the Paul was alone… except for Walter, who he hadn’t realized was still there until he heard the faint rustle of a newspaper page turning. The Terrier said nothing, however, and let the young man have some peace and quiet for the rest of his lunch break. Or, rather, it would have been some peace and quiet if not for the fact that his phone vibrated.


  Paul pulled the phone out of his pocket and was just about to hold it to his ear when he remembered what had happened the two previous times. He set the cell on the table and hit the talk button, “This is Paul.”


  He suddenly regretted not checking the caller ID when Mateo’s voice boomed over the speaker, “What the fuck, Miller?!?! Do you even know who that Collie is?!?!”


  It took a second for Paul to recover from the surprise, and his answer was very forthcoming, “Angel de la Monyana.”


  The response was no less scathing in its correction, “de la Mañana… and yes. So first you steal my job, and then you steal—”


  Having just overcome the lunchroom embarrassment, something inside Paul was not willing to let it continue, “What… your Ex-Girlfriend? She was here looking for you, you know, Mateo… she told me you left her.” He wiped at the pizza grease on his forehead with a napkin.


  There was a pause before the response, but it was, nevertheless, plenty aggressive, “Since when do you have the right to yell at me, pendejo?!?”


  Paul dropped the greasy napkin, “Since you started being a dick!”


  This time there was an extended silence, so Paul pressed the issue, “I didn’t steal your job, Mateo. I don’t know why you think I did. And I didn’t steal your Ex-girlfriend… she came here because she thought you still worked here. All I did was listen to her when she told me about the two of you being together in college.”


  Silence reigned supreme on the other side of the line for a long time, until Mateo finally spoke up, his voice quiet, “I loved her, Miller… I loved the hell outta her and I told her all the time, but that perra didn’t—”


  “She never said it back… I know.” Paul sighed; he’d never expected to be a couples councilor, especially not to a guy who had screamed at him, punched him in the face and then choked him while trying to get him to confess to something he hadn’t done.


  Mateo grunted an ascent, “…and then you went and kissed her…”


  The young man heard the accusation again, and it rubbed him the wrong way, “I said I hoped she’d find you and she thanked me and gave me a kiss on the cheek.”


  “She ripped out my heart.”


  Paul lowered his head into his palm, propping it up with his elbow, “You did that yourself by jumping to conclusions, Mateo… just like when you lost your job here.”


  Another long pause from the other side of the phone was cut short by the sound of the lunch room door being thrown open. Paul felt the hair on the back of his neck stand on end by Miranda’s call, “Paul!”


  The young man was already dealing with one car wreck and he realized he truly didn’t need another, “Miranda, I’m on the—”


  She clasped her hands on either of his shoulders from behind, “No—it’s fine. I came to apologize for my behavior earlier today.”


  “…huh?”


  Miranda grabbed the seat next to him and sat down, “See… it took me a long time to figure out what’s wrong with you.”


  Paul glanced at his phone then back to her, “Listen, Miranda, I don’t have time to talk about this because I’m—”


  She slammed her palm on the table, “Then don’t talk, damn it! Just listen! That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Sometimes when I really care about something I overreact… like dumping the coffee in your computer and burying your desk in trash… that’s only because I’m crazy about you!”


  The young man, who had been about to stand his ground against her verbal onslaught shut his mouth. He wasn’t sure whether it was sweat or more pizza grease on his forehead, but he simply stared at her, suddenly very very intimidated, “Uh… okay?”


  She continued readily, “And… while you were in here having lunch I broke a glass bottle behind your car so you’d cut your tires up because I was so angry.”


  Paul had absolutely no idea what to say, “You’re… uh… why are you telling me this?”


  She leaned closer, “Because I don’t want to hurt you, Paul. I want good things for you… I mean… I saw how you had so much wasted potential and had Mateo fly off the handle by erasing his name from the credits and then letting him think it was you!”


  The young man was struck dumb, and had absolutely no idea how to respond. The next person to speak however was neither of them. Phone, still open and on the table had picked up every word, “Miri? You told me Paul did it!”


  Paul watched the expression of Miranda’s face go through a number of different emotions as she stared at the phone but all of them stopped the moment following a newspaper rustle from the corner. Walter cleared his throat, setting it down as he stood up stiffly, “Miranda… I would like you to join me in my office… please.”


  Of all of the things that could have been going through Paul Miller’s head at that moment, the one single thought that he latched onto was very simple and straight forward: for once, when everything came crashing down, he wasn’t the one that got buried. Despite everything that happened, he hated that the thought made him smile.


  Blurring Lines…


  Paul gazed across the table at the German Shepherd watching him intently; Tanner’s eyes and ears were focused solely on him. The attentive Dog blinked before asking his next question. “And the cell phone was on the whole time?”


  The young man nodded, thankful it was Friday and he wouldn’t have to face anyone at the office the next day. “Yeah… Mateo heard everything.”


  Tanner started with a chuckle, but before long it turned into a full-on laugh. “Wow… I bet that put her in her place.”


  Paul shrugged. While he’d originally thought of laughing at it all too what came next had ended his good-humor. “Then Mr. Howe took her into his office… they were in there for five or ten minutes… then when she came out, she emptied her desk and left.”


  The Dog’s smile disappeared, and his ears lowered slightly. Tanner’s concern shone evidently in his eyes and he reached out a paw to rest on Paul’s hand. “It wasn’t your fault she got fired you know.”


  The young man had heard that reassurance before, “I know, but it was just like—”


  Tanner’s paw gripped his hand. “Mateo wasn’t your fault either. They both did things that you had no control over.”


  Paul took a deep breath and nodded slowly. “Yeah… I know.”


  The Dog offered a soft smile, “So… do you think we’ll have to worry about her moving on to stalking you?”


  “Don’t even joke about it.”


  Tanner took his paw back. “I know… I’m sorry… it’s just—from what it sounds like, you got the media off your back… you got Miranda off your back… and Mateo finally knows the truth. This should all be good.”


  The young man nodded and took a deep breath. “I know… and you’re right. I guess… I don’t know what I guess—maybe I just don’t like bad things happening to people… even if they do it to themselves.”


  Tanner stood up and walked around to Paul’s side of the table, then knelt down next to where he was sitting and gave him a hug. “You’re just good like that.”


  The Human let out a half chuckle, half sigh, and returned the embrace. “And you are right. For once it’s like everything’s actually going in the right direction. Maybe I’m just starting to get worried because I expect something to go wrong now to make up for it.”


  The Dog picked him up so they could continue the hug in a standing position. Tanner then rested his muzzle on Paul’s head. “Then enjoy the good stuff while it lasts. No media and less drama at work… no sense ruining the ‘now’ with a ‘later’ that might not come… right?”


  Paul gave his boyfriend a firm squeeze with his arms, “All this confirms is that you are good to me… and good for me.”


  He felt the slight breeze created by the Dog’s wagging tail, “Good enough… now let’s get dinner started.”


  It had become something of a new ritual for them… exactly two days old at that point. Paul, despite Tanner’s good-natured jabs, was the better of the two in the kitchen, but Tanner seemed to have little issue with helping out when and where he could. Paul continued talking as they started taking out everything they’d need for dinner: onions, peppers, chicken… Tanner also decided to add bacon to the menu, and it made the Human smirk. “Oh… and Mateo called back later.”


  The Dog’s ears raised and he glanced over his shoulder to where Paul was gathering some pots and pans. “Oh? Hopefully he stopped yelling by that point.”


  Paul set a pan on the stove and brought a pot over to get water from the sink. “Yeah… he apologized, actually.”


  Tanner smiled, tail wagging, “Well… that’s good, right?”


  The Human nodded, moving back to the stove. “I guess. I mean… it’s a start. It doesn’t make up for everything he did, but… you know… people make mistakes, and some are bigger than others.”


  The Dog turned to face him. “Did you forgive him?”


  The question made Paul come to a stop and he set the pot of water down. “I accepted the apology, yeah.”


  Tanner cocked his head to the side, “But did you forgive him?”


  Paul shrugged, “I’m not sure… I mean… I think so.”


  The Shepherd nodded, “Well… it’s a start.”


  The Human nodded as well, pulling out a cutting board and handing it to his boyfriend. “He also said he needs to apologize to Ray.”


  Ears up, Tanner accepted the cutting board and set it on the counter, “Hmm… did you tell Ray that Mateo wants to apologize?”


  “Not yet.”


  The Dog flicked an ear, “I think he should probably apologize to everyone in the office… especially you and Ray.”


  Paul turned the stove on and began measuring out a cup of rice. “Sure… but what Mateo does isn’t really up to me… but it’s good to know he realized that what he did was wrong… and I’m glad he apologized.”


  He hadn’t realized that Tanner had walked up behind him until the Dog had a paw on his shoulder, “Do you think you two could be friends again?”


  Paul reached up and rested one of his hands on the Dog’s paw. “I’m not sure… I mean… I’d like to think we could… but… well… a lot of it depends on him, I guess.”


  Tanner kissed the back of his head and took his paw back, “Either way things are getting better, so it’s a start. Now… before I start cutting these veggies up, remind me of the difference between a dice and a—”


  The Dog’s inquiry was cut short by the sound of the Star Wars Imperial March playing from his phone. Paul pulled it out of his pocket, addressing the quizzical gaze from his boyfriend before answering. “Casey was fooling around with the ringtones and I didn’t know how to change it back.”


  Tanner rolled his eyes. “So now whenever you get a call it plays that song?”


  Paul shook his head and pressed the talk button, “No… just for someone specific. Hello, Mr. Eizenzahn… what can I do for you?”


  The Doberman’s voice came through the speaker phone just fine. “We never did confirm a time for tonight’s dinner.”


  Tanner’s ears went up, “Dinner?”


  Paul heard Bert’s voice in the background, followed by Pascal. Eizenzahn spoke up, “Hello, Tanner. I hoped you might consider joining us tonight as well.”


  The Shepherd repeated his earlier question, “Dinner?”


  The Human fumbled with the phone, attempting to find the right way to cover the microphone so he could talk to his boyfriend without Eizenzahn hearing. “I… uh… forgot—Friday. Eizenzahn wanted me to join them for dinner tonight.”


  Tanner nodded, gently prying Paul’s fingers off the phone. “Of course, Mr. Eizenzahn… Paul and I were just getting ready but we were waiting to hear on what time we were supposed to meet you.”


  Paul silently mouthed a ‘Thank you.’ to him and looked back to the phone. Eizenzahn’s reply was casual, but still authoritative. “Bert just finished with a meeting and we are on our way to Gascony.”


  The young man paused, “Um… where is that?”


  Pascal’s voice was just audible as the Poodle spoke up, “In France!”


  Eizenzahn clarified. “The name of the restaurant is Gascony… they serve southern French cuisine. Pascal actually suggested it—I am humoring him because we have never been and he doesn’t believe a restaurant in California can give it proper service.”


  Tanner gained his attention and held up his smart phone, showing a web page apparently dedicated to the business, complete with address. Paul looked at it for a moment. “Okay… so… it’s on 5th?”


  “Correct. When should we expect you?”


  Although Paul had many shortcomings, directions and trip planning was actually one of his strengths. He ran the estimate in his head, “Six thirty?”


  There was a short pause before the reply, “Forty minutes it is.”


  Paul said his goodbye, and then looked to Tanner, who was putting away the vegetables. “So… dinner out, huh?”


  The young man felt himself blush, “There’s been a lot going on lately… it kinda… slipped my mind.”


  The Shepherd walked back over and kissed him on the forehead, “Well it’s a good thing he called to confirm a time. We’d better go get changed.”


  Paul looked down at his work clothes, which he still wore, “I figured this should be fine… right?”


  Tanner shrugged, “By ‘we’ I meant ‘me’… I don’t want to be in some fancy French restaurant wearing jeans.”


  The Human paused, second guessing his clothes, “Do you think it’s really fancy?”


  The Dog headed off toward their room, tail wagging, “I don’t want to take the chance… I’m supposed to be making a good impression for my boyfriend, after all.”


  * * * * *


  Gascony turned out to be a particularly nice restaurant but it stopped short of being black tie, which was a good thing since Paul felt as if his work clothes barely met the dress code for entry; Tanner, on the other hand, looked particularly handsome in his slacks and sweater vest. Although Paul had a fair number of sweater vests harkening back from when his mom forced him to wear them to church, he hadn’t thought to put one on… it just didn’t have the right ‘business’ feel.


  When they left the house however he started to wonder if he would have fit in a little better at dinner if he had one too. Either way, he had to throw the thought from his mind as the restaurant’s host led the two of them across the restaurant to Eizenzahn’s table. Paul adjusted his tie on the way, and quickly dropped his hands to his sides when the occupants looked up toward them.


  The older Doberman was there, dressed in his usual black suit and tie and, beside him sat his son. Bert was dressed in a same-style suit as his father, though it was charcoal gray with a rich blue tie beneath… and his white shirt had red stripes. Paul also noticed a diamond stud in the younger Dog’s ear for the first time. Both Dobermans stood when they arrived and the Human quickly took the initiative. “Tan Paw, you’ve already met Alric Eizenzahn… this is his son Nie Erobert.”


  Tanner shook Eizenzahn’s paw, and then Bert’s, explaining to the younger Doberman. “I go by Tanner.”


  Eizenzahn’s son accepted the paw and gave it a firm shake. “Bert.”


  Paul was almost ready to take a seat when he realized that both Dobermen were still standing. A moment later he found out why as Pascal shuffled over to join them. The Poodle was wearing a pure white, exceedingly elegant gown. The dress accentuated the dark highlights to his fur, and provided an excellent background for a collection of colored gemstone bracelets and a necklace he wore. The ensemble was completed with a pair of fine stiletto heels which, somehow, didn’t even seem to slow the Poodle down. “Ah! And there he iz! Oh, my garcon mignon, I am so glad you could make it zis evening!”


  The young man blushed a little extending a hand, “Hi, Pascal. Tanner, you know Pascal, Eizenzh—”


  Completely bypassing the extended arm, Pascal went straight for a hug, kissing him on either side of the cheek, “You have, as zey say, been fantastic for Mein Hund. Zis new add campaign gives me ze goose pimples!”


  “Uh… thanks.”


  Eizenzahn cleared his throat, “That’s enough for now, Pasal… please at least let Paul and Tanner get comfortable before we talk business.”


  The Poodle waved the request away but sat down nevertheless, choosing a spot right next to the older Doberman. Bert pushed Pascal’s seat in as he would do for a lady and the gesture made Paul pause when he watched it; the younger Doberman stared right back at him and, after a moment, the Human became self-conscious and looked away, suddenly having a lot more interest in his silverware. Tanner sat down beside him with a pleasant smile, “Thank you for inviting us, Mr. Eizenzahn.”


  The Doberman held up a paw, “Just Eizenzahn, please.”


  Pascal took his napkin out from beneath his silverware and carefully spread it out on his lap before going back and carefully aligning his fork, knife, and spoon. Glancing toward Eizenzahn, the Poodle asked a casual question in French.


  The Doberman responded aside to Pascal in the same manner in German, and which point Bert clinked his butter knife against his spoon, “Didn’t you say the other day that we should speak english in front of Paul, Vater?”


  Eizenzahn shot his son a glance and Bert put down the knife. The older Doberman then turned to regard Paul, “Dinner was, in fact, Pascal’s suggestion… but it was a good idea—I’ve wanted to have the opportunity to spend time with you and Tanner outside of work.”


  Pascal smiled proudly, giving his bread plate a slight adjustment to its relation to the tableware, “And so he can be frank.”


  Paul tried valiantly to remain quiet, but the situation was just uneasy enough that he couldn’t hold it in. “Well… he’s from Germany, so doesn’t that already make him a Frank?”


  Bert flicked an ear, “Or Pascal… he is from Frankreich, after all.”


  The Human blinked blankly at the statement, but all three Dogs on the other side of the table smiled at that; Bert’s was particularly smug. Pasal tittered, and spoke quietly to the young man, “Frankreich is ‘France’ in German.”


  Clearing his throat, Paul went a completely different direction, “So… tonight’s dinner is about the next advertisement campaign? Isn’t that something we should be talking about at the office?”


  Eizenzahn shook his head casually, holding up an arm to get the waiter’s attention. “Yes, and no. I believe the greatest business happens when the best people involved are brought outside of the office.”


  Paul nodded obediently, but thought back to something Ben had discussed with him before… something about what it would look like to someone’s employer when working outside of established boundaries. “Um… I really think—”


  The Doberman spoke to the waiter, listing what sounded like the names of wines. The gray-haired man nodded, “A glass of each, sir?”


  Eizenzahn shook his head, “A bottle of each. They are for the table.”


  “Very good sir.”


  The Doberman waited until the matradee left before addressing Paul. “I heard that one of your team members is no longer part of AHB. Is everything alright, Paul?”


  The young man shrugged, “Yeah… I guess so. I mean… Miranda—uh… yeah… she left this afternoon a little after lunch.”


  Bert looked across the table at him. “She was fired?”


  Paul fidgeted, but he managed to settle himself when Tanner’s paw found his hand beneath the table. “That’s an HR issue so, uh… it’s not really something they explained and I don’t really feel right talking about it.”


  Eizenzahn nodded as he looked to his son. “I agree.”


  Bert exchanged glances with his father before looking back to Paul. “So, do you have someone new picked out for your lead support technician?”


  The question was a perfectly reasonable one but it blindsided the young man. He paused long enough to think up a suitably professional answer and the one he came up with actually felt quite sound. “I haven’t had the opportunity to speak with management on the matter, but I’m sure it won’t affect our timeline for the project.”


  The younger Doberman stared at him for several seconds before cracking up, losing all sense of official gruffness. He recovered quickly however and set both of his paws on the table as he smiled, “This isn’t a business meeting, Paul—no need to be so official.”


  The comment caught Paul off guard, “But.. you were just talking business… weren’t you?”


  Eizenzahn shook his head. “I would like to think of us as friends, Paul… as such I have an interest in your day. My first concern was that losing a member of your team would create additional work for you, so I asked about it to gain a better understanding of what was happening.”


  It seemed like a highly logical and overstated explanation, which startled the young man just a little. A moment passed before he managed to fully digest what it was the Doberman was implying, but Tanner spoke up first. “Paul is one of the best people I know at handling stress… and he’s good at what he does… he’ll be fine.”


  The conversation surely would have continued from there if not for the return of the waiter, who brought four wine bottles for the table. As he was opening them, Eizenzahn took the opportunity to order for everyone; all of the dishes were in French so Paul didn’t have the slightest idea of what it was he was going to get—surprisingly unsurprising considering that summed up every experience Paul had involving the Doberman. After that the discussion, thankfully, became much more relaxed, but no-less related to business.


  The talk focused more on work and AHB in general right up until the main course arrived. The variety of dishes alone was enough to make Paul’s head spin but, as everyone was served up a little of everything, Eizenzahn zeroed in on a very specific topic. “So… Walter has provided me the preliminary outline of the next advertisement proposal…”


  The Doberman paused at that, as if prompting Paul to speak up. The only words the young man could find were based on a statement that contained a mix of disbelief, surprise, and a hint of indignation. “I thought you had all of your updates coming through my team, which is why we had bi-monthly updates.”


  The Doberman didn’t seem the least bit apologetic as he served up something onto Paul’s plate that looked like an omelet mixed with stir fried vegetables. “Your lead support technician hadn’t given us an update and, since she isn’t with AHB any longer Walter took it upon himself to do so.”


  “Oh.”


  Eizenzahn smiled casually. “I do not plan on going over your head, Paul… even if Walter and I have been friends for longer than you’ve been alive I have as much respect for the chain of information as I do the chain of command.”


  The comment gave the young man pause for thought, but he recovered quickly enough and sidestepped the direction the discussion was going. “So… if you know about the project, what are your thoughts?”


  The Doberman smiled, serving Bert a helping of the same dish. “I am glad you asked that, Paul… my desire was to have a little input in the talent.”


  Pascal and Bert were sharing a quiet discussion in German and it distracted the young man for just a moment, but his attention went right back to Eizenzahn when the Dog set some kind of stuffed chicken on his plate. “Talent? I figured we’d have Casey, obviously.”


  Bert paused in his conversation to look across the table at Paul. “The preliminary proposal said you would need eight models.”


  The fact that Eizenzahn’s son had seen the report brought a number of conflicting emotions, but Paul let them slide. Attention still on the older Doberman, the young man nodded. “Well, considering Mein Hund’s Burb-Dog centric style, I was thinking there should be a Human dealer and seven Dogs—five playing with two watching.”


  Eizenzahn nodded. “I very much like the idea… and I have already decided on most of the talent… which is really the reason I wanted us to dine together tonight.”


  Paul looked down at the food on his plate; he’d never been to a fine dining French restaurant and, aside from comparisons and passing familiarity with similar dishes he’d never really seen anything like it. “We… could have just done it at the office.”


  The older Doberman laughed heartily at that, probably the most emphatic one Paul had ever heard from him. Eizenzahn, all toothy-smiles, finally filled his own plate. “I enjoy spending time with you, Paul, and this was a good way to get to see you in a more casual atmosphere, along with your—ah… Tanner.”


  The way the Dog corrected himself in how he was going to label Tanner was both comforting and uncomfortable at the same time. Eizenzahn knew that Paul was very secretive about his personal life, but that fact just reminded Paul of how much he sometimes felt a coward for it. The young man cleared his throat. “Well… uh… here we are. If you want to talk about models I should probably have brought a pen and paper or something.”


  The Doberman chuckled, waving the thought away. “Do not worry… I will have it submitted as a memo on Monday.”


  After that Eizenzahn started in on his dinner; Pascal and Bert followed suit. Paul was better able to identify most of the food as he had a chance to eat it and admitted quite freely to himself that it was delicious. He glanced aside to Tanner, “So… the green stuff is nice… whadda you think?”


  Tanner smiled and noted quietly, “I think you’re in high demand.”


  Paul rolled his eyes but he held his tongue as the Doberman put down his fork. “Considering the greatest cross-section of consumers and the demographics of our targeted audience, I have pin pointed our best candidates for model breeds… I would like for you to use Nie Erobert and Pascal to this end.”


  Pascal put down his fork and pressed his paws together with a smile. Bert looked much more surprised and, perhaps, just a little alarmed. “Vater, kann ich nicht dienen!”


  Eizenzhan glanced sideways to the younger Doberman, “Wir werden diskutieren, diese später, mein Sohn.”


  Paul also weighed in on the discussion, “Uhhh…”


  All smiles, Pascal glanced first to his right at Bert, then to his left at Eizenzahn, “English please… remember?”


  Father and son both responded in unison, “Danke, Pascal.”


  The Poodle leaned forward on the table, staring right at Paul. “I just know zis will be so much fun.”


  Eizenzahn took control of the conversation again as both of the Dogs next to him went back to eating after he shot them ‘a look’. “I would like you also to ask Fifteen ‘til Nine and Sweeter Than Candy to be part of the cast.”


  Paul paused at that. “Candy? I’m sure she’d have a blast… but I dunno about Ray… he usually prefers to be behind the camera.”


  The Doberman nodded, while Paul moved what he hoped was shrimp and not snail through a cream sauce on his plate. “I am certain you will be able to get both of them to consent, Paul… after all, getting the most out of your employees and coworkers is what your position is all about.”


  The Human nodded hesitantly, “Okay… so… uh… Casey, Bert, Pascal, Ray, and Candy… that’s five. Two more Dogs and a Human? If you don’t have anyone in mind I’m sure I could get an add put out for whatever Dog breeds you’d like. It shouldn’t be too hard to—”


  Eizenzahn looked directly across the table at Tanner, “I would like to have Tanner in the shot for the herding breed demographic.”


  The Shepherd coughed, almost spitting out what he was chewing. After swallowing, he coughed again before inquiring, “Me? I’m not a model.”


  The Doberman chuckled, “You have the right kind of look to you, Tan Paw… and I know you will get along well with the photographer; both traits are important.”


  Paul quickly became defensive, glancing to his boyfriend, “You don’t have to if you don’t want to, Tanner. This is just planning.”


  The young man watched as the Shepherd’s ears went down, then up again, then one slid slightly to the side, and they both reddened. “I… uh… I didn’t really expect to go to dinner and be offered a job.”


  Eizenzahn smiled, “Think it over. If you will then it makes things easier for everyone. If not, then that is also fine.”


  Bert mumbled, “Kann ich die gleiche Wahl?”


  Without missing a beat, the older Doberman simply noted, “Nein.”


  Paul glanced from Eizenzahn and Bert, still not quite understanding what the two were saying, but apparently the younger Doberman did not seem pleased. Clearing his throat, the Human pushed forward, though the hairs on the back of his neck were starting to stand up. “So… that still leaves the last Dog, and the… uh… Human.”


  Eizenzahn stared at him for what felt like too long before reaching forward to take hold of his wine glass; he took a sip and then set it down. “I already have the perfect Human chosen for the shot.”


  Paul swallowed an increasingly uncomfortable knot developing in his throat. Surely Eizenzahn didn’t expect him to be in the photo? “I… uh—”


  The Doberman’s next words were music to Paul’s ears. “Jason Campbell.”


  The young man let out a breath of relief… a half second before he inhaled anew in surprise. “The… the guy from the Burb Dog show?”


  Pascal cocked his head to the side, “You are familiar Dog-Eat-Dog?”


  Paul began to explain haphazardly until he saw the faint smirk from all three Dogs on the other side of the table, “…aaaaaand you already know he’s going to be in town.”


  Eizenzahn set down his fork, “Walter owns the company that produces Dog-Eat-Dog, Paul… also, Jason Campbell always posts his travel plans on his website.”


  “He has his own website?”


  Pacscal tittered, “You are so cute.”


  Clearing his throat, Paul wished it was as easy to clear a blush. “So… Jason will be the Human? Are you sure he’ll say yes?”


  The Doberman nodded with authority, “Walter approved the recommendation and Jason has already cleared a spot on his calendar, yes.”


  Paul really didn’t know what to think about it, but he heard Tanner’s tail wagging against the back of his seat. Shrugging, he couldn’t help but admit to himself that Eizenzahn doing all of the staffing work made his job a lot easier. “Oh… okay. I guess that works… so that just leaves—”


  Eizenzahn motioned for the matradee then turned to address Paul, “JD will have the final position.”


  Tanner seemed taken aback by that. “You got JD to agree to it?”


  The waiter stepped up to the table and Eizenzahn exchanged a few words with him, mentioning something about dessert and then saying some French words that Paul couldn’t even begin to pretend to understand, and then focused wholly on the Shepherd and his question, “No, I did not… but Jason said ‘it sounds like fun’.”


  Based on the short time Paul had talked with the Dog on the phone, he hardly seemed to think that such a casual statement could be taken as a commitment, but he wasn’t about to argue the point… especially not after Tanner nodded thoughtfully and offered a very affirmative, “Sounds like it’s a plan then.”


  The Doberman’s ears raised, “Is that a ‘yes’ from you as well, Tanner?”


  The Shepherd glanced to Paul before looking back to Eizenzahn, “I’d like to be able to talk it over first… maybe… get back to you on Monday?”


  Nodding his approval, Eizenzahn took his napkin from his lap and set it on the table, “Excellent… then I look forward to hearing from you on Monday… or perhaps tomorrow afternoon if you decide by then.”


  Paul raised an eyebrow. “Tomorrow afternoon?”


  The Doberman nodded, “Yes… I assume we will meet up again, so long as Tanner is going to be joining us.”


  The Human’s brain stalled as he tried to figure out why they would be meeting on a Saturday. “Joining us?”


  Eizenzahn nodded again, “Of course… Candy was generous enough to invite me to her wedding as well.”


  Tanner looked over at Paul, “Candy is getting married tomorrow?”


  In reply, he only shrugged, “Well… tomorrow is Saturday… the… uh… tenth… so… um… yes?”


  Eizenzahn smiled, “Have you decided whether or not you plan on bringing Tanner?”


  An all encompassing silence filled the table after the question, and continued until three dessert platters arrived. Everyone started to pick at different rich-looking pastries, and, at that point, Paul found Tanner’s paw with a hand. “Sure. I mean, yes. Tanner and I should be there… it starts at ten… right?”


  Paul really didn’t know how his boyfriend would take to having his weekend planned out for him, but, as he exchanged glances with Tanner and heard the Shepherd’s tail beating rapidly against the back of his chair, the Human had a feeling that the presumption would be forgiven… especially since Tanner knew how much Paul didn’t like involving work and personal life. The Dog offered a subdued wink, and they both focused right back in on dessert.


  An innocent comment from Pascal broke that focus. “Do you think Ray will bring Michelle?”


  … and Muddying the Waters


  Paul had always been the kind of individual who stressed over life events even when they weren’t his life events, so Candy’s wedding was certainly no exception. Other than having forgotten about it until reminded by Eizenzahn the night prior, Paul realized that the prior night’s after-dinner distraction hadn’t done much to help him get prepared for the following morning. As he glanced in the mirror at the reflection of the seductively handsome German Shepherd gazing at him from under the covers he really couldn’t fault himself.


  The young man pulled his eyes away from the naked Dog smiling at him and returned his focus to the tie he was wearing, “Cripes almighty… I can’t even tie a double windsor… that’s what people wear at weddings, right? Double Windsors?”


  Chuckling, Tanner slid out of bed and moved around behind him. Paul shivered as he felt the naked Dog press up behind him, furred arms sliding around to bat the Human’s hands away. “Here… like this.”


  Although Paul watched what Tanner did in the mirror, as the Dog completed the maneuvers it may as well have been magic, “You’re really good with knots.”


  The Dog grinned toothily and stared at him in the mirror before leaning forward and licking Paul on the side of the face, “Do you still want me there?”


  The young man’s will wavered, but only for a moment. “Yes, Tanner… I do.”


  The Shepherd gave his cheek another lick, “Alright… then I’d better go get ready too. No time for a shower, but I’m gonna run a brush through my fur real quick.”


  Paul nodded, and smoothed out his shirt as the Dog went into the bathroom. “Casey is probably getting ready right now—I’d better go check on him… I know Candy invited him too.”


  Tanner glanced out of the bathroom toward him, brush in one paw, “Are you going to go get your coat or something?”


  Paul sighed, “Long story… I’ll tell you later.”


  With that, Tanner went back to the bathroom while Paul went out into the living room, where Casey was already seated in the arm chair, fingers flying across the screen of his phone. The Dalmatian looked up as soon as Paul emerged from the hallway. “Oh… hey, Paul. You getting ready for the wedding?”


  The spotted Dog was seated in a relaxed manner but it was the only casual thing about him. Casey’s usual turtle neck and jeans were replaced by a white suit. Beneath it he had a black button-up shirt which accentuated his deep green tie; a similarly colored piece of cloth stuck out of his breast pocket and Paul clearly saw golden letters stitched into both. “Wow… I’m guessing the wedding is another chance to show off, huh?”


  Casey’s tail wagged audibly against the chair, “My ma always said I cleaned up nice… I just need a good reason to clean up.”


  Moving over to the Dog he clearly saw the pocket cloth had a KC in fancy embroidering while the tie had a distinctive MH logo on it. “A chance for Eizenzahn to get some good product placement, huh?”


  The Dalmatian grinned, “Hey… he said I get to keep the suit, so who am I to question the motives? Plus, I get to look nice doing it.”


  Paul nodded, “Now I’m going to feel even more underdressed… I’m definitely getting a vest before we leave though.”


  Casey cocked his head to the side, “Why not just get your sports coat? It may not be a Mein Hund Original, but I’m pretty sure it’d be fine.”


  Tanner stepped out of the hallway, paws once again doing their magic and this time on his own tie. He stepped out into the living room and made his way over. “That’s what I told him. You should go get your coat, Paul.”


  The young man sighed, “I can’t.”


  Both Dogs’ ears raised, and it was Casey who asked the question, “Why not? If you left it at work we can always swing by and pick it up.”


  Paul shook his head, “Nah… I left it at work a few nights back.”


  Tanner sat down on the sofa, “So?”


  The young man fidgeted, “It was a Miranda casualty.”


  Casey’s ears went up even more, “A Miranda casualty?”


  The Human nodded, “Yeah… who would have thought that office scissors could work so well on a cotton and polyester blend?”


  Both Dogs’ ears dropped at that and Casey let out a faint whine. Tanner, however, stood right back up, “You can just use one of mine… I think I have a dark blue one that will go with your pants.”


  Paul chuckled nervously, “You’re just a little bigger than I am, Tanner… I’d look like a kid in his dad’s office suit.”


  Tanner glanced over at Casey, “Think you could help out?”


  The Dalmatian nodded eagerly and bolted upright and shot off down the hall, pausing just long enough to announce “Be right back!”


  In response to Paul’s quizzical look the Shepherd smiled. “Casey’s pretty good with a needle and thread. He should be able to make it work.”


  Paul looked at his boyfriend questioningly, “Where exactly did Casey learn how to do tailoring work?”


  The Dalmatian spoke up, emerging from the hallway, “Before Mein Hund picked me up I started off modeling by working at some of the smaller shows. In order to make it there you have to have a lot of different skills and they’re more likely to hire models who are able to help them get the fitting right without taking up two or three wardrobe specialists.”


  Paul stood as Casey approached, and the Dalmatian helped him into the (unsurprisingly) oversized coat. The Dog walked around him twice, nodding now and again to himself. Paul glanced to Tanner then back to Casey when the Dalmatian finally stopped pacing. “So? Is this a waste of time?”


  Casey smirked. “Nah… I think I can do something.”


  Less than ten minutes later, Casey somehow managed to get the suit looking passible. The Dalmatian reminded Paul that the alterations were only temporary and that he shouldn’t go running, playing sports, or trying to catch a garter belt for risk of having some of the needle work break. The Human paused at the last point. “Do Dog weddings include a garter belt throwing thing?”


  Tanner andCasey both laughed, but it was the Shepherd who answered his question, “Bouquet? Yes. Garter belt? Not so much.”


  Casey slid his phone back into his pocket and headed for the door, “They’re pretty much the same as Human weddings… just no rings… some Dogs do the garter belt though… just not that many. I’m gonna head on out… see you guys there?”


  Paul and Tanner said their goodbyes to their room mate; they still had time and Tanner still hadn’t had his coffee. While the Shepherd poured himself a cup from the pot Casey had made earlier Paul helped himself to a glass of orange juice mixed with ginger ale. The young man had learned a long time past that orange juice was a great sugar high and worked well for waking him up; ginger ale was great for settling his stomach… it only made sense then that he combine both.


  The ride to the church was uneventful; they took Tanner’s car and the Human spent his time gazing out the window. “Looks like they’re going to get some beautiful weather today for the wedding.”


  Tanner kept his eyes on the road, but his right ear rotated toward the Human. “I’m glad we’re going together, Paul… but I know how it must make you—”


  The young man nodded, interrupting the Dog before he could finish the statement. “I’m not ashamed of you, Tanner… or of us. I just… haven’t always had the mind to mix my personal life with a public one and… well…”


  The German Shepherd was nothing if not patient. “If you are starting to second guess this I won’t be offended… we can still turn around and—”


  Paul quickly interjected. “No.”


  Tanner glanced his way, “Okay…”


  The Human sighed, “I just… I’ve never been more sure of something I’m not so sure about… but yes, Tanner… I want you there. I really do.”


  The Shepherd nodded and reached a paw over to him. Paul accepted it and their fingers interlocked, and it gave him strength. He felt calmer, and that calm lasted right up until the church came into view. Forcing himself to slow his breathing, Paul exhaled deeply and, once Tanner turned off the car, the Human exited. For a moment he contemplated ducking back into the coup, but, after another deep breath, he stood up straight and headed toward the steps that led up to the large wooden door entrance.


  Although Paul realized that nobody was really paying him more than casual attention he couldn’t help but feel that eyes were on him from every angle. He found himself clearing his throat constantly and he loosened his tie just a little. Tanner remained at his side the whole time, saying hello to everyone that greeted them. After awhile, they ran into Ray; he was there alone.


  The Golden Retriever did a double-take when he saw Tanner. “Oh… hey… guys!”


  Paul’s smile was genuine; between his boyfriend and work friend he finally felt that he would be able to calm down just a little. Tanner and Ray exchanged a shake, and then the Shepherd asked the question Paul had been wondering, albeit, in a quiet voice. “So… uh… where’s Michelle?”


  Ray shrugged, ears reddening a little. “Well… it really didn’t seem like the right time… and people here don’t really know her… so…”


  Paul stopped him with a wave of his hand; he knew exactly how the Retriever felt. “No biggie, Ray… I understand.”


  The older Dog’s smile returned two fold, and he leaned forward, touching his nose to Paul’s, “But Tanner’s here, Paul…”


  The young man felt a blush on his cheeks, “Yeah… yeah he is.”


  After that, Paul felt just a little more at ease. The three of them chatted for a little while as guests began to mill about. Many of the people at the wedding were ones he didn’t recognize; most likely friends of Candy from other parts of her life along with any and all of Willy’s guests too, of course. By the time everyone was called to take a seat, Paul had managed to identify a good number of the guests and had a pretty decent percentage of right guesses as to who took what side of the aisle, with Candy’s friends and family on the right and Willy’s on the left.


  A tap on Paul’s shoulder pulled his attention away from the front of the room where a book was being set on an altar. Turning around, the young man was surprised to see Eizenzahn and Pascal seated right behind him. The Doberman smiled, “Good morning.”


  Paul stared for a moment, noticing right away that Eizenzahn had his usual suit on, but Pascal was dressed in a rich red gown complete with white gloves. “Uh… hi. Did, uh… Bert not come?”


  The Doberman shook his head. “No… Bert was not specifically invited and it did not make sense for him to come… the bride and groom do not know him and he does not know them. Besides, it gives him a chance to get his admission paperwork put together.”


  Paul blinked. “Admission paperwork?”


  Pascal nodded vigorously, “Oiu! Bert is submitting ze paperwork to attend classes at SFSU next term.”


  The young man nodded, “Oh, well I—”


  The words he was planning fell right out of his brain when he caught sight of someone he didn’t expect to see taking a seat in the last row. Locking eyes, Miranda raised a hand and waved at him, a demure smile spreading the corners of her mouth as she mouthed the word ‘hi’. Suddenly, all of his words were replaced with a simple exclamation, thankfully hushed with discretion. “Geez-o-pete!”


  With Miranda on Paul’s mind the rest of the ceremony was a blur to him. Several times he glanced back over his shoulder; sometimes she was looking up at the minister, a tawny furred Briard and sometimes she was looking right at him—he felt uncomfortable no matter where she was looking. Paul caught the vows, and the kiss, but everything else was awash in a haze of introspection-bordering-on-fear. What was Miranda doing there?!?!


  Once the Minister pronounced Willy and Candy husband and wife, everyone stood up. Paul took the opportunity to do the same, and slid quickly to the end of his row so he could take the side exit. Once he got back to Tanner’s car he felt marginally better, though he was a little ashamed at fleeing without giving the bride and groom his best wishes. Regardless, his mood improved once he saw Tanner making his way toward him. The Shepherd called it on his first try. “You saw Miranda?”


  Paul nodded, eagerly climbing into the car when Tanner unlocked the door. “I can’t believe she actually showed up.”


  The Dog asked an obvious question, “Well… I suppose she came because Candy did invite the entire office… right?”


  Just because the young man couldn’t argue with the logic didn’t mean he couldn’t try. “I know—but… she got fired! Why would she actually come to the wedding?”


  Tanner turned the key and glanced at him. “Well… there’s the possibility that she came because she liked Candy and wanted to go to the wedding.”


  Paul sighed, “As far as I could tell she tolerated Candy. At the cost of sounding self-absorbed, I’m betting she came because she knew I’d be here.”


  The Dog chuckled, “You know… that does sound self absorbed—”


  Tanner paused when Paul’s fist impacted against his shoulder. “Thanks.”


  The Shepherd continued, unabated and laughing. “But… but—I think you might be right. I was watching her reflection off of one of the windows and she spent more time looking at you than at the ceremony.”


  Paul groaned. “Thanks for the comforting thought.”


  Tanner shrugged, pulling out of the parking lot, “Well… you can always ask her if she shows up at the reception.”


  As it turned out she did show up… almost a full half hour into the event. Place settings were clearly marked in the large banquet hall and everyone was laughing and talking and having a good time. Paul managed to find some of his coworkers and was laughing along with them; the fact that TeeSee was also in attendance made him feel a little more comfortable about Tanner being with him, and everything was going just fine… until everyone fell silent.


  Paul turned around just in time to see Miranda stepping up to him. “Hey, Dakota.”


  “Uh… hi.”


  She smiled, a little shyly. “I… never really did get a chance to say goodbye and… well… I… uh… I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to mess things up so much for you and I think maybe things went a little too far.”


  The young man cleared his throat, weight shifting from one foot to the next, “Uh… yeah… it—”


  “Shut up and let me finish.”


  He closed his mouth immediately after a very succinct, “Okay.”


  She took a deep breath, “I know things may get kinda hard without me there looking after you, and it’s important to me that you know that I’ll be here whenever you need. Even if we aren’t working together I still have your back.”


  He paused, waiting long enough to make sure he wasn’t going to ‘interrupt’ her again before he offered an awkward “Thanks?”


  Miranda stepped closer and leaned forward, planting a kiss on his cheek, “And I know all this stuff is crazy right now but… when things finally start to calm down, I hope you can give me a call so we can… you know… go out… on a date.”


  Paul had no idea what possessed him that moment, but something clicked and he made a snap decision. Taking hold of Tanner’s wrist, he pulled the Shepherd closer to him. “Thanks, Miranda… I’m… really flattered and all… but—you know Tanner, right? He’s my… uh… Tanner’s my boyfriend.”


  Every last one of his coworkers that surrounded him went silent… but not as silent as Miranda. Although the young man had often heard the phrase ‘switching on the crazy’ he never really understood the meaning. Miranda stood there, completely stunned, unmoving and unresponsive for what felt like a good ten seconds. Then, without warning, she suddenly exploded into a raving tsunami of flailing arms and rapid-fire Japanese words that Paul was confident he wouldn’t understand even if he spoke Japanese.


  Like a divine wind, Miranda stormed out of the gathering, arms and mouth not slowing in the least. The door slammed behind her, leaving the entire wedding reception speechless, frozen as they all took in the sight that was a complete and total Miranda-style melt down. Paul’s heart was the only sound he heard—racing a mile a minute as he saw all eyes go from the slammed door to him. He’d never liked being the center of attention and, suddenly, that feeling became so much worse.


  Candy glanced toward the wake of destruction left by her, ears raised and body stiff. Slowly turning back toward Paul, the Beagle’s tail started up again right away and her smile returned a split second later. “So… it looks like Miranda’s doing well.”


  * * * * *


  Paul didn’t really know what to expect out of the following week at work, but he was surprised when nothing really seemed to change. Other than a few comments of support (and one or two of well-wishes), everyone treated him exactly the same as they had before. It was liberating in a way, and he had to admit that he found himself smiling more and worrying less—other than getting a few good-humored comments directed his way when he and Tanner shared lunch together in the AHB cafeteria, little else had really changed.


  The week flew by and Paul’s smile never wavered—not only was he happily ‘out’ to his coworkers, but he hadn’t seen hide nor hair of Miranda… other than a very distinct text on Monday morning that stated “I’m done with you, Paul.” He was, of course, not precisely broken up over it, though he did feel a little bad for having inadvertantly led her on for so long… but at least her antics at the wedding didn’t cause anything more than a passing laugh from the other guests.


  Friday night was the only particularly notable evening, and that was because he and Ray had agreed on a double date; Ray and Michelle would meet Paul and Tanner at Como Abuela, one of Ray’s favorite Mexican restaurants. Sitting in the passenger seat as Tanner drove them to their destination, the young man smiled. “Did I tell you that Ray told everyone at the office about Michelle?”


  The Shepherd laughed, “I was there… remember?”


  Paul smiled, “Well… he told me it’s because everyone handled our relationship so well… he saw how well people responded to it and he figured that he’d be a coward if he didn’t follow suit.”


  Tanner nodded, “I bet it’s a big relief to have such a big secret out in the open… people really are progressive, you know.”


  The young man eased back in his seat, letting out a long, relaxed sigh. “It’s just good to know that people can surprise you… ya know? Expecting the worst but finding out that you were wrong really isn’t that bitter a pill to swallow.”


  The Dog’s tail beat against the center console softly, “So I guess Ray’s happier now that it’s in the open too?”


  Paul smiled, “Yeah… I told him he needs to talk to Mr Howe about finding her a job at AHB so he can have her there all day like I have you.”


  The Dog, still smiling, glanced his direction, “You know… I really think you’re growing as a person, Paul.”


  “Like mold?”


  Tanner stopped at a light, then turned and touched his nose to the Human’s. “The best kind… you know I’ve always considered you a ‘fun-guy’.”


  The Human laughed, “Oh… and you’re absorbing some pun-ishment.


  The Dog smirked, and continued on down the road. “What I mean is, by now you’d have mumbled once or twice about worrying that someone would recognize you, or what people would think if they saw us all out together.”


  Paul sighed, his smile slowly fading. “I still think about it—I mean, I’m not embarrassed about you or anything I—”


  Tanner glanced toward him, “I know, Paul… and it’s okay.”


  Letting out another sigh, the Human glanced to the sign of an old woman holding up a platter of burritos. “Don’t you ever worry about people seeing us together?”


  The Dog shrugged, “Most people are so caught up in their own life that they don’t ever stop and pay attention to what’s going on in others’… so I really don’t think about it.”


  Paul’s smile returned, “Sometimes I wish I could be a little more like you.”


  The Dog rolled his eyes and pulled into a parking spot. “I’m fine with you just the way you are, Paul.”


  The young man’s smile widened. “That’s because if we were too much alike then us having sex may as well be masturbation.”


  Tanner let out a theatrical sigh, “Only in a mind like yours, Paul… only in a mind like yours.”


  They were flagged down by Ray, who was already seated in a front booth with Michelle next to him. Paul followed Tanner over to the table and they both took a seat. It was a fine enough end to a work week, and the evening had started off well enough, but once the four got together Paul found himself laughing even more; despite all of his reservations, he had to admit that the two couples were good for each other… really good.


  The waiter came back twice to check on them before they had spent enough time between stories and anecdotes to consider what they wanted. He made a few notes on a pad and promised them he’d be right back with their drinks. From there, the four returned to their banter and chatting; Paul was never in a hurry at a restaurant to get his food, and that was especially true when he was in good company… and his three tablemates were the best.


  The chatting came to a stop, however, when a pretty collie stepped up and cleared her throat, “Ah… Meester Miller?”


  Paul dropped his fork, and then scrambled to catch it before it hit the table, succeeding only in ‘juggling’ it off his fingers a few times before it landed and bounced across into Michelle’s lap. “Hi… uh… Angel.”


  Ray was all smiles immediately, “Oh… so you’re the pretty young lady that caused such a commotion at AHB a ways back.”


  The Collie immediately covered her muzzle with a paw, ears lowering as her eyes went wide. Michelle reached over and touched her arm lightly, “He’s playing, sweetie… just ignore the mean old Goldie.”


  Paul quickly put on his best imitation of a comfortable smile, “I… didn’t think you—I mean… hi. What are you doing here?”


  Angel glanced around the table, obviously a little uncomfortable with so much attention, “I go to church with the owners… sometimes I.. ah… help out when someone es ehsick.”


  Tanner laughed as he glanced to Paul, “Wow… what are the chances?”


  The young man kept up his smile as he mumbled aside to his boyfriend, “Pretty good, considering my life.” The comment got a hearty laugh from the Shepherd.


  Ray slid over on his bench and patted the spot beside him as he pulled his tail out of the way. “Come on… you’re welcome to join us for a few if you like, young lady.”


  Both Paul and Angel were very quick to voice objections, but neither really pushed, and so the Collie ended up joining them. Much to Paul’s surprise, as was apparently the running theme in his life, it went… well! Angel was pleasant and polite and, after a few stories from everyone she had seemed to relax enough to contribute to the conversation and, just like when he first met her at AHB, she turned out to be very enjoyable company. That continued right until Michelle ask a very innocent question, “So… how is it you know Paul?”


  Angel drew the claw of one finger around the rim of her glass, “Oh… I met Paul because we both know Mateo.”


  Paul didn’t have to look at Ray to know the Retriever’s hackles were probably up. Michelle was much faster to respond. “Ray, honey… would you please show me where the bathrooms are? I think I drank too much water.”


  Ray thankfully took the opportunity, and the two headed off into the restaurant. Angel looked after them, commenting astutely, “I said something I shouldn’t, didn’t I? Es something wrong, Paul?”


  The young man sighed, “Well… Mateo didn’t leave AHB on very good terms, and Ray’s feelings were hurt a little when he did.”


  The Collie nodded and stood up, grabbing her purse. “Oh… I am sorree… I didn’t mean to make your evening bad.”


  Paul stood up, “No… it’s okay.”


  He could tell there was something on her mind, but he wasn’t completely sure until she leaned a little closer, “Could you… I mean… oh—¿como se dice?…”


  The young man glanced at Tanner, who was respectfully keeping himself occupied with the mixed drink card, then looked back to Angel. “What’s wrong?”


  She took one of his hands in both her paws and pulled him into a quieter section of the restaurant., “You know where Mateo lives… si? Do you think… ay… could you take me there?”


  Paul swallowed his first response… and choked on his second. He looked into her deep, pleading eyes, and the third slowly wriggled its way out, “When?”


  Angel became all wagging tail and hugs, speaking quickly to him in Spanish—hopefully praise… at least, that’s what it sounded like. She kissed him on either cheek and she gave him her cell phone before getting his; Angel promised to be in contact within the next day; she thanked him a dozen times again, and then disappeared into the restaurant like a will-shattering phantom departing its (strangely happy-to-help) victim.


  Paul numbly returned to the booth only to find that Michelle had returned, and Tanner was giving her a hug. He sat down just in time to hear the German Shepherd say, “Congratulations! That’s fantastic!”


  The young man glanced between the woman and the Dog, “What’d I miss?”


  Michelle didn’t say anything at first—she simply extended her hand. Paul looked down at it and noticed a beautiful ring. It took a couple of seconds to sink in, and Tanner further reinforced the thought that the young man’s mind finally settled on, “Ray proposed and they’re getting married!”


  Paul was stunned. “Oh… wow… yeah—Yeah! Um—Congratulations! Wow! That’s… that’s great! Congratulations!”


  The woman smiled, laughing just a little at his response. She held her hand up so she could look at it. “Thanks… both of you. Ray and I really want everything to go well, but it won’t exactly be easy.”


  The young manconsidered the wistful look on her face. “Why? I mean… no wedding is easy, I guess, but—”


  Tanner answered the question, “There hasn’t been any official decision made on Humans and Dogs marrying.”


  Paul sat up, looking between Michelle and Tanner, “What.. like, no Legal precedent or something?”


  Michelle put her hand back down and looked across the table at the both of them. “There are some civil rights laws from the mid 20th century that are on our side.”


  Tanner’s ears raised, “I don’t remember studying anything about Human-Dog marriage laws passed in the 20th century.”


  She smiles, “That’s because it’s about marriage between Dogs when they’re from different breeds… but it should still apply.”


  Paul opened his mouth to say something, but realized it would have only resulted in him chewing on his own foot, so he thought better of it and shut up. He scratched the side of his head in thought before he made a casual comment, “Dogs from different breeds have always been allowed to marry, haven’t they?”


  Before Michelle was able to answer Ray returned. The Dog was well composed and it looked like he’d just finished brushing his fur. The Retriever glanced to everyone at the table before he sat down. “Lemme guess… she told you.”


  The woman leaned over and embraced the Dog, kissing him on the side of the muzzle, “Relax, Ray… Tanner noticed the ring.”


  The Retriever was immediately all smiles and wags. “We haven’t set a day yet, but we’re looking forward to challenging the status quo in a big way.”


  Tanner nodded thoughtfully, “That’s going to be a really big fight on your paws, Ray… you’re taking quite a leap from hidden romance to Primetime-Worthy news.”


  Ray nodded, then looked to Michelle. “We discussed that.”


  They shared a kiss before she elaborated. “I told Ray that if he wanted to marry me then come hell or high water there was nobody who had a right to say ‘no’ other than me… and I wasn’t about to say no.”


  Ray smiled and nodded, then glanced back to her, “And you told them about—”


  His muzzle shut audibly when she shook her head. “Let’s get everything else in order before we worry about that.”


  Paul never could avoid thinking about half-elaborated plans. “Worry about what?”


  Just then, dinner arrived, putting a convenient pin in the conversation. That very conversation, however, was not pulled down for discussion that night. The two couples parted after dinner and dessert, promising to meet again ‘real soon’. Considering work was ramping up at AHB, Paul had a feeling he’d have to wait to discover just what it was the other couple was being so secretive… he was sure it would be quite a story.


  The quandry continued to weigh on his mind as Tanner drove them home. They had gone a half dozen blocks before the Shepherd interrupted Paul’s thoughts. “So… you and Angel had a nice talk?”


  “Mmm-hmm…”


  Tanner glanced at him, “Anything specific?”


  Paul sighed. “Mateo.”


  The Shepherd opened his muzzle to speak again, most likely looking for more information, but Paul’s phone went off. The young man dug it out of his pocket and looked down at the text. He let out a sigh and hung his head.


  The Dog next to him glanced his way, “What? Who’s that?”


  “Angel again.”


  Tanner chuckled, “You just saw her an hour ago. What does she want now?”


  Paul put his phone away, “Apparently I’m taking Angel to Mateo’s tomorrow.”


  Tanner stopped laughing.


  Something Old & Something New


  The next day started in a rush of indecision and second-guesses. While Tanner did his best to help Paul remain calm the Human really had just one thing on his mind: he was going to meet Mateo, who was his ex-best friend, and bring Angel, who was Mateo’s ex-girlfriend. They were supposed to meet at Como Abuela at two and drive together over to Mateo’s apartment, which meant the entire morning was punctuated with a tightened knot in Paul’s stomach and constant fretting. It all came to a head when Paul put his shoes on at 1:30.


  He was on his way to the door when Tanner stepped between him and the exit. “Paul… listen to me…”


  The Human fretted, “I’m gonna be late…”


  The Dog placed a paw on either of Paul’s shoulders. “Listen.”


  Taking a deep breath, the Human nodded, “Okay…?”


  Tanner leaned forward and touched his nose to Paul’s forehead. “That’s all.”


  It was a silly and unrelated sentiment, but it had what was probably Tanner’s desired effect; Paul smiled. It wasn’t anything he expected, but it was enough to get his mind off his dilemma just long enough to reset his concerns. “Thanks.”


  The German Shepherd smiled and stepped aside, opening the door for him. “You’re welcome… and remember: this is about the two of them… you have nothing to worry about.”


  Despite feeling better, Paul still had the wit to jest, “Yeah… unless Mateo decides to throw another punch.”


  Tanner apparently caught the humor of it and he stood beside the doorway as the Human made his way out. The Dog smirked. “Oh? Well text me if he goes ballistic… otherwise I’ll see you when you get back.”


  Paul gave a good natured wave with one hand as he headed toward the car. “My hero.”


  He got into his vehicle and had just put his seatbelt on when he got a text notification from his cell; it was Tanner. EVERYTHING WILL BE FINE PAUL


  The Human smiled at that and took his hand away from the ignition so he could text back: IN THE CAR STOP TEXTING ME!


  No sooner did he have the engine started than a reply came through: DONT TEXT AND DRIVE ITS NOT SAFE


  Paul rolled his eyes and, before releasing the parking break, sent a response: ARE YOU TRYING TO BE A PUBIC NUSIANCE?


  Setting aside his phone, Paul put the car into reverse and backed out of the drive-way. As seemed to be the case as of late, Casey was not there so he didn’t have to worry about avoiding the Dalmatian’s vehicle. The Human heard the sound of another text coming through but he ignored it until he arrived at his destination.


  In his eagerness to be prompt, it turned out that Paul was several minutes early. Only once he was safely in a parking space did he look at his phone, and Tanner’s response made him groan: I THINK YOU MISSED AN L IM ONLY A PUBIC NUISSANCE IN BED


  Stowing his cell, the Human slumped in his seat, then sat up straight again when he saw Angel crossing the parking lot toward him. He rolled down his window as she approached. “Hi, Angel… you ready?”


  The Collie nodded, her paws wringing the strap of her purse. “Si… I think so.”


  The Human glanced around. “So… where’s your car?”


  Angel’s ears lowered slightly and he caught sight of her blush beneath the fur. “I, ah… do not have a car, Paul… thees es why I was hoping you would take me.”


  Unlocking the car immediately, he celebrated his people skills with an eloquent and finely declared, “Uh… oh… kay.”


  She went around to the passenger side and opened the door and sat down, swinging her feet in before closing it up again. Angel was dressed in a subdued pink blouse that accentuated her fur nicely and a denim skirt that went down just below her knees. She smoothed the skirt out after affixing her seatbelt. “Gracias, otra vez. Thenk you for doing thees, Paul… you have no idea how much thees means for me.”


  Paul managed a smile as he started the car back up and pulled out of the parking space. “I think I do, actually… I’ve had my fair share of racial confusion moments too… I mean… I almost ended up making a huge mistake when I said ‘I love you’ and didn’t get the same thing in return… you know?”


  Angel’s ears went straight up and she moved a paw to rest on his forearm as he drove. “Thees es exactly what happened with Mateo… he… I mean… he…”


  “He was probably pretty angry.”


  The Dog nodded, removing her paw as she sat back in the seat, “Si… very… it was only part of it… but a big part.”


  A long silence spread out between them as the Collie looked down at her paws and the purse situated between them in her lap. He continued to glance at her out of the corner of his eye; she was obviously deep in thought and, if she was anything like him, probably worrying herself into a conniption. He had enough experience with it to know that a distraction was usually a great help. “So… you two met in college?”


  She looked up immediately, her tail moving from the central console to rest against her thigh. Angel’s ears also raised significantly and he almost thought he saw a faint smile; hopefully she was thinking about more positive memories rather than being preoccupied with the future. “Si… I was new to California—my fathers came here for work.”


  Paul did a double-take. “Your fathers?”


  She froze, nose quivering and ears reddening. “I mean… parents… my parents… lo siento—eh… sorry… en espanish es—”


  He realized what she meant. “Oh… parents is ‘padres’… right… and father is ‘padre’, so—”


  Her muzzle nodded vigorously. “Si… sorry… I speek inglish okay, but sometimes I make mistakes.”


  Paul laughed. “No problem… you do English a lot better than I do Spanish. No hablas espanyol. heh heh.”


  Angel tittered. “No hablo español.”


  The Human did a double take, “Huh?”


  She covered her smile coyly behind a paw. “When you say you do not espeak espanish you say ‘no hablo’… ‘hablo’ means ‘I no espeak’. When you say ‘no hablas’ then you are saying ‘You no espeak’.”


  The Human smiled sheepishly, “See? I told you I ‘no habla’.”


  “Hablo.”


  Paul rolled his eyes. “Hablo. Right. But, anyway, you’re doing just fine with English, Angel… don’t worry about it.”


  She shrugged. “I still need to learn better… Mateo helped me when we were in college together… I was there taking E.S.L. classes and we had most of our classes in the same building.”


  “ESL?”


  Angel started rummaging around in her purse. “English as a Second Language. Before I came to California I barely spoke anything, so I took classes in College and secondary scho—eh… high school.”


  Paul glanced her way when he stopped for a light. “Wow… that’s cool. So… you two met in college?”


  She nodded and pulled a small make up compact out of her purse. “Si. It was his first year there and I was in my last year of high school.”


  Angel took out a small fur brush and began touching up the natural cream color of the fur around her eyes. Paul had never really thought about Dogs wearing make up before, but he couldn’t focus too much on it as the light changed and he started forward again. “Wow… that must have been hard being a high school student going to college.”


  She shrugged, putting away the fur powder before making use of mascara. “It was easier… there was more help for me there, including Mateo.”


  Paul slowed the car, glancing at the street signs; he’d been to Mateo’s place two or three times, but it had been awhile, and he had to remember the right street… Canyon, if he recalled correctly. “So… how long until the two of you started dating?”


  Angel put her make up case away and looked to Paul; her paws went back to wringing in her lap. “We spent a lot of time together but dating was not easy… my father did not approve of Humans and Dogs dating… he said it was not proper of a Catolico. It didn’t stop Mateo from asking… all the time.” She blushed, a faint smile returning to her muzzle. “I did not say ‘si’ until after I started college for full time.”


  The Human nodded, coming to a stop at an intersection before making a right-hand turn onto the street he’d been seeking. “Do you think he’ll be mad that I brought you now?”


  The Collie fidgeted in her seat, closing her purse. “I… do not know, Paul. But mi abuelita always used to tell me ‘Para dejar el pellejo, lo mismo en hoy que mañana.’.”


  Paul blinked, feeling his heart rate pick up as he saw Mateo’s car parked in the drive way only a few car lengths ahead. “And… uh… what does that mean?”


  Angel’s ears turned toward him and she tracked his gaze. She waited for him to stop the car before she responded. “It es a saying… but it means there es no sense in waiting.”


  Paul found himself talking to the Collie as she exited the car, “Angel… do you think I—”


  She turned back and smiled, “It es alright, Paul… if he es angry, then I can be fine with it… and he does not need to be angry with you too.”


  The Human fidgeted, “Oh… I… uh… thought I was supposed to go with you.”


  The Collie walked around to his side of the car and she leaned in through the window. “Thank you, Paul… you are a good man.”


  He blushed when she touched her nose to his forehead. “So… should I… uh… just… wait here.. or something?”


  Smiling again, Angel about faced and walked across the street toward Mateo’s home. It was the right-side of a duplex, and in relatively good repair. Paul remembered going there on occasion a few times back when Mateo was his only friend in town. Paul just sat in his car for a few minutes, thinking back to those times… times when everything was simple, and things weren’t as complicated between them. Then again, he reasoned, nothing in life seemed to be simple anymore. He held his breath as Angel knocked on the door, and sat up straighter in his seat when the door opened.


  Paul watched with baited breath as Angel lingered in the doorway. From his position, she blocked his view of Mateo so it was difficult to see his reaction to her presence. The fact that she continued to stand on the porch brought about even more concern but, after what felt like forever, she leaned to the side and motioned back toward Paul. He froze when he locked eyes with Mateo, who stood there for several seconds before raising a hand in greeting; Paul numbly mirrored it.


  After that, the two at the doorway went right back to talking; Paul was relieved to see that Angel seemed much more animated, and ran her paw through her hair, angling her head to one side, then the other… and he hoped it wasn’t his imagination making him think he saw her laugh. He was so caught up in the drama unfolding in front of him that he actively jumped in surprise when his cell phone went off.


  Fumbling his cell, Paul finally managed to pick it up. He hit the call button and held it to his ear. “Hello?”


  He almost dropped the cell again when the loud response of speaker mode gave him an instant headache. It was Mateo. “You stalking us or something?”


  He kept the phone away from is ear has he looked down at it. “Huh?”


  Mateo was to the point. “You’re still sittin’ in the driveway, man. It’s fine—things are fine. I’ll… uh… call you later.”


  Paul wasn’t exactly sure if that was a dismissal or an apology; it sounded a little like both. “Angel’s gonna need a ride home, I think.”


  There was a fumbling on the other side of the line and when someone next spoke it was the Collie. “Es fine, Paul… Thenk you again for your help. Mateo can drive me home… right now I just think we need to talk, an’ it isn’t fair to make you wait.”


  Paul didn’t really know how to take that turn of events. It was positive, to be sure, but it still didn’t feel right to leave her. “Are you sure?”


  There was no hint of doubt in Angel’s voice when she responded. “Si. I am. Gracias, Paul… for everyting.”


  Mateo got the phone back apparently because he spoke up before Paul could. “Hey, and, uh, Miller? Thanks… and… again, I’m sorry about… uh… well… everything.”


  The phone disconnected before Paul had a chance to respond, but he continued sitting there looking down at his phone for several seconds. He was just about to put the car back in gear when his cell rang anew. Keeping the phone away from his ear this time he hit the call button. “I’m going. I’m going.”


  Only after he spoke did he realize the number on the caller ID was Tanner. “You’re… still on your way to Mateo’s?”


  Paul palmed his forehead with a sigh before he pulled the car away from the curb. “No… I mean I’m on my way back home.”


  “Wow… that was fast.”


  Paul shrugged despite Tanner’s inability to see it. “They decided that they want some time to talk things out and Mateo volunteered to drive Angel back home when they were done.”


  Tanner’s response was an upbeat one, making the Human feel better immediately. “Oh… well, that’s good then, right?”


  Paul considered the Shepherd’s comment before addressing it; if the two of them were going to sit down and talk then yes, it was a good thing. “I guess… I mean, the whole problem between them started because they didn’t talk… so… yeah. It is.”


  As usual, the Dog took the shred of optimism and ran with it. “If it wasn’t for you, they probably never would have had the chance. That’s cool, Paul… really cool, and I’m proud of you putting yourself out there like that.”


  Paul hadn’t ever particularly sought Tanner’s approval, but it certainly felt good to get it; the Dog’s opinion was important, and when the Shepherd pointed out Paul’s hand in things he had to admit that it made him smile. “I guess. Anyway, that took a lot less time than I expected, so I’m on my way back.”


  Something in Tanner’s tone changed. “Oh… then you might get back in time to say goodbye to Casey.”


  Paul paused at that. “Goodbye? Is he heading back to LA again or something?”


  “He’s moving out.”


  The Human froze, brain screeching to a halt when he heard those words. “Tanner… it’s not April First… not a good joke.”


  Tanner’s voice didn’t hold any humor in it. “I know. It’s not a joke. He got back in about ten minutes ago and is clearing things out. He has a moving van out front.”


  Paul wasn’t sure what to think about the sudden development except that he didn’t have near enough information to satisfy him. “I’ll call you back.”


  After disconnecting with Tanner Paul waited until he got to a stoplight before quick-dialing Casey. He sat impatiently as the phone rang twice and then the Dalmatian answered. He seemed to be as bubbly as usual “You know, it’s not safe to talk on the phone while you’re driving, Paul.”


  The Human wasn’t interested in banter. “Tanner said you’re moving out.”


  Casey maintained the humor. “Yep! He’s helping me move a few boxes right now. I only have the moving van ‘til 8 so I needed an extra paw.”


  Paul was dumbstruck. “Moving van? But… I mean… does Eizenzahn even know?”


  The Dalmatian laughed. “Who do you think rented the van for me? Yeah. I already cleared it with ‘Herr Eizenzahn’ and after we talked about it he agreed. Since the advertisement work is starting up again soon he’s not so worried about me making a mess of my finances and he got me a place.”


  “A place? Like what?”


  Casey spoke away from the phone, something about ‘that one goes first’, then addressed Paul once again. “He says he wants someone keeping an eye on Bert, so he rented out a condo south of the college.”


  Unable to figure out the ‘how’s or ‘why’s of the situation, Paul found himself on uneven footing mentally, and he immediately reverted to his usual reaction: self-doubt. “Did… did I do something wrong?”


  The Dalmatian’s usual response to Paul’s concern was a laugh but, this time, Casey was very direct. “No, Paul… if anything you’ve done everything right. It’s not anything you did… it’s what I did… it’s something I have to do. I need some space, and I know you and Tanner need your space too.”


  Paul questioned that answer in his head; maybe it was something he did… he and Tanner. They weren’t welcoming enough? They excluded him from activities? Made him feel like a third wheel? He wasn’t sure, but it didn’t sit well with him. “We never wanted to run you off, Casey. You’re our friend, and—”


  His words trailed off when he heard Tanner speaking to Casey. He couldn’t make out what the Shepherd was saying, but it apparently had the Dalmatian’s attention. Eventually, Casey responded into the phone despite the words being directed at Tanner as well. “The two of you have something… you have something really special, and I’m glad I got to be a part of that… but I want to find my something special too… just for me.”


  The Human couldn’t find any way to argue with that sentiment, and he felt a little choked up when he realized that he was somewhere stuck between being proud of the Dalmatian for the emotional growth and hurt knowing that Casey was right. “You’re right. You deserve to be more than a third wheel… even if you were a really good third wheel.”


  Casey did finally laugh. “Pascal is right… you are a fillet mignon.”


  Paul couldn’t help but laugh himself. “He calls me a garcon mignon, or something like that, Casey.”


  The Dalmatian relented. “Well… whatever. Either way, you don’t have to worry, Paul—I’ll be fine. I just need to be able to figure things out on my own.”


  “On your own, with your boss’ son as a room mate?”


  Casey giggled. “Don’t worry about that, Paul… he’s straight, so I won’t be at risk for messing anything up.”


  Paul rolled his eyes, still smiling despite himself. “Good to know.”


  “Anyway, I gotta go… van’s about ready. This isn’t goodbye, anyway… I’ll still see you at the office—I’m not disappearing.”


  Paul would have said more, but Casey gave one more goodbye before hanging up. Letting out a deep breath, the Human set down his phone and focused on heading home. He realized that Tanner would be waiting for him even if Casey would not, and he was more than content knowing that.


  The rest of the ride home was quiet, giving Paul plenty of time to think. His mind worked in its own way, jumping from one thought to the next without any real rhyme or reason. By the time he pulled up along the street in front of his home, however, a strange peace had filled him. It wasn’t that long ago that he was concerned about having a third person in the house and, now that it was just Tanner and himself once more then things were able to return to how they should have been all along… and that thought made him smile.


  Tanner was in the kitchen when Paul walked in through the door. The Shepherd was busy chopping up vegetables but put down the knife. “Hey… Casey took off about fifteen minutes ago but he said he’d see us on Monday.”


  Not bothering to answer verbally, Paul simply walked up behind Tanner and embraced the Dog. He was wearing shoes while the Shepherd wasn’t, allowing him to bury his face into his lover’s neck fur. Only after he had the opportunity to take in a deep breath and give Tanner a firm squeeze did he speak. “That means it’s just us again.”


  The Dog’s tail began to beat a rhythm where it was trapped between them. “I guess you got over your initial shock?”


  Paul kissed his lover’s shoulder and disengaged, moving to help out with the meal. “I had some time to think about it, yeah… and he has some good reasons for wanting space and wanting to give us space. I can’t feel bad about that.”


  Tanner smiled at him, going back over the vegetables slowly to make sure he had things diced evenly. “Good. We talked for awhile before he left and he thinks the same thing. He’s not worried about coming between us as much as he’s worried about using us as a crutch. Casey thinks that we have something really great and he wants to find that too.”


  The Human smiled, grabbing the diced onions and celery together so he could mix them in with the developing meatloaf. “Well… yeah. Like I said: he had some very good reasons. He’s a good Dog… he’ll find what he’s looking for.”


  Tanner slid Paul some breadcrumbs and the eggs; they had made the dish often enough that the Dog was getting pretty good at anticipating his needs. “What about Angel and Mateo? Do you think they’ll find what they’re looking for?”


  Paul shrugged, cracking the eggs into the bowl and pouring in some breadcrumbs before mixing further. “I hope so… I mean… things looked promising for them.”


  The Shepherd moved past him and began working on cleaning off the prep dishes. He cracked a wry grin as he glanced sidelong toward the Human. “Well, I know things are looking up for us… after all, now we have the house all to ourselves again.”


  Paul transferred the meatloaf to a baking sheet and put it in the oven. “Mmm… well, that certainly opens up a lot of possibilities… now doesn’t it?”


  The Dog moved up behind him and closed the oven, nibbling on the back of Paul’s neck. “Possibilities like… the kitchen table?”


  The Human shivered as the Dog’s paws slid around him to unlatch his belt. Paul smirked, setting the timer on the oven. “Or the sofa? It’s been awhile since we—”


  Tanner didn’t give him a chance to finish speaking and interrupted him by clasping his paws around the Human’s abdomen and bodily picking him up. “Living room sounds real good.”


  Paul was half-carried and half-walked out to the couch where the Dog collapsed atop him, muzzle immediately finding the Human’s lips. Paul let out a breath, willingly accepting Tanner’s tongue into his mouth as he shivered; it had been a long time since they didn’t have to factor Casey’s presence into their intimacy and he had to admit that it was rather freeing. He reveled in the feel of the Dog’s paws all over him and he took the opportunity to slide his own hands up beneath his lover’s shirt.


  Tanner let out a seductive, throaty growl, pushing the advantage his greater weight provided and slid atop Paul, yanking at the Human’s loosened pants. “Mmm… we have a little while ‘til dinner is ready… I hope you don’t mind making the most of it.”


  Paul grinned, “I’d almost be insulted if we didn’t.”


  The Dog started loosening his own belt. “Well, I definitely wouldn’t want to insult…”


  The two squirmed, each working to unclothe the other at the same time. Their body movements took them from the sofa to the floor, with Paul landing atop Tanner when they fell. If the impact affected the Dog he didn’t let it show, not even slowing down as he worked Paul’s underwear down. The Human, in return, finally got the tail button of the Shepherd’s jeans undone, and pulled down Tanner’s hips. Paul smiled when he closed his fingers around Tanner’s swollen sheath and heard the Dog’s gasp.


  The Human had to push the coffee table out of the way with his foot so he could move further down his lover’s body, nibbling his way along Tanner’s chest fur and down his belly. The Dog’s fur thickened slightly beneath his belly button, not unlike a Human’s treasure trail, and he lingered there for a moment as his hand that had been resting on the Dog’s shoulder slid down to caress his thigh.


  By the time Paul’s lips began grazing across the dribbling tip of Tanner’s sheath he could feel his boyfriend’s hips fighting the urge to jack knife upward. He didn’t torture him any further, sliding his tongue into the opening before using his lips to ease the furry sheath flesh down Tanner’s hard member. The Dog let out a gasp, followed by a deep-chested, pleased growl. “Mmm… Paul… if you keep that up you’ll spoil your appetite.”


  The Human slowly withdrew his mouth from the Dog’s rigid shaft. “I’m a big boy, Tanner… if I want dessert first then I think I’m entitled.”


  “Is that so?” The Shepherd let out a playful growl as he gripped Paul by the hips and bodily yanked him around, twisting the Human until he lay in the opposite direction, stomach resting on the Dog’s chest and groin right above Tanner’s muzzle. “Well two can play that game.”


  Paul’s toes curled, popping from the motion when his flesh was engulfed by his boyfriend’s muzzle. The Human had to plant his knees firmly on the carpet to avoid thrusting into the Dog’s hot mouth. The stimulation of Tanner’s palate on the underside of his member drove him onward in his own ministrations with that much more enthusiasm; it had been over a month since the two had the opportunity to give one another head at the same time, and Paul was more than happy enough to make the most of it.


  He used one hand to hold himself up off his lover while the other caressed and stroked the inside of the Dog’s thigh. As he felt the Dog’s tongue slide out and lick his testicles, Paul moaned around the flesh in his mouth, moving his hand to firmly cup Tanner’s furry sac and gently palm the contents. The Shepherd had always enjoyed being fondled and his hips quivered in response.


  It was a fine gateway into breaking the seal his lips had against the Dog’s shaft, which was good because he had a warning to issue. “You know… if you keep doing that so well I won’t last very long.”


  Rather than answer, Tanner simply swirled his tongue around Paul’s member within his muzzle, practically squeezing his shaft with its full, muscled length. Groaning, the Human quickly latched back onto the Dog’s throbbing penis and pushed his lips right down to the rapidly-thickening knot. He moved from holding himself up with his hand to resting his weight on his elbow so he could move his spare hand over to ease the Shepherd’s knot the rest of the way out of its sheath before gripping it tightly.


  Tanner let out a yelp, but it wasn’t one of pain, and Paul was rewarded by a pulse from the flesh between his lips, followed by another and, suddenly, wave after wave of salty and bitter Dog seed emptied into his throat. Rather than slow his movements he sped them up, completely enthralled with the little motions of Tanner’s body as he milked out every last drop the Shepherd had to give him.


  Paul continued coaxing the orgasm out of his lover, extending it until the Dog whined in bliss but, by then, the Human realized that Tanner had since stopped his own ministration of the Human’s shaft. Smiling, Paul slowly pulled his lips off of the Dog’s turgid flesh. He gave it an encouraging lick, still able to taste Tanner’s ever-present muskiness on it. “Distracted, were we?”


  The Shepherd didn’t respond with words, instead, Paul heard the familiar sound of the top being flipped up off a tube of lube. He didn’t have to wonder at it for very long as a slick, furry digit penetrated him; a moment later Tanner’s muzzle found its way back between his legs. Stuck with the Dog’s paw behind him and muzzle around him, the Human’s teasing turned quickly into a very vigorous and wholly enjoyed pleasure overload. He didn’t last long, and found himself suddenly exploding in the Dog’s mouth, anal muscles spasming around the finger that had him pleasantly full.


  Moaning, it took Paul a matter of minutes to come down off of the high his lover had raised him to, and a number of quickened breaths after that before he could bother saying anything. “Geez, Tanner…”


  The Dog chuckled softly, rolling over and carrying Paul with him. He rotated the Human around in his grasp until they could be face to face. “Oh? ‘Geez’ in a good way, I hope.”


  Paul grinned, “It took you that long to ‘finger’ it out?”


  Tanner snorted, rolling his eyes in mock agitation. “Paul, Paul, Paul… what am I going to do with you?”


  The Human’s grin widened. “I think you already did it.”


  The Dog splayed himself out on the floor with a sigh. “It’s official… you broke me.”


  Paul’s ears hurt with the width of his smile as he reached down and gently caressed his lover’s testicles. “Oh no! Don’t tell me I need to ‘fix’ you…”


  In one smooth move Tanner sat up and hoisted Paul onto the sofa. He then announced flatly with suitably theatrical frustration “Okay… I think I’m done.”


  The Human reclined where he’d been placed, one leg up on the couch and one foot on the floor. “Yeah… considering how much I swallowed I’d like to think you’re done too.”


  Tanner stood up, about-facing toward the kitchen and his tail swung across at just the right height to catch Paul in the face. “I’m gonna go check on the meat.”


  Paul was starting to wonder if the Dog was feeding him the opportunities on purpose. “Didn’t we just do that?”


  The Dog mumbled something as he walked into the kitchen, tail still wagging; it was obvious that Paul wasn’t the only one warming up to their household returning to just the two of them. The Human stood up and stretched, following after his boyfriend. Dinner would be ready soon and, after that he was looking forward to a second round of ‘dessert’.


  Something Borrowed, Something Blue


  Monday morning passed all too quickly for Paul as he got ready for work. He and Tanner shared a quick breakfast and the Dog headed out a little while before him. The Human knew that they would both be especially busy at the office and that Eizenzahn doubtlessly had something planned. It was also the day when Tanner would either confirm or deny his willingness to be in the Mein Hund ad. Paul personally expected that Eizenzahn would request the answer before that morning’s project meeting… which would start approximately a half hour after Paul’s schedule would have him clocking in. It didn’t feel like it would be enough time to prepare.


  The drive into work was, for once, relatively relaxing. Paul had no idea why but the traffic was lighter than usual so he had very little trouble crossing town. There was a distinct lack of road rage and blaring horns; it was a nice way to start a work week after having such an eventful weekend. The young man knew that the sooner he made it into the office the more time he would have to prepare his part of the presentation for the upcoming Mein Hund advertisement campaign; as the project lead he would be expected to present at least a part of the plan.


  It only made sense, of course, considering he was the one who came up with the idea. Ever since the first ad involving chess, there had been a developing theme among all of the Mein Hund ad campaigns focusing around past times, games, and social gatherings—the newest ad would be no different. Paul had suggested the ‘Dogs Playing Poker’ theme based off of the C.M. Coolidge series of paintings commissioned at the start of the 1900s by a publishing company for the purpose of selling cigars; he’d done a report on the series back when he was in college and it seemed a suitable comparison for Mein Hund and their products.


  Back in 1906 it still wasn’t legal for Dogs to gamble so playing organized card games like poker was not a common past time. The ‘Dogs Playing Poker’ series was seen as outrageous, not only because the first several paintings were of four legged dogs, but because, it challenged commonly accepted social conventions. It had since been burned into the collective psyche of American society. Whether intentional or not, the simple piece of Americana had forever changed the way that people viewed societal practices and went a long way toward bringing equal rights to the forefront of the public mind.


  Paul honestly had no expectations that the upcoming Mein Hund ad would have that much of an impact, but he chose it mainly because it was a recognizable theme, Mein Hund (like the original series) stood for something that was bold and progressive, and, mostly, because he considered it a great homage to what he knew of early advertising… not to mention it had been the first thing to pop into his head when he was put on the spot in a sales meeting. Either way, the longer he spent thinking about the project the more it grew on him and, as he parked his car outside the AHB office he was able to honestly tell himself that he had a good feeling about the Mein Hund “Dogs Playing Poker” plan.


  He came to a complete stop when he entered the office and Candy wasn’t there; it took him a moment to realize that she was gone all week for her honeymoon. “Duh.”


  Ray’s voice spoke up from the side door leading to the cubicles. “You know, a ‘duh’ doesn’t count unless you hit yourself in the forehead when you say it.”


  Paul glanced over to the Retriever; Ray had a folder in one paw and a mug of coffee in the other. Although he was tempted to respond in kind to the Dog’s quip he instead decided to keep it professional to save time. “Morning, Ray.”


  Stepping into line with the Human, Ray handed him the folder. “Now I’m curious… what was so ‘duh’ that it hit you first thing when you walked inside?”


  The young man glanced at the tab on the folder to confirm it was what he thought it was: the campaign outline. He walked with Ray over to the reception desk so he could open it up and give the paperwork inside a once-over to confirm that what he needed was there. “I forgot Candy was out… I guess she’ll find out when she gets back.”


  One of Ray’s ears raised. “Find out what?”


  Paul cleared his throat as he closed the folder. “Well… uh… Eizenzahn has already given his go-ahead of the project but he said he really liked the idea of having Candy as one of the models for the shoot.”


  Ray’s second ear went up to join the first. “Candy? Well I guess it—”


  Michelle walking through the front doors interrupted the discussion. “Hey boys.”


  Paul waited patiently as she and Ray shared an embrace and a kiss. The Retriever’s tail swayed from side to side. “Mornin’, babe.”


  Although Michelle had been to AHB once before (when helping to save Paul from the paparazzi) he couldn’t remember seeing her there during business hours. That, and the public display of affection really did indicate that Ray was sticking to his guns about being more in-the-open. Paul accepted an embrace from the visitor. “Hi, Michelle.”


  As she disengaged from Paul she focused once more on Ray. “So… did you invite him?”


  Paul glanced back and forth between the Dog and the woman. “Invite me? To what?”


  Ray rolled his eyes. “The poor kid just got into the office, Shelly… give the guy a break. I was gonna bring it up after our meeting this morning.”


  Paul’s inquiry still hadn’t been answered. “Bring what up?”


  Michelle started—“We wanted to know if—”


  —but was interrupted by Ray. “Dinner Friday.”


  She gave the Retriever a light swat on the arm. “You lost your chance, Goldie.”


  He smacked her rump with his tail. “You didn’t give me a chance, Paul-Hog.”


  Michelle gave him another mirthful slap to the shoulder. “So you’re calling your girlfriend a hog now, is that it?”


  Ray turned and grabbed her by the shoulder and hip, leaning close. “No… I’m saying my fiancé is a selfish, egocentric, Paul-hoarder.”


  The woman opened her mouth as if to say something but Ray forestalled her by leaning her back and planting a kiss on her lips. Paul cleared his throat, making a point of looking every-which-way at the (for him) uncomfortable silence. He didn’t speak until they’d both straightened up and the kiss ended. “So… presentation prep time…”


  The Retriever glanced back toward Paul, a self-satisfied smirk on his muzzle. “Anyway… dinner Friday after work? You and Tanner? Seven? Como Abuela’s? Our treat.”


  The young man nodded. “Yeah… sure. I’ll check with Tanner but I’m pretty sure we don’t have anything planned.”


  Michelle held both of Ray’s paws in her hands but she was looking toward Paul. “We were thinking movie night back at our place afterwards.”


  Paul shrugged. “Okay, I guess. Sounds fun.”


  Ray deadpanned his good-humored response. “Wow… you sound so excited.”


  Sputtering, Paul tried again. “That’s not what—I didn’t… I mean—”


  Michelle gave Ray a pat on the chest. “It’s because he’s thinking about work, dear… like you should be doing.”


  The Retriever let out a playful growl and leaned over to touch his nose to hers. “Well sure, he can… he doesn’t have a hot woman hanging off him.”


  It was a side of Ray that Paul really hadn’t seen in the office before; the Dog seemed not only happy, playful, and rambunctious, but at least a dozen years younger to boot. It was odd, but that didn’t make it a bad thing. Paul found himself smiling as Ray and Michelle parted with one more kiss, and didn’t mind when the Retriever folded an arm across his shoulder as they made their way back toward the cubicles—the added noogie however was not appreciated quite as much.


  Once back at his station Paul was able to sit down at his computer and review the folder Ray had handed to him. The basic outline of the project was spelled out per the notes but the Human had a lot more work to do in order to make it ready for presenting at the meeting in—he checked his watch: eighteen minutes. Letting out a sigh, Paul redoubled his efforts to prepare his portion of what he’d be going over regarding the project.


  He hadn’t yet figured out who else would be speaking at the meeting or what it was specifically they were going to discuss but he resolved that he would be able to clearly cover the overview, which, in his point of view would be his contribution that morning. All in all, Paul felt unprepared if for no other reason than the fact that he was the project lead and yet it was Eizenzahn who had called the meeting.


  He really didn’t mind taking direction, or even orders, but the fact was that he was technically a part of management and he spent most of his time feeling like he didn’t know what was going on. He managed a not-so-forced smile when he realized that he was probably qualified for a middle management position for precisely that reason.


  Putting his remaining prep time to good use, Paul quickly wrote up a presentation of computer generated slides that would help him provide visuals for his audience (and notes to keep him on track). He downloaded all of those onto his thumb drive, which he reminded himself he’d have to thank Tanner for showing him how to use. The Human had no doubt that he’d have trouble getting everything to show up on the projector but he’d already confirmed that tech support (again, another thanks to Tanner) would be on hand for assistance—he only had to focus on his presentation and be able to convey the specifics about the upcoming ad campaign.


  The time went all-too-fast, but Paul was able to get what he needed. Although he wouldn’t have been able to say he was confident when Ray came to get him, at least he knew he was was ready enough that he wasn’t going to have one of those dream-like presentation-in-underwear moments. The Retriever waited for him to grab his thumb drive. “You set?”


  “More or less.”


  The conference room was, as Paul had expected, filled with his creative team. Although he had figured the leaders of the group would be there he was surprised to find the entire group, and a few others beside. Ben was already seated near the front and was talking casually with Sam and Ollie, who were situated on either side of the big black man. Even Tanner was there, which was a relief because it was the Shepherd who was going to help Paul with the projector.


  Eizenzahn was at the front of the room, and waiting patiently as everyone got situated. Pascal was standing right beside the Doberman sharing a conversation but Paul saw the Poodle’s ears perk up slightly and, despite their feathery fur and floppy nature, the Human could tell one slowly swiveled toward him. Despite everyone present, the one empty seat Paul saw belonged to the project supervisor; no one had been assigned to replace Miranda.


  Paul was greeted by several of the people in his team, to which he offered nods, waves, and/or responses as he made his way across the room toward Eizenzahn. The Human stopped by Tanner only long enough to drop off his thumb drive and state quietly “It’s the third file.”


  The Shepherd nodded and turned into a flurry of activity as he worked to fulfill Paul’s request. Knowing that he left the visual portion of his presentation in good paws, the Human proceeded onward to the front of the room where he took a seat in a front chair facing Eizenzahn. The Doberman smiled patiently at him. “Come up and join me here, Paul. I believe everyone is getting settled and then we can begin.”


  Obediently standing, Paul moved next to the Doberman and turned to face the assembled workers. Casey was the last individual to enter the room and the Dalmatian took a seat toward the back. It was hard for Paul to read the Dog’s expression but, as their gazes met Casey smiled and his tail wagged. That much, at least, was reaffirming. Paul didn’t realize his eyes had lingered until the Dalmatian made a lewd gesture; blushing, the Human’s focus returned to Eizenzahn, who had just cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention.


  The executive clasped both of his paws in front of himself in a welcoming gesture. “It is so good to see everyone again. Mein Hund has been exceedingly happy with the work AHB has done thus far and we are looking forward even more to the upcoming advertisement campaign proposed by Mr. Miller here. I will let him go over the details.”


  It certainly wasn’t the introduction Paul had expected, and he certainly hadn’t anticipated leading the presentation that morning but he also didn’t feel comfortable standing there mutedly while everyone stared at him (and probably made fun of him in their minds). Taking a deep breath, the young man counted to five in order to steady himself, and launched right into things.


  He had no idea of how he managed to get through the whole thing but before he knew it the presentation was over—he had no idea if he’d done it justice… but, as his adrenaline finally started to settle he saw a lot of nodding faces. In suitable corporate fashion he concluded with “Are there any questions?”


  Ben was the first to speak up and his question was a doozie. “Do you think there could be an issue with the original publishing company? I remember hearing something about the ‘Dogs Playing Poker’ series being commissioned for selling cigars.”


  Although there was a time when a question like that would have given him a moment’s pause, Paul had actually checked into that very same issue. “Since it’s such a big part of pop culture it fits into a realm of free use and we are parodying it rather than making use of actual images. I checked, and the concept of imitating the picture with models in an actual photo shoot is fine… and the legal department is backing us up.”


  For a moment Paul thought that Ben was going to ask another question or request clarification on his point but the answer seemed to satisfy him. Before he could ask for more questions one came from Ray. “So… I know we had an ‘at play’ theme going for Mein Hund with the different ads, but does poker really stick with the Mein Hund theme? Do we think people are going to ‘get it’?”


  Rather than let Paul field the question, Eizenzahn stood up. “It is perfect, Fifteen-Until-Nine, yes. Paul’s conceptual framework captures playful, progressive social interaction and celebrates Dog and Burb Dog culture.”


  Ben shifted in his seat and looked to the Doberman. “How does a half dozen Dogs sitting at a poker table celebrate Burb Dog culture? I assume they’ll be wearing collars, but—”


  Eizenzahn interrupted him. “Mr. Miller did an excellent job going over the outline of the project but he has not yet moved on to the specifics. I believe now would be a good time, Paul.”


  The Doberman was not incorrect; Paul had kept his presentation straight-forward but semi-vague in the event that Eizenzahn had wanted to make changes. Apparently that wasn’t the case, so the Human cleared his throat and nodded to Tanner, who turned on the projector. A moment later Paul regretted standing in front of it as he got a face full of light and had to squint as he backed out of the way of the machine’s illumination. A few chuckles arose in the crowd.


  Quickly composing himself, Paul began by reading down the list of topics he and Eizenzahn had hashed out. “In this ad we’re going to be featuring eight subjects in the shot: seven Dogs and one Human. The Human will be the dealer, hence the Mein Hund ‘Burb Dog’ tie in, and—”


  Ben raised his hand, interrupting. “Eight total? That’ll run the bill up pretty high, won’t it? I mean, that’s a lot of models to—”


  Eizenzahn returned the favor by interrupting Ben. “We have already secured the approval for a majority of our talent, Mr. Franklin.”


  Casey glanced across the way at Ben. “Franklin? Your last name is Franklin? Like, Benjamin Fr—”


  The big black man silenced the Dalmatian with a glare and Paul decided it was a good time to get everyone back on track. “So… Casey is going to be the center focus point of the shot. We have Jason Campbell situated on the—”


  It was Ray’s turn to interrupt. “Jason Campbell? As in, the Jason from—”


  Eizenzahn once again cut the interruption short. “Yes, Fifteen-Until-Nine, that Jason Campbell. He has agreed to show in this specific advertisement. Paul? Perhaps you should go over our chosen talent first.”


  Paul backed-up mentally, taking the Doberman’s suggestion to heart. “Oh. Right. Everyone knows Casey is going to be in the starring role as the maverick card playing hero. We also have Jason Campbell, who will be the dealer and his… uh… Burb Dog, Jack Daniels, who is going to be a saloon patron, and Nie Erobert will—”


  This time it was Eizenzahn who interrupted him. “Nie Erobert has been removed from the list… it was not a good fit and he will have to focus on his studies.”


  Paul paused at that and quickly finished with a general. “There are also several offers on the board for others.”


  The Human glanced to Eizenzahn, not yet having received confirmation of anyone else saying yes. Once again the executive spoke up. “I have already asked Sweeter-Than-Candy if she would be a saloon girl watching the game and she confirmed with a ‘yes’. Tan Paw, our resident projection specialist has also accepted my offer this morning and he will be another card player. Aside from that we are including Pascal as a second saloon girl, and I have not yet had a chance to ask Fifteen-Until-Nine if he would mind playing a—how is it said? A…äh… ‘gun slinger’ at the card table.”


  Ray’s ears went up. “Me?”


  Eizenzahn nodded. “Yes. Consumer reports suggest that a Golden Retriever is a well received breed that represents much of the middle class.”


  The Retriever shook his head. “I do the work behind the camera.”


  The Doberman didn’t relent. “You are technically minded and will be of use on the set as well as off of it. We also have your measurements so that will make wardrobe much easier than finding an alternate model.”


  Ray didn’t seem convinced. “It’s not really what I’m here for, and I don’t think AHB’d be too keen on—”


  Eizenzahn smiled. “I have already cleared it with Walter, is that not correct, Mr. Howe?”


  Everyone followed the Doberman’s gaze toward the old Airedale Terrier who was seated in the corner of the meeting room. Paul had no idea when Walter had joined them but he had done so without creating a disturbance. Rather than interject on the meeting the Terrier simply continued looking at his newspaper and extended an arm, paw curled into a fist with only his thumb extended upward.


  Ray’s final ‘objection’ was more the form of a question. “So… am I gonna get paid for doing modeling or working as normal? Because if I have to take a pay cut then—”


  Eizenzahn easily glossed over the specifics. “You will be suitably compensated. So, it appears we have all but one position filled, which I am working on remedying over the next few days.”


  Paul nodded as the Doberman glanced his way and the Human took over from there. “We’re waiting to get a confirmation on an appearance from Mr. Campbell, but as soon as we find out we will begin blocking out a shooting schedule—”


  Walter finally spoke up. “That was taken care of earlier today, Paul. I called the studio and they’ll have him on a plane Tuesday morning.”


  The young man’s professionalism came very close to cracking at that point but, rather than make a fool of himself with an explanation of surprise he simply asked for clarification. “Wednesday, as in, the day after tomorrow?”


  The Terrier nodded, setting down his newspaper so he could look at Paul directly. “Correct. The studio is letting us borrow him until an interview he has scheduled next Monday.”


  The Human coughed involuntarily when he realized just what that interview involved—it was his interview. “Oh.”


  Walter stood up and folded the newspaper then stuck it under the crook of his arm. “I’d like you to find accommodations for Mr. Campbell and his guest for the week, Paul; they’ll be flying out next Tuesday.


  “Me?”


  The Terrier paused at the doorway. “Yes. You’re the project manager. There’s a company card waiting on your desk. If you have any questions about the budget please let me know.”


  Paul remained silent long enough that people started to whisper quietly to one another. Fortunately Eizenzahn came to his rescue with a very casual comment of “We will conclude the meeting here. Thank you for your time, everyone.”


  * * * * *


  By the time lunch rolled around it already felt as though Paul had been through a full day even though, in truth, he had barely made it through half. The original plan was to head down the street to Charlie’s Café with Tanner but unfortunately the Shepherd was stuck at the office tending to a broken printer network connection or something—Paul never could quite grasp the specifics.


  His backup plan was to consider asking Ray out to lunch but, according to Ben the Retriever had already left with Michelle. Paul had just started to consider heading across the street to just grab a danish or something from the coffee shop when he saw Casey seated in one of the lobby chairs staring down at the cell he held in his paws. There was an empty chair next to the Dalmatian so the Human figured he’d fix that. Filling the seat, Paul waited until his friend looked up before he smiled in greeting. “So… Angry Birds doesn’t look like a very filling lunch.”


  Casey made a half-hearted attempt at mimicking Paul’s smile. “It’s not Angry Birds—I was just texting my mom.”


  Paul knew if he had ears they probably would have raised—most likely an inkling comparison from having lived with Tanner so long. “Oh… cool. How’s she doing?”


  The Dalmatian shrugged. “Okay, I guess. She’s been a little down since the last of her pups moved out; Dani moved in with her boyfriend over the weekend.”


  The Human thought back to what little he’d heard about Casey’s family. “Your sister moved out, huh? So… empty nest syndrome?”


  Casey put his cell away, letting out a sigh as he focused on the far wall. “Yeah… something like that.”


  Paul reached out and rested his hand on the top of the Dog’s paw. It had always been the Human’s policy to beat around the bush and ignoring the white elephant in the room but something was eating at Casey and he knew he wasn’t doing what a friend should do by avoiding it. “Okay—something’s wrong, and I have a feeling it’s been that way for over a week now. Are we gonna talk about it?”


  The Dalmatian slowly looked up toward him then glanced away, chuckling humorlessly. “Here? At the office? You think it’s the best place for a psychologist appointment?”


  Paul got to his feet, still holding into Casey’s paw. “Okay: up. We’re heading to Charlie’s—my treat.”


  Casey put up only a token objection and they both headed out of the office, walking down the street toward the café. They were a number of yards away from the AHB parking lot before the Dalmatian spoke again. “You’re still worried about why I moved out, aren’t you?”


  Paul held the door to the café open for the Dalmatian and followed him in. “I’m more worried about the fact that you aren’t wagging, Casey. Ever since you came back from LA you seem different… more… I dunno… more… well… ‘less’.”


  The Dalmatian waited until they were seated before he responded, nodding courteously to the waiter who brought them their water. “Yeah… that’s because I kinda had an epiphany while I was there.”


  The Human sat up a little straighter as he looked across the table at his friend. “Oh? An answer to a problem you’d had for awhile, or more like a self actualization moment.”


  Casey shrugged, taking a sip of his water. “Both, I guess.”


  “About?”


  The Dog shrugged again. “Life… wants… goals… happiness… a little of everything.”


  Paul smiled. “And you once told me you were worried that you were too superficial.”


  Casey once again mimicked his smile but there was little emotion behind it. “I’ve been leaning on you and Tanner as a crutch. You two are really good together and I’ve kinda been latching onto that as a substitute for my own happiness.”


  The Human was taken aback at how smoothly the words were spoken. It took him a moment before he could figure out what to say. “So… you left because…”


  The Dalmatian looked down into his water glass. “A lot of reasons, I guess. I didn’t want to impose; I didn’t want to be a third wheel; I didn’t want to enjoy a quality relationship by watching more than feeling…”


  Paul found himself looking down at his own water. “Wow… I guess you did grow a lot while you were in LA… it must have been some trip.”


  The first hint of a genuine smile creased Casey’s muzzle. “Yeah… I ended up staying with a coworker and his boyfriend for a few days and I learned that I was getting into the habit of settling for being content instead of finding a way to be happy.”


  Sitting back in his seat, Paul looked up once again at the Dalmatian, who was running a single paw pad around the rim of his glass. He waited patiently for Casey to continue, and the Dog ultimately did. “There’s gotta be more to life…”


  It was a strange, out of the blue thought, but Paul ran with it. “Than…?”


  Casey’s smile was a little more genuine, but also mixed with a hint of sourness. “Than chasin’ down every temporary high to satisfy me.”


  There was a certain tempo to the words as the Dog spoke them, and it gave Paul another moment’s pause. “Is that a song?”


  The faintest hint of humor seemed to replace the angst in the Dalmatian’s expression. “Cause the more that I am trippin’ up thinkin’ there must be more to life; well there’s life, but I’m sure there’s gotta be more.”


  The Human took a sip of his water. “Okay… so it is a song.”


  Casey let out a deep breath. “Yeah… I put it on my play list because it ‘gets me’… it’s how I’ve been feeling ever since my last night in LA. I mean—”


  Paul could tell that the Dalmatian was faltering in an attempt to find the right words. He reached across the table and took hold of one of Casey’s paws. “Say a few more lines from it then.”


  The Dog locked gazes with him and gave his hand a gentle squeeze. “I’m always waiting on something better than this; why am I feeling like there’s something I missed?”


  The Human continued holding the Dog’s paw. “What happened in Los Angeles exactly?”


  Casey sighed, finally withdrawing from Paul’s touch. “Black Angus was a friend from work… he did security. His Human, Tyler is a Leasher and they had me stay with them a few days. On the last night there things got pretty hot and steamy and I joined in kinda like I did with you and Tanner.”


  Paul nodded thoughtfully. “Okay…”


  The Dalmatian took in a deep breath and slowly let it out. “Well… afterwards they went off to snuggle and sleep and do their thing and that just left me there feeling… well… nothing.”


  The Human honestly didn’t know what to say. “Oh.”


  Casey let out a half-hearted chuckle. “Yeah… ‘oh’. Anyway, that’s when I realized that taking a leftover position in a relationship isn’t any healthier for me than when I was partying all the time, or getting high, or getting drunk. I have to stop doing all of this shitty, messed-up, self destructive stuff… I need something… well… like the song said—more.”


  Paul was still having trouble finding the right words to respond; Casey was right, of course, and everything he said rang true in the surest of ways, but nothing that came to the young man’s mind seemed to be the ‘right’ thing to say. In the end his response was stalled further by his cell. He glanced to where it was laying on the table, and reached up to turn it off. The Dalmatian across from him took a moment to clear his throat. “Nah—you can get it if you want.”


  “No… it’s okay, we’re at lunch.”


  Casey insisted, running the napkin across his eyes. “Go ahead… I, uh, need a minute anyway.”


  Not willing to argue the point, Paul picked up his phone, hit the talk button, and brought it to his ear. “This is Paul.”


  The Human almost dropped it when the speaker blared out a response. “Hey, Paul—it’s Brian.”


  Mumbling angry nothings to himself, Paul set the cell back on the table. “Brian? Hi. I’m on lunch break in a cafe with a coworker—what’s up?”


  It was an old code the two had used countless times, letting the other know that they weren’t alone so nothing unseemly would be said. Brian apparently caught the reference because he laughed on the other end at nothing that seemed otherwise funny. “Okay—I get it. Just wanted to let you know that the interview got pushed up. I’m gonna be in town tomorrow.”


  With so much going on that day Paul lost track of the significance. “Interview?”


  Brian seemed to have no trouble reminding him. “The Weidtman-Honey Institute—I’m applying for an opening in their pediatric wing. Remember?”


  Casey set his napkin back down. “Weidtman-Honey Institute? That’s that integrated hospital up in Sacramento, isn’t it?”


  Brian had no trouble reacting to the question. “Hey, Paul’s co-worker. Yes it is. Paul, I didn’t know you liked speaker phone so much.”


  Paul felt his face blush almost as much as he saw Casey’s ears redden. He quickly did the only think he could think of to redirect the embarrassment. “Yeah… Casey, this is Brian. Brian, Casey—he’s the ‘hot little number’ you mentioned seeing in that Mein Hund ad.”


  Little did he know just how much chaos that innocent comment would bring into his life.


  Matchmaker


  Even though Brian was due in that day Paul still went to work that morning; it was his job, after all. Brian had also mentioned renting a car so picking up his ex was just one less thing he had to worry about and that meant more energy for focusing on the project or, more specifically, dealing with the job Mr. Howe had given him in finding accommodations for Jason Campbell (plus significant other) in town. The project team was doing well enough that the hotel room was the first thing on Paul’s plate that morning.


  After about a half hour he had managed to narrow the possible location down to just three hotels. He had remembered hearing from an accountant at one point that businesses liked a high bid, a low bid, and one in the middle so he tried his best to do that with his recommendations. He made sure he had all the information in hand when he reported to Mr. Howe’s office late that morning. The door was open a crack and he heard voices coming from within. Rather than letting anyone assume he was eavesdropping the young man courteously knocked.


  The discussion fell silent and Mr. Howe called out. “Come in.”


  Paul pushed the door open and as he entered the Human saw that the executive’s other guest was Eizenzahn. While incredibly proud of having been able to handle all of the stresses of the day up to that point having two sets of expectant Canine eyes on him gave Paul a moment’s pause. He pushed past that quickly though and stepped into the office. “Mr. Howe, I have the price quotes for you on three hotels for Mr. Campbell.”


  Eizenzahn chuckled at that and spoke aside quietly to the Airedale Terrier, then fell quiet as Mr. Howe motioned the Human closer. Both Dogs looked at the papers and the Doberman nodded. “Hmm… that is quite some research, Paul.”


  The Terrier nodded and slid the papers back to the Human. “Very good, Mr. Miller. And which hotel did you select?”


  The question caught Paul off-guard. “I… uh… I figured you would—”


  Mr. Howe sat up a little straighter. “I trust your judgment, Paul… that’s why you got the company expense card. Go ahead and reserve a room for Jason Campbell and JD—JD’s green name is Jack Daniels. As I said before, they’ll be arriving Tuesday evening and they will need a room for Tuesday night through Monday morning.”


  The Human fidgeted, committing the information to memory. “Oh… okay. And… and he’s going to be going to some kind of convention, right? So when—”


  Eizenzahn answered the question before he could even ask it. “You will have them for the photo shoot all day Thursday.”


  Paul nodded succinctly at the information. “Alright… and have you figured out the final model you want for the shoot yet, Mr. Eizenzahn?”


  The Doberman shook his head. “No, Paul… not yet. I have settled on an arctic breed but there are very few professional Husky or Malamute models and those who are in the business are usually kept very busy. I will keep you informed when I locate one. We may have to settle on a Samoyed, though market numbers suggest that—”


  Not usually one to interrupt someone of authority, Paul surprised himself. “You already recruited Tanner… why not his boss, TeeSee? He’s a Husky.”


  Eizenzahn glanced to Mr. Howe. “TeeSee?”


  The Terrier shrugged. “The senior tech from Harrison Pacific. He’s is a Husky, but I would have to check with his employer to make sure it doesn’t affect our contract with them.”


  The Doberman stroked his muzzle in thought as he continued looking at Paul. “Do you think he would work for the shoot, Paul?”


  The request for his opinion caused his mind to blank. “Do I think?”


  Mr. Howe chuckled. “You are the team lead for a reason, Paul. Alric and I both respect your opinion, so, yes… do you think he would work for the photo shoot?”


  His answer sounded less than convincing even to himself. “I… uh… yes?”


  Eizenzahn looked to Walter and the Terrier looked back at him. The Doberman nodded. “Very well then. If you believe TeeSee will be acceptable then I will take your opinion to heart. If he will accept the offer and his employer gives leave then we will have found our final talent.”


  Mr. Howe smiled. “Alright, Paul… ask him when you see him next and send me an email to let me know if I should contact the account executive at Harrison Pacific with the request.”


  With little more to be said Paul gave some quick farewells and made his way out of the office. He meandered down the hall back toward his cubicle wondering how something as simple as presenting three quotes for hotel rooms could suddenly be made so complicated.


  He stopped at the end of the hallway before stepping out into the reception area and he came up with the obvious answer when his cell rang; Brian’s phone number was on the caller ID. “Oh right… it’s my life.”


  Hitting the talk button, Paul almost held the cell up to his ear before he remembered it was still on speaker mode due to the ear piece being broken. He kept the phone at sternum level as he spoke. “Hey, Brian. I’m at the office. How’s your morning going?”


  Brian’s response was as light-hearted as ever. “Come and gone, Miller. It’s afternoon here. Time zones, remember?”


  Paul rolled his eyes. “Oh… right… okay… well, what’s up?”


  “I’m just about to board and figured I’d give you a rundown of my itinerary… you gonna be available for dinner tonight?”


  Paul glanced down to his phone as he walked along the hall back toward his cubicle. “Dinner tonight? Like… when?”


  Brian laughed. “You know… ‘tonight’. Some time after this afternoon but before tomorrow morning. That tonight.”


  “I meant what time.”


  As long as Paul had known Brian, the best friend from his youth had a knack for turning any answer into a lengthy story. The phone call was no exception. “Well, I’m flying into LAX since it was the most reasonable ticket price. After that I’ll pick up the rental car and drive your way. Any idea how long it’ll take to get there from Los Angeles?”


  Paul did not. “I haven’t been to LA yet so I—”


  Brian was quick to interrupt. “Never mind… just Google’d it. Maybe a late dinner at 8?”


  That would give him plenty of time to get home and get changed and make sure Tanner was ready too. “Sure, I guess. What kinda dinner were you thinking?”


  There was a pause from the other side of the phone for just a moment before the reply came. “How’s the Mexican food out west?”


  Paul rolled his eyes. “It’s Mexican food so I don’t think it changes much from state to state. The Mexican food in California is still Mexican food like we have in—”


  “I mean regionally, Paul. I’ve had Mexican food in Florida and in New York and it isn’t the same. You’re saying the food there in California is just like what you’d find back in—”


  Paul sighed. “No… not exactly. I mean, they have the same kinds of dishes… it’s just a bit more bland here… I think they’re afraid of flavor.”


  Brian, as usual, was good with nostolga. “That’s because they haven’t had their taste buds blasted by great Midwestern dishes like lutefisk.”


  Smirking, he didn’t even have to hesitate in finding a reply. “No… but I think everyone here has a fascination with ghost peppers.”


  The response gave his ex a moment’s pause. “Ghost peppers? What’re those?”


  Paul found his grin growing. “I’ll show you when you get here. Let’s plan on Mexican then. There’s a really good place not too far away called ‘Como Abuela’… Tanner and I go there pretty often with friends.”


  “Como Abuela? So it’s called ‘Like Grandmother’?”


  Shrugging despite Brian not being able to see it Paul responded blandly. “Dunno… I don’t speak Spanish.”


  Brian laughed in response. “Right. Got it. Okay then, Miller… I’ll meet you guys at Como Abuela tonight around 8?”


  “Sounds good. Give me a call when you get off the freeway and I can give you directions.”


  His ex laughed again. “Like I said, Paul—I already Google’d it. I have directions already so I’m all set. You and Tanner, yeah?”


  Paul swallowed a knot in his throat and dedicated him to a course of action he’d decided upon the prior day. “I think Casey’s coming along too.”


  There was a pause from the other end but when Brian spoke up his tone was not easily read. “The Dalmatian model, right?”


  “Yeah… that’s him.”


  Brian’s next tone was blatantly playful. “You’re not thinking of playing matchmaker now, are ya, Miller? I did tell you I—”


  Paul sighed. “You’re a Leasher, yeah.”


  “He’s a Burb Dog, isn’t he?”


  Fidgeting, Paul took a seat at his cubicle. “I guess. I mean… I haven’t ever actually asked him, but I—”


  It was Brian’s turn to interrupt. “Alright… but if we hit it off then I’m placing the blame wholly on you.”


  Paul rolled his eyes. “Yeah… so will I. I’m still at work, B. I’ll catch you tonight.”


  Brian gave a similar farewell and they hung up. Paul was just starting to get back into his work frame of mind when he was surprised by an inquiry from the entryway into his cubicle. It was Ben. “We found that last model yet for the project, Dakota?”


  On that note his brain switched fully into office-appropriate and he responded professionally. “I had a meeting with Mr. Howe and Mr. Eizenzahn this morning about it. We should have something in place by the end of the week.”


  Ben, all business, simply nodded. “Good. ‘Last minute’ is usually lower in quality. Mr. Burke mentioned that we’d be doing the shoot next Thursday. I told him that Tuesday or Wednesday would be a better idea but it sounds like it’s scheduled already.”


  Paul nodded. “That’s the day Mr. Campbell is available so it’s the day we’re doing the shoot.”


  The black man grunted, running his thumb across an uneven section of wood on the cubicle’s entryway. “Well then we’ll do it on Thursday. Let me know when we have the final model picked out and I can finish prepping wardrobe production.”


  The young man picked up his cell. “Thanks Ben. I’ll get some answers as soon as I can.”


  He waited until Ben was heading off before he began texting. His first order of business was finding out if TeeSee would be available. Paul pulled up Tanner’s contact info and messaged: DO YOU THINK TEESEE WOULD BE INTERESTED IN TAKING PART IN THE PHOTO SHOOT? EIZENZAHN SAYS HE WANTS AN ARCTIC BREED REPRESENTED.


  Spending a few minutes organizing some loose papers into a file folder Paul waited patiently for a reply. It didn’t take very long. HE SEZ HE NEVER THOUGHT BOUT IT AND DOESNT KNO IF HARRISON PACIFIC WOULD HAVE A PROBLEM.


  It was a perfectly reasonable answer and Paul considered himself a perfectly reasonable individual… but he was also under some specific sets of instructions and he needed something a little more concrete. He sent a text back. IF IT IS CLEARED THROUGH HARRISON PACIFIC WOULD HE ACCEPT A SPOT ON THE SET?


  Paul banished the screen saver from his computer screen and started pulling up some of the talent management companies to do his own research in case Teesee ended up as a ‘no can do’. The first site was loading up when he received an incoming text from TeeSee. IM GAME IF MY BOSSES DONT HAVE A PROBLEM.


  The text was good enough for Paul and he closed out of his browser before opening his email. He composed a quick message to Mr. Howe and cc’ed Eizenzahn explaining that TeeSee said yes as long as it gets cleared through Harrison Pacific. It was a win for Paul, even if it was a small one and he considered the issue closed… and that left the question of a hotel.


  Pulling out his company card, Paul looked at the three quotes; he could go high due to Jason Campbell’s popularity or go low and save AHB some money. In the end he decided that a compromise would be best and called up the middle choice. He reserved the room with the company card and was ready to call the issue complete when the receptionist finished the call with the reminder that the card would have to be present at the time of check-in. Paul was ready to object but she disconnected, most likely having moved on to ‘other issues’ of her own.


  The young man toyed with the idea of updating Mr. Howe but before he got a chance his phone rang. He checked the caller ID and saw that it was Tanner. Placing his cell on the desk, Paul hit the talk button. “Hey Tanner. What’s up?”


  The Shepherd’s voice was chipper. “I just noticed on my eCalendar that Brian touches down today. Did you plan on meeting him?”


  Paul smiled; his boyfriend thought of everything. “Yeah… actually I was gonna talk to you about all of us getting together for dinner at Como Abuela.”


  He could tell Tanner was smiling in his vibrant response. “Sure—that’d be great! TeeSee and I are heading out to another work site after lunch but it’s close to home so we can meet at the condo then you and I drive over together. Sound like a plan?”


  Paul cleared his throat. “Uh… sure… but we also gotta pick up Casey on the way.”


  The Shepherd sounded confused. “Casey?”


  “Yeah. Casey’s been having trouble being a third wheel but Brian’ll be there so that makes four of us… shouldn’t be a problem, right?”


  Paul could clearly hear the smirk in the Dog’s tone. “Are you setting those two up on a blind date, Paul? I had no idea that you could be so devious.”


  The Human fidgeted. “It’s not like that.”


  Tanner pressed the issue. “Sure it isn’t. Sounds like you’re deciding to play match maker… isn’t that right, Cupid?”


  Despite the Dog’s badgering Paul laughed and his boyfriend joined him. The two chatted on other various topics for a few more minutes before they each had to hang up; Paul needed to address a few more projects to get done before lunch while Tanner had to join TeeSee on the road. They parted ways with acknowledging that they both looked forward to that night; Paul was eager to see Brian again and Tanner was just eager to see if Casey would make a fool of himself in front of a new ‘eligible bachelor’.


  The rest of the work day came and went with Paul keeping his nose to the grind stone. He powered through the various reports and paperwork with constant interruptions from his project team. The majority of the questions were simplistic and straight forward… certainly nothing compared to locating a hotel for the Jason Campbell or securing an inexperienced model from a company that specializes in technical support. Thankfully before he closed up for the day he received an email from Mr. Howe that acknowledged Harrison Pacific’s approval of using TeeSee on the condition that it counted towards the billable hours of their contract.


  As Paul closed down his computer for the night he was joined in his cubicle by Ray. The Human had just started gathering his things when the golden furred Dog rapped his knuckles on the cubicle entrance. “Hey, Paul… got a minute?”


  Paul nodded, stuffing a few papers into a file folder before tossing it into his desk. “Sure… just getting ready to head out; I’m meeting Tanner back at our place so we can get ready for dinner with a visiting friend.”


  Ray’s tail swayed back and forth pleasantly. “Oh… no problem, Bud. Just wanted to make sure that Michelle and I get some time with you guys on Friday.”


  The Human paused as his mind did some mental jumping jacks trying to figure out his calendar for the week. “Friday?”


  The Lab nodded. “Dinner night? Michelle and I discussed a follow-up double date last week before you and Tanner headed home.”


  Paul nodded. “Right. Right. Sorry… had a lot on my plate lately, Ray. Friday at Como Abuela, right?”


  Ray nodded, his tail picking up speed. “Hopefully the rest of your night can stay free too—Michelle wanted to make sure you guys’d be up for drinks at our place afterwards. We have a pull out couch if we end up having too many.”


  The Human chuckled. “Wow… drinks back at your place? That makes it sound serious.”


  Ray smiled, his tail slowing down just a little as he picked at the golden bracelet chain he wore; Michelle had gotten it for him in lieu of an engagement ring. “Well… we do have a lot to discuss and we figured drinks and a nice quiet night would be a great way to do it.”


  Paul managed to keep his smile up despite the faintly ominous-sounding news. “Oh… that is serious then.”


  The Dog winked. “Don’t worry so much, Dakota… it’s all good stuff.”


  Paul was about to add something to the conversation but at that moment his phone went off. Ray excused himself with a simple ‘goodnight’ followed by a nose bump as the young man opened his phone and held it up to his ear after hitting the TALK button. “Hey Tanner.”


  He remembered he was still using speaker phone at the last minute and quickly pulled it away before Tanner’s response deafened him. “Did we discuss attire for tonight? Casey says he plans on going ‘date-casual’.”


  The Human paused at that. “Attire? ‘Date-Casual’?”


  The playfully condescending tone from the Shepherd returned. “Remind me again why you don’t consider this a blind-date for those two?”


  Paul hesitated in his answer. “Well… you know… I don’t think we should consider it a date, but I… I might have dropped a few hints for those two—”


  “So you are setting them up.”


  The Human smirked. “I more just ‘propagated the idea’… kinda… a little… somewhat…”


  Tanner changed the topic. “And Casey says he’ll drive himself so we don’t have to worry about picking him up. Are you still at work?”


  Paul passed the reception desk, giving a farewell wave to Candy, who had just returned that morning from her honeymoon. She called out a ‘goodnight’ to him as he walked out the door. “Just leaving. I’ll be home in a bit.”


  Tanner was fast enough to return to the cajoling. “So whadda you think? Should we dress ‘date casual’ too then?”


  The Human rolled his eyes, pressing the unlock button on his key ring as he approached the car. He grinned to himself as he thought up a suitable answer. “Let’s just go full-on date-night-with-date-morning-planned-afterward dress code.”


  Tanner picked up on that fast enough. “On a work night? Wow. I’m game. So… easy-to-get-out of with nothing underneath?”


  Paul smirked, starting up the car. “Since when have you ever considered wearing underwear?”


  The Dog was quick on the uptake. “I was talking about you… just wanting to know how long it’ll take to get you naked once we’re home.”


  The Human rolled his eyes. “Exactly. Anyway, I’m on the road. I’ll see you when I get home.”


  The two said their farewells and Paul’s attention returned to the road; it was already shaping up to be an especially exceptional night.


  * * * * *


  Paul hadn’t needed much time at home to get ready and Tanner had already changed. They got into Tanner’s car and the Shepherd had just put it into reverse when a text came on Paul’s cell. He looked at his phone and saw that it had come from Brian. WHATS THE PH# FOR CASEY?


  The Human looked at the message then glanced at his boyfriend. “Apparently Brian wants Casey’s cell number.”


  The Dog looked his way briefly before pulling out and putting the car into drive. “Why?”


  “Good question.”


  Paul quickly typed out those three exact letters and hit send. A few moments later he got a very succinct response. BECAUSE.


  Paul rolled his eyes and began typing it out the number. He spoke to Tanner as he did so. “He says ‘because’.”


  The Shepherd laughed. “So you’re sending it?”


  The Human shrugged. “Yeah… I mean, they’re gonna see each other at dinner anyway.”


  It was the end of the discussion and a short time later they arrived at Como Abuela. Casey’s car was already there in the parking lot and the Dalmatian hopped out of it, tail wagging profusely. He was upon them by the time they got out. “Oh my God! Brian is cute!”


  Before Paul could ask specifics the Dalmatian had his cell passed to Paul; on it was a picture of Brian dressed up in his scrubs and doctor’s coat posing candidly in a combination of a stance that suggested both professional and casual. “Brian sent you a picture of himself?”


  Casey accepted his phone back, nodding vigorously. “Yep! He texted and said that he’s already seen me in ads so it’s only fair that I get a chance to see him at work too before we meet.”


  Tanner smirked playfully. “And ruin the surprise?”


  The Dalmatian didn’t respond, rather he took a step closer to Paul and gave him a light nose bump. “I’m sooooo glad you decided to hook us up, Paul.”


  Tanner crossed his arms with mock indignance. “Oh… so it is a blind date.”


  Casey turned and gave Tanner a nose bump as well. “Why? Jealous much?”


  Paul was perfectly content to stay out of the drama (and attention) as the two Dogs followed him into the restaurant, constantly working at their verbal one-upmanship. He politely informed the hostess that they’d need seats for four. By then his two companions had quieted down. Tanner finished off the discussion by giving Casey a light elbow as he spoke quietly. “Just think how it’s gonna be for me and Paul—both of our exes meeting up.”


  It was only then that Paul realized that Brian was right behind them, looking at Casey. “You’re an ex of Tanner?”


  Casey was the first to turn around and he let out a distinctly discernible ‘whuff’ in pleased surprise. “Yes. And you are even better looking in person.”


  Brian chuckled. “Wow… pretty forward, aren’t you.”


  The Dalmatian winked. “Well… when I see something I like—”


  Paul cleared his throat uncomfortably and took a seat; Tanner sat next to him. Brian gestured to the booth and Casey sat down while the second Human was the last to join them. “Last time I checked Paul prefers things a little lower key in public.”


  Paul leaned forward slightly across the table. “And last time I checked Brian doesn’t need someone to try so hard.”


  Both Casey and Brian responded with an indignant “Hey!”


  Things were definitely off to a good start. Despite his initial misgivings, after managing that reaction from the Dalmatian and his ex at the same time Paul had a feeling that dinner would go just fine. Surprisingly, it did.


  Drinks were ordered right away followed by appetizers and when it came time to order actual meals they were having so much fun talking they simply doubled up on appetizers. Paul had a chance to talk about his upcoming meeting with Jason Campbell (both Casey and Brian expressed an interest in meeting him as well), Brian took the opportunity to discuss his upcoming interview at the Weidtman-Honey Institute, and Casey conveyed all of the wonderful experiences he’d had during his modeling for Mein Hund (conveniently leaving out any discussion of the more ‘intimate’ moments of his stay with the recording studio in Los Angeles).


  The discussion of the music career was the last topic to pop up that evening and it was one that Brian took an instant notice of. “You sing too, huh?”


  Casey grinned, sliding just a little closer to him. “With the right inspiration, yeah…”


  Paul heard the Dalmatian’s tail beating against the booth a mile a minute. Recognizing the signs that Casey was overdoing it he immediately stepped in. “He was discovered by a record label at a karaoke party AHB was hosting for us after one of our project’s success.”


  Brian glanced at Paul then to Casey. “Really? That simple, huh?”


  The Dalmatian’s ears reddened slightly and he pulled back, just a little more reserved. “Well… everything just happened to be in place with it. After Paul sent my dancing clip on to the Mein Hund executives the next obvious step once they realized I had rhythm was to see if I could sing… and apparently I’m not too bad.”


  Tanner chuckled. “Modesty, huh? That’s a new side of Casey.”


  Casey stuck his tongue out at the Shepherd. “So is forgiveness… so you won’t have your tires slashed for that.”


  Tanner didn’t relent. “Oh… you’re just showing off for Brian.”


  Brian raised an eyebrow, smirking behind his raised glass. “Oh he is, is he?”


  The Dalmatian withdrew even more, self-conscious as he glanced between Tanner and Brian. “Just a little tipsy, probably… I do silly things when I’m buzzed.”


  The Shepherd laughed. “You’ve really become a lightweight if you’re getting drunk of of non-alcoholic beer.”


  Brian did a double-take, looking at Casey. “You’ve been drinking non-alcoho—”


  Paul interjected, shooting a glance at Tanner. “Well, he is driving himself home. If he’s had six I’d hope to god they were non-alcoholic.”


  His boyfriend apparently picked up the cue. “Right. Kitten Chaser’s already outgrown his reckless youth, haven’t you, Casey?”


  If Brian would have had Dog ears Paul was certain they would have perked up. “Kitten-Chaser? That your Green Name?”


  Casey nodded, offering a sheepish grin. “Yeah… mom gave it to me.”


  Brian chuckled, giving the Dog a light elbow. “Cute.”


  The Dalmatian looked for a moment as though someone had spoken some secret passcode that changed him from full grown Dog to crushing high school puppy and, in part, perhaps that was what happened. Casey somehow managed to keep it together and responded with a very simple, very giggly “Thanks.”


  Normally it was Paul who was the wet blanket for any gathering but he was so absorbed in the slice of Burb-Dog culture going on in front of him that Tanner took over. The Shepherd rested a paw on his forearm and noted quietly “It’s almost eleven, Paul… we still have to work tomorrow.”


  Paul pulled out his cell phone and glanced at it; Tanner was right. “Ten fifty four? Geez oh Pete… we’ve almost been here for 3 hours?”


  Brian smirked, raising up his glass as he toasted. “Time flies when you’re having fun, eh?”


  Both Paul and Tanner watched as Casey inched a little closer to Brian as he raised his glass to meet the Human’s. It was Tanner that spoke. “Apparently Casey blinked and missed most of it.”


  Rather than wilt and blush Casey decided instead to go on the offensive. “Remember what I said earlier?”


  The Shepherd’s ears raised. “Huh?”


  The Dalmatian smirked. “Then let me repeat myself: Jealous much?”


  It was finally time for Brian and Paul to share a laugh and, as Paul and Tanner excused themselves Paul took the opportunity to accept an embrace from his ex. It was strangely familiar and yet, at once, an entirely alien feeling. He and Brian had broken up on uncomfortable terms and Paul didn’t know if their friendship was able to be repaired but, during that evening together it felt, for once, a lot like old times. It was with that comforting thought that he left with Tanner, leaving both Brian and Casey, both of whom he’d considered friends and with both of whom he’d experienced physical intimacy, in one another’s company.


  * * * * *


  Paul awoke to the sound of his cell ringing. It was a full twenty minutes before his alarm was set to go off but he groggily answered it, holding the phone to his ear. The blaring voice of Casey did a better job of banishing the sleep from his head. “Heya Paul.”


  The young man had to do a double-take; yes… the caller ID said Brian’s cell. He moved the phone away from his head, setting it on the night stand instead. “Casey? Why are you calling from Brian’s phone?”


  The Dalmatian giggled, then spoke as if revealing a secret. “We stayed at the restaurant another hour until they closed and then I went back to his hotel room with him.”


  It wasn’t entirely unanticipated but it still caught Paul by surprise. “So… the two of you… even after what you’d said before about—”


  Casey was very forthright in his denial. The following words were spoken with a vibrant giddiness, and very quickly “No! That’s what was so great! We didn’t do anything. We stayed up until, like, two o clock just talking and hanging out. We ended up going to bed and we snuggled until the sun came up. I think we slept a little somewhere in there but it wasn’t much, but I feel awesome! Paul… we didn’t have sex and I feel awesome!”


  The Human chuckled softly, and paused when he heard Brian’s voice in the background. “Well… sounds like you’re still there.”


  Casey’s voice was filled with a smile. “Yeah… we’re getting room service. That’s what I called about.”


  Still slightly bleary, Paul still couldn’t resist the chance at humor. “Sure… um… I’ll take bacon and eggs with a big glass of OJ.”


  He could hear the Dog’s raspberry. “Brian has to get up to Sacramento for his appointment… I was hoping you’d be able to pick me up on the way to the office and then after work get me a ride back to Como Abuela for my car.”


  Paul smirked. “What? So now I’m your private chauffeur?”


  A comment from Brian wasn’t quite comprehensible on Casey’s side of the conversation but the Dalmatian quickly related it. “Brian says that you can count this against one you owe him.”


  The young man snickered. “Last time I checked he owed me.”


  He heard Casey relay that and Brian responded with a chuckle. The Dog repeated the words into the receiver. “He says he’ll owe you another one.”


  A sudden thought sprang to mind, inspired by a good mood and being awoken early. “I’ll be there in about an hour. In the meantime, ask Brian how he feels about being a background model.”


  Paul hung up before Casey could find out an answer and he closed his phone. Snuggling back down into the covers he grinned all the more as Tanner’s furred arm slid around his midsection. The Shepherd spoke into his pillow but was still decipherable. “I told you introducing them would only cause you more problems.”


  The Human let out a deep breath, closing his eyes as he reveled in snuggling up with the Dog. “Maybe I’m starting to get used to ‘more problems.”


  Tanner nuzzled the side of his face. “Gaining a martyr complex, are ya?”


  Paul turned and met his boyfriend’s muzzles with his lips. “I suppose we’ll have to wait and see.”


  Second Proposal


  The Mein Hund project continued at pace or, more specifically: ahead of schedule. Paul was surprised at how well everything was going but, then again this time he didn’t have to contend with a whacko-crazy woman sabotaging interpersonal communications and professional interaction. In apparent balance for the good fortune fate also threw a minor curve ball when Eizenzahn made another adjustment to the ad: he wanted another Human model.


  In any normal situation Paul wouldn’t have blinked twice about the addition of another model but in this particular case it made his job more difficult; Eizenzahn was so pleased with his selection of TeeSee he elected to leave the Human up to him as well… with two requirements: the Human had to be another non-model and needed to be a female. Paul didn’t have much of a choice in the matter and so it was a simple “Yes sir.” and he moved on.


  The rest of the work week added up to more chaos but he actually managed to take it all in stride… even if he hadn’t found a suitable candidate. Still, Paul refused to let it get to him and by the time he left the office on Friday he was upbeat and optimistic if for no other reason than it was the weekend and he was going to meet his favorite couple of friends at Como Abuela. Ray and Michelle were really worked up about getting together and something about their eagerness was infectious; Paul enjoyed having it to look forward to.


  He and Tanner met up at the condo and took a few minutes to get ready then took Paul’s car to the restaurant. As they were on their way over the inevitable discussion came up. Tanner had spent the first minute or two looking out the window but he glanced over to Paul. “So… how’d that project hang-up turn out?”


  Paul issued a sidelong glance at his boyfriend, choosing to keep the majority of his attention on the road. He caught sight of a smirk on the Dog’s muzzle and he wasn’t sure he wanted to be led into the trap but he went for it anyway. “What hang-up?”


  “Have you found the third final model yet?”


  It was a reoccurring theme with Tanner. Ever since Eizenzahn approached Tanner with the thought that he’d round everything out the German Shepherd was constantly pointing out that he wasn’t actually the final piece to the puzzle. After Bert bowed out and they replaced him with TeeSee Tanner had started in on things in general good humor but he’d become comedically unbearable after finding out that the Doberman decided he wanted a second Human added into the photo. Paul replied to the question as succinctly as possible. “No. Not yet.”


  The Shepherd’s grin widened even more. “Maybe you should ask your sister. Kimmy said she wanted to see California, right?”


  Paul fired back without hesitation, smirking the whole time. “Don’t make me aim your side of the car at a parked truck.”


  Tanner laughed at the response and slid a paw over to rest atop the hand Paul was using to hold onto the shifter; it was an automatic but he’d learned on a manual and the habit had carried over. The Human smiled. “Well… between our biggest client and my most important Dog both reminding me constantly of the fact that we need one more model I have a feeling it’ll stay at the top of my list, thanks.”


  The Shepherd immediately became more supportive and less satirical as he gave Paul’s hand a gentle squeeze. “Any leads yet? I mean… there are probably hundreds of talent agencies from here down to San Diego. I’m sure one of them’s gotta have a—”


  Paul sighed. “Eizenzahn doesn’t want the second Human to be a model… he wants someone more natural so he can have something more candid… kinda like Jason Campbell, I guess.”


  Tanner’s ears raised and he barely got the two words out before he started cracking up. “Like Jason? Natural?!?!”


  Once they got to a stop light the Human turned to look at his passenger. He used his best sardonic tone. “What? He’s a robot? Damn… I knew it all along.”


  The Shepherd continued laughing, his whiskers vibrating with the severity of the action. The light turned green again before Tanner got himself under control. He still had trouble speaking while trying to catch his breath. “No… it’s…”


  Paul sighed. “I know… he’s some kind of God with Dogs… the second coming of Jesus kind of thing, right?”


  Tanner finally had a chance to calm down. “Nah… I’m not even talking about that—and it works with Humans too, by the way. What I mean is that he’s a celebrity, Paul… even though it hasn’t gone to his head it still puts him on a different level.”


  “So what are you getting at?”


  The Shepherd sat up in his seat a little straighter, his voice tuning in to that carefully cultivated tone of deep thought and analysis Paul had come to love so much about him. “I think Eizenzahn is choosing his Human models like he chose his Dog ones.”


  Paul slowed down for the turn into the Como Abuela parking lot. “Come again? How’s that, exactly? He only has two Humans.”


  Tanner held up a finger, then a second, and finally a third, counting off all his points. “First, he got Jason as a recognizable face and wants a second Human who isn’t established… second, you said he wants a female Human for his second advertisement ‘Leasher’… and third, he selected the first Human and he wants you to find the second.”


  Paul shook his head in disbelief but his words slowed down even as he thought about it himself. “Even though that makes sense it’s just plain silly. Do you really think that Eizenzahn go to such great lengths… to… oh my god… that is what he’s doing, isn’t it?”


  Tanner was just about to say something but he glanced past Paul and held up a paw in greeting. Paul turned to regard Ray and Michelle who had just got out of their own car. He offered the pair a wave of his own as Tanner added aside to him “To be continued.”


  Michelle was the first to meet them as they approached, offering Paul a warm hug and a kiss on the cheek then doing the same for Tanner. Ray was next and surprised Paul with a big, full-bodied hug followed by a nose bump. “Hey, Dakota. Glad you two could make it.”


  The Retriever repeated the greeting with Tanner as Paul smirked. “You kidding? I’ve been looking forward to the weekend all week, and that weekend starts here.”


  Michelle wrapped her arm around Paul’s waist and walked with him inside even as Ray did the same with Tanner. She laid her head on his shoulder. “Good. Same here.”


  It was a strange gesture on her part but Paul let it slide as they entered into the restaurant. The usual hostess was there and it was obvious they were recognized. She did a double-take when she saw Michelle hanging off of Paul and the young man straightened up his posture, clearing his throat. “Uh… four… please.”


  The hostess smiled and addressed them clearly despite her strong accent. “Jes. Right dees way pleeze.”


  Paul didn’t really know why but he felt a little more self-conscious having Michelle on his arm as they walked to their assigned booth. There was a time when he would have welcomed the societal norm of having a woman by his side but he couldn’t place what it was that had him so ill-at-ease. Michelle let him get into the booth first and slid in next to him. “She’s not Mexican.”


  “Huh?”


  Ray slid into the booth next to Tanner, sitting across from Michelle, tail beating good-naturedly against the back of the booth. “Oh come on. Don’t start that again, Shelly.”


  Laughing, she set her hands on the table in front of her with a shrug. “I’m just saying that this is a Mexican restaurant and their hostess is from Puerto Rico.”


  The Golden Retriever stuck his tongue out in an almost childlike (pup-like?) manner. “Sure… just show off your ear for accents.”


  Paul glanced to the booth-mate at his side. “How can you tell she’s from Puerto Rico, Michelle?”


  The woman gave a pointed glance at Ray. “Thank you for asking, Paul.”


  The Retriever gave an over-exaggerated eye roll. “Oh… here we go.”


  The next ten minutes consisted of an accent lesson disrupted only by a quick visit from the server to get everyone’s orders. Michelle had learned to tell by ear where patients of the hospital were from when they spoke Spanish. Apparently it went a long way toward getting good reviews from patients when she was talking with them… especially in one case when she was the first Spanish speaking nurse who didn’t automatically assume a Spaniard was Mexican. She finished with saying “It all comes down to listening. Just like how you can tell someone’s from England, or Australia, or even the South—”


  Paul cleared is throat. “Uh… I try not to… last time I asked if someone was from Australia she got mad at me.”


  A grin spread across Michelle’s face. “Let me guess… she was from New Zealand.”


  Tanner laughed. “Yeah… she was.”


  The laughter spread all around the table… even to Paul. As everyone started to quiet down he had to ask. “How’d you know?”


  It brought up another round of laughter and even though Paul found himself blushing it didn’t embarrass him as much as it made him laugh along. There was a difference of laughing with friends and being laughed at by friends; it was a feel good moment… and only disrupted a little by the appearance of the server.


  Only once dinner arrived did the discussion really turn to something more serious and it was Tanner who brought up the obvious subject. “So… did you guys set a date yet?”


  Ray smiled, reaching across the table with a paw. “We were thinking after the current Mein Hund project settled down… maybe the end of summer.”


  Michelle met the Dog’s paw with her hand. It was a touching moment and Paul didn’t have it in him to point out that Ray’s shirt sleeve was dragging through the Dog’s Chicken en Mole. Looking at the sauce, a thought suddenly struck him. “That has cocoa in it, doesn’t it?”


  Ray’s eyes went from Michelle down to his dinner; at that point he noticed the sauce on his shirt. He withdrew his arm, chuckling as he dipped his napkin into his glass of water and began brushing at it. “Well damn it.”


  Michelle was apparently the only one at the table who picked up on what Paul was getting at. “Dogs are just fine with chocolate, Paul… just like Humans.”


  The young man shifted on the booth seat. “Oh… okay… I heard vets say that four legged dogs shouldn’t eat chocolate so I thought—”


  Tanner stared at Paul from across the table. “Did you know that most Monkeys have wheat and rye allergies? A lot of them don’t do so well with Soy either.”


  “Uh… no. I didn’t.”


  The Shepherd smiled. “Some Humans do too.”


  “Oh. Okay?”


  Ray took over, elaborating. “Just like certain Humans have gluten issues some Dogs have Chocolate allergies. I’m not one of em.”


  To illustrate the point the Retriever took a huge fork full of the brownish-red sauce and chicken. Paul chuckled uncomfortably and Michelle just rolled her eyes. “I think Dakota gets the idea, Ray… it was just a question.”


  The Retriever smirked, setting his fork down. “I know… Dakota’s a good sport. You’re a good guy, Paul. Don’t ever change.”


  It was at that point Paul decided it’d be a good idea to get things back on track. “We were talking about the wedding.”


  Tanner picked up on that. “Did you figure out who you’re having officiate? Have you found a public official whose willing to marry the two of you?”


  Michelle shook her head. “No… we checked around… but a friend of mine from the hospital got ordained online so she could perform a wedding for her sister and her girlfriend and she said she’d be happy to officiate one for us but we’d be on our own fighting the good fight against the legal proceedings.”


  She and Ray shared a laugh about the last part but it got Paul to thinking. The question came out unbidden. “How?”


  Ray’s ears raised and he glanced over at Paul after sliding his empty plate aside. “Oh… we found a way to make it happen.”


  Michelle leveled her gaze at the Retriever. “You didn’t talk to them about it yet?”


  He shrugged in response. “It’s been busy at work. That’s what tonight was for.”


  Paul sat back in on the boot bench. “Talk about what?”


  Ray downed the last of his drink before answering the question. “Fill you in on the details of the wedding.”


  Michelle’s grin stretched ear-to-ear. “We want you to be the best man.”


  Paul froze. “Huh?”


  The Retriever’s ears fell down and back as he shot her a playful glare. “Hey! We agreed that I was gonna tell him, Shelly.”


  She stuck her tongue out at Ray, sliding her credit card to the server who came by with their check. “You had all week… and I thought we settled on having Paul and Tanner as the best men.”


  Tanner smirked, obviously handling the sudden reveal better than Paul. “I thought the talk was supposed to follow dinner?”


  Ray laughed, giving the Shepherd a light elbow as he slid out of the booth. “Fair enough. You two following us back to the apartment?”


  Tanner gave him an elbow back. “That’s the plan.”


  The two Dogs headed out of the restaurant ahead, chatting with one another as Paul stayed behind for a few moments waiting with Michelle for the server to return. “So… movie night, huh?”


  Michelle nodded. “Ray said you mentioned that you guys like Rin-Tin-Tin… I picked up the remake they released last summer. It just came out on blu-ray and figured it might be fun pick for the movie night tonight.”


  Paul laughed at that as the waiter came back. Michelle accepted the receipt, signing it and leaving the restaurant’s copy on the table. He didn’t comment until he and she were arm in arm walking out. “Yeah… Tanner got me hooked… I guess Rinny was his hero back from when he was a pup. Things were kinda crazy and we didn’t get a chance to see it, he’ll—”


  He fell silent when Michelle planted a kiss on his cheek. He turned slowly to regard her and she smiled. “Thanks for being such a good friend, Dakota.”


  He felt his cheeks blush. “Well… uh… technically Tanner and I are a little more than friends, but I—”


  She laughed, giving him a light smack on the shoulder. “I meant to Ray… and me… and pretty much every last person you meet. You’re a good man, Paul Miller.”


  The two couples merged up after that which forestalled any response Paul could have given. Ray and Tanner broke ranks and the Shepherd returned to Paul even as the Retriever embraced Michelle. Paul let out a breath. “You know… I figure when the weekend comes around things get calmer, but I guess that isn’t always the case, is it?”


  * * * * *


  Paul had only ever been over to Ray’s apartment when the Retriever had lived alone… and the apartment he and Tanner followed Ray and Michelle to was a different one. It took a moment for Paul to remember that the couple had moved into a new one together after their relationship became public knowledge. The new apartment was a lot nicer… and had Michelle’s feminine touch, making it much more welcoming and much less austere than the Dog’s last home.


  The apartment was two bedroom but Ray and Michelle shared one, leaving the other room available as Ray’s at-home office or, for the sake of movie night (which had been promised to be accompanied by drinks) was great as a guest room. All four walked in together and Michelle went straight into the kitchen. “I’m no bartender but I know a few really great mixed drinks. You two make yourself comfortable.”


  Ray in the meantime had kicked off his shoes and went straight into the living room to mess with the television. Paul had great respect for anyone who was able to change the settings on the television from cable to DVD without any real issue, and that included Ray. Tanner didn’t miss the way the Human watched the Retriever’s use of the buttons on the remote. “See? It’s really not all that hard to do, Paul.”


  “Bite me.”


  Ray glanced over his shoulder. “What’s that?”


  Tanner spoke up to explain. “Paul has this… ‘unique way’ around technology.”


  Their host didn’t miss a beat. “You mean like his computer at work?”


  The German Shepherd grinned. “Yep.”


  Ray didn’t relent. “Or his cell phone?”


  Tanner’s grin widened. “Yep—phone too.”


  “Or—”


  Paul interjected. “Yes, Ray… that too. Whatever you were about to say if it involves technology I think it’s safe to say that it doesn’t get along well with me.”


  It was about that time when Michelle joined them carrying a tray of tumblers. “Alright you two. The referee is calling an end to the match. No more double-teaming.”


  A few more laughs were had as everyone started to settle down. Paul wasn’t able to put his finger on what it was about hanging out with Ray and Michelle that made him so at ease but he wasn’t able to think of anyone else short of Tanner himself who made him feel comfortable enough to exchange witty banter and depreciating humor… he was actually able to laugh at himself and that felt surprisingly good.


  Once everyone found a seat (Tanner in an armchair and Paul seated on one side of the couch with Michelle between him and Ray) the movie remained off as Ray got to the point of the evening and he started it with a very innocent “You two know how I proposed to Michelle and everything… well she and I were looking to get your input.”


  Paul glanced around the two at Tanner; the Shepherd was looking right back at him. They nodded in unison. “Okay.”


  Michelle reached out for Ray’s paw and the fingers on both entwined. The Retriever continued. “In early colonial times Humans and Dogs both had a place in America but they were separated by the same societal values that governed the other civilized nations… it was pretty much the norm until the early 20th century.”


  Tanner nodded. “Yeah… we studied that in the American History class I took in College… After the industrial revolution Dogs and Humans were hired equally to deal with the labor shortage that came about with the development of labor unions and strikes.”


  Ray chuckled. “Yeah… you shoulda heard my old man go off on that any time someone brought it up… he always talked about it being ‘the best thing to come out of the best thing to happen’.”


  A chuckle went around the room and Michelle laid her head on the Retriever’s shoulder. “That was also back when Dogs were segregated based on breed and you didn’t find mixed families any more commonly than you did among Humans of different skin color.”


  Ray nodded. “Right… that was around the same time as the civil rights movement… but that’s skipping a few important things, Shelly.”


  Michelle slid her hand into his paw again. “Right… the MaB Act.”


  Paul hadn’t spent a lot of time studying history but he did remember the MaB act because of a little phrase his teacher had used in high school. “The MaB Act made lots of people M-A-D.”


  Everyone else laughed at that and Michelle shifted her weight so she could rest her head on Paul’s shoulder. “Right… it was a morality based proposed-law appearing after World War One came to an end when lots of young Dogs ended up getting pregnant due to so many soldiers coming back from the front…”


  Paul thought for a moment before speaking. “There was a big controversy over the proposal at the time because it all but ordered Dogs to get married if they were having a pup but there wasn’t an equal bill submitted for Humans, right?”


  Tanner nodded. “Yeah… so they made it an ‘Act’ without fully enforcing it as a law. People heard about it and that was good enough for the people who were trying to get it to be put into effect. It was laid out as a formally proposed act and only loosely enforced… but what does that have to do with—”


  Ray held up a paw. “Just one piece of the puzzle, Tanner.”


  The German Shepherd leaned forward in his chair, elbows on his knees. “Okay.”


  Michelle picked up where Ray left off. “At that time one of the requirements for Dogs to be able to marry was that they had to be able to produce pups.”


  Paul was surprised yet again. “Why? That doesn’t make any sense.”


  Ray waved away the objection with an errant motion of a paw. “More moral laws. It was a subtle jab at Human/Dog relationships back then… a reminder that Dogs were Dogs and Humans were Humans and if they couldn’t have offspring then it was an ‘act against god’. Nobody back then wanted to acknowledge any taboo relationships so they just went a round-about way to condemn them. Humans and Dogs, Man and Man, Woman and Woman… an easy way to oppress all of it.”


  Paul nodded thoughtfully. “So you think they’re going to use that law to challenge you two?”


  Ray grinned, taking a sip of his drink. “Nope. We’re going to use it to our benefit.”


  “How?”


  Michelle took over again. “Well… after World War 2 when soldiers and POWs came back from Europe there was the issue of neutered Dogs.”


  Paul was taken aback. “What?”


  All eyes went to him. Tanner was the one to elaborate. “One of the things Nazis did to keep Dogs from enlisting on the Allied side was to castrate any that they imprisoned.”


  The Human thought he was going to be sick; he never read about any of that. “Really?”


  Michelle nodded. “Really. And at that time one of the requirements for Dogs to be able to marry was that they had to be able to produce pups.”


  Paul was surprised yet again. “So… what happened? The GIs couldn’t get married because they couldn’t have pups?”


  She continued, shaking her head. “No. The laws acknowledged that Dogs approach intimacy and intimate relations a little differently than Humans. There was a bill that passed allowing a Dog to marry a Bitch if his friend sires pups with her for him, thereby bypassing all other requirements. He legally becomes the father to the pups and the husband to the mother.”


  Paul thought about that for a moment but it was Tanner who ended being faster on the uptake. “The law didn’t specifically say that the Dogs had to be the same breed, did it?”


  Michelle’s smile widened. “No… because lawmakers didn’t really think that much into setting a precedence, which is what they did. Later during the civil rights movement Dogs in the 1960s successfully challenged the status quo. Dogs of different breeds would get the aid of a friend to impregnate the prospective bride and then force the 1940s law of Father-By-Friend into effect… and they won time and time again.”


  Ray finished off his drink and set his glass to the side before finishing the thought. “None of these laws, acts, or precedents have been repealed, cancelled, or successfully challenged… and we plan on using all of them to win us our right to marry.”


  Tanner sat back in his chair rubbing his chin. “Except Michelle isn’t a Dog.”


  Ray smirked. “You learned about the American Civil Rights movements and the equality act of 1969 in your history class, right?”


  Tanner nodded. “Yeah… Humans and Dogs are considered for the same rights and responsibilities… that laws won’t be made separately for either Dogs or Humans and that all laws in effect—”


  The German Shepherd’s eyes lit up. He and Ray finished the thought together “—will apply to both equally.”


  Michelle joined them in smiling. “There shouldn’t be any reason we can’t use the same argument as the Dogs in 1960s used.”


  Tanner’s ears perked. “So you’re using the Dog rulings and asserting that they should be able to apply to Humans as well.”


  Paul glanced first at Michelle then to Ray before asking the most obvious question. “So… how do you expect Michelle to have a ‘puppy’ for you to adopt, exactly?”


  Michelle chuckled next to him and Ray grinned ear to ear. Tanner sat up a little straighter, apparently understanding. It wasn’t until Paul had six eyes on him that he realized the answer but Michelle voiced it regardless. “We want you to help us conceive.”


  Ray nodded in agreement. “Once Michelle gets pregnant we can use already established precedence so I can claim parentage and then press the issue of marriage by citing the morality act of the 1920s. It’s not going to be easy but we’ll have one hell of a case.”


  Head still spinning Paul was barely able to digest anything of what was said. In the end the only answer he could muster was “…it’s kinda sudden.”


  Michelle reached out and took his hand. “You don’t have to decide right away, Dakota. We didn’t expect you to have an answer immediately and we’re not springing it on you without a reasonable time frame for you to think it over.”


  Tanner nodded thoughtfully. “How long do we have to decide.”


  The way his boyfriend used ‘we’ immediately made Paul feel better. Tanner was right; they were in it together. Choosing to lean on that thought the Human asked the Shepherd “So… what do you think about it?”


  Tanner shrugged. “Honestly? Well… I mean… it makes sense. If you’re okay with it then I don’t see any reason why not.”


  Paul rested his hands in his lap as he considered what they were asking. “So… I mean… I go to a fertility clinic and they give me a cup or something? How does it all work exactly?”


  Michelle blushed a little as she reached over and rested a hand on his thigh. “You’re a good friend, Dakota… and Tanner too. We actually were hoping for something a little more intimate and meaningful.”


  Paul’s response consisted of clearing his throat then pausing; he rubbed the back of his head to delay his admission. Eventually when he couldn’t stall any further he tried to bumble his way through explaining the problem he foresaw. “I… uh… I’m not… entirely… sure I could… you know… make it work.”


  There was a silence pervading the room and he blushed, suddenly realizing what he said might have been taken the wrong way. He quickly added “No I mean it isn’t you it’s me and I’m not sure I could manage to make things work because you’re a woman not because you’re not beautiful or not because I don’t like you I just don’t think that I would be able to do it because I’m not really attracted to women and the only other time I got anywhere near intimate with—”


  Michelle butted in when he paused to take a breath in his rambling. “Dakota! It’s fine… honest, sweet-heart.”


  Letting out a shaky breath, Paul sunk down against the sofa as he tried to put his thoughts into word. “I just don’t think I’m wired that way, Michelle… I’m not sure I could… you know… uh… get… it up…”


  She smiled patiently, leaning forward to kiss him on the forehead. “Like I said, Dakota… you don’t have to decide now, and if you say yes you know everyone here will do everything we can to make sure you’re comfortable. We’re understanding and we’ll all love you and you shouldn’t be embarrassed no matter what.”


  Ray leaned forward in his chair a little, tugging at his tie uncomfortably as his ears reddened. “You’d really be doing us more a favor than we could ever repay, Dakota… of course we’d be supportive. We can all be together if it’d help—all four of us.”


  It was everything Paul had ever heard of or known to be the intimate connection in a Dog relationship… friends joining friends with their respective partners… only in this case Paul would be with Michelle. It didn’t make sense! Did it? He let out a breath and then downed the rest of his drink. “And you really want me to help you?”


  Michelle and Ray both nodded. The Retriever answered with certainty. “You’re a good man, Dakota… I wouldn’t want anyone else helping me father a child with Michelle.”


  Paul’s head was spinning, and it was from more than the alcohol. He and Tanner hadn’t had the time to be intimate for most of the week and his mind was awash with the situation’s ‘how’s and, despite his fear and trepidation his body seemed to be receptive to the idea… but would it be on the night they chose to execute the plan?


  He surprised himself with his own declaration. “Okay… but if we’re gonna try it we should… uh… probably try tonight.”


  A Pair of Pairs


  Paul honestly didn’t know what to expect when it came to ‘intimacy’ with Michelle; he’d never actually had sex with a woman before and he still suffered from the discomfort of his horribly failed prom night date from high school. The apprehension only grew as the four of them made their way to the bedroom, and it only got worse when Michelle slipped out of her dress to reveal a black lacy bra. She obviously sensed his discomfort. “Just relax, Paul—this isn’t life or death surgery.”


  He almost jumped when Tanner stepped up behind him, placing his paws on the Human’s shoulders. The Dog began to gently rub his back, leaning forward to whisper softly. “I got you, and you got this.”


  It took a moment before Paul realized what it was Tanner was saying, but the moment the Shepherd slid his paws down Paul’s back and up under his shirt a little thrill ran through him. Was he really going to do this? When the Dog’s paws began to loosen his belt the Human began to feel his body respond; apparently he was. Michelle was right there kneeling on the bed next to where he stood on the floor, her hands pressing up against his stomach as she gently kissed his stomach right above his belly button. Paul closed his eyes, raising his head back against Tanner’s face and the Shepherd nibbled on his ear.


  He could feel himself blushing as Michelle pulled his pants free and doubly so when she freed him from his underwear. Paul gasped, shivering faintly as Tanner’s smooth paw pads found their way to his freed member, and very nearly jumped in surprise when Michelle’s gentle hands cupped his testicles. Only then did he open his eyes… and he was quite surprised to see Ray also undressing. Something about the Retriever’s actions had him transfixed and he watched with unabashed interest as one of his best friends got naked with him.


  Paul lost track of Ray the moment Michelle’s lips touched his erection. Before he knew it he was hilted in her mouth and she began to caress the underside of his shaft with her tongue. When he regained his senses he saw that Ray had stepped out of his pants, baring himself entirely. The Retriever was in good shape but had the hint of the middle-age paunch that was so common among non-active men. His fur was shaggier than Tanner’s, especially along his chest, down his belly and groin hinting at an almost human-like treasure trail… but the most noticeable thing was the Dog’s thick sheath which was already damp at the tip where a sliver of pink was just starting to peek out.


  Ray did not remain idle for long, climbing up onto the bed where Michelle was kneeling to service Paul. He went down onto all fours behind her and Paul jumped in surprise as her lips tightened around his flesh; Paul could hear Ray’s tongue at work… and not just because of Michelle moaning against his member. Tanner nibbled on the back of Paul’s neck and a little thrill ran through him when he heard the sound of Tanner’s pants fall to the floor.


  Just as Paul was finally starting to really get into it Michelle pulled back. “Okay, Dakota… I think you’re ready.”


  After saying her piece she slid backwards, caught by Ray as he joined her on the bed and he lowered her onto her back, legs trailing down so that her feet just brushed the carpet. She then contracted her stomach muscles and brought her legs back up, spreading them. Paul swallowed his apprehension as he saw his target which was already slick with a combination of Ray’s saliva and Michelle’s natural ‘lubricant’. He felt his heart beating a mile a minute, teetering on the edge of backing out… right up until the moment Tanner eased him forward just enough so that the Dog could find entry into Paul’s backside. It was enough to keep him hard.


  Ray held Michelle’s hands in one of his paws, the other one sliding a pillow up beneath her head as he looked down at her, speaking softly before he knelt forward and kissed her. Paul’s focus went again to the task at hand as Tanner gave another thrust, easing another inch into him before holding steady, paw around the base of the Human’s shaft as he helped ease him forward into Michelle. Gasping, Paul reached down to take hold of Michelle’s hips and pull her further toward him, impaling her with the movement of his arms as much as through the movement of his hips (further aided by another thrust from Tanner). He and Michelle both gasped at the same time and Paul shut his eyes.


  Still unsure if he had it in him to finish the job, Paul’s apprehension was starting to get the better of him but Tanner did not give him a chance to second-guess himself. Controlling their hip movements through his thrusts alone, Tanner used enough force to effectively push Paul deeper still into Michelle. By that time her legs were wrapped around Paul’s hips and her heels were locked behind his thighs giving her enough grip to pull Paul against her and enough room for Tanner to push into him. After a few moments Paul finally managed to open his eyes again when he heard and felt movement across the bed. What he saw immediately caught his ‘interest’.


  Michelle had been caressing Ray’s thighs and coddling his sheath and testicles; his interest in her ministrations was obvious as his flesh was fully exposed, completely erect, and deep red in color. He was slightly shorter in length than Tanner but incredibly thick… and dribbling constantly. Paul was transfixed as he watched the Retriever crawl on paws and knees across the bedspread, straddling Michelle as he did so. The older Dog’s ears were red and slightly back as he met Paul’s gaze. “Thank you, Dakota…”


  It was an odd time to express thanks but it didn’t surprise him as much as Ray’s muzzle pressing up against his lips. That sudden gesture of closeness plus the proximity of the naked Retriever was more than enough to switch Paul’s focus to the moment—being kissed by a good friend and being entered from behind by his boyfriend… at that second he didn’t care that he was hilted in a female; Michelle was a friend too, and he was in the middle of it all. He could feel the moment Michelle’s lips enveloped Ray’s eager flesh when the Dog’s muzzle firmed against his mouth and was accentuated by a soft, happy growl.


  He lost track of what happened next but he knew it was beyond all logical focus. Paul didn’t know if he came because of Michelle’s orgasm or if she did because of his suddenly eager movements as he neared his own but the end result was mind-blowing. In front of him he could watch Ray panting eagerly, absorbed in the sensations of his fiancé’s lips on his shaft while behind him he felt the intense fullness of Tanner within him and the Shepherd’s knot pounding eagerly at his opening. He cried out at some point, feeling his body finally surrender to the stimulation surrounding his member and he emptied himself into Michelle’s eager opening.


  The moment he was done he managed to rasp out, gasping. “I… I… did it… we—oh…”


  Tanner stepped back once Paul made the declaration, almost feral in his insistence at bending the Human over the bed; the Shepherd had never been very good at getting off while they were both in a standing position so it only made sense. Once Paul was on his knees with his chest resting on the mattress Tanner wasted no time in pushing in further, grinding his hips against the Human’s as he massaged his knot into Paul’s opening with constant and insistent pressure.


  The young man moaned as he was forced open, gripping the bedspread in both hands even as Ray slid down onto the floor beside him. The Retriever pulled Michelle close, sliding his turgid red shaft into her in one go. In that position with his paws at her hips he seemed almost like a four legged dog for a moment as he thrust rapid-fire into her, working her open to accommodate his thick member even as she locked her heels around his back just above his tail; in unison he thrust as she clamped down and Paul was able to hear the wet, slick sound of Ray knotting her… at exactly the same time Tanner succeeded with him.


  There was a chorus of moans, groans, euphoric cries, and, in Ray’s case, a deep-chested growling roar; it was unsettling to Paul in a surprisingly erotic way… almost as much as the fact that he ended up coming again once he felt Tanner’s member begin to pulse inside him, filling the Human’s depths even as Paul’s testicles were emptied. By the time the chaos had quieted down Paul was laying with his face, chest, and stomach on the bed with Tanner resting atop him. He remembered mumbling something about an apology for the carpet, which had earned nothing more than a joined laugh from their host and hostess. Shortly after that the four fell asleep together on the sofa; Paul hadn’t been able to remember a time he felt so good about being so crowded.


  * * * * *


  While Paul had thoroughly expected an awkward morning and a quick escape back home the following day he was surprised when everything started off more like waking up after a sleepover at a friend’s house. Technically, he realized, that’s precisely what it was. Michelle was up early making waffles in the kitchen while Ray was seated at the dining room table reading the newspaper. The Retriever had a mug of coffee in one paw and offered the guests the same. Tanner joined him for a cup and Michelle handed Paul a glass of orange juice; according to her the natural sugars there were a suitable substitute for caffeine.


  They chatted around the table enjoying a leisurely breakfast as the conversation rolled along from topic to topic. Nothing about the previous night’s activities came up but, rather than feeling like the elephant in the room it simply didn’t hold the weight of ‘important subject’ as the discussion jumped from thoughts on the wedding, what movies would be coming out soon, and plans for the photo shoot; Michelle ended up saying yes—just so long as she could schedule around her shifts at the hospital.


  If the visit would have ended after breakfast Paul would have considered it a win but he was reminded that the couples had not been given a chance to see the Rin-Tin-Tin movie the prior night and so the after-dinner movie turned into an after-breakfast one. Surprisingly the day continued on a positive note as he and Tanner hung out through lunch. Every moment that passed Paul expected things to ‘get weird’… but they never did. When the couples finally parted late in the afternoon it was with the same pleasant familiarity and casual good-natured amiable camaraderie that they had always done. Only then did Paul hold out hope that what they’d shared the previous night wouldn’t end up causing a rift between them.


  The rest of the weekend continued on at the same upward trajectory as the start. Paul got some quality time with Tanner Saturday night when they cooked dinner together and ate it in the living room snuggled up on the couch watching 1980s sitcom reruns. Sunday was even better: sleeping in and a late brunch followed by chores around the house together before they settled down to an afternoon of a certain Human learning about technology. It led to an evening full of laughs, a dinner still full of laughs, and Paul resolving to get his free cell phone upgrade if for no reason other than to have one that doesn’t require speaker mode all the time. Although they went to bed just before eleven Sunday night didn’t actually come to a close until just after midnight… and it was a good ‘climax’.


  Monday arriving normally would have put a dent in Paul’s mood but for once it didn’t even phase him. He got into the office and went straight into project planning. He added Michelle’s name to the roster and sent an email to Mr. Howe and Eizenzahn both. The day progressed at the quick pace of a Monday full of activities and before he knew it his coworkers were getting ready to go. Things came to a halt when Ben wandered by his cubicle with a simple question. “So… ready for tomorrow?”


  Paul was just getting ready to switch off his computer and froze mid-reach before turning to regard the big black man. “Tomorrow? What’s tomorrow?”


  In a rare show of his usually hidden, dry humor, Ben responded with a matter of fact reply to the question. “Tuesday.”


  “Tuesday?”


  Ben did not relent. “The 11th.”


  Remembering a trick Tanner had shown him about clicking on the date/time display at the bottom of his screen, Paul pulled up the electronic calendar and looked at the resulting window; it didn’t help. He glanced to Ben, who crossed his arms, staring back. Paul was just about to pull out his day planner when it struck: Tuesday the 11th—the airport! A small crack appeared in his previously unblemished positive mood. “…Jason Campbell.”


  A very faint smirk appeared on Ben’s lips. “Right. So… you ready?”


  Paul took in a breath and slowly exhaled. A moment passed and he suddenly realized something that was not normal in his life. “You know… I think I am!”


  As it turned out, he was—mostly.


  * * * * *


  Tuesday itself passed in the blink of an eye. It seemed like barely an hour between when he said goodbye to Tanner as the Shepherd headed off to work to when the Dog came to see him at his cubicle noting that his shift was over. It was also about that time when Mr. Howe wandered by. “Afternoon, Dakota.”


  “Hello, Mr. Howe. Tonight at the airport—I haven’t forgotten.”


  The Terrier smiled, giving Tanner a pat on the shoulder before stepping into Paul’s cubicle. “This is a work function, Mr. Miller. Considering traffic it could take a little while to get to the airport. Since you’re paid for mileage and time why don’t you head out now so our V.I.Ps aren’t kept waiting at the terminal.”


  Paul paused at that, taking a moment to look down at the form he was completing. “Definitely. I’ll finish this requisition request and—”


  Mr. Howe was already on his way out. “Hand it off to Ben. I’d rather you be early than late. Jason is usually just fine waiting but I’d rather not have JD cause a scene.”


  Paul swallowed the apprehension building about what he’d come to understand to be a monster of a Dog. “Is JD really that bad, Mr. Howe?”


  Tanner chuckled and rolled his eyes. The only response from the Terrier was unrelated. “You’ll need to show your company expense card at the hotel when you drop them off. And I already told you: call me Walt.”


  Paul glanced over at Tanner and repeated the question. “You know JD—he’s not really that bad… right?”


  The Shepherd smirked. “Relax, Paul… you probably have nothing to worry about.”


  The Human paused. “Probably?”


  Tanner out and out laughed, holding out a paw to him. “Come on. I’ll go with and protect you from the big bad Bully.”


  Despite the humor of the statement Paul felt immediately better. It wasn’t that he was really worried about JD but being alone in a car with strangers didn’t wholly appeal to him. The two went out to the parking lot and Paul paused. “So… uh… should we head back home first so we can just take one car to the airport?”


  Tanner touched his nose to the Human’s. “Sounds like a good idea. I’d say we should take mine because JD’ll probably appreciate the extra leg room but this is your show so we’d better stick to yours… plus I’d rather avoid him commenting on mine.”


  If Paul had ears that could move they probably would have raised. “Why’s that? What’s wrong with your car?”


  The Shepherd waved away the concern. “Nothing… but knowing JD I’m sure he’d find something so he could get on my case about it.”


  “And I have nothing to worry about?”


  Despite the fact that Tanner was walking away from him Paul could still tell he was smiling because of the tone of his reply (and a very waggy tail). “Probably nothing.”


  The trip home was uneventful but the time alone in the car gave Paul plenty to think about. He had never actually met Jason or JD in person but had spoken on the phone with both; if the gruff conversation with the Bull Terrier had been any indication he wasn’t completely willing to forestall his worry but once Tanner was in the car Paul managed to calm down. They chatted about a little of everything on their way to the airport. Jason and JD only came up in the conversation as they neared the terminal labeled ARRIVALS.


  Paul had just pulled the car up to the curb. “So… you know what they look like, right?”


  Tanner glanced his way with a grin. “You didn’t follow Casey’s advice and watch an episode of Dog-Eat-Dog?”


  The Human sighed. “Some time between working late, a weekend full of Ray, Michelle, and You, and focusing on the Mein—”


  The Shepherd reached over and rested a paw on Paul’s leg. “Relax, Paul… I’m not trying to criticize… just take a deep breath. Yes; I know what Jason and JD look like.”


  Paul followed his boyfriend’s advice and took a deep breath through his nose, letting it out slowly through his mouth as he glanced around the terminal, freezing when he saw a large sign. “Wait… no parking?”


  Tanner followed his gaze to the written announcement. “Hmm… probably one of those NSA or TSA rules… been awhile since I picked anyone up at the airport.”


  The Human nodded. “Yeah… we drove ourselves last time… so I guess we circle?”


  Getting no objection from the Shepherd, Paul put the car into drive and eased slowly back into traffic. “Check my notes, please? What time is their plane supposed to be in?”


  Tanner flipped through the pages Paul brought with as they merged with traffic and continued on past the gates. “Hmm… looks like they should touch down any minute. Lemme check and see if I can find out when they’re expected to land.”


  Paul hazarded a glance at the Dog who had pulled out his cell. “What’s with the phone?”


  The Shepherd smirked, typing away at the touch screen. “I’m going to the carrier’s site and tracking the flight.”


  “Huh?”


  Tanner managed to not laugh. “They post up-to-date schedules on when flights are due in. It’ll say if it’s running late or—oh! Looks like it already touched down… almost fifteen minutes early.”


  Paul let out another breath. “Well… good thing Mr. Howe sent me here early.”


  The Shepherd’s grin returned. “He told you to call him Wa—”


  “Oh shut up.”


  They circled the terminals twice more as they waited for any sign of Jason and JD. Tanner passed the time by telling Paul some anecdotes of his life in college with the two of them. While they had stayed in touch the three hadn’t actually spent any time together since Jason and JD moved out to New York. Emails and phone conversations aside, Tanner was almost as in-the-dark as Paul but he seemed excited nevertheless to reconnect with friends from his past. That too was just one more piece of apprehension added to the mix.


  It was on the fourth pass when everything came to a head and it started with a huge crowd blocking view of the revolving doors that led into the baggage claim. Paul slowed, craning his head as much as he dared while trying to watch traffic. “What do you think that’s about?”


  Tanner rolled down the window so he could stick his head out and look as they went by. “Probably Jason and JD.”


  “JD wouldn’t’ve killed someone, would he?”


  Tanner snorted. “Don’t be so worried about JD, Paul. Honest. Yeah, he can be a little intimidating but he’s really just a big ol’ teddy bear—do not tell him I said that.”


  Paul couldn’t resist. “Why? Scared?”


  Rather than answer, Tanner held up a paw. “Stop. That’s them.”


  Paul pulled up against the curb, finally setting the parking break on as he tried to look past Tanner. “How can you tell through the crowd?”


  The Shepherd glanced his way and smirked, pointing to his ears. “I call tell because of the crowd—you can hear people calling out for Jason.”


  The Human had just started to try and strain his ears when the huge throng of people finally started to part like birds fleeing before a barge… except that barge was a rather imposing, incredibly big Bull Terrier shooing them away. His dismissal was not entirely pleasant either. “Yeah, yeah, yeah—Jason’s great, but we got somewhere ta be. Buy a ticket next time you’re in New York.”


  The mountain of a Dog was followed by a man about Paul’s own age. Jason had blond hair that wasn’t too blond and blue eyes that weren’t too blue. He had an easy-going, casual gait and stopped to smile and shake hands with anyone who had stuck close enough to do so after JD’s passing. If Paul was awkward then Jason was the polar opposite; he handled each and every fan with an easy-going comfort that would have made Paul jealous if not for the friendly smile that hit him the moment he started to feel lesser for it. “Hey! Paul! I’m glad to finally meet you!”


  Tanner took the opportunity to get out of the car. JD wasted no time hoisting Tanner into the air in what seemed like an excessively brutal bear hug. “Hey, Tan-Head! Been awhile, Fuzzy!”


  The Shepherd wheezed out something that sounded like a pleasant reply once he had the opportunity to draw breath and the two Dogs bumped noses. Paul realized that there was a distinctive difference between how he’d seen Tanner nose-bump someone like Casey or Ray; JD’s seemed more akin to a head-butt. It almost reminded him of frat guys exchanging arm punches. Frankly, as far as Paul was concerned it sounded like it hurt.


  Once the luggage was stowed in the trunk Tanner led Jason around to the passenger side rear door and held it open for him. JD on the other hand moved right out into the road, flipped the passing driver off and shouted an obscenity including something along the lines of ‘Like you weren’t able to see me, prick?’ and got in. Once he was situated behind Paul the Dog cleared his throat. “So you’re Paul Miller, huh?”


  “Uh… yes?”


  JD snerked. “Sounds like you’re not sure. Maybe you should ask Tanner when he gets in.”


  Jason had just settled into his own seat but he didn’t seem to have any trouble following along the conversation. “JD… do you remember when you said you’d be on your best behavior?”


  The Terrier ‘hrumph’ed theatrically and Paul saw him fold his arms across his chest indignantly in the rearview mirror. “This is me behaving, J. It’s small talk. Californians love it, remember?”


  Paul cleared his throat nervously. “Well, I’m not a Californian. I’m originally from—”


  Tanner interrupted him with the closing of the passenger door. The Shepherd glanced around the car before he rotated in his seat and stared at JD. “What’d you do?”


  The Terrier threw his paws up in frustration. “Nothing!”


  Paul winced when the large Dog’s paws scratched the lining on the car’s roof. Rather than say anything about it he quickly pulled up a focus for discussion. “I got you both a room at the Golden Fir Hotel. I hope that’ll be okay.”


  He put on his blinker and merged into traffic as Jason fretted over JD’s positioning in the car. “That sounds just fine, Paul… neither of us are picky. So long as it has a bed and bathroom I’ll be—JD, you don’t have your seatbelt on do you?”


  The car’s suspension rocked slightly while the Terrier shifted positions behind him. He growled in frustration as he spoke, squirming out of his shirt all the while. “Yeah… gimme a sec. I’ll strap in inna sec—I’ve had this damn thing on since we first got on the plane and it has a tag in the back that’s been fucking with my fur…”


  Paul saw a grin crease Tanner’s muzzle moments before the Dog spoke. “Shirts are usually part of being dressed when you’re out in public, JD.”


  Hazarding a glance at the canine in the back, Paul was taken aback when he caught sight of JD without a shirt. The Terrier was heavily built but it was mostly in muscle. The Human quickly brought his thoughts back to an appropriate comment. “Just so you know, you and I both get tickets if a cop pulls me over and you’re not buckled up.”


  JD fidgeted, tossing his doffed shirt to Jason and his paws went down out of Paul’s view. “Yeah, yeah… just a minute.”


  A few moments of rummaging later and the Terrier straightened up, squirming this way and that as he worked his way into a black t shirt. Things finally started to calm down after that, but only enough that JD’s constant comments about everything under the sun became a dull background roar (as subtle as a landslide). Paul made a point to stay out of it but Tanner jumped in with both feet; despite the Terrier’s overbearing attitude the Shepherd did surprisingly well for himself.


  Jason masterfully brought the rather controversial discussions to a close (JD had gone over religion, government, and just about every other polarizing topic in the course of ten minutes) by making a simple inquiry. “Hey, Paul. I appreciate the ride. Can JD and I pay you back by taking you two out to dinner? It’d be great to get to know you away from a camera and we have some catching up to do with Tanner.”


  JD snorted. “Rain check, Jay. I just wanna get into our hotel room so we can have some QT. We can take em out another night.”


  Tanner took the opportunity to take a verbal jab at the Terrier. “Awww… suffering from jet lag, huh?”


  Paul almost shifted lanes inadvertently at JD’s blunt remark. “More like jet-lack. Soon as we get in we’re gettin’ nekkid. Jay and I haven’t had any time alone since yesterday morning. Dinner can wait, ‘til after dessert.”


  Jason was apparently as observant as Tanner had suggested; he hadn’t missed Paul’s faint wheezing cough. “Are you alright?”


  JD didn’t miss a beat. “That’s my line.”


  Paul quickly glossed over everything and tried Jason’s tactic of redirecting the conversation with a casual inquiry. “Do you guys like Thai?”


  It did not work; JD saw to that. “What the fuck do you think I was just talkin’ about? Of course I like ‘tie’… soon as I get Jay into the room we’re—”


  Paul panicked. “I mean Thai cuisine! Asian!”


  The correction didn’t seem to phase the Terrier at all. “Yeah… I guess. Just so long as it’s not a Chinese joint.”


  Finally believing the worst was past, Paul let out a breath and clarified. “Not Chinese, no. Thai. They use lots of peanuts and noodles and stuff. There’s a really good dish Tanner and I like called Pad Thai.”


  The worst, actually, was yet to come. JD did not relent. “That’s like pawing off, right? Tying your pad?”


  Paul groaned but the only support he got from Tanner was having the Shepherd lean over and state quietly. “Yes… this is exactly what living with you is like.”


  * * * * *


  When they arrived Tanner and JD got out of the car first; the Shepherd thought it’d be best to go on ahead in case there was a line and give Paul a few moments of reprieve from the epic personality that was Jack Daniels. Once he and Jason were alone Paul had to ask. “So… JD, huh?”


  Jason waited for him to close the trunk before he picked up his luggage and the two walked toward the hotel entryway; Jason was all smiles. “Yes, JD. He’s quite a Dog, if you haven’t noticed.”


  “I uh… I did notice some… ‘idiosyncrasies’…”


  Jason laughed in a calm, good natured fashion. “Well, JD has always been opinionated and tends to have a very relaxed opinion of others. That also means he expects them to have a pretty forgiving view of him. He can make some quick judgments about some people—like when he hears an ongoing conversation on the phone end abruptly because of someone disconnecting.”


  The little reminder of Paul’s very first conversation over the phone with Jason’s media crew came back to him and he felt immediately embarrassed. “Right… um… sorry, I just—”


  Jason held up a hand to stall the comment. “No need to apologize, Paul. I understand wanting to have your privacy all the while getting harassed by the media. Believe me.”


  Paul glanced his way as they entered the hotel, its large automatic doors sliding open for them. “You seem to do pretty well with it.”


  The other Human shrugged as he moved up beside where JD was standing and slid his hand into the Terrier’s paw. “I don’t face it alone, Paul… nobody has to, you know.”


  Paul obediently presented the corporate card when their turn in line came. He confirmed with the attendant the room number and the reservation and then identified the two guests. The concierge acknowledged both, typed a few things into his computer, and then slid two plastic cards through an electronic device. He then put the cards into a paper sleeve and slid them to Jason. “Your room is on the eighth floor, Mr. Campbell—room 819. You can take the elevator to your right up to the floor and then make a left.”


  Jason took one of the two cards out of the sleeve and handed everything else to JD; the Terrier was much more obvious about fumbling through all of the information. “Two queen beds? Why would we need two queen beds?”


  Jason skillfully handed the objection in a way that didn’t draw as much attention as Paul had been fearing. “Mr. Miller didn’t know how to handle sleeping arrangements so he selected the one that offered the most flexibility.”


  JD turned back to look at Paul; for a moment the young man had trouble reading the Terrier’s obtuse expression but eventually JD flicked an ear. “One bed’s fine.”


  “I’ll… uh… remember that for… uh… next time.”


  Tanner stepped between Paul and JD and struck up a conversation immediately with the Terrier. Jason hung back so he could walk with Paul. The confident man rested a comforting hand on Paul’s shoulder. “He’s just posturing because he’s not sure what to make of you just yet.”


  Paul glanced around the entryway, blushing slightly at all the eyes that were focused on his party as they made their way to the elevators. “Oh… it’s fine, I guess.”


  Jason didn’t miss Paul’s focus, which was all the more obvious with how he closed up his response. “It’s not fine, Paul, and you have a right to say so. I’ll have a talk with JD tonight so he realizes that you aren’t a threat and aren’t a bad guy… and you don’t have to worry so much about what random strangers think about you.”


  Paul straightened up when he realized that Jason had noticed. “I didn’t—I’m not—I—I mean… I don’t—”


  Jason’s hand didn’t move from Paul’s shoulder. “People that sit in hotel lobbies like to people-watch… it doesn’t matter if you’re a gay man with a Dog boyfriend or a ten foot tall polka-dotted, one eyed tentacle monster; they’ll look at you either way.”


  Clearing his throat, Paul stepped up beside Tanner; the Shepherd always made him feel better. “I haven’t been a tentacle monster since the last full moon.”


  Although his comment was taken out of context the two Dogs were easily able to tell that it was humor… after a fashion. Tanner took hold of Paul’s outstretched hand and gave it a gentle squeeze; JD just rolled his eyes before glancing to Jason. “Dunno where you find these guys, Jay… but every time we’re out covering a story I know it’ll be anything but boring.”


  The two Dogs and Jason continued chatting inside the elevator all the way up to the eighth floor and Paul was content to just remain quiet and listen. He really did admire the way that Jason seemed to handle interpersonal communication as easily as if everyone in the world were his friend. Then again, he reminded himself, everyone in the elevator knew each other except for him. That realization had him squeezing Tanner’s paw just a little tighter.


  Once on the eighth floor it was a very easy trip to the room. Exactly as the man at the front desk had stated, room 819 was left down the hall… and several dozen yards. Jason slid his keycard across the scanner and the red light atop it turned green. Opening the door he set all of his luggage down and went straight to the closest bed. Almost as if he were a little child leaping off of a floor of lava, Jason made a graceful swan dive into the bedspread and landed face first. Paul was a little disquieted by the odd display but JD put the issue to rest, dropping his own things by the doorway as he pushed past. “It’s Jason’s thing. Deal with it.”


  The Terrier’s tail wagged happily back and forth as he strolled into the room and pushed the bathroom door open. Paul had no idea that such a huge Dog would be capable of making such a puppy-like sound, but JD literally bounded off the ground in surprise and stumbled over himself trying to get into the bathroom. Now out of view, Paul lost track of the large Dog’s antics save the sound of toe claws scrambling across linoleum followed by a loud THUD and a select few curses.


  Jason slid off the bed as he glanced toward the open bathroom door. “Everything okay in there, JD?”


  The Terrier emerged from the bathroom like an explosion, arms waving wildly, tail spinning faster than a desk fan as he blathered on and on about a hot tub. Paul shifted uneasily from foot to foot as he tried to explain. “I… uh… this is a silver suite… it comes with a hot tub in the bathroom.”


  Paul was suddenly feeling very small as both of JD’s eyes bore into him with an intensity he had never seen. He was almost certain there were tears welling up in them. The Terrier was towering over him before declaring “I’ve never been in a hotel room with its own hot tub before…”


  Jason smiled, laughing as JD picked Paul up into a huge, rib-crushing, breath-stealing bear hug of utter bliss. “So I take it you finally approve of Paul?”


  The Terrier set Paul down just as the Human’s vision started going black at the edges. “Fuckin’ A, Jay! Sure! Let’s keep ‘em!”


  Everything But a Photo Shoot


  After the rocky start at the airport and in the car Paul had no idea what to expect, but the pleasant night that resulted after JD let down his ‘guard dog’ persona actually turned out quite well. Contrary to the Terrier’s original wishes the two couples ended up having dinner together at the restaurant attached to the hotel’s lobby. The meal was a lot finer than Paul was used to and when it was all said and done Jason picked up the tab, exactly as he had promised. When Paul objected about him handling it all considering the three digit price tag Jason simply held up his hand as he set down a company card and explained “My expense account has it covered, Paul. Don’t worry about it.”


  JD continued to calm down and became halfway pleasant as the night went on. The two couples moved from the restaurant to the hotel’s bar so they could share a few drinks; Paul didn’t miss the fact that JD didn’t have anything other than some cola. Toward the end of the evening the young man gathered up enough gumption to ask. “So… uh… JD?”


  The Terrier motioned to the serving woman who was passing by, holding up his empty cup before turning back to Paul. “Already got my attention, Paul—just gotta speak yer mind, guy.”


  It was probably the most personable thing he’d heard from JD by that point and it took a moment for him to unravel his tongue. “Oh… I, uh… just wanted to know why all the pop.”


  The Terrier’s face scrunched up. “Pop?”


  Jason smirked and rested a hand on the big Dog’s paw. “He means ‘soda’, JD.”


  Paul rolled his eyes, “Right. Sure. Yeah. I know… I know… they call it ‘soda’ here in California. We always called it ‘pop’ back in—”


  JD snorted, providing the answer rather than listening to Paul’s narrative. “I just don’t drink. At all.”


  Jason was willing to elaborate a little more. “JD hasn’t had a drink in years. We had an… ah… incident involving a car accident.”


  The Terrier quickly added “I wasn’t driving.”


  Paul cleared his throat. “Oh… wow. Well I guess that might explain things. So now you don’t drink at all, JD?”


  JD took hold of Jason’s hand in his paw. “Nope… I don’t need beer or booze.”


  There might have been a time when Paul would have felt uncomfortable with even such a casual display of public affection but he couldn’t stop the smile that spread across his face. “That’s really cool. I’m glad that you both got through that okay.”


  JD shrugged, taking his paw back. “Well… we didn’t get out completely whole.”


  Tanner sighed, leaning back in his seat as he rolled his eyes. “Oh… here we go.”


  “Shut up, Junior.”


  Paul glanced back and forth between both Dogs before his eyes settled again on JD. “So… ‘Here we go’, what?”


  A smirk spread across the big Dog’s muzzle. “Well, I lost a tooth and I ended up with some paw damage… wanna see?”


  “Sure.”


  At first Paul wasn’t sure why JD was flipping him off until he saw that the digit in question was lacking a claw. The Dog was grinning the whole time and it was only then that the young man realized what Tanner had been commenting about. “Uh… oh.”


  Despite the fact that Paul was an outsider at the beginning of the night, a newcomer to a relationship the two Dogs and Jason already shared by the time the evening came to a close he felt like part of the crew. Jason was so ingratiating and Tanner was so accommodating and JD was so not-like-how-he-was-when-the-evening-started that spending time with the three of them became as pleasant and enjoyable as it had been awkward when things started. Paul was honestly sad when the evening came to an end but as JD said, he and his Human had a bath waiting for them. As it turned out, Paul and Tanner had a shower waiting for them; they had to take it twice.


  * * * * *


  Wednesday at work was devoid of any plans or structure. With everything moving ever closer to the day for the photo shoot Paul suddenly realized that it would be up to him to provide some direction for his team. The morning was spent going over wardrobe choices and making sure that the prep team had all of the measurements ready; thankfully they did. He used the time before lunch to go over last minute changes he found in the items that they’d had modified and altered—especially the items that some of the crew had found in local dollar stores and second hand shops.


  Lunch itself was full of pleasant banter around the break room. Tanner and TeeSee had taken their lunch late and so were there to join the majority of Paul’s crew. The Shepherd and Husky joined the growing gathering at his table, adding to the already tight crowd of Ray, Ben, and Paul himself. Despite everyone at the table being involved in the upcoming photo shoot there was not a single word spoken about it; everyone was content to joke and laugh and chat about everything but and that suited Paul just fine.


  Lunch did eventually come to an end however and Paul said farewell to his boyfriend with a work-appropriate kiss. The various workers headed off toward their diverse tasks, leaving Paul seated at the table looking down at a notebook he’d been carrying with him all over the shop since that morning. He had received a fair number of smirks and jokes at his expense since there were laptops and tablets available for note taking but something about putting a pen to paper helped him keep track of his thoughts better—that, and it didn’t involve technology that could somehow revolt at his mere presence.


  It was during those few minutes of reviewing his notes that Walter found him. The Airedale Terrier took a seat across from him at the table and waited patiently for him to look up. “Oh! Uh, hi, Mr. Ho—Walt.”


  The Dog smiled, folding his paws together atop the table. “Good afternoon, Paul. Before you go home tonight could you come speak with me in my office? I have a few important things I need to go over with you.”


  That immediately got Paul worrying. “Uh… Sure, Walt. Is everything alright?”


  The Terrier smiled. “Everything’s fine, Paul. Don’t worry about it and just remember to let me know before you leave so we can chat, alright?”


  “Okay. No problem, Walt. Is now a good time or—”


  The Dog held up a paw. “No… go ahead and get back to your team. I’ll see you before you leave tonight.”


  Paul nodded as Walt stood up and watched the Terrier head off out of the break room. The conversation wasn’t complete and he knew it and had no doubt that the pending discussion would stay on his mind for the rest of the day. He didn’t realize of course just how busy the rest of the day would keep him and the respite from worrying about the meeting was changed out for worry about the project.


  The set crew took up the first two hours after lunch going over the details of the shoot. It was important for Paul that the background gave the impression of an old-time western saloon. He wanted there to be a dancing girl stage, old time bar room tables, and, of course, a big card playing table. The card table seemed like the easy part but it turned out to be the most difficult; nothing the set crew came up with had the right feel and so it took time to nail it just right.


  The table they finally settled on was a large, oval one. He had the set crew place it right in the middle of the foreground and began assembling chairs with post-it notes including everyone’s name. Since only two thirds of the table would be in the shot (the camera would hover over the near-side of the table) it meant that all nine models would be crammed into the shot and part of Paul’s job would be figuring out how to make it all fit without seeming too chaotic. Looking at what he had to work with meant it’d take more than a little cramming.


  In the end, Paul had the entire scene mapped out to a matter of frames. He had a series of actions each model would complete and came up with a selection of pictures he’d want taken. From there it would end up being a matter of finding which one fit most with what he (and ultimately Eizenzahn) wanted. When he finally finished up for the day he at least knew where everyone would be: Jason would be dealing from the left of the frame, then JD would be to the right with Candy and Pascal near him. Casey of course would be in the center frame with TeeSee, Tanner, Michelle, and Ray to his right. It was even, balanced, and, most of all, Paul was confident it could work.


  The only indication Paul received that it was getting late was when Tanner stopped by to wish him a good rest of his work day. Since the Shepherd got off work at 4 it meant that Paul was down to a single hour left and it felt like it wasn’t enough time. Somehow, however, he made it work and he solidified the final placement of everyone with the set crew; all that was left was for him to go back to his cubicle and close down his work station—and, he realized, have a talk with Mr. Howe. Once he had his computer powered down the young man made his way down the hall toward the Terrier’s office, hoping fondly that he wouldn’t get horrible news.


  Walt was in his usually sitting chair reclining by his office’s window. Unlike most of the windows in the AHB Marketing building the one in Walt’s office wasn’t facing the parking lot; it peered out over a small green space within the center of the commercial track. Paul saw that the backlighting in the hallway cast his reflection onto the window allowing the Terrier to tell he was there, assuming of course that the Dog’s ears hadn’t picked up his approach. “You wanted to see me?”


  Mr. Howe put down the newspaper he’d been holding and rotated his chair to face the Human. He motioned to a chair near his own. “Yes, Paul. Thank you. Take a seat, please.”


  Paul complied, obediently selecting the indicated chair. He still couldn’t shake the uncomfortable feeling. “So, Walt… um… is there any reason we waited until the end of the day to—”


  The Terrier didn’t wait for him to finish. “How’s the prep going for the photo shoot? Jason and JD are coming by in the morning and you have them all day but a full eight hours can go by really fast if there’s something out of sync.”


  The young man cleared his throat, sitting up a little straighter. “I have everything in order. The set team has it all in place; the wardrobe is good to go.”


  Walt smiled. “Good. I’m glad to hear it. This ad has to be perfect.”


  Paul nodded. “I know. We want to keep Mein Hund as a client since their contract is such a big part of AHB’s revenue. I heard.”


  The Dog laughed and the response caught Paul off-guard. Walt took a sip from the amber liquid in his glass and set it aside on his desk. “Eizenzahn has been a good friend of mine for quite a few years, Paul. Yes, we want to make Mein Hund look good, but it’s what the labor says about us as workers that means the most to me and it’s what should mean the most to you too.”


  It was almost a picture-perfect replica of a comment Paul’s dad used to say to him back when he first got a job during the summer working on a local farm. Thinking about his father gave the Human a moment’s pause and he almost missed his chance to add some input into the discussion. “Definitely, Walt. I want everyone to look good.”


  The Terrier nodded thoughtfully, folding his paper and setting it on the desk next to his drink. “The reason I called you in here is more about the future than just where the photo shoot is going, Paul. I wanted to talk to you about my future plans, the future of AHB, and your future as well.”


  For a moment Paul thought his heart had stopped; was he being fired? What did Walt mean about the future? Was there going to be lay-offs? Was he being canned? Axed? Pink-slipped? Let-go? Released? Forcefully-Retired? Booted? Made-Redundant? Shown the—he stopped his brain from trying to second-guess the situation. “What do you mean?”


  Walt pushed his chair out and stood up, smoothing out his clothing. “I’m going to be heading back to New York in October. I was actually thinking of doing it earlier but Ray convinced me to stay so I could attend the wedding.”


  For a moment Paul almost thought that the discussion Walt was having with him was about his arrangement with Ray and Michelle but he didn’t know how to clarify. Instead he asked a question as close to in-between the topic of the Terrier leaving as it was about the wedding. “So you’re going to stay for the wedding but head out to New York after that? When are you coming back?”


  The Dog shook his head. “I don’t really think I’ll be coming back to the West Coast anytime soon, Paul. Mike met with me yesterday and said he wants to sell me his remaining stake in AHB Marketing by the end of the month.”


  Paul was stunned. “Mr. Burke?”


  Walt nodded. “Correct. He and his wife have been looking at moving to Colorado for some time and he doesn’t like having business holdings out of town. As for me, investing in AHB in the first place was as much a favor to him as it was looking for something to keep me busy when I had a reason to be out this way… since he’s closing up it’s making me look at things a different way.”


  The young man remained seated, hoping he was misinterpreting what the Dog had to say. “So… what does this mean for AHB?”


  Walter cleared his throat, picking up his newspaper and sliding it under his arm before also lifting his drink off the desk. “Dogs Playing Poker is the last of the Mein Hund contract. I’ve already told Eizenzahn that I’m closing up AHB when I leave and he is releasing me from the agreement.”


  “Re-releasing? Then… then what happens to AHB?”


  Apparently the Dog could tell that Paul was close to breaking down and he held up a paw to forestall any outbursts, not that Paul was the sort to do so (though he did have his moments). “We aren’t quite sure about what’s going on. I’m still looking into options, as is Eizenzahn. But I wanted to make sure you knew what was going on because you’re a team lead and I felt that you are an important part of this company.”


  Paul’s mind felt like a hamster stuck in a wheel; it was moving a mile a minute but it wasn’t really going anywhere. “Is everyone losing their jobs?”


  Walt headed for the door, pausing as he passed Paul so he could drape an arm around the Human’s shoulder and drew him up in stride to walk with him. “I’m not completely sure of the specifics yet, Paul—there’s a lot up in the air. What I can promise is that I’ll let you know as soon as I do… fair enough?”


  “I… I guess.”


  The Terrier slowly disengaged and leaned over, pressing his nose to Paul’s forehead. “I would also appreciate your discretion on this matter. There isn’t a lot set in stone right now and I do not think it is unreasonable to have you wait to bring it up with the team until more details are available on the specifics… fair enough?”


  Despite wanting desperately to reassure Walter that he could be trusted with sensitive information Paul realized that he, in truth, was not good with sensitive information; he would have to tell someone. “Can… can I discuss it with Tanner?”


  The old Dog smiled in a grandfatherly way and nodded. “As long as Tanner understands that he’s being made privy to some Corporate Confidential information I can’t fault you for wanting to involve your boyfriend with life events. As long as he knows the confidential nature of the discussion go ahead and talk it over with Tanner as much as you need to; maybe it’ll help you get a good perspective on things.”


  Paul sighed, finding it hard to appreciate the aura of goodwill given off by the Terrier as he trudged for the door. Walt waved goodbye to him and the young man offered a half-hearted one back. “Perspective… yeah. Thanks, Walt… g’night.”


  Paul didn’t know why but he didn’t end up having the conversation with Tanner that night; he knew he should have but he realized that nothing the Dog could have done would have made things any better. He said nothing because he didn’t want his boyfriend worrying about his mental health but on another hand he also considered the fact that no AHB meant no service contract for Harrison Pacific and that had the capacity to negatively affect the Shepherd too. The best Paul could say for himself was that he just didn’t want Tanner to have to shoulder that burden… and so he stayed quiet.


  The Dog asked several times that night what was wrong and all he could come up with in response was photo shoot jitters. Tanner made a heroic attempt of trying to wrestle him out of his funk but they both went to bed without a resolution. Not even the Shepherd’s playful antics and dutiful attempts at seduction had an effect, after which Paul was only left feeling worse. In the end he simply rolled over with a sigh, fighting back the urge to explain himself and saying only “It’s alright, Tanner… it’s just… I have a lot on my mind.”


  It wasn’t until the following morning that Paul came clean.


  * * * * *


  The two rarely found reason to carpool but Paul was set to go in early anyway and he couldn’t keep it bottled inside any longer. Tanner had walked on egg shells around him all morning with a whipped puppy look and the Human just couldn’t stand it any longer. Tanner was driving when Paul finally said it. “I spoke with Walt last night before leaving the office and he said that the whole company might be closing down.”


  To the Dog’s credit the car didn’t swerve off the road, though the Shepherd did have to fight from making an inadvertent lane-change when he whipped his head to look at Paul. “What?!”


  Paul looked down to his hands as they wrung together in his lap. “It was on my mind all night… I didn’t want to worry you or—”


  Tanner’s eyes went back to the road but his ears remain swiveled on his passenger; the Dog’s lip was threatening to curl slightly and even though he spoke with a level tone his words were very direct. “Damn it, Paul! You don’t have to keep secrets from me because you’re worried how I’ll react! I’m not some delicate flower! When I said I love you I meant it, and that means we share things like that with each other! There’s no reason you should ever—”


  The Human lowered his head with a sigh. “I know, Tanner. I just—”


  Tanner slammed his paws on the wheel and let out a feral-sounding huff followed by a shaking his muzzle enough that his lips flapped audibly; in any other circumstance it might have been funny but not at that moment. Nor were his follow up words. “No you don’t know, Paul. I’ve dealt with people hiding things from me before because they don’t want to hurt me and that turned out with someone almost dying. I don’t want to go through something like that again. Ever.”


  Paul had heard the story before. “Like Casey? I’m not Casey, Tan Paw.”


  As if the name were magical the Shepherd’s fur, which had started to stand on end quickly settled back down and Tanner took a deep breath. “Yes, Paul… and I’m sorry—I know you weren’t trying to hide things from me like that but you shouldn’t have to hide anything from me.”


  Paul brushed his hair back as he lay his head back on the headrest. “I needed time to process it is all… and I did tell you, Tanner.”


  The fight immediately seemed to leave the Shepherd at that and the Dog inhaled through his nose before exhaling out his muzzle. He pulled into the AHB parking lot and found a spot before acknowledging. “I know… and I’m sorry for getting so worked up. It’s kinda a sore spot still, I guess.”


  Paul reached across the divide and rested one of his hands on Tanner’s paws. “I wouldn’t hide something from you like that, you know.”


  The Dog removed his paw from the steering wheel and gripped the Human’s fingers with his own. “Yeah… I do know. I’m sorry, Paul… I didn’t mean to get so worked up over it and I didn’t exactly end up being the supportive boyfriend after what you put yourself through.”


  Offering a soft smile, Paul brought their joint hand and paw to his lips and kissed Tanner’s fingers. “You said you loved me, so there is that.”


  The Human watched a series of expressions cross the Shepherd’s muzzle as he tried to remain serious and attentive in his support but the Dog did end up failing by rolling his eyes as he laughed. “God damn it, Paul.”


  Looking up, Paul tried hard not to smile. “Is that a good ‘god damn’ or a bad ‘god damn’?”


  Tanner turned off the engine before providing the answer in the form of a kiss. Despite himself Paul didn’t bother pulling away, even when he realized with his peripheral vision that there were people walking by. Rather than disengaging he simply solved the problem by closing his eyes. It had been a stupid argument but making up was completely worth it.


  * * * * *


  Paul had purposefully gone into the office early so he could have the extra time to prepare for the photo shoot but he forgot the one cardinal rule Ray had told him at the very beginning of his work on the Mein Hund contract: the more ‘talent’ you’re working with the longer everything takes. Despite only one of them really being a professional model having to manage nine bodies (nearly half of which he new ‘intimately’) wasn’t all that much easier.


  The fine-tuning of wardrobe was his first stop off and Paul spent almost twenty minutes with the staff making sure that everyone would be suited up; for once everything involving Casey went off without a hitch but JD was throwing a tantrum about the tightness of his pants (including some choice words about certain important bits being ‘constrained’. Thankfully there were only other minor problems so Paul left the crew to take it from there and he went immediately to the set.


  Since the construction crew got into the office two hours before Paul usually showed up (one hour earlier than he had that day) they had already made all of the adjustments and changes he’d noted the previous night… and they were perfect. For as much trouble as he’d had with the wardrobe he was surprised that everything was ‘just so’ with the scene he wanted in front of the camera. He was double-checking everything just in case there’d been a mistake when Eizenzahn walked in. At first the Doberman said nothing, moving off to the side and taking in the entire view. Only once Paul came over to see him did the Dog speak up. “Walt told me that he met with you last night.”


  Paul’s mental forward momentum came to a halt as surely as if he’d hit a physical brick wall. Slowing to a halt several feet from the Doberman the young man nodded. “Yeah—I mean, yes. He told me that you—”


  Eizenzahn didn’t give him a chance to finish. “Walt and I have been friends for a long time, Paul. It didn’t make sense to hold him to a contract when his heart would be taking him elsewhere.”


  Paul swallowed the tightness in his throat. “So… then when we’re done here AHB is closing up and everyone will be—”


  The Doberman held up a paw to forestall the question. “I know how much you care about the AHB family, Paul, and you don’t have to worry. Your coworkers will all get to keep their jobs. I still have a vested interest in maintaining the contract even if Walt is returning to New York and selling his holdings here.”


  The young man let out a deep breath, releasing a big amount of stress that had built up in his body since the meeting the previous night. “So we’ll all get to keep our jobs? And the Harrison-Pacific guys will keep their contract?”


  Eizenzahn slid his left paw into his sports coat pocket and gestured casually toward the set. “I greatly like what you’ve done here, Paul.”


  Despite himself the Human couldn’t manage to go with the flow of the discussion, still hung up on the hinted at future. “How do you know everything’s going to stay the same after Walt leaves?”


  The Doberman smiled. “I am buying the business.”


  “You? You’re buying AHB?”


  Eizenzahn’s smile remained. “Mein Hund needs an in house marketing division for the United States and this one already has a presence, resources, and organized logistics. It will be a good fit.”


  Everything finally started coming together in Paul’s head. “You’re the Director of Marketing for Mein Hund… does that mean you’re going to take over Walt’s position?”


  The Dog laughed, shaking his head. “No, Paul—I am only in the United States a pawful of weeks out of the year. I plan on hiring someone to handle things here for me when I am not around.”


  Paul fidgeted; he hated the idea of someone new coming in. It wasn’t that he was opposed to change precisely but he was left wondering how much the company would be different when an entirely new face came in and shaped it into the image of what they were looking for. His silent contemplation came to an end when he saw that the Doberman was staring at him expectantly. “Um…?”


  Eizenzahn reached out and rested a paw on his shoulder. “I had wondered if it needed being said, and apparently it does. I am looking at you Paul.”


  The Human nodded. “Yeah… I noticed. But what does—”


  “I would like you to handle the operation of AHB Marketing Incorporated when I am not here to do it myself.”


  Choking on his tongue, it took Paul a moment to formulate an answer. When he finally did it was just as well thought-out and articulate as he anticipated it’d be. “Me?”


  The Doberman reached over and adjusted Paul’s tie. “Yes, Mr. Miller. You.”


  Feeling suddenly like he was being choked for breath (not just because of the tie), Paul took a step back. “But… I don’t know a thing about—”


  A slow, broad smile spread across the Dog’s muzzle disconcertingly. “Nothing about being a photographer? Nothing about handling models? Nothing about running a project team?”


  Paul could tell where Eizenzahn was going with it; he had expressed concern about everything the Dog had put on his plate every time he had happened and yet, somehow, the Human had pulled through. “This is different, Alric! This is—”


  The Doberman’s ears went up and Paul stopped himself once he realized he had blurted out the Dog’s informal name. In a moment of mixed trepidation he had somehow skipped ‘Eizenzahn’ and went for the easier choice of less syllables. The most important client of his career took a step closer, staring down at him, and placed a paw on either of Paul’s shoulders. “I have spoken with Walter about this at great length, Paul. When Mein Hund takes over operations of AHB Marketing I will be selecting another employee as Project Lead.”


  “I—”


  Eizehzanh spoke right over him. “I will be stepping down as Director Marketing since that will be handled by our American division. Either you can take my place and you can run this office or you can find another employer.”


  “I—”


  The Doberman continued, heedless of his pending thought. “Either way, I look forward to seeing where the future takes us.”


  “Mr. Eizenzahn—”


  The Dog smirked and silenced him with a kiss. Completely stunned, Paul stood there half in shock but mostly in disbelief as the Doberman about-faced and walked off. “Honestly, Paul, I’d hoped you would continue calling me Alric.”


  * * * * *


  Once the models (and amateurs) were out on set Paul gave everyone a few minutes to get settled. The support staff were getting to know the people they’d be working with and vice versa and he left it up to Ben to corral everyone into roughly the right locations… everyone except Tanner. Having learned from his previous mistake he was disclosing everything—everything. Interestingly enough what his boyfriend dwelled on wasn’t the kiss. “So… he wants to promote you?”


  Paul fidgeted and very nearly yelled the response but had enough common sense to keep it to a hoarse whisper. “He wants me to run everything!”


  Tanner reached over and took hold of the Human’s hand in both his paws. “Paul… if you don’t want to do it then say no.”


  “Then I’ll be out of a job.”


  The Dog pulled him in for a hug. “You are a talented, skilled, amazing person, Paul. You should never have to force someone to make you do something you don’t want to do. If you don’t want to run AHB then don’t run it.”


  Paul sighed, resting his head against Tanner’s shoulder. “It’s not that I don’t want to… I just don’t think I can.”


  “I think you could.”


  At first Paul thought it was Tanner providing him the vote of confidence but he suddenly realized that the voice belonged to Walter Howe. Quickly disengaging from his boyfriend Paul turned to regard the Airedale Terrier, who was standing off to the side with a pleasant expression on his face and a slow wag to his tail. “Mr. Ho—Walt, I—”


  Both of the Dog’s paws were in his slack pockets but he removed one and held it up to forestall any comment. “Paul… one of the things Alric and I discussed when we decided he’d take over was how he’d manage to keep things running when he wasn’t around. We came up with a lot of different ideas and none of them seemed to fit. When we were brainstorming the only name we kept coming back to was a single employee here. Care to guess who that employee was?”


  Paul hesitated, but only because he couldn’t bring himself to say it. “Me?”


  Ray spoke up from behind him. “No. Me.”


  Paul did a double-take as he regarded the Golden Retriever who had apparently invited himself into the conversation. Ray was fully dressed in his western gear and looked quite frankly to be pulling it off well; he was handsome in his hat and the multi-colored slightly reflective vest he wore coupled with the slight graying to his muzzle gave him a distinguished look. Despite a momentary flush to his cheeks the Human pressed on with the new information. “Then shouldn’t you be taking over for Walt?”


  Walter moved over and rested a paw on Ray’s shoulder, smirking. “Eizenzahn and I wanted his opinion, not his application.”


  The Retriever nodded with a smirk and motioned toward Paul. “I’m not interested in being a manager and Walt already knew that. I told them I wouldn’t accept anyone but you for the job.”


  “But… why me?”


  Ray moved up beside Paul and bumped his nose against the Human’s cheek. “Have you noticed how much this place is like a dysfunctional family, Paul? You’re the only person here who can manage to navigate all of this without being pulled down into the thick of things.”


  The Human let out a deep breath and pressed a hand to his forehead. “When have I ever not been in the thick of things, Ray? Mateo? Miranda? Heck! I was just here for photo support when I got hired! Every time something happens I—”


  Tanner glanced his way. “You rise to the occasion?”


  Paul shot his boyfriend a dirty look, “Aren’t you supposed to be on my side here?”


  A few seconds after the words escaped his mouth he realized just what he said and how it sounded. A laugh was shared by the gathered Dogs and eventually picked up by Paul himself. As the chuckling died down Walt motioned to the employees mulling about. “It looks like the project’s ready for you, Paul. We don’t need an answer right now and I don’t expect one in the next few days, but it would mean a lot to me if you would think it over.”


  Ray offered an encouraging smile and offered him a paw. “Me too, Dakota.”


  Tanner likewise extended a paw. “No matter what you decide, I will be on your side.”


  Paul wasn’t exactlysurewhat it looked like as the principal photographer returned to the set with either hand being held in a paw but he already had enough on his mind that he didn’t bother worrying about it. His mind became all the busier when Jason made his way over with a small collection of index cards. “Hey. Paul. I wanted to make sure you had a chance to look at the questions I’ll be asking you during your interview—it’ll give you time to prepare your answers. Oh! We’ll be taping live, just so you know.”


  Yes, Paul realized, he had plenty more to worry about than walking hands-in-paws.


  What It All Means


  The photo shoot had been a unique experience for Tanner; he’d never been on the business end of a camera and been paid for it but, more importantly it was the first chance he’d ever had to see Paul in his true working environment. Despite the Human’s constant second-guessing of himself and his constant insecurities the moment Paul put on his director’s cap he was a consummate professional and, if the German Shepherd had to admit it, even sexier in his take-charge attitude. Casey had mentioned it before but until that day Tanner really hadn’t noticed… and he wasn’t the only one.


  During a short break between exposures JD came over and pulled Tanner off to the side. He spoke in a surprisingly quiet (for JD) tone. “Man… that Human of yours really changes when he has a camera in his hand doesn’t he?”


  Tanner shrugged despite knowing exactly what the Bull Terrier meant. “I guess… not really sure what you—”


  JD placed his first two fingers on one of the Shepherd’s temples and his thumb on the other, holding his head in a vice grip as he rotated it to face Paul, who was busy directing several of the staff to ready the next setting for the shoot. “Kinda surprised me when I met him for the first time—always figured you for the Dog who likes to pass control off. Guess Paul’s a bit more butch when he has some authority, huh?”


  Tanner smacked JD’s paw away from his head. “It’s not anything like that.”


  Despite the objection it was apparent that the Bull Terrier wasn’t about to relent. “Is that so? You sure you shouldn’t be wearing a collar? I’m sure it wouldn’t take much to convince him to start tugging on your leash… maybe ask real nice and—”


  Jason, as always, was quite observant. “JD? I need some help with this chair, please.”


  Tanner knew that Jason didn’t actually need help moving a chair but it was a convenient way to provide some JD relief to the embattled Shepherd and he was thankful for it. Offering a slight nod to Jason, Tanner returned to the table which had been shifted slightly to provide a different angle for the camera. He took a seat in his appointed spot, glancing over at TeeSee who was already seated. “Crazy day, huh?”


  The Husky shrugged, smoothing out the sleeve of his shirt before adjusting how his over-vest was situated across his chest. “I’m the wrong person to ask; any day I get paid to sit somewhere without a keyboard in front of me is a crazy day.”


  The Shepherd smirked at that. “Guess you probably end up helping your friends with their computers at home, do you?”


  TeeSee’s smirk widened. “Paul told me last week the only reason he hasn’t asked me over yet is because you handle all of that for the two of you—so… yes.”


  The two tech Dogs spent another five minutes chatting before Paul called everyone back to their positions and reset the shoot. Although the different minute changes made to the scene every few shots turn into tedious nit picking Tanner never got to the point where it felt like monotony or boredom; it was a unique experience he knew he’d never have again and, besides, every hour or so they’d take a break and he found himself surrounded by a lot of good people. Best of all Tanner knew that he’d finish the day and get the entire night with Paul.


  With over 100 total shots (close ups of individuals and smaller portions of the entire group included) the work day was done. The various parties involved each went their separate ways after their wardrobe changes; Willy was waiting for Candy; TeeSee had to return to Harrison Pacific for an emergency tech meeting; Pascal was off to discuss the shoot with Eizenzahn and Paul; Ray and Michelle were heading for home; most intriguing was the fact that Casey had a ‘date’. While Tanner waited for Paul to get back from his meeting he sat down with the Dalmatian. “Things going that well with Brian, huh?”


  Casey’s ears turned pink immediately and the usually boisterous Dalmatian went full-on quiet as he folded in on himself, nodding like a little pup admitting that he stole a cookie. Tanner waited patiently for a response and his patience was rewarded. “I spent the night at his hotel again last night.”


  Tanner flicked an ear, finding the newer, subdued side of Casey to be quite a change. “Again, huh? You two’ve been spending a lot of time together.”


  The Dalmatian nodded, biting his bottom lip. “Mmm hmm.”


  Tanner knew his ex-boyfriend well enough to understand the expression. “So… are you going to tell me or not?”


  As if he had been waiting for the encouragement Casey nodded again, leaning closer as he spoke just above a whisper. “We finally did it.”


  Despite the childishness of the statement (or perhaps because of it) Tanner smirked. “Did you now? And?”


  Casey’s tongue lolled out of the side of his muzzle. “Oh my god.”


  The Shepherd’s smirk turned into a full on grin. “That good, was it?”


  The Dalmatian licked his muzzle, tongue returning right to its prior position hanging out of the side of it. “I almost came again just thinking about it.”


  Tanner rolled his eyes, elbowing the spotted Dog in the side. “Yeah? Well keep your crown clean, your highness; I don’t need details anyway.”


  Casey elbowed him back. “Why? Jealous?”


  The discussion came to a close as Paul emerged from the back room. “Alright… I guess I’m ready to go if you are.”


  The Shepherd didn’t miss the way the Dalmatian’s tail started beating against the bench they shared in the reception area. Standing, Tanner embraced the Human, turning so he could look over Paul’s shoulder to gaze back at Casey and mouth the same question: “Jealous?”


  The other Dog responded in a very direct manner with his middle finger and a stuck out tongue. Tanner didn’t bother explaining his laugh as he led Paul to the car. The two entered the vehicle and the Shepherd was just starting to plan his route home when his boyfriend caught him by surprise. “Jason gave me the list of questions for the upcoming interview.”


  Tanner’s ears went up. “Oh? What do you think?”


  Paul shrugged, pulling out a collection of index cards from his shirt’s breast pocket. “Well… they’re questions… pretty much what I expected, actually.”


  “…and?”


  The Human shrugged again. “And that’s pretty much it. I mean… they’re really personal questions and all but—”


  Tanner had played the hesitance game often enough to know that being led on really did help Paul center himself. “…but?”


  The Human let out a sigh, the following words emerging from him as if it pained him to say them. “It’s not really all that bad. I mean… it’s more the not-knowing and the waiting. Now that I know what questions he’s asking and what to expect I guess… I guess it’s… not horrible.”


  The Shepherd actually managed a smile; he didn’t know which direction Paul would be going with his thoughts and it pleased Tanner to know that Paul’s nerves weren’t getting to him… yet. “Well, that’s a whole lot better than end-of-the-world, I guess.”


  As if suddenly remembering something that was in no way related to the topic of discussion Paul snapped his fingers. “Oh! And don’t go home! We’re meeting Jason and JD for dinner!”


  That was honestly news to Tanner. “Oh? When did ‘we’ decide this?”


  Paul snorted derisively, a very nearly Dog-like reaction and it made Tanner smile. The Human glanced his way as Tanner put the car into reverse and pulled out of the parking space. “I distinctly remember you saying that you had a great time at the hotel and hoped we’d get more time with them before they left.”


  Tanner nodded. “I did say that.”


  “Yes you did. Anyway, Jason said would like to spend more time with us too and that JD doesn’t get much time with friends so he thought the socialization would do him some good. Did you know that JD’s younger brother lives with them?”


  The Human’s constantly bouncing thoughts suddenly answered a lot of questions for Tanner and he realized that Paul was in a manic mode—most likely a minor form of shock from the events of the day and, more likely, whatever meeting he’d had with his superiors. The Shepherd figured the best plan would be to let Paul handle things at his own pace so he let him lead the conversation. “Sullivan, yeah. I haven’t met him but JD seems to like him so that’s a good sign.”


  Paul nodded thoughtfully. “Cool… I guess.”


  Tanner shrugged, not having more to say on the subject as he eased out into traffic. Before the silence had too long to stretch out he figured a pertinent question was in order. “So… did Jason say where we were going to meet up?”


  Paul was all smiles. “Como Abuela. I suggested it.”


  The German Shepherd laughed. “Good a place as any!”


  The Human’s smile slowly faded. “I… uh… was hoping that he and I could have a little extra time for me to ask him some questions about these questions…”


  Tanner took that as a free invitation to ask what was on his mind. “Are you alright, Paul?”


  He was only half surprised when Paul’s hand sought out his paw and he let his lover squeeze it as hard as he desired. “I will be… as long as you’re here to help me get past all the crazy.”


  Tanner remembered something Paul had told him before and he couldn’t help himself. “Paul—this is your life. When is it ever anything but?”


  The paraphrasing earned him a smack on the shoulder but they were both smiling ear-to-ear as they arrived at the restaurant and the time with friends only accentuated the mood. Afterwards the two couples returned to the hotel and took things up to Jason and JD’s room. It was obvious that JD had certain ‘expectations’ but Tanner didn’t anticipate anything to come of it due to Paul’s “well documented” hesitance and insecurities.


  Jason and Paul sat on one bed going over the series of cards Paul had received the prior day; he had been obsessing over the questions ever since. With Jason’s attention completely taken up that left JD the chance to be… JD. Tanner spent nearly a half hour catching up on life events followed by almost as much time filled with gossip, anecdotes, and information about the Terrier’s half-brother; it was the third time that Tanner learned of Sullivan’s preference for trimming his tail fur. When JD finally turned the discussion over to Tanner he did so with something of a clandestine wink. “Alright, Tan-Head… your turn.”


  It was a vague segue but Tanner knew the Terrier enough to know what he meant; he just wasn’t about to cooperate by throwing out gossip on demand. “Well… my boyfriend is going to be appearing on Dog-Eat-Dog… that’s pretty big news.”


  JD’s glare said ‘You gotta fucking be kidding me.’—Tanner forgot how skilled the Terrier was at cursing with his eyes. Surprisingly the foul language didn’t make it to his muzzle. “You know what I mean, Tan. You’ve been living with a Human for two years now so—”


  “Just over a year.”


  The Terrier wasn’t dissuaded in the least by the correction. “So that means you have lots of high quality Burb Dog stories. This’s the first time we’ve been together since you’ve started boning Humans so it’s time to start comparing notes.”


  Tanner rotated an ear to focus in on Paul and Jason; apparently his boyfriend was so engaged in discussion that he’d either not heard the comment or let it slip. The Shepherd focused both ears back on the other Dog. “To start, just because he’s a Human and I’m a Dog doesn’t mean I’m a Burb Dog and he’s a Leasher, and second—”


  JD rolled his eyes and waved the thought away with a casual flick of a paw. “Bullshit. A rose by any other name can still get ‘thorny’.”


  Tanner had to pause at the pun; he’d forgotten that JD had a tendency to throw them out casually in bad taste; granted, his use of wordplay was better than Paul’s but that just meant the Terrier could choose the particularly worst ones at the right times. In the end the Shepherd covered his face with a paw and sighed. “You know… I have half a mind to sick Paul on you.”


  JD did not apparently understand the threat. Grinning wide the Terrier gripped himself through the front of his cargo shorts. “Really? I’m not sure he could handle all of this but if Jay is okay with it I wouldn’t min—”


  The Shepherd didn’t really understand why JD’s diatribe faded out into an indistinct murmur until he saw the blank gaze on the Terrier’s face. He glanced over his shoulder and immediately froze, suddenly comprehending when he saw that Jason had leaned across the distance and had his lips pressed to Paul’s. Tanner tried twice to say something but could scarcely achieve more than mutedly opening and closing his muzzle as his tongue flopped around inside it like a dead fish. His tongue, in fact, felt as though it had swelled to twice its normal size… along with something else.


  JD unfortunately found the ability to speak before Tanner could, and the Terrier did so with absolutely no tact and at a relatively high volume. “And there isn’t even a cover charge for the show!”


  Paul pulled away immediately, his entire face, neck, and ears turning bright red. He hid his face with his left hand as he shrank back on himself. Jason, however, followed him forward and reached out to place his left hand on Paul’s right. “See? that is exactly what I mean, Paul.”


  The Terrier stood up, tail flagging. “I’m not sure what you guys are talking about but I wouldn’t mind ‘listening in’ if someone’s gonna start some ‘oratory’.”


  Tanner was amazed at the obedience JD showed, sitting down immediately and closing his muzzle with an audible ‘click’ when Jason leveled a glare his direction; despite the fact that the Shepherd was only on the periphery the faint tail-tucking sensation he felt explained why.


  Paul, still bright red somehow managed to speak. “You didn’t say you were going to!”


  Jason kept his hand on Paul’s and reached out with his free one to take the other away from Paul’s face. “Would your response have been any different if I’d announced it beforehand?”


  There was a long pause before Paul responded quietly. “No… probably not… I mean, Tanner and JD—”


  Jason glanced toward the two Dogs; JD’s tail started beating a tempo on the mattress immediately but Tanner was more focused on Paul. He felt a faint sense of protectiveness well-up inside him and he had to explain. “Paul doesn’t handle public displays of—”


  Jason’s eyes went straight to Tanner’s. “What counts as ‘public’, Tanner?”


  The question disrupted the Shepherd’s train of thought. “Well, I—”


  Paul, surprisingly, came to his own defense. “I just don’t want anyone feeling uncomfortable because of something I do.”


  Jason’s gaze went to Paul and flickered once then twice towards the Dogs. “You think you’re making them uncomfortable?”


  JD’s tail sped up. “Yeah—in my pants… getting pretty tight down there and I—”


  Jason spoke over the Terrier. “Or are they making you uncomfortable?”


  Tanner could have said any number of things about the situation but he found himself mute, suddenly very interested in what his boyfriend had to say. He’d always taken Paul’s particular idiosyncrasies as part of who he was and simply knew that they were something he’d accept as the whole package but, honestly, he’d never managed to get as far as Jason had. Was there something behind them? Was there more to it than just being ‘part of Paul’?


  After a long pause Paul shook his head. “No… they don’t—I mean—Tanner doesn’t make me uncomfortable at all; he’s my best friend, and I lo—I’m addicted to him.”


  JD snickered but Tanner ignored him. The Shepherd realized what it was Paul had started to say and it stuck a bitter-sweet note inside him. Despite what Tanner had thought or expected when he got into a relationship with the Human, Paul did actually change in ways the Dog had not really taken the time to notice.


  Tanner didn’t plan to ‘go there’, but apparently Jason had no problem with it. “Addicted? You were going to say something else, weren’t you?”


  Paul shrugged. “Yeah… I guess… but Dogs—”


  Jason interrupted him right away. “Are you a Dog, Paul?”


  Tanner’s boyfriend appeared to immediately snap out of whatever emotional fortress he had started building. “What?”


  “You know there’s something Dogs don’t say so you corrected yourself before you could say it, didn’t you?”


  Paul fidgeted. “Well… I know that it means something different to Dogs so I try to take that into account whenever I—”


  Once again Jason continued right on without letting Paul finish. Turning his attention toward Tanner, Jason inquired in a very matter of fact tone “Tanner, do you mind if Paul says he loves you?”


  The Shepherd realized that the question he was being asked was multifaceted but he also realized taking too long to analyze the question would be an answer in and of itself. “No… but if he doesn’t want to say—”


  Jason was apparently also content to preempt Tanner too. Turning back to Paul Jason continued his ‘inquisition’. “So if he doesn’t mind you saying it and it’s something you like to express do you think it’s fair that you can say ‘I love you’ even if he doesn’t?”


  There was another pause in the discussion; all eyes were on Paul but for once he didn’t seem inclined to speed up the process just to avoid scrutiny. “I just wouldn’t want him to feel like he has to say it back if I do.”


  The moment the answer came out Jason’s focus was immediately back to Tanner. “Do you feel like you’re obliged to say it back?”


  It was Tanner’s turn to pause and he did so for the span of several heart-beats. “No… not if he knows I—”


  Jason returned to interrupting, looking right back at Paul. “He said ‘no’.”


  The brow-beaten acceptance of Jason taking control over the conversation had hung around Paul so long Tanner had half expected it to be the norm, but a new belligerence filled Paul’s expressions. “Not if I know what?”


  As easily as letting go of a cloud, Jason released control over the conversation and stood up, stepping to the side so Tanner could look directly at his boyfriend. Tanner cleared his throat and spoke hesitantly. “So long as you know that I… that I do too… even if I don’t say it back.”


  Paul smiled openly at him. “I do. I know you do, Tanner.”


  Tanner was so mesmerized by his boyfriend’s warm expression that he almost jumped when Jason sat down beside him, putting an arm around his furry shoulders. “So… that brings us back to my first question: if Tanner doesn’t make you uncomfortable, is it JD or me that makes you uncomfortable? Or is it both of us?”


  The redness returned to Paul’s cheeks. “I… just… wasn’t expecting the kiss.. I guess?”


  Jason removed his arm from around Tanner’s shoulders and leaned forward, closing the distance between himself and Paul. “And you already said you would have responded the same way if you knew it was coming.”


  Exasperated, Paul simply spread his arms. “It just makes me uncomfortable!”


  Nodding, Jason sat up a little straighter, no longer leaning in toward the other Human. “Okay… alright… I’m just trying to help you process your own feelings, Paul. You did ask me about the questions.”


  Paul let out a breath and hung his head. “I know… I just—I don’t know…”


  Jason’s next question was just as probing as the first but he said it with such casual frankness that Tanner almost missed how personal it was; apparently Paul did too. “Would it embarrass you to kiss Tanner here in front of us?”


  “I don’t know.”


  It was fairly standard as far as evasive answers went but something about the uncertainty with which it was said made Tanner wonder if perhaps Paul really didn’t know. Jason’s next question was aimed directly at the Shepherd. “Would you like to kiss Paul?”


  Despite being put on the spot, Tanner realized that what Paul really needed was some stalwart support… and encouragement… and probably a kiss. “Very much, yes.”


  Jason’s smile was easy, casual, and open. He looked to Paul. “Would you mind if Tanner kissed you? Here and now?”


  Tanner saw Paul’s defenses immediately stack up but it was reflexive and the Shepherd was surprised when they lowered just a little when the Human asked “You mean… in front of… of you two?”


  JD’s lewd panting would surely have been enough to make Paul run and hide if not for the fact that Jason kept his attention with another smile and a nod. He tilted his head ever-so-slightly and furrowed his brow before asking. “Yes, Paul. Do you think you have something to be ashamed of regarding your relationship with Tanner?”


  Despite Tanner’s intent to remain supportive and encouraging every sense of control over his body language left the Shepherd as his ears went up, focused wholly on Paul. Every fiber of being in Tanner told him adamantly that Paul was not ashamed of him at all… but of their relationship? That really put Paul on the spot. The evasive answer returned with a vengeance, still brutally honest in Paul’s uncertainty. “I don’t know… maybe?”


  Jason handled it delicately, reaching out and placing a hand on Paul’s knee. “Maybe?”


  Tanner’s heart ached the moment he saw tears on Paul’s cheeks. The Human’s uneven voice made it even harder for the Dog to bear hearing the words that managed to make their way out of his lips. “I just… I can’t help focusing on what everyone else is saying… or thinking… or judging… or—I mean… it… gosh darn it, I—”


  JD zeroed in on the ‘granny swearing’ immediately. “Heh… ‘Gosh darn it’? Wow… somebody get the soap. I think this boy needs—”


  Paul was up in an instant, hands clenched into fists at his side. “FUCK YOU, JD! Just—FUCK YOU!”


  Paul stormed into the bathroom and slammed the door, leaving everyone sitting in silence. They exchanged glances and it was JD who finally broke the silence. “Wow… good goin there, J… I think you broke him.”


  Jason, however, was much more pragmatic about the outburst. “It’s progress.”


  Tanner sighed, standing up. “I need to check on him.”


  Jason stood, holding out a hand to stop the Shepherd. “You stay here, Tanner. I’ll go speak with him.”


  The Dog felt a moment of indignation build up hotly behind his eyes and in his ears. “That’s my boyfriend, Jason. I should be the one to talk to—”


  JD reached out and took hold of Tanner’s wrist. “Honestly, Tan-Head. J’ll do a lot better job of it. Believe me.”


  Tanner pulled his arm free. “He’s my boyfriend.”


  Jason stood between the Shepherd and the bathroom door. “Tanner, I might be overstepping my bounds here but—”


  The Dog briskly brushed him aside. “You are.”


  Tanner heard JD stand up behind him but apparently Jason interposed himself between the Terrier and the Shepherd, giving him unrestricted access to the bathroom door… which wasn’t locked. Slowly opening the door and peeking in, the Dog saw Paul seated on the toilet with his elbows on his knees, palms on his face. He stepped in and gently closed the door behind himself. “Thanks for not locking me out, Paul…”


  The Human took a steadying breath before wiping his eyes and looking up. Despite the anguished expression that was still present an embarrassed smile somehow found its way to his lips. “I couldn’t get the lock to work right.”


  Less than two breaths later they were in one another’s arms, Tanner’s muzzle rested atop Paul’s head with the Human’s ear pressed to his collar bone. The Dog was content to simply hold his lover like that, saying nothing and requiring nothing as the time passed with only the sound of their breaths to fill the silence. When Paul finally did speak he said something that Tanner had taken for truth all along. “I’m not embarrassed of you Tanner… and… and I’m not embarrassed about us.”


  The Shepherd gave his boyfriend a gentle squeeze. “I never thought you did, Paul. It’s alright; not everyone’s good with public displays of—”


  Paul slowly pushed back, breaking the embrace as he looked up to meet Tanner’s gaze. “It’s not alright, Tanner. Jason’s right; there’s no reason I should have felt the need to wait over a year before telling people at my office about us. There’s no reason I should be keeping ‘us’ hidden like some deep dark secret to be ashamed of.”


  “Paul, I’ve never felt like—”


  The Human raised a hand to cut him off. “Tanner… just let me say this, please?”


  The Dog nodded, reaching out to take Paul’s hand in his paw. “Alright. Sorry.”


  Paul’s other hand sought out Tanner’s other paw and he continued. “You accept me for me, imperfections and all. Just because you’re okay leaving things that need fixing doesn’t mean they don’t need to be fixed. I don’t want to do to you what I did with Brian.”


  It took a few seconds for Tanner to connect the dots and suddenly he started putting the pieces together. “You and Brian split up because you didn’t want to be in a relationship openly and you think that I—”


  The Human gave the Shepherd’s paws a squeeze and it was all he needed to remind him that he had promised to be quiet. “When I was thirteen I asked my mom what it was like to be in love and she told me it was like wanting to climb up the highest mountain and shout that special someone’s name so everyone in the world could hear her scream it. My dad said that he and his first girlfriend were inseparable and they wanted everyone to see them together.”


  Tanner truly wanted to object to Paul’s reasoning and remind him that everyone was different but he had promised to remain quiet and so he did. Eventually the Human let go of his paws and sat back down on the closed toilet lid. “I feel like that all the time with you… just… on the inside.”


  Rather than interject, Tanner decided to take a page from Jason’s playbook and tried to encourage Paul into thinking more. “Is that… a bad thing?”


  Paul shrugged and stood up again, reaching out to take hold of Tanner’s wrist. “Not a bad thing, no… but I’m starting to think it’s not right for who I want to be.”


  Ears up, Tanner refrained from asking questions and simply let Paul lead him out of the bathroom and back into the main room. Jason and JD were idly cuddling with some (mostly) PG-13 stroking and petting. Although the actions halted upon the couple’s emergence from the bathroom the Terrier and the Human remained otherwise entwined on the bed, attention fully on Paul and Tanner.


  Paul inched closer to Tanner and addressed Jason clearly. “I’m not ashamed of Tanner or the fact that I love him. You said before that I spend too much time caring about what others think and you’re right. I get so caught up in my head over what’s in others’ heads that I don’t take the time to stop and think about what I want or about what those I care about most want.”


  Jason smiled. “That’s a major breakthrough, Paul. Usually people do that in front of the camera on my show but in this case I figured it’d be best for you if—”


  Tanner was as surprised as Jason when Paul pulled the Shepherd down for a kiss. For the first time that night it was Jason who was interrupted, but it was more of a segue into something… else… for all of them. Over the course of two hours Paul was not embarrassed once… and Tanner decided that was a good thing.


  * * * * *


  Before Paul and Tanner left the hotel the following morning Jason had taken Paul aside and spent a good half hour talking to him. Tanner and JD went down ahead of the Humans to get a table in the hotel’s restaurant for breakfast. During their wait JD was all too happy to recall the events of the previous night. Tanner was not the type to be easily embarrassed but he was also not the kind to discuss bedroom conquests; the Terrier did a good job of both.


  When Jason finally did lead Paul down to join them both Humans appeared to be in a good mood. Paul had received a text saying that Eizenzahn was reviewing the stills and the production crew had the day off. Regardless, Tanner was able to stay for only so long before he had to bid everyone a farewell and head into work. Jason offered to drop Paul off at home so Tanner would be able to stay and finish breakfast; considering the fine company the Shepherd was all too glad to agree.


  The following day at AHB felt like it dragged on forever. During the occasional joint project with TeeSee things picked up speed as the two Dogs chatted and jabbered, BSed and joked. The Husky had always been open and friendly but there was a sense that he let his guard down a little more after the photo shoot; he seemed somehow more personable and relatable and the Dogs often referred to humorous anecdotes they shared about the previous day. Other than those small oaises of quick time passage everything else made the day lengthen out to a near-unbearable marathon.


  As the day came winding down to a close the Shepherd was finally able to put his finger on it, but it wasn’t until he and TeeSee were finishing up with reformatting a seldom used computer that the Husky was able to identify it for him. “Must be strange going the whole work day without running into Paul, huh?”


  It took a moment for Tanner to zero in on it but he had to agree. “Maybe that’s why the day is moving at a crawl… oh well—fifteen more minutes and I get to head home to see him again.”


  The comment brought a friendly wag from TeeSee. “Whatever gets you through the day.”


  When the Shepherd first started at AHB he realized that some awkward moments and pregnant silences would be possible when he was working near and around his boyfriend and, in truth, there had been… though many less since Paul opened up about his personal life with his coworkers. TeeSee, who later announced he’d had some hints and guesses about the two of them didn’t seem bothered, swayed, or encouraged by the announcement but the occasional questions the Husky had for him left Tanner wondering if perhaps there was more to his supervisor than he’d first suspected.


  The return trip home was full of anticipation and Tanner delayed it just long enough to have a quick text conversation with Paul. I’M BRINGING DINNER HOME. WHAT DO YOU WANT?


  Paul’s response was decidedly forward, decidedly playful, and decidedly Paul. YOU.


  Smirking, Tanner typed out his reply. I SAID DINNER. YOU GET ME FOR DESSERT.


  They exchanged another few dozen texts before Tanner called it quits; the longer he texted with his boyfriend the longer they’d be apart. He phoned in an order to a nearby bistro and picked up dinner on the way home. The evening passed in the blink of an eye compared to the day but the long wait was well worth it. Tanner later figured that Paul was looking for as much time with him as he could manage considering the upcoming interview and his guess turned out to be more accurate than he had first suspected.


  Paul’s mood remained positive through the day following up to the interview but there was a certain manic aspect to it as well. Paul had tons of tech questions for Tanner at the office, many completely unrelated to the kind of work the Human usually did. The Shepherd ended up having to pass him off to TeeSee, not because he didn’t want to help, but more due to the fact that he had work orders to complete and he didn’t have the time to help Paul navigate how to choose the best search questions for Google. Tanner promised him he’d have more time after lunch, and then went to handle some of the tech problems troubling Paul’s coworkers.


  After lunch, as it turned out, Tanner did have time for Paul but Paul didn’t have time for Tanner; he was out of the office for hours. Finally toward the end of the Shepherd’s work day Paul came back and slid into his cubicle. Finishing up with changing the toner on a printer (menial and not really his job, but it earned him some favor among the staff), Tanner made his way over. “Hey, you.”


  Paul looked up from the stack of papers he’d brought back in with him. “Oh! Hey, Tanner! Everything go okay today?”


  The Dog nodded. “Yeah. It was busy with the production crew all coming back into the office after a day off. Sorry I didn’t have time to help you more earlier… did TeeSee get all your questions answered?”


  Paul smiled, standing up and setting the papers down so he could turn to Tanner and give him a quick embrace. The Dog held onto him for a moment longer and hazarded a nose-bump; Paul surprisingly didn’t pull away and even smiled. “It wasn’t the same as getting time with you but I realize that you’re not my personal tech support guru here at work.”


  The Dog smiled back and released the Human. “Well, if you want we can spend some time doing whatever you were working on when you get home after the interview.”


  Paul took a seat, still smiling as he sifted through the papers. “Nah… I was just getting ready for it tonight. When I get home it’ll be over and done with.”


  Tanner chuckled. “You make it sound so matter-of-fact. I figured you’d be relieved for it to be in the past.”


  The Human turned to him, sliding the papers on his desk into an envelope. “Well I will be… but for now it’s still waiting for me. I have to pack everything up and get going; Jason’s expecting me there in about a half hour.”


  The Shepherd nodded, stepping to the side to let Paul out of his cubicle and began following him toward Candy’s desk at the reception area in the entryway. “He say where you’re going?”


  Paul smiled just a little. “His producer reserved a small studio for the interview. No audience and no distractions… just us talking.”


  Tanner took hold of his boyfriend’s arm and pulled him in for one more gentle hug. “He’s good at that… and you’ll do fine.”


  Paul looked up at the Shepherd and ended up surprising him as he pulled the Dog’s head down for a kiss. It was not an incredibly drawn out passionate kiss by any means but it certainly wasn’t the timid, reserved, quickly-gotten-over-with one that Tanner would have expected (not that he would have expected one in public at all). “I know. I’m ready.”


  It was the first time in a long time he’d heard Paul say that… and Tanner couldn’t help but believe him. His tail wagged all the way home.


  Decisions or Derisions


  Life had been moving at a break neck speed for Paul ever since the start of summer when he was put in charge of the Fall advertisement campaign for Mein Hund. Continuing on with the initial tag line of ‘Because fashion is more than just fun and games.’ Paul had selected the Dog-playing-poker theme and everyone had allowed him to run with it. From brainstorming to production the project went off essentially as well as could be expected every step of the way and suddenly everything had ground to a halt.


  It all just sat there, seeming to hang in the air as if someone had pressed the slow motion button on life and Paul felt as though he was finally able to stop and smell the roses. All of that had begun the moment his interview with Jason Campbell was over. He learned that although the interview was taped live it wouldn’t actually air until the new season of the show started in September and that meant over a month of sitting and waiting. When he learned that Mein Hund wouldn’t start showing the ad until then made the waiting even more significant… especially when Paul found out that the initial run of the advertisement would air during the Dog-Eat-Dog season opener.


  His interview with Jason hadn’t been a secret from any of his friends or coworkers and he was asked countless questions during the next several weeks. While everyone had originally inquired about what Jason asked and what his responses were each and every time Paul countered with the exact thing Jason had suggested after the shoot: “Be sure to tune in and find out.”


  Most of his coworkers were content to leave it at that but the more curious members of the AHB staff had to be reminded to tune in and find out three or four times before they gave up. After that the questions were mostly along the lines of what the shoot was like, how long he had been at the studio, what it was like knowing he was going to be on TV, and if the craft services department for Dog-Eat-Dog was as amazing as everyone said it was. He was able and willing to answer all of the questions about the experience of the interview except for the last one; it had been a private studio the network had rented for the shoot and there was no craft services (though he, Jason, and JD went out for dinner afterwards, which he was content to omit from his story).


  After that things had begun to die down and life returned to a semi balance of normalcy. The Mein Hund ad remained on the sidelines as AHB Marketing finished up several small projects to which it had been committed before Walt made plans to close up; nobody else had been informed and that continued to weigh on Paul’s mind but he respected Walt’s request to remain silent and so he did. The lull in chaos came to an end two days before the Wednesday night showing of Dog-Eat-Dog’s season premiere and reared its head in the form of a large poster put up on the break room bulletin board. A picture of Paul that had been taken at one of the office parties had been photocopied onto it and above the picture was stenciled: TURN ON THE TV AND WATCH W.M.G. WEDNESDAY NIGHT AT 9PM TO SEE AHB’S VERY OWN PAUL MILLER ON DOG-EAT-DOG!


  There was only one particularly traditional-medium arts-and-crafts-y individual employed at AHB and it didn’t take very long for Paul to track her down. Candy didn’t bother denying putting up the poster and reaffirmed that she’d be watching and she was pretty sure almost everyone at the office would be too; they were really proud of Paul and looked forward to seeing him during his fifteen minutes of fame. He would have been angrier except she took that moment to touch her nose to his and announce with a smile “I can’t think of anyone who could do a better job on a show like that. Everyone here agrees that you’re really good with Dogs, Paul.”


  The following two days were a blur as Tuesday and Wednesday passed with the office finalizing the logistics with the distributor. When Paul had originally learned that Eizenzahn planned on presenting a tv advertisement with the still images from the photo shoot he wasn’t completely sure how it was going to look and, despite being the project manager he had no control over the transfer of medium and was as in-the-dark as everyone else about it. So to that end when he sat down on Wednesday night on the sofa with Tanner Paul knew that they would both be in for a surprise.


  They’d eaten a fine dinner of steak and potatoes after work and had enough time to lounge around the house until the show started. Ten minutes until nine they gathered on the sofa; Tanner sat first on the right with one arm draped across the back of the couch while one propped him up on the arm rest. Paul sat down beside the Dog, leaning into the German Shepherd’s accessible side as he snuggled in comfortably; only then did Tanner lower his arm around the Human and pulled him closer yet. “You gonna be able to watch all this without hiding your face?”


  It was a friendly jab at his sensitivity and Paul knew it but he dug his index finger into his boyfriend’s ribs causing the Shepherd to squirm in response. “Will you?”


  The minutes between then and the start of the show were filled with rough housing and by the time the show started they’d ended up on the floor. Somewhere between the couch and the carpet some clothes had been shed and the grappling had turned to groping. Just as Tanner had started unbuttoning Paul’s jeans the music started for Dog-Eat-Dog and they complacently saved the rest for later. Before the end of the opening credits Tanner was quick to add “To be continued.”


  Paul laid down on the carpet, his head on Tanner’s abdomen once the Shepherd leaned back against the sofa so they could both watch from the floor. Although the Human was leaning on one elbow he used his free hand to drape across his boyfriend’s thighs and the Dog lowered his arm around Paul’s shoulder. Letting out a breath, Paul looked up at Tanner. “The interview was about two hours but Jason said it’d be edited down to less than twenty minutes.”


  Tanner glanced down at him as the screen showed the studio audience as it slowly panned in toward the stage where Jason was seated in a comfortable-looking armchair; unlike most talk show hosts he apparently didn’t bother with a desk. The Shepherd had just enough time for one more vocal jab before the show started. “Knowing you I’m surprised out of a two hour chat there’s as much as twenty minutes of good material.”


  Paul responded by giving the Dog’s tail a light yank. “Yeah. I love you too, Tan-Head.”


  The Shepherd’s frown was fueled by mock indignation. “JD’s got you saying that now too, huh?”


  “Well… your ‘head’ is—”


  Tanner was lightning quick with interrupting what was to be a horrible pun. “Enough from the peanut gallery; show’s on.”


  Jason was wearing that same iconic self-assured, welcoming smile that Paul had come to know as uniquely ‘him’. Even in the few days he’d spent with Jason Paul had gained a certain appreciation for the poise and confidence with which he conducted himself. That welcoming optimism was exactly how he greeted his audience and the camera. “Good evening everyone and welcome to the Dog-Eat-Dog season premiere!”


  He waited patiently for the uproar of applause, whistles, howls, and cheers to end before he continued. “Tonight we’ll be talking with Kevin Blackwell and Cici Barker, the stars from WMG’s primetime k-9 cop drama ‘Two Germans’; chat with music star ‘Jae’, and, what I’m sure you’ve all turned in for, a one-on-one interview with the biggest kept secret in the Burb Dog media news, Paul Miller.”


  Another round of applause later and the show was off to a strong start. Paul had heard of ‘Two Germans’ but he had never been into crime dramas. The two leading stars were Kevin Blackwell, a tall, handsome, pre-middle aged Human and Cici Barker, a light furred, green eyed German Shepherd female about Paul’s age with very impressive curves beneath her fur. During the ten minute chat Paul learned that the show involved their two respective characters ‘Sgt. Andy German’ and ‘Detective Breeze’ as partners working on high profile crime cases. Apparently the first ‘German’ in the show’s title referred to Sgt. German while the second one referenced Detective Breeze’s breed.


  Apparently ‘Two Germans’ had gained a lot of attention because it was the only Human/Dog dramatic series in which the main characters were romantically involved. The interview was intriguing to watch because Jason spent so little time focused on the relationship between the characters (and apparently the actors) and much more time covering the show, its plot lines, and the fans. Rather than some greasy ratings-grabs in a Jerry Springer-Spaniel-esque approach to focusing on sensationalism Jason moved past the obvious white elephant and focused on treating the show as a show and not dwelling on the fact that it involved a male Human and a female Dog.


  The segment closed with a close-up of the collar Cici Barker was wearing; she mentioned that it was a gift from Kevin when the two had started dating off the set. The announcement was met by cheers from the audience (and a few wolf whistles). From there the show went to a commercial and Tanner started snuffling Paul’s ear. “I bet you’d be great on film.”


  Paul recoiled more from the comment than the cold, wet nose. “I’m perfectly fine being off film, thanks. One interview was more than enough.”


  Tanner grinned, nibbling his earlobe. “You’re not going to be all squeamish and blushing throughout the whole thing, are you?”


  The Human swatted the Dog’s muzzle away, again, more for what he said than what he was doing (Paul did enjoy the physical attention). He realized that Tanner was fishing for information about the interview so he spat out a vague half-truth in response to it. “Jason promised me they’d edit that stuff out.”


  He felt Tanner’s smile in the way the Dog’s whiskers perked against his flesh. “Yeah… it’s probably for the best anyway. I bet if our life were on TV the censors’d have to edit a lot out of our nights too.”


  Paul couldn’t help but smile at that, sliding his hand down to tweak the inside of Tanner’s thigh. “Unless we were on Showtime.”


  The Dog let out a happy little growl, nibbling at Paul’s jawline, his paw sliding around to gently fondle the Human through his jeans. “How about HBO?”


  The young man couldn’t help himself; he turned toward his lover and pressed his nose to the Dog’s. “Wouldn’t we be more like Comedy Central after 10pm?”


  Tanner’s predatory face was far more lewd than aggressive. “Oh no… we need a lot more than an ‘R’ rating.”


  Paul would have been more than willing to continue the exchange but the commercials came to an end. “Oops—show’s back on.”


  Tanner gave him another poke in the ribs. “Tease.”


  The Human grinned. “You know it.”


  The second interview of the hour long show was with ‘Jae’, a woman of no small amount of fame. Having been in the music industry since the early 80s, Jae originally performed under the name of ‘Juliana Thomas’. Paul knew all of that before the interview and, frankly, he and Tanner spent little time actually paying attention to it since they were so absorbed with one another. Paul knew that he had his chance to get Tanner settled in before his interview aired and he wanted to make the most of it since he had no idea how his boyfriend would react to watching it; they were both naked and snuggling by the time Jae’s interview came to an end.


  The Human had his back propped up against the sofa with Tanner’s muzzle between his legs nibbling and nuzzling all around his groin as the commercial break came to an end. He waited until the last minute before disengaging and added with a wry smirk on his lips. “There. Now you can be teased.”


  Despite the aching insistence of his body to have his lover’s ministrations continue Paul let him off with nothing more than a “Well when this—”


  And Tanner continued to press his advantage, using Paul’s own earlier words against him. “Quiet. Show’s back on.”


  Despite Paul putting on airs about his confidence over the interview he realized that a lot was going to be said and he was pretty sure Tanner was right; he was going to be embarrassed. Rather than sit passively beside his boyfriend the Human used the opportunity to begin escalating their play. The Shepherd continued watching even as Paul slid into his lap, politely giving Tanner enough room to view the television over his left shoulder as he began nibbling on Dog’s shoulder even as his hand slid down between their two bodies; that got a reaction from his lover in the form of perked ears and a tenseness developing in his abdomen.


  Tanner’s paw reached up to press against Paul’s back, a gasp escaping the Dog’s muzzle as the Human took hold of his bulging sheath. “You’re even sexy on TV…”


  Paul wasn’t so much trying to distract Tanner from the show as he was trying to distract himself and he smiled against his lover’s shoulder, adjusting his grip on the Shepherd’s sheath until he could maneuver it just right; the Dog’s entire body went rigid when the Human’s member began to slip into it to join his. Paul kissed Tanner’s cheek. “I bet right about how you’re glad it’s only twenty minutes long, hmm?”


  Tanner had already seen the questions that Jason was going to ask him so none of that would have been a surprise to the Shepherd but Paul hadn’t actually gone over his answers to all of them with his boyfriend. He could tell at that point that Tanner was more interested in him than the television anyway but the Dog was stuck somewhere between the polite intent of watching him on TV and enjoying him in person; with every movement of his body and caress of his hand Paul realized that the real life him was winning over the electronic one. Tanner’s teeth chattered as his claws lightly raked down the Human’s back. “Twenty minutes? Why does it have to be so long.”


  Paul smirked and returned to nibbling Tanner’s shoulder. “That’s what he said… and don’t worry—I think it’s the perfect length.


  The young man extracted his own member from the Dog’s sheath and gently rolled the furred flesh back, finally uncorking Tanner and giving his length room to emerge, which it did gratefully and with a copious flow of fluids. The television continued on behind Paul with him answering another one of Jason’s casual questions. “Well… I’ve only been in California for a little over two years but I’ve really enjoyed it for the most part.”


  Although they’d already discussed the next question Jason asked it for the benefit of his audience. “Oh? And where are you from originally?”


  Paul remembered thinking at the time that the answer could come up to bite him later but he had committed to his course of action and answered honestly and openly. “Well, I grew up in—”


  Tanner let out a gasp as Paul freed his knot from his sheath and it began to fill rapidly in the Human’s fingers as the Dog spoke over the TV. “Ngh… God, Paul… you keep that up and I’ll just catch the rest on DVR.”


  Smirking, Paul leaned further forwarded and added his own flesh to his grip, pressing their members together as he began to gently raise and lower himself in Tanner’s lap, causing them to rub against one another in his hand. “What? Don’t like the idea of seeing me on TV?”


  The questions continued coming from Jason. “Oh? And is your family still back in—”


  Tanner surrendered, growling eagerly over the television. “Fuck it! Casey’s recording the show anyway… come ‘ere.”


  Despite Tanner’s eagerness Paul was still unwilling to give up control, enjoying being the one in charge thanks to the leverage his position in the Dog’s lap provided. He sat up straighter, leaning over the prone Shepherd to press his lips to Tanner’s muzzle. His boyfriend let out a faint whine, not of pain or of disappointment, but of desperate need. The German Shepherd’s tongue probed at his lips, eagerly seeking entrance but Paul denied him, forcing it back with his own as he instigated the french kiss instead.


  If Tanner was going to object it wasn’t obvious and before long the Dog had fully given himself over to the Human’s ministrations. Paul continued thrusting his pelvis against the Shepherd’s rhythmically, their combined fluids slathering his palm and fingers with more than enough lubrication for the both of them and Tanner’s hips shook, member flexing and slackening in time with each of the Human’s movements. The Dog’s voice came out in a shudder as Paul finally broke their kiss, voice almost desperate. “I want to be inside you.”


  Paul smiled in response. “Good. I want you inside me.”


  The show forgotten, the young man finally let go of Tanner’s shaft, releasing his own in the process. At first he contemplated disengaging and going for the lube but his fingers were still dripping and he realized that Tanner was excited enough that it wouldn’t be an issue. He renewed the kiss and flexed his thighs, rising up onto his knees so he could kiss his lover again even as he reached under himself and adjusted Tanner’s angle. The kiss didn’t end until he broke it so he could slowly lower himself back down; the Shepherd’s head whipped back as if he’d been punched, teeth grit as he exhaled sharply. The sound was followed by a groaning “Ohhhhhh God, yes!”


  There was something mesmerizing about seeing Tanner so enthralled with him; their very position together brought back memories of their first time together back in Paul’s apartment during a very rainy night. It was strange how much had changed in their relationship but how much was still the same. It made the warmth inside Paul grow from more than just the rigid flesh parting him and the Human leaned forward, easing himself down further until he sat atop Tanner’s groin, the Dog’s knot pinned between their bodies. “I love you, Tan Paw.”


  Tanner slowly opened his eyes, a smile of pure adoration spreading across his muzzle. “And I love you, Paul Miller.”


  The words caught the Human by surprise enough that he didn’t bother keeping control as the Shepherd straightened up to bring his muzzle to Paul’s lips. The kiss was passionate and the young man easily surrendered to his lover, letting the Dog take control. He was rolled over to his back and Tanner picked him up easily without even disengaging. They both ended up on the sofa with Paul’s legs wrapped around his boyfriend’s hips and arms encircling the Dog’s chest, body shifting on the couch cushions with each of Tanner’s eager thrusts.


  It didn’t take long for the German Shepherd’s knot to work him open enough to gain entrance but Paul suddenly found his position shifted, spun around to be seated in his lover’s lap, back against the Dog’s chest. Both of Tanner’s paws wrapped around his chest and the Shepherd began thrusting into him from below even as the grip in the Human’s chest pushed him down to meet them. In a handful more pistoning thrusts Tanner’s knot earned entry and Paul cried out—mostly in elation and only a little pain; he felt his boyfriend erupt inside him and the Human gasped out at the sensation. As if reading his mind the Dog’s paw slid down from his chest and encircled his dripping member; Paul was caught in an orgasm before Tanner’s had ended.


  They each collapsed backward—Tanner onto the sofa and Paul onto him. They were each facing the TV and the interview was still going on but they’d obviously missed a lot of it… the regular, boring stuff. Paul took hold of his lover’s paw as the next questions Jason asked was the crux of their discussion. “Paul… we’ve all heard about the random reports suggesting that you have a preference for Dogs… that you’re a Leasher. What do you have to say about those rumors?”


  Tanner’s paw squeezed his hand as they lay facing the TV, the motion creating a lewd squishing sound due to the fluids on their fingers but Paul ignored it, squeezing back. He remembered all of the thoughts running around in his head before he spoke up; he had thought about the years he’d spent trying to hide from the limelight and the days he spent in preparation for the interview; he considered the many different angles of interpretation for the answer he’d prepared. In the end he went through with it. “That would depend.”


  It was an answer he hadn’t cleared with Jason before-hand and it obviously caught his interviewer by surprise; and Tanner too because he asked the question of Paul at the same time as the TV show. “Depend?”


  Paul leaned back against Tanner, tightening his hold on the Dog’s paw. He let the Paul on TV do all the talking for him. “Before I moved out to California I’d never really heard much about Burb Dogs or Leashers. After all of this stuff started blowing up on the media about me being a Leasher I had to actually learn what all of that was about.”


  Jason sat back in his chair, expression unreadable but still open and encouraging. His words were the same. “And?”


  It was the little nudge that Paul had needed to elaborate. “And I learned that there is no real definition that everyone can agree on.”


  Jason nodded in thought at the response but he wasn’t deterred for long. “Then what do you consider a Leasher to be?”


  Paul remembered feeling more confident by that point and he had sat up straighter before answering. “It depends on who you ask.”


  Jason laughed. “Well, Paul, let’s suppose I’m asking you.”


  Paul remembered his answer passing in the blink of an eye as he gave it but as he sat on his lover’s lap, still tied with him he realized then that it was an honest-to-goodness monologue; he would have done a politician proud. “I guess my answer would depend on who’s asking. Since it’s you, I’d say that a Leasher is a Human who is willing to accept the love of an amazing, wonderful, thinking, feeling individual without regard to whether he or she has a tail. A Leasher is a Human who can look past the exterior and see the person inside.


  “I think a Leasher is someone who can and will take the time to get to know someone and understand them even if their social customs aren’t the same. If you’re asking me what a Leasher is then I would say that they are a person who doesn’t automatically assume that someone could never be significant to them just because that person is covered in fur, has trouble drinking from straws, can’t eat spaghetti politely, and swallows their toothpaste. A Leasher is someone who can see all of the differences and care about someone—can love someone regardless. If you’re asking me if I’m that kind of Leasher, then yes. Yes I am.”


  Paul heard the faint huff from behind him as Tanner slid an arm around his midsection for an embrace. There was true adoration in the gesture, and more than a hint of playful spite in his comment. “You’re just not willing to let that toothpaste thing go, are you?”


  Paul smiled, but he didn’t say anything in favor of letting the program be heard instead. Jason took a moment to collect himself before sitting up straighter, smiling wider. After the interview Paul remembered the long talk Jason had shared with him about what it meant to be a spokesperson; it had made him feel amazing at the time but all Paul could think about at that moment as he sat there in his boyfriend’s lap was what Tanner was thinking. A second later Jason asked his next question. “It sounds like being a Leasher is an amazing thing in your mind… why take so long to sit down and discuss it with the media? Why hide?”


  It was a question that hadn’t been on the cards but Paul had been able to put together an answer with such lucidity that he’d surprised himself. “Like I said—not everyone shares that view of being a Leasher. There are people out there who give it a different definition… who think that being so open minded and open hearted isn’t such a good thing.”


  Jason nodded thoughtfully and his next question held the same air of importance to it. “Then why speak up now?”


  Paul’s answer held a special meaning to those who knew the story behind it but those people were limited to four. “I met someone recently who made me realize that being afraid to speak out meant there was one less voice speaking up.’


  Jason smiled at that. “In that case, Paul, it’s good to hear you speak up.”


  “Thank you for giving me a chance to speak up.”


  The host leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees. “Before we started the interview you asked if you could have a few moments before we finished to discuss a project you were working on. Why don’t you tell our audience about it, Paul?”


  The camera zoomed in on him and Paul was surprised to see that he didn’t look as afraid as he had felt. With an even voice he pulled out a form he’d got help completing the day before the interview. “I’ve started a non-profit organization devoted to helping young Humans and Dogs coming to grips with life due to their life choices both within and outside their control. We all know of people in need of help and if nothing else I wanted to bring attention to it. The organization is ‘Love Exists And Still Happens’.”


  Exactly as Jason had promised the L.E.A.S.H. appeared on screen beneath his face as he spoke. “And if anyone watching would like to become involved in ‘Love Exists And Still Happens’ we’ll have contact information up at the end of the show. Thank you again for taking the time to talk with me tonight, Paul.


  “Thank you for having me, Jason.”


  The camera returned to the studio with Jason seated on his chair. He smiled as he spoke to the camera. “I want to say without reservation that Dog-Eat-Dog is a proud sponsor of LEASH. Looking to become a LEASHer too? Stay tuned and find out how after this commercial break.”


  Paul remained reclining against Tanner’s chest but he looked up at him. “So…”


  Tanner looked down. “So…”


  “What’d you think?”


  Rather than respond, Tanner simply lowered his head to kiss him. It was awkward due to their position but there was no doubt that it was heartfelt. Paul leaned back and raised a hand to hold the side of his lover’s head and he felt the faint streak of dampness on Tanner’s cheek. As the kiss ended the Shepherd spoke softly “How in the hell was I ever lucky enough to get someone as wonderful as you, Paul Miller?”


  It was a question Paul had no answer for, but he felt the same about Tanner. Unfortunately he couldn’t put it so eloquently. “Praise be to Dog?”


  * * * * *


  AHB Marketing had an office party at the end of the next week to celebrate the amazing success of the marketing release. The TV ad turned out to be a big hit with focus groups and apparently with the general public alike. With the use of the many different camera angles and a voice-over provided by Casey himself (written by Eizenzahn, as Paul discovered) the entire commercial was only fifteen seconds but provided a still-frame three dimensional view of one of the more dynamic shots they’d done from different angles. It was played again for the office and everyone involved (and everyone not involved) exploded into applause.


  The entire office had gathered for the party and everyone was riding high with the success (apparently several large supply contracts were put in place with Mein Hund thanks to orders from some high-end department stores). Other than the initial airing of the commercial the rest of the party was unstructured and casual, which was particularly appealing since it was on a Friday night. That left plenty of time to schmooze and, for once Paul was pleased about that, especially since he brought Tanner along without any hesitance or reservation.


  Casey managed to get some time with them while other coworkers were migrating to the open bar (apparently one of Bert’s college friends helped out with serving alcohol at special events). The Dalmatian was a bundle of joy, not just because of the success of the ad campaign but because things were moving along well with Brian. Although Paul had also heard the news he made a point to come across as surprised when Casey happily explained why he was so giddy. “Brian got the job at the institute so he’s moving out this way to Sacramento!”


  Paul laughed at that. “Only an hour and a half away, huh?”


  Tanner picked right up on the gentle hazing and continued it while Paul meandered over to the rapidly decreasing line at the bar, promising a drink for Tanner and a soft drink for Casey. He was all smiles, accepting ‘great work’ and ‘congratulations’ from those who encountered him. He turned when TeeSee stepped into line behind him with a pleasant “Hey, Paul.”


  Paul was honestly surprised to see the Husky since tech support wasn’t traditionally invited to office parties but he suddenly remembered that the Dog had also been in on the shoot. “Oh, hey, TeeSee! Pretty cool party, huh?”


  The Husky nodded. “It’s a first for me… not usually much for this kind of stuff but Mr. Howe was really good about inviting me.”


  The Human laughed, taking a step forward as the line moved. “Yeah… he’s kinda welcoming that way… I’m glad you could make it.”


  TeeSee nodded. “He also said I should bring my girlfriend.”


  The comment seemed odd to Paul. He turned to regard the Dog. “Why didn’t you?”


  The Husky shrugged. “I don’t really like to mix business and personal life… but I have a pic of her here.”


  Paul waited patiently as TeeSee fished out his wallet and opened it up, showing a small picture in one of the side pockets of him embracing a dark skinned Human woman from behind; they looked happy together. He continued staring at it for awhile and even as things sunk in Tee See added “Her name’s Diana. We met in Nevada a few years ago when I was at a tech conference.”


  The young man nodded thoughtfully. “Oh… so… she does… tech stuff too?”


  TeeSee shook his head, stowing his wallet. “No. She’s a veterinarian.”


  “So… you two’ve been together for awhile then, huh?”


  The Husky smirked, flicking an ear. “Does it make you feel uncomfortable?”


  Paul took another step forward when the line moved before answering. “No… I’m just surprised. You never said anything about—”


  TeeSee repeated “I don’t like mixing business and personal life.”


  “Yeah… you said that already.”


  The Dog smiled. “And I meant it. It took awhile before I figured out that you and Tanner were an item… and that’s cool and everything… but you’ve changed a lot in the last few weeks. I was honestly more surprised that you did a full 180 than when I found out that the two of you were together.”


  Paul completely turned around to regard the Husky. “Huh? Why?”


  TeeSee let out a breath. “There’s a middle ground, Paul. If what you had before—you know, being all clammed up and secretive wasn’t working for you there are a lot more ways to balance things out than by going overclocked-processor-full-disclosure.”


  The Human had a feeling it was a tech reference but whatever the Dog’s comment was it went over his head. “Over-what-what-huh disclosure?”


  The Husky flicked an ear. “Let me put it this way: does it matter that you have a boyfriend and that he’s a Dog?”


  The answer was easy. “No.”


  TeeSee nodded. “Right… and it doesn’t matter that my girlfriend’s a Human.”


  It seemed like circular logic and Paul really didn’t understand. “Then why not bring her with you tonight?”


  The Dog laughed. “Well, for one, she hates social events… and second, she prefers our privacy so I don’t go around telling the world.”


  Paul took a step forward and gave his order to the bartender, a sharply dressed American Akita. As the Dog filled the request the Human glanced back to the Husky. “So… you’re saying I shouldn’t be so open about my relationship with Tanner, or…?”


  TeeSee laughed, leaning forward to pat the Human on the shoulder. “I’m saying that there’s a lot of open middle ground between complete silence and full, in-your-face disclosure, Mr. Head-of-L.E.A.S.H.-Guy.”


  Paul would have spent more time getting clarification except for the fact that his drinks were ready. The Human took the tray provided to him by the bartender, who smiled his way and gave him a knowing wink; the young man caught a faint peek of a black nylon collar on beneath the Dog’s tie. He hadn’t realized his cult popularity extended quite so far before the broad-shouldered, dark-faced Dog announced “Have a good evening, Mr. Miller.”


  It wasn’t the end of the night’s chaos—not by far. Returning to Tanner and Casey, Paul discovered that they had been joined by Willy and Candy. The moment Tanner had his White Russian and Casey’s paw was clasped around his Sprite Willy was leading them in a toast; apparently he and Candy were expecting! Willy had a rum and Coke while Candy was drinking just the cola; it made perfect sense considering her condition. Paul joined in on the toast and was standing dumbly to the side wondering at the crazy direction life had gone. Tanner smiled across the distance to him and suddenly he felt a lot less off-balance; life might have been shaken up but Paul still had his rock.


  Eventually Willy and Candy meandered off to go spread the good news and Casey wandered away to go converse with others, leaving Paul and Tanner to their quiet portion of the office while one of the interns started prepping the office sound system for some custom DJ work. They had a few calm moments together before Ray and Michelle found them. Some part of Paul knew what they were about to say before either of them said it; Michelle was drinking water. The first words out of Ray’s muzzle further reinforced Paul’s premonition. “We’ve set a date for the wedding.”


  Somehow Paul still ended up being surprised despite knowing what was coming next. Her voice practically squealing, Michelle placed her hand to her stomach. “I’m pregnant!”


  Not exactly sure what to say, Paul remained mute. Thankfully Tanner had wits enough about him to provide congratulations for the both of them. “That’s great, Michelle! Congratulations! When’s the due date?”


  Michelle was all aglow and smiling. “The doctors say some time in May.”


  Ray reached out and took hold of her free hand with his paw, smiling all the while. “We’re thinking of setting the ceremony in October. With all the leaves changing color it’ll be perfect.”


  Paul finally found a word. “Wow.”


  Michelle and Ray looked at each other and then reached out, each taking one of his hands. It was Ray who spoke for them both. “We want you to be the best man.”


  The Human blinked. “I… uh… of course—I mean, sure! I mean…”


  Tanner rested a paw on Paul’s shoulder. “He’d love to.”


  There were a number of things at that point the Human had wanted to declare, ask, exclaim, question—in the end he only managed to get one out. “So… the baby—?”


  Michelle and Ray both smiled, paws and hands going to her belly as they both touched it. Michelle apparently knew what he meant and was able to answer his unspoken question. “There are some papers we’ll get from the county court house… nothing too extreme. We’ll need a few signatures from you by the end of the month—maybe do dinner next Friday? I should be able to pick them up by then.”


  Although Paul would have been readily able to confirm he didn’t get the chance; a call from the far end of the office beckoned him from where Eizenzahn and Walt were gathered. The Doberman’s vocal projection was befitting of an executive. “Mr. Miller? A moment please?”


  Paul excused himself and everyone else gave him leave; Tanner confirmed that he’d finalize dinner plans and all three laughed as he headed away. The Human approached his largest client and the owner of his office. Walt headed down the hallway first and Eizenzahn motioned Paul ahead, walking after the young man with a paw on his shoulder. Paul had no doubt why they were calling him into a meeting and he realized that things had been moving so quickly for him that he hadn’t had the time to formulate a complete response to the question they’d pose.


  Both Dogs took a seat in two of the three sitting chairs on the employee side of the desk in Walt’s office. The Airdale Terrier was the first to speak. “I saw your interview the other night. You really are full of surprises, aren’t you, Paul?”


  Paul glanced around the office; there were only two chairs left: the one between the two Dogs and the one on the opposite side of the desk. He took a seat between them. “You’re telling me? I surprised myself with that one.”


  Eizenzahn and Walt both laughed at that. The Terrier set the drink he was holding down on the desk while the Doberman took a swig of his own before speaking. “You are a natural speaker, Paul. TeeSee explained LEASH to me after your interview and told me how you obtained his help in completing all of the online forms to file as a non-profit.”


  Paul shrugged. “I learned awhile ago—from you, in fact, Mr. Eizenzahn that it isn’t about knowing everything; it’s about the relationships you build with others and trusting them enough to help fill you in what you don’t.”


  Walt’s smile grew wider and he picked up his drink again. “I assume you know why we called you in here, Paul?”


  The Human nodded. “You want to know if I’ve thought about the offer to run AHB.”


  The Terrier took a sip from his tumbler before making an affirmative sound. “And?”


  Paul was surprised that his hands weren’t shaking as he spoke. “I have thought about it, yes.”


  The severity of Eizenzahn’s gaze wasn’t lessened by the warm smile on his muzzle. “And?”


  “Thank you for the opportunity, but I’m afraid I’ll have to decline.”


  The smile disappeared from both Dogs immediately. Eizenzahn’s ears went up questioningly and Walt’s dropped as surely as a moping puppy’s. It was the Doberman who found his ability to speak first. “No?”


  Paul nodded, confidence growing despite the discomfort of the situation. “Thank you, of course, but, yes, I am turning down your offer to run AHB for you.”


  Walt picked up the argument immediately. “Paul, if this is about uncertainty or lack of confidence, I assure you—”


  Paul, despite himself, smiled. “No, Walt… nothing like that—the exact opposite exactly. In the past few weeks I started to understand what you said when you told me that my largest obstacle to being successful was my own indecision and lack of faith in myself.”


  Eizenzahn flicked an ear, both still up and facing toward him. “Paul. If you do not accept the position then I cannot willfully keep AHB open. If I do not have a manager I can trust then I would be hard-pressed to—”


  The Human raised a hand to halt the Doberman and was surprised when it actually worked. Once Eizenzahn fell quiet Paul continued. “If I continue here then I’ll always be your go-to guy and I get that Mr. Eizenz—Alric. You told me that you invest in people and expect for it to pay off. If you expect me to stay here and work for you then all I’ll ever be is your ‘go-fer’.”


  The two Dogs turned and looked at one another, expressions blank. Eventually, after several long seconds Walt was the next to speak up. “Is that it, Paul? Are you sure?”


  Swallowing the sudden self-consciousness he was feeling Paul nodded. “And… maybe a good letter of recommendation?”


  Although both businessmen remained stone-faced Paul heard the definite sound of Walt’s tail hitting the back of his chair rhythmically but Eizenzahn was the one to address him. “I do not see a letter of recommendation being required.”


  Not quite understanding the Doberman’s comment Paul quickly added “You’re not really laying everyone off, are you?”


  Walt turned to regard Paul, a warm, almost fatherly smile spreading slowly across his black lips. “That would depend on you, Paul.”


  The Human shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I… already said I wouldn’t work for Mr. Eizenzahn, Walt. I don’t know what else I can—”


  Eizenzahn pulled out a small collection of paperwork and held it out toward him. “You already answered my questions, Paul—both the spoken and unspoken ones. I would have been content to have you as a manager but, truth be told, I was earnestly hoping you would say no so I could have you as a peer.”


  Paul glanced down at the paperwork, so caught up in the moment he didn’t want to take time to really read it. He looked back up at the two Dogs staring at him. “A peer? What do you mean? Is everyone getting laid off or not?”


  Walt chuckled calmly, draining the rest of his drink in one go. “I sold AHB to Alric, Paul… and he wants to sign it over to you.”


  “Sign it… over?”


  The Doberman leaned forward. “I want you to have AHB Marketing… and I would very much like to do business with you.”


  Paul was dumbstruck. “You’re… giving me AHB?”


  The Doberman smirked, leaning back in his chair and spreading his legs as he kicked one foot up on the desk, glancing down at the documents in Paul’s lap. “Well? Gefällt dir was du siehst?”


  The Human had no idea what the Dog said, but when he numbly nodded his head the Doberman’s smile was the widest yet.


  And All the Rest


  When Paul had been given the photographer position for the Mein Hund photo shoot he had questioned his ability to serve in the required capacity but he ended up successful. When he was given a supervisory position as part of the second Mein Hund ad he had some hesitation when it came to flexing his authority but things went just fine. When Paul was given the Team Lead position and Project Coordinator task for the Dogs-Playing-Poker advertisement he had all but hyperventilated and his self doubt was without equal and yet he came through with flying colors. None of that compared to suddenly having an established company dropped into his lap as a ‘present’.


  As with all of the prior surprises Paul somehow survived the transition but it wasn’t easy. He’d taken a few classes in college that dealt with management and supervision but he honestly didn’t know the first thing about accounts payable, accounts receivable, Employee Resources, state employment laws, business negotiations—he remembered counting off the things he didn’t know before realizing he would have managed a shorter list counting off the things he did know… but once again Eizenzahn’s advice turned out to be true; one of the biggest benefits of taking ownership of an established business meant that he had an entire staff of people who were able to round out his knowledge with their own.


  Walt had stayed true to his promise and remained in the Bay Area and he even managed to stop by the office once a week to see how things were going; Paul never let the Airedale get away without answering at least a dozen questions and for the most part Walt seemed more than happy enough to help out where he could. The majority of things were handled just fine as far as day-to-day operations but a few times a week some business management issues arose that required Paul’s attention. Between AHB and the L.E.A.S.H. organization he was kept busy but for once he was able to convince himself that it was the good kind of busy.


  The month and a half until the scheduled date for Ray and Michelle’s wedding passed in the blink of an eye. Days flew by with administration duties, business deals, project bids, work negotiations with prospective clients, and all of Paul’s prior duties since he still had to serve as a Project Lead for their larger projects. With how quickly business was ramping up after AHB’s success with the Mein Hund ad the company was picking up new projects weekly and even after promoting Ben to a Project Lead there was still a dramatic shortage of personnel… and that didn’t even include the newest Mein Hund project.


  Paul had meant what he said when he told Eizenzahn that he didn’t want to be under the Doberman’s thumb and the Dog took that to heart. While he still made a point to visit the office once a week, Eizenzahn was making it more of a social call than a business one. He seemed perfectly content to let Paul handle things and it became all the more apparent just how pleased the Dog was with the Human’s progress. He’d even pointed it out on his visit at the beginning of the month.


  One of the facility’s walls had been removed by a construction company to make room for more office space and Paul had spent the entire morning meeting with the various heads of each of AHB’s work groups to make sure that their productivity wouldn’t be disrupted. The Harrison Pacific contract had come up for renewal and so the latter part of the morning was spent with the two members of the AHB team devoted to contract negotiations—Paul had worked for the company long enough to know everyone and yet he’d never had a reason to deal with the two men before that moment; at least they turned out to be very good at what they did.


  Eizenzahn had stopped by with Pascal in tow just after lunch once Paul had retreated to his office, which was as much his inner sanctum as it was anything else. It remained largely unchanged since Walt had vacated it but the Human had made sure to keep the Terrier’s armchair handy for any of his visits. The Doberman had knocked politely and waited for permission to enter before he showed himself in; Pascal followed a few steps behind with a folder held tightly to his chest. Paul had come to enjoy their occasional presence as things had become a lot smoother since he was no longer walking on egg-shells around the company’s largest client.


  Eizenzahn, for the most part had taken great pains to treat him more as an equal and less as the ‘hired help’. Paul stood up respectfully as both Dogs approached his desk. “Hi, Alric. What brings you by today?”


  Oddly enough, the Doberman was all business. “Good afternoon, Mr. Miller. Thank you for seeing me on such short notice.”


  The suddenly official tone struck the Human as a little odd. It took him a moment to recalibrate his own persona. “Uh… sure—no proble—of course, Mr. Eizenzahn. Please take a seat.”


  Both Dogs sat down across from him at the desk. Eizenzahn adjusted his tie and Pascal handed him the folder before reclining in the chair and crossing his legs demurely; Paul often found himself wondering how the Poodle could manage a feat like that without showing any thigh while wearing such a tight dress. He quickly snapped his attention back to the Doberman who held out the folder. “With the success of our Fall advertisement schedule Mein Hund is looking forward to working with AHB on our Winter line-up as well.”


  Paul accepted the offered paperwork realizing that Eizenzahn was wearing one of the many personas he used on a day to day basis; the Doberman could be very personable and relaxed but that was not the way for him to conduct business and apparently he had business to conduct. The Human’s first question was a no-brainer. “Did you have a date you need it by?”


  “November sixth.”


  As he looked through the documentation of what Eizenzahn wanted Paul didn’t even need a minute to think about it. “Not enough time if you want quality.”


  The Doberman chuckled. “Of course I want quality—that’s why I’m coming to AHB.”


  Paul placed the folder on the desk and slid it across to Eizenzahn; if he knew the Dog he suspected it was a test. “Then if you want quality we’ll need at least until the 20th.”


  The executive didn’t pick the papers back up. “AHB had performed with similar timelines in the past, Mr. Miller.”


  The Human relaxed his posture slightly, certain he was being tested. “Aside from two of our staff being out for two weeks on Honeymoon starting the week after next one of the largest differences between then and now is that we have a broader client base; I realize you would appreciate if we could drop everything just for you but we have several projects already underway.”


  Rather than put up a fight Eizenzahn simply nodded and fired back. “The Thirteenth.”


  Paul stood his ground. “Twentieth. If you need it earlier I can always check in with another marketing company on your behalf—Ray has mentioned he has connections over at—”


  Eizenzahn slid the folder back at him. “The twentieth will be fine, Mr. Miller… although Mein Hund is willing to increase the offer there by 20% if it can be ready by the thirteenth. Having our ads out well before Black Friday is important, but not a deal-breaker.”


  The Human picked up the folder again and looked at what the Doberman was offering; yes, 20% more would certainly change things. “I’ll look into hiring some more graphic designers and see what we can do to accommodate… Alric.”


  The Dog’s smile turned much more personable when he registered the informal name. “I look forward to working with you again, Paul.”


  Despite how much Eizenzahn’s casual attitude frightened him in the beginning Paul had to admit that he was learning to like it more than his full-on ‘business mode’. The Human grinned. “And I’m sure the office will be looking forward to the project party you’ll be hosting at the end.”


  The Doberman paused mid-way through standing. In his bent-forward position he loomed over the desk as he spoke. “Only when the ad does well.”


  Paul didn’t miss the Dog saying ‘when’ rather than ‘if’, and he also didn’t miss it when Eizenzahn leaned further forward to touch his nose to the Human’s. Pascal giggled on the way out and Paul was left with a faint blush. The Poodle lingered by the doorway, calling to him as the Doberman passed by. “It iz good to know that some things are still ze same.”


  The comment made Paul blush even harder.


  * * * * *


  The following weeks saw things settle down even further. Paul managed to find some open space for the project and cleared some time here-and-there on different teams’ work calendars to try and patch some preliminary work together. He took a vested interest in the project for a number of reasons, not just because it was for Mein Hund but because it meant a return visit from Casey, who had been absent from AHB since the conclusion of the Dogs-Playing-Poker shoot. It only made sense considering Casey was the face of Mein Hund and he really had no reason to be around the office if AHB wasn’t working on a Mein Hund Project. That, and the Dalmatian had moved to Sacramento.


  With the arrival of Brian in California Casey hadn’t really needed any excuse to relocate closer to him and when the offer was extended to be ‘roommates with benefits’ there was no question about what the Dalmatian would do. While many of Casey’s pals were concerned about the sudden life change Paul realized that they had nothing to worry about; whether despite or because of Paul’s past history with Brian he knew everything would be fine. Casey still talked with Paul and Tanner regularly via the phone but the spotted Dog was rapidly withdrawing from their lives and moving into his own; Paul was happy for him but he couldn’t shake a hint of sadness that a chapter in his life had come to a close but he just as easily reminded himself that it wasn’t an entirely bad thing—not by a long shot.


  With Casey returning to the AHB offices there were mixed expectations; Ray, of course, was the head of the ‘here we go again’ faction which consisted most of the support staff while everyone else was looking forward to having him back for the next project. Despite the return to what had been the ‘working norm’ for over a year, Paul made certain that the transition didn’t take place entirely; AHB had a wide variety of clients at that point and Mein Hund was no longer 85% of the company’s business. The Human had to take a crash course in business management but the one thing he knew right away was that having a single client that could make or break a company was not healthy and he had taken great steps to gain and keep new contracts; he couldn’t let Mein Hund jeopardize that.


  Paul and Tanner also remained in contact with Jason and JD. Despite the chaos and uncertainty of the initial meeting Paul had come to like the pushy, opinionated, yet oddly calm blonde and his Guard Dog Terrier was both of the first two things and the exact opposite of the third. Although Jason often toyed at the idea with a follow-up interview at the WMG studios in New York Paul’s constant rebuke was met with laughs and the promise of “Sure… some other time then.” As far as Paul was concerned once on the television was more than enough.


  But it wasn’t just work that kept Paul busy; with Ray and Michelle’s wedding rapidly approaching he and Tanner spent a lot of time helping out with the plans. Paul honestly hadn’t expected to get dragged into the entire festivities as much as he was but he surprised himself by not really minding. They remained close friends and although Paul had signed all of the papers as required to surrender custody and parentage rights to Ray they had both acknowledged that Paul was welcome to be in their child’s life as little or as much as he wanted; no pressure.


  The couples ended up spending 2–3 nights a week together, some of them even intimate. The couples were inseparable in their pairs but when they got together the quartet was even stronger. Paul used that relationship as a steadying rock over the first several weeks of running AHB and Ray turned out to be the mentor for ‘doing things right’ that he hadn’t expected would be available. It often left Paul wondering why Ray hadn’t stepped up to take over but he had to remind himself each time that it was something the Retriever just didn’t want. Then again, every time he saw Ray in his collar it was just another good reason; the Dog really did enjoy having Paul in charge.


  Paul considered his time with Ray and Michelle alongside Tanner to be fantastic but what he enjoyed the most and, in fact, what he had always looked forward to was the time that he got to spend alone with the Shepherd. Whenever the couple wasn’t working or out with Ray and Michelle they were enjoying the quiet life of boyfriends enraptured with the thought of being together. Those times always seemed to pass in the blink of an eye—small oases of time amidst a ravaged desert of work and obligation. Despite all of the work and his oddly full social life, Paul still found time to take part in the L.E.A.S.H. project.


  While L.E.A.S.H. was originally his brainchild Paul had gained enough support (financially and in manpower) that he was able to step aside after three weeks and it took off from there. There had been the first monthly meeting of the board of directors for L.E.A.S.H. (consisting of Paul and the people he’d invited to help him). It was quickly organized into an entity that wouldn’t require much time or effort on behalf of its president; as the president in question that was just fine with Paul. He checked in twice a week and got as casual or as specific updates as he required. It was after the first check-in for September that Paul and Tanner had gone to Como Abuela to join Ray and Michelle for dinner when the next ‘interesting event’ took place in Paul’s life.


  The Friday at work had been a relatively quiet one and Paul had decided to leave with Tanner. Ray reminded him on the way out of the office that they had dinner scheduled for the night and the Human confirmed that he and Tanner would reserve a table; the Retriever confirmed the meet and said he’d be a little late since he was going to pick up Michelle from work. Paul rode shotgun while Tanner drove to the restaurant and hopped out while the Shepherd searched around for a parking spot; Como Abuela was always busy but especially so on Friday nights.


  Leaving his name with the hostess he went back to the entryway to wait for Tanner, who arrived shortly thereafter. The two took a seat on one of the three benches the restaurant had for guests who hadn’t been shown to a table. Paul had just leaned against the Dog’s shoulder when Michelle came through the doors; she spotted them immediately. “Hey you two. Ray’s parking the car.”


  She approached and gave each a hug in turn. Paul hadn’t spent a lot of time around pregnant women and he knew it was a few months before they started showing; Michelle still wasn’t obviously glowing except for the smile she hadn’t lost since first letting everyone know she was expecting. Tanner touched his nose to hers when they embraced and Paul shared a kiss on the cheek with her. They all moved back to the bench and he declared “I got our name in a few minutes ago. The lady said it’d be a pretty short wait.”


  That turned out to be the case as Paul’s name was called a second after Ray stepped inside. The Retriever had just started taking off his coat. “Well… talk about timing.”


  Michelle helped him remove the garment and folded it over her shoulder, sharing a kiss with him before they moved to follow after Tanner; Paul followed a step behind. He couldn’t help but give the Dog some grief. “You coulda just left it in the car, you know.”


  Smiling, Michelle gave Ray a light elbow in the ribs as they walked arm in arm. “I told him he could have just left it at home… the weather report said clear and his fur’s thick enough I know he’s not cold.”


  Ray gave a playful nip at her nose which turned into another kiss. Paul took a step around the two and proceeded to the table, helping himself to the seat next to Tanner at the booth. The other couple arrived a moment later with Ray sliding in first followed by Michelle. The Dog was smoothing out his facial fur and his fiancé giggled, licking her thumb before reaching out to remove a smudge of lipstick from the end of his muzzle. Tanner rolled his eyes with humor. “We can’t take you two anywhere!”


  Michelle giggled again, reaching her hand over to Ray’s abdomen, fingers slipping through his button-up shirt to rub his belly. “I can’t help it… it’s all his fault.”


  He shot a glance her direction with mock incredulity. “All my fault? You’re the one who’s so damn sex-eeeee!”


  Ray had trouble finishing his sentence as her ministrations caused his leg to start shaking beneath the table. Grinning from ear to ear Michelle rose up to kiss him on the cheek. “Pot calling the kettle black, dear.”


  Paul interjected. “Or the Retriever calling the ring golden?”


  He got a napkin thrown in his face for the trouble. Tanner reached over to collect his projectile. Once the initial chaos died down it was the German Shepherd who brought up a real topic for discussion. “So any more news on the wedding? How’d the hearing go yesterday?”


  Ray looked to Michelle who exchanged a warm glance and a smile with him before both returned their attention to Paul and Tanner. It was Michelle who spoke up, beaming with joy. “The County turned down the injunction so they can’t keep us from getting married!”


  Tanner flashed a smile that matched Ray and Michelle’s. The Shepherd slid his arm around Paul’s shoulder. “That’s great news!”


  Paul’s smile was more of a wry grin. “So those protestors can go suck on a lemon, huh?”


  Ray shrugged, smile faltering slightly. “Well, despite the wedding ceremony being in a private venue the organizers of the protests say they plan on holding a rally beforehand.”


  Michelle sighed, rolling her eyes. “And another protest as close as they can get to the vineyards. You’d think people would have better things to do with their time than interfering with other peoples’ happiness.”


  Paul straightened his posture and cleared his throat. “Sorry… not really the best thing to bring up, I guess. Happier wedding topic?”


  Ray snorted. “It’s alright Paul. Just another thing we’ll deal with… can’t be any worse what we’ve been through to get this far anyway.”


  Michelle’s smile widened. “Like playing nice with Mateo?”


  Paul glanced between the Retriever and his fiancé. “Mateo?”


  Ray nodded wordlessly and so the young man pressed him. “You mean, like, Mateo Mateo? Mateo Vargas? that Mateo?”


  Michelle’s nodding joined Ray. “Angel caught us in here a few weeks ago and I got her cell number. She and I started talking and—”


  The Retriever interrupted in a gruff voice but there was good humor in his eyes. “And like women often do, they decided to meddle.”


  His fiancé gave him another light elbow. “You two used to get along just fine until the…”


  Ray flicked an ear. “Until the time I laid him out with a fist to the face?”


  Michelle elbowed him again. “Until the ‘disagreement’.”


  The Dog continued in his gruff voice. “When he bloodied Paul’s nose and I had to step in before he ended up—”


  Ray received another elbow from her. “Be nice.”


  “I’m always nice… except when someone’s threatening one of my friends.”


  Paul and Tanner exchanged glances and it was the Shepherd that pressed them onward. “So… you’ve been talking to Angel?”


  Ray’s gruff exterior slid away and a smile returned to his muzzle. “With Michelle working on me and Angel on his case we—”


  Michelle folded her hands around one of the Retriever’s paws. “They made up.”


  The Dog licked his nose. “Mateo apologized.”


  Michelle’s smile grew even wider. “They both apologized.”


  Ray nodded. “He apologized first”


  Paul thought about the significance of the news. “Well… at least the two of you were able to be in the same room without killing eacho—”


  The Retriever cleared his throat. “It was over the phone.”


  Michelle giggled. “It’s a start, anyway.”


  Ray sighed, shrugging as his smile slowly disappeared. “Everyone’s entitled to a stupid moment… some are just more stupid than others. Yeah, he was an asshole but people are able to change and from the sound of it he’s working on it.”


  Paul nodded. “That’s really mature of you, Ray.”


  The Retriever let out a riotous, belting laugh. “Just another way to say I’m an old Dog, is that it, ya young whipper snapper?”


  Michelle came to Paul’s defense. “Maturity is mental age, Honey… I’ve met plenty of people older than you who are less mature.”


  Ray didn’t surrender his position, grinning as he objected to her comment. “So now you’re calling me old too, Shelly?”


  The volume of the continued play argument had started rising but it was thankfully brought to an end when the waitress came to take their orders. It wasn’t until the server left that Ray brought the discussion to an end by dropping a bomb. “Oh… and we invited Mateo and Angel to the wedding.”


  Ray had to excuse himself to dry his fur from the water Paul had sprayed on him from coughing.


  * * * * *


  The day of the wedding came before Paul knew it and for the second time that year he had to make himself as presentable as possible for matrimony proceedings. Fortunately the second time was easier as he’d already had a prior experience in recent memory; he and Tanner were both practiced enough to handle their own respective ties. As anticipated the objectionists were picketing at the entrance to the winery grounds but thankfully that was a full mile and a half from the ceremony.


  There were over two hundred guests; Paul only knew a few and those were mostly coworkers. The young man wasn’t surprised to see so many couples—including Angel and Mateo. Paul spent time before the ceremony moving through the crowd saying hello to those he knew and being introduced to those he didn’t; Michelle had a large number of guests and, much to his chagrin, a few of them knew Paul “from the TV.” They were all happy to meet him and tell him how amazing he was. He managed to reply politely and as far as he knew he hid his insecurity about being at the center of a mob fairly well, but for the most part they were polite and pleasant, thanking him for being such a good friend to Michelle.


  In line with the discomfort and surprise from being at the center of a mob of appreciative ‘fans’, Paul was further off-balance thanks to Casey showing up on Brian’s arm. Although he was happy for both his ex and the Dalmatian there was a certain degree of awkwardness in standing next to them as Casey went off on a tirade about them waking up early and rushing to get out the door so they could make it to the wedding on time. He wasn’t jealous of what they had but it was strange to think that such chaos had been part of his life that he’d spent with each of them at separate moments in time. Despite the strange view he had of it as an outsider the discussion became a little easier as the minutes past and by time he was pulled away by someone else his smile came easier.


  It wasn’t just Casey and Brian either; a number of the people he encountered while waiting for the ceremony to start were prominent fixtures in his life, both past and present. Walt was there, as promised, and rather than wearing a tie he was adorned with a fine, deep brown leather collar. In fact, as Paul looked around he saw that a large number of Dogs were wearing collars. Ray had mentioned something about a show of solidarity but Paul didn’t realize what he’d meant until that moment—and was even more surprised with Tanner rejoined him after stepping away to use the restroom; the German Shepherd’s tie was absent and replaced by a red and blue nylon collar with the tell-tale “MH” of the Mein Hund corporate logo.


  Paul stared long enough that Tanner realized the unspoken question; the Dog motioned over to the long table set up to accept presents where Eizenzahn was standing with a sleek, well-kept Doberman woman at his side. “Eizenzahn has a few to hand out for any Dogs without one.”


  The Human stared for a few seconds longer before he felt his cheeks blushing faintly. “I didn’t figure you for the collar-wearing type.”


  Tanner glanced his way, ears raising as he reached up a paw to touch it. “I’m not. Why? Does it at least look okay?”


  Paul leaned his head against Tanner’s shoulder. “Anything you wear looks fine, Tanner as long as it’s you wearing it.”


  The Shepherd reached out to take his hand. “I can take it off if it’s bothering you.”


  The young man shook his head and laughed. “Nah… but maybe you might consider keeping it for tonight once we get back home so we can try—”


  He fell silent when he heard a familiar female voice call out in spanish. “Aquí, mi Amor. Él está Aquí. ¡Venga te!”


  Paul glanced that way and caught sight of Angel motioning to Mateo, who was making his way over to her through the crowd. His initial response was to duck down to avoid attention but he quickly powered through it and raised an arm in greeting. The Collie was quick to respond, waving back and Mateo came to a halt, raising his hand in a much more reserved manner. The two spoke to one another, far too quietly for Paul to hear at a distance and they approached, Angel leading the way. She was the first to speak up. “Hola, Paul. Hello again. Hola, Tanner.”


  It was a change from her much more formal ‘Meester Miller’ but Paul certainly didn’t mind. He hazarded a glance to her left where Mateo stood showing blatant discomfort at the situation. On one hand Paul felt a strange sense of serenity at that; for once he wasn’t the one wishing fervently to be anywhere else but he also had a strong sense of empathy for the feeling and he didn’t wish it on anyone. In the end Paul broke the silence. “Hey, Mateo.”


  Angel gave Mateo a light nudge and only then did he speak up but continued to avoid meeting his gaze. “Paul… hey.”


  The conversation could have gone any number of directions but Ray chose that exact moment to join them and took control. “Hey Paul… we found anyone for the Graphic Coordinator position yet?”


  The sudden direction change of the discussion caught him by surprise and he didn’t really have an answer. “Huh?”


  Ray rested a paw on Mateo’s shoulder. “Well, ever since we took that new Mein Hund account you said we’ve been short team members for Coordinator positions.”


  Paul glanced between Mateo and Ray. “Yeah… we are, but—”


  The Retriever didn’t give him a chance to finish. “Mateo here has, what, six years in the field?”


  Apparently Mateo was just as off-balance as Paul. “Seven, but—”


  Ray likewise didn’t give him a chance to speak either. “The way I see it we should get that spot filled pretty quick, right?”


  Paul glanced between the Retriever and Mateo before looking back to Ray. “You think I should hire Mateo?”


  Mateo was just as incredulous. “You’d… work with me again?”


  Paul and Mateo tried several times to talk over one another but eventually Angel quieted them down. “I theenk this es a great idea!”


  Ray held a paw out toward Paul and turned to address Mateo formally. “Someday—and that day may never come—I’ll call upon you to do a service for me. But until that day, accept this justice as a gift on my wedding day.”


  Mateo and Tanner froze and both started laughing; Ray’s tail was wagging and he had a smug expression on his muzzle. Paul realized that there was a significance of the tone and strangely out-of-place accent the Dog had used. “Is that… a… a movie quote or something?”


  Suddenly all eyes were on Paul again and it was Mateo who spoke up first. “Ain’t never seen The Godfather, Hermano?”


  Paul was right back to feeling self conscious. “Uh… no. That’s that… uh… the mob movie from the 70s, right?”


  Tanner inched up beside him and threw an arm around his shoulder. “Apparently I know what we’re watching for our next movie night.”


  Yes—for a short time Paul had been able to revel in Mateo’s discomfort but all good things did have to come to an end and before he knew it he was once again on the defensive. The group broke ranks as Ray headed off to get ready for the ceremony and everyone else found their way to their seats while Paul and Tanner headed after the Retriever. Taking a deep breath, Paul glanced to Tanner. “We’re really gonna watch Godfather for the next movie night, huh?”


  Tanner’s only response was a laugh.


  * * * * *


  The wedding was an amazing affair and there were few dry eyes in the audience. The press was kept at a distance and ended up vying with the protestors for a place near the front gate. The introductions continued after the vows as Paul met more and more of the people from the other parts of Ray and Michelle’s lives. The one that stuck with Paul the most happened while he and Tanner were seated at their table in the vineyard’s dining room.


  They were both relaxing and waiting for dinner to be served when they were approached by a Golden Retriever woman about Paul’s age; the family resemblance to Ray was unmistakable. He stood up politely as his mother had always insisted on doing when addressed by a woman and was surprised when she threw her arms around his shoulders and gave him a huge hug. “Thank you so much!”


  Paul immediately froze as still as a statute. “You’re… welcome?”


  Once she disengaged the Dog withdrew an arm’s length and her ears immediately reddened. “You’re Paul, aren’t you?”


  He nodded. “Yes… and you are?”


  Her ears reddened even more. “Oh—I mean—right. I—ohgod..”


  Tanner smirked from his place at the table. “Take a deep breath and start over?”


  Paul smiled, recalling the numerous times the Shepherd had used the same line on him. She did as directed and her ears slowly rose again. “Ray is my dad. I’m his daughter.”


  The Human spoke before he could stop himself. “Well, if he’s your dad I guess it’s good you’re his daughter then.”


  She grew even more flustered. “I mean—I’m Toni! Ray’s my dad!”


  Paul managed to avoid laughing, turning it into a smile instead and paraphrased her greeting back to her. “You’re Ray’s daughter. Got it. Nice to meet you, Toni.”


  Toni took a moment to breathe again and, to her credit, did much better from there. “I wanted to thank you for being so good to my dad and Michelle.”


  The Human nodded. “They’re both good friends of mine so I figure I may as well be the kind of friend I’d like to have, right?”


  She reached out to lay her paw on his forearm as she took a step closer. “But what you did for them… to help them get married… that’s way beyond the—”


  Paul took a step back, suddenly much more self-conscious. “You mean—”


  Toni’s ears dropped slightly and she looked just as self-conscious. “Well, yes… that.”


  “They told you about that?”


  She nodded, ears raising a little and her tone gained a slightly more professional air. “I helped them draft the papers. I’m studying to be a paralegal.”


  A little of the self-conscious embarrassment left him at that. “Oh… well… I guess that makes sense. You just made it sound like it’s public information that Ray’s going around telling everyone is all.”


  The Retriever almost choked and had to clear her throat before looking at the Human sympathetically. “You… you do know that the papers you signed are public documents… right?”


  Paul blinked, fighting with his brain to comprehend what she was saying. “Public documents?”


  She nodded. “Right. You know… public records like an acknowledgement of appointment as a notary public or a county tax statement. Things like that.”


  The Human blinked again. “So… everyone knows that I’m—”


  Toni finished the thought for him. “Yes. Everyone who wants to knows you’re the biological father of their child.”


  Paul glanced out the nearest wall-sized window to the large crowd off in the distance at the entrance to the vineyard; originally he was willing to put them out of his mind but suddenly he couldn’t focus on anything other than the sea of reporters and camera men. Tanner stood up beside him. “You alright, Paul?”


  The Human gave the Retriever in front of him a hug. “I’m glad I was able to help and I’m glad I finally got a chance to meet you, Toni. Excuse me, please.”


  Paul quickly stepped away from the table and headed for the quiet hallway outside of the dining room. Tanner followed just a step behind. Once they were away from the rest of the crowd the Shepherd spoke sympathetically. “If you’re not alright we can—”


  Nodding, the young man pulled out his cell. “I’m fine Tanner… I just need to make a call.”


  The Dog continued looking at him with sympathy. “You don’t have to be fine… that’s a lot to take in.”


  Paul dialed up one of his contacts and waited for an answer on the other end, nodding at the Shepherd. He didn’t even have to say anything; a voice spoke up from the other side of the phone first. “Hey, Paul! Is the wedding over already?”


  The young man smiled; he found it strangely easy now that he had a plan in place. “We’re still at the reception. Hey Jason, listen… any chance you’re looking for another exclusive?”


  * * * * *


  Paul and Tanner had made it through the media mob as if they were invisible; every last reporter and camera ignored them as if so much as looking their way was paparazzo poison. Jason’s interview of Paul was recorded and played live one week later for a special episode of Dog-Eat-Dog focusing on inter-racial couple rights. By that time it turned out that Paul, Ray, and Michelle were essential old news as local and even national media coverage of the wedding itself sparked a conflagration of Human-and-Dog couples using the loophole in the law to press the advantage.


  As anticipated ultra-conservative organizations began crying foul and pushing for revisions while the religious right started mass protests and revved up lobbyist committees. The chaos spread rapidly among cries of children being conceived out of wedlock, unwanted children being born to families that didn’t really want them, and the sanctity of marriage being fouled by couples whose union wasn’t blessed by god. Although the Pope refused to weigh in on the subject in what the media considered a timely manner it seemed as though most of the Catholic faith was willing to side against without needing his input. Most orthodox faiths called the marriage between a Dog and a Human to be an insult to god at best.


  However, within the tumult of anger and objections a small-but-growing coalition of faith-based organizations fought back against what many had assumed to be a united religious objection; churches, congregations, and parishes began to argue that there wasn’t anything wrong with Humans and Dogs joining together in holy matrimony. With a small crack in the ‘universal opposition’, the media began to focus more on the exception than the repetitive rhetoric of the vocal majority. Although it wasn’t a voting year more and more channels began coverage about what would assuredly become a hot topic for polls the next year and they were already anticipating one of the largest voter turn-outs for the states that were discussing having a vote regarding mixed racial marriage on the ballot.


  As for Paul, he was content having the whole issue pass him by before Thanksgiving; just one more thing for which he could be thankful. He and Tanner spent the holiday with Ray and Michelle; Toni was there, as were Michelle’s two siblings who, as Paul found out, were both vocal supporters of the mixed racial debate in favor of what Ray and Michelle had accomplished. Paul stayed out of the political discussion as much as possible but even with the vast majority of dinner taken up with the benefits of ‘tearing down the walls of tyrannical, small-minded thinking’ he managed to enjoy himself among friends.


  With November at an end it was only a matter of time before thoughts turned to his own family and he started sharing emails regarding Christmas with his mother and sisters. By the 9th the three ladies of the Miller family had tickets and they finally made good on their promise to come out to California to visit. It wasn’t until Paul was sitting in the car with Tanner parked at the cell phone waiting area on the evening of the 20th that he finally stopped long enough to realize what was happening. He turned calmly to his boyfriend and announced “You know… we’re about to have my mom and sisters staying with us for two weeks.”


  Tanner nodded with a smile, tail tip flicking the center console as it wagged. “Christmas and New Years. Yep! You excited?”


  Paul offered a smile in return. “That’s one way to put it.”


  The Shepherd had always been good at reading him and the trepidation in the Human’s voice must have been obvious. “It’ll be fine, Paul. I’ve already met your family so it’s not like we don’t know what to expect.”


  The young man chuckled, leaning his head back against the head rest as he let out a sigh. “Becca and Kimmy get Casey’s old room and Mom’ll stay in the guest room.”


  The ‘guest room’ was technically Tanner’s but the two didn’t really keep any pretense of being separate any longer and shared the master bedroom. Tanner’s tail continued wagging. “Good thing we have two bathrooms, huh?”


  Paul smirked. “And a locking bedroom door.”


  The Dog’s smile grew even wider at the comment and he was just about to speak when his phone gave an attention-getting chime. Tanner pulled it out. “I had the carrier send me an alert when their plane touched down.”


  The Shepherd pressed the message button and put it on speaker. “Flight 2278 from—”


  He ended the message. “Yep. Looks like they just arrived.”


  Paul pulled the car out of the parking lot and headed toward the terminal. “We’ll probably circle once or twice before they get out to the curb.”


  Tanner smirked. “Excited and apprehensive? We coulda just stayed parked until your mom called us. She did say she’d call when they—”


  The Dog’s reminder was interrupted by Paul’s cell going off. The Human pulled it out of his shirt pocket and held it to Tanner. “Go ahead.”


  The Shepherd did as was requested and answered without even checking the caller ID. “Mr. Miller’s phone. Personal Assistant Tan Paw speaking.”


  Tanner’s face went blank. “Oh… TeeSee. Hi. No… I—well, yes, but—Right. Right. Sure. I’ll tell him. No—no I’m not. We were expecting a call from—right. I know. Bye.”


  Paul was all smiles as he accepted his phone back. “And?”


  The Dog moped theatrically. “He said that you’re starting to rub off on me since we both totally screw the pooch on phone etiquette.”


  The Human laughed aloud. “He actually said—”


  Tanner grumbled in response. “No. I was paraphrasing. He was calling to wish us happy holidays.”


  Paul smirked. “Good… cuz personally I consider ‘screwing the pooch’ a good thing.”


  The German Shepherd gave a simple ‘HA!’ and was about to elaborate when Paul’s phone went off again. The Human handed it over and he saw out of the corner of his eye that Tanner took the time to check who was calling before answering. “Hey Becca. It’s Tanner. Paul’s driving.”


  The Dog nodded once. “Right. That’s what I told him too.”


  Paul glanced his way. “What?”


  Tanner smirked, covering the mouth piece. “She said we coulda just stayed parked at the waiting area.”


  The Human rolled his eyes and continued driving. They ended up circling three times before Tanner caught sight of Rebecca waiting by the curb. Pulling over, Paul left the engine running and got out of the car to give his sister a hug. “Glad you guys could make it.”


  Becca huffed when the hug ended and she assumed a scolding pose with her hands on her hips. “Paul Theodore Miller, I can’t believe you expected us to come out here!”


  Their mom was just a step behind with Kimmy in tow. “He and Tanner visited us last time. We can’t always expect to have Christmas in—”


  Rebecca wasn’t done with the scolding. “But it’s like eighty degrees out here! It’s not even Christmas-y!”


  Although Tanner had got out of the car to help with luggage he wasn’t helping the discussion. “It’s actually fifty five. Becca is up to ‘T’s already, huh? Looks like it’ll be an interesting visit!”


  The young woman stepped around Paul to give the Dog a hug. “I left of at ‘S’ during our last call. You keeping Paul in line?”


  Tanner returned the embrace, tail wagging cordially. “We keep each other in line. I know it sounds crazy but for us: it works.”


  Paul’s mom was next, hugging her son then the Dog in turn. “Well, you’re each looking very well so apparently you’re both doing good jobs.”


  “Thanks, Mom.”


  The Shepherd accepted his in turn. “Welcome to California, Mrs. Miller.”


  Rebecca continued to pout and grumble about ‘unseasonably warm weather’ but Kimmy was much more upbeat about it as she slid her suitcase into the trunk. “I’m gonna wear shorts on Christmas! California is soooo cool!”


  By the time everyone got their luggage loaded up and piled into Paul’s car Becca’s attitude had moved closer to neutral; she never did like travel much. “So… I guess you have something good planned for our stay?”


  Paul smirked, giving his mom’s hand a squeeze after she gripped his; she was sitting in the passenger seat while Tanner sat in the back with Rebecca and Kimberly. He glanced in the rearview mirror to address Becca. “Well, I figured we’d go to the beach one day since it’s pretty close by… maybe go across the Golden Gate Bridge. There’s a really great restaurant nearby that Tanner and I like to go to when we—”


  Kimberly didn’t give him a chance to finish. “Disneyland is close by! We can go to Disneyland!”


  Rebecca rolled her eyes with a huff. “Disneyland, Kimmy? Seriously? That’s like… ten hours away or something!”


  The younger sister was not deterred. “Nuh-uh! It’s less than seven hours, Becca! I Googled it!”


  Paul waited until his sisters were several shouts into their vocal altercation before glancing to his mother; he spoke quietly “Glove compartment.”


  His mom opened the glove compartment and paused; she saw the e-tickets and managed to avoid saying anything except “When did you get so good with computers?”


  The young man smirked. “Tanner helped me order them… we have a hotel on site for a night too.”


  By that time Tanner had actually managed to get the girls down to a dull roar and, from there he put an end to the argument with a question. “What would you like to do while you’re here, Becca?”


  The older of the two girls shrugged. “I dunno… maybe see Paul’s office?”


  Kimmy was only a step behind. “Ooh! Me too! Me too!”


  Paul laughed. “You guys are here for two weeks and I’m sure there’ll be plenty of time for all of it. I promise.”


  “Even Disneyland?!?!”


  Rebecca just rolled her eyes and gave a perfect expression of teenage angst. “Ugh.”


  Tanner suddenly shouted, pointing past Rebecca with verve. “SEA?!?!”


  The girl gave a jump and looked. “See what?”


  The German Shepherd grinned impishly. “Sea! You know… ocean?”


  Becca thumped the Dog on the shoulder. “I can’t believe you…”


  Tanner smirked, giving her a light tap back. “Just as good as ‘hay’… isn’t it, Paul?”


  Paul glanced in the rearview at Rebecca pouting and the faint hint of a smirk showing through. “From where I’m sitting? Better.”


  He realized that the next two weeks were going to be busy, and chaotic, and hectic, and probably frustrating to no end. His mother gave his hand another squeeze and he returned it. He looked again in the rear view mirror, this time at Tanner, who was looking right back with a smile. Yeah… the next two weeks would be just like every other time in his life but as long as they included Tanner he knew he would make it through just fine. And, like always, he did.
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