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The blonde otter boy grumbled as he watched his dad driving off towards the main road, leaving him standing there in the snow. He hated this. The young man muttered obscenities to himself as he walked though the unshoveled snow caking the walkway up to the old farmhouse porch. Small bits of snow slipping in to his heavy leather boots and packing tight so that melt water leaked into his socks.


Justin had been saving up for a gift to get Hui for Christmas. Then he hit a ditch. It had given them a few days alone. Well, mostly alone. It had also cleared the air on quite a few important things. It had also snapped a rod in his steering and sent it right though the front right tire. Not only did his dad demand the Christmas money to fix it, but he was holding Justin’s car hostage by refusing to put the part on or let Justin use any tools until he was comfortable that the boy had learned his lesson.


Worst of all, he knew there was no way to earn back the money for a really good gift before Christmas hit. Nobody was going to spend on him doing simple repairs when they had gifts to buy. Not that his dad was going to allow that anyways. This was punishment. He had to learn a real lesson about not doing stupid shit with his car. At least that’s what his dad had said. 


At least Ryan was nice enough to let him come over and help with something in order to get gift money. Justin trudged his way up the porch and rang the doorbell as he kicked away small furrows in the snow.


The door opening was startling enough to nearly knock the boy on his ass. He looked up at his elder cousin. The bear looked tired and grumpy. He had a grim, solemn look on his face. Something far more ‘adult’ than he was used to. True, Ryan had always been this impossibly cool figure. But this was different. It was a look of power. Of Dominance, for lack of a better term. The bear narrowing his eyes a moment as he loomed over the otter.


“Finally showed up?” Ryan almost growled.


“Y-yeah” Justin nodded “Sorry. I didn’t wake you guys up did I?”

“Heard about the fuck-up with your car, kid. Wasn’t very disciplined of you.” His paw moved over Justin’s shoulder and gripped tight. Almost painfully so. The man growling as he tilted his head a bit. “I think we need to have a little talk. Just the two of us.”
--------------------


“Alright. Go on. Hit it.” Ryan growled the words to Justin without looking back.


Chains clanged. Wood groaned and creaked. The air filled with tension as the tension grew thicker and thicker by the moment.


“Ok stop.” Ryan sighed. “God damn this thing is stubborn.”

“I don’t think it’s that bad. Maybe we just aren’t trying hard enough.” Justin muttered the words as he hopped off of the riding mower. The boy blowing into his hands to regain some warmth. Once again cursing himself for not heeding his cousin on the gloves.


“Nah, I need to get my truck out here. It’s gonna screw the yard up some, but if this tree falls I don’t want it falling on the workshop. Never mind the chance of it falling on the house.”

The younger man nodded to his cousin and strode up to the dead old ash tree. It was hardly anything important or sentimental to anyone in the family. Really not anything any of them thought about. But after the blizzard had hit it with snow it seemed Naqi had gotten worried it’d topple over. The otter could see the source of her worries as he got close and looked up. A thick streak of obvious rot exposed from the massive weight resting on top.


“You’re not worried about it falling on the truck?” Justin muttered. The boy quite a bit more aware of vehicular danger after his own admittedly fortuitous trip into a ditch a week ago.


Ryan shook his head as he started to undo the chain from the riding mower’s rear hitch. The bear snickering to himself as he did so. “Not really. We’re just gonna get it taught and then I’ll spike the chain down. That I can saw it down without the risk of it falling anywhere. It’s just gonna suck because I’ll probably have to get someone to haul it off. And someone to fix all the soil damage this spring.”

“Goddamn.” Justin sighed “Having a yard sounds fucking exhausting.”

The words got the boy a quick thwap to the back of the head. “Hey now, watch the swearing, kid.” Ryan growled in faux anger. He then tussed the dusty blonde mop of headfur and hauled himself up on to the frigid seat of the riding mower. “I swear to god it’s like you kids just suddenly decided to grow up one day and none of you ever consulted me or anything. Who am I supposed to boss around and impart all my eldritch lore upon?”

“I get the feeling your status as wizened sage is secure.” Justin laughed “At least until you can teach me to run a RIFTs game.”

“Oh, just go around setting impossible tasks why don’tcha.” Ryan muttered. 


“Meh, won’t you have a lil mini bounce-mouse around the house soon? You’ll have someone to teach all over again!“ Justin beamed. The boy grinning wider when he saw how bashful the impending fatherhood made the normally ‘cool nerd’ Ryan.


The bear gestured for his younger cousin to stand on one of the small machine’s foot rests as he drove it back through the small path they’d cleared in the snow and back to the garage. 


Even while wearing a fleece and his coat, Justin was thankful for the warmth. It hadn’t snowed since the blizzard hit, but the bitter winds really hadn’t let up. Michigan weather was erratic. According to his dad there was a time when it would just be knee deep snow and everything stayed just fine. For Justin, most of his winters had been a mix of brutal January flurries going into frozen Februaries. But December could end up being warmer than the moths that came before half the time.


Lake effect, or so he presumed. The science of it still eluded the young man. Either way the wind sucked and he was tempted to ask Ryan why they didn’t just start with the truck to begin with.


Ryan moved up beside Justin and handed him a pair of too-big gloves. He looked down at the young man with a strange glare in his eye. Something that felt somehow off. Something knowing and uncomfortable.


Justin looked back as he put the gloves on. His hands still felt frigid even after a few squeezes. But at the very least it was some protection before they were allowed inside.


“So kid, Naqi had a talk with Hui back during Thanksgiving.” Ryan leaned on the front of the truck. His demeanor had shifted. Somber now. The jovial big brother aura now all but drained from his face.


The smaller cousin swallowed as he looked up at the man. He’d seen Ryan be serious and somber before. Never like this. Never this… intense. Forceful. Like the mere gaze could smash him into the garage floor. His mind began to race as Ryan’s paw moved over to grip Justin on the shoulder. It wasn’t a hard grip, but it trapped the boy all the same.


“I already know you and your dad had ’the talk’. I also know there are some things he won’t know to cover. So I’m gonna talk, and you’re gonna listen. Got it?”

Justin nodded dumbly.


“Good.” With that, Ryan  pulled open the door to the truck and ushered Justin inside. The bear then went over and got into the drivers seat, Buckling and turning on the car to warm it up before looking over at the otter.


“First thing’s first. Consent. If you two are gonna be like this, then consent is even more important than usual.”

“I know-” Justin started


“I talk. You Listen.” Ryan’s words were cold and firm. No room for discussion among them. “You use a safe word. You talk to her. You talk to any partner you have. I don’t fucking care if it kills the mood. You have doubts you ask. You worry too much you stop. You don’t know if you should be worried too much, you stop.”

The whole thing felt surreal. Justin watched them pulling out and driving the short ways over, around the gravel circle that let people come and go from the house more easily and served as the end to the long driveway. All the while his eyes were fixed somewhere between the dash and the moving road while his brain processed the words.


Not that Ryan seemed to notice. His eyes locked straight ahead, seeming sure that Justin would listen.


“You’re going to read. A lot. Not just kinky shit. I’ll write down some books for you. You’re also taking first aid once you hit college. Don’t try any serious shit until you do. Better if you just avoid the really hard physical stuff anyways. Don’t let anyone jump in unless you and Hui know them as friends first. Even then don’t do shit if it makes things awkward. A threesome isn’t worth fucking up a friendship. If you are doing it with someone new, make sure all of you get tested before hand. I don’t care how mundane and manageable it seems now. AIDS is still a thing, and plenty of other shit gets passed around too. VD is serious. Don’t get it.”

The truck stopped near the tree and Ryan backed it up until they were fairly close. He then hauled a ladder out of the truck bed and began to rummage around the tools. The familiar clatter and clang of shifting metal almost drowning out Justin’s stunned and stalled out thoughts.


“You know about collars?” Ryan asked.


Justin nodded. Not even realizing he couldn’t be seen. “Y-yeah” he finally stammered. His voice about as small as it had felt all those years ago when being told to ‘roll four D6 in order’.


“Yeah, Naqi said Hui has one. But do you ‘really’ know? That shit means something. What you’ve got her now? Think of it as an engagement ring. Don’t you even think of collaring someone unless you’re ready to spend the rest of your life with them. I don’t want to hear about some ’contract’ bullshit or trying to start a harem like some god damn anime. Poly-am is one thing. But this isn’t some game.”

“Uh, Ryan. Dude. This is kinda, well, I mean.” Justin muttered the words sheepishly “This feels kinda awkward, ya know?”

Ryan stopped. He moved up to the boy and looked down at him. If he had been imposing before, his form felt almost menacing now. Barrel body and limbs taught from physical labor with enough fat and fur to make it easy to forget just how powerful they were. He narrowed his eyes a moment. The same sharp blue of Justin’s.


Justin was, he would admit, terrified. But much like with his father, it was a terror not of harm. It was the terror of thinking he had disappointed Ryan in some way.


“I don’t care how awkward it is. I’m not going to see you turn into some fucked up sex offender rapist because nobody bothered to have a talk with you about this shit. You’re a good kid, Justin. I know you don’t buy that. I don’t care. I trust you not to fuck things up so long as you know what you’re doing. So I’m gonna tell you the basics. Got it?”

Justin nodded meekly. “Got it”

“Good.” Ryan nodded “Now come over here and hold the ladder. I think I can get this thing secured with a nice big spike.”

The lecture continued with Justin simply standing there at the ladder base, passively absorbing everything he was told. Ryan did indeed have a massive spike of a nail that he hammered into the tree before wrapping the chain around it. Each time putting a link over the giant nail until there was barely any loose chain left. With that done the bear looped the last bit of chain in between the tree and the loops and then limped his way back down the ladder.


“Hey, Kid.” Ryan smirked as he tussed Justin’s hair. “I know this is all really fucked. But I just want what’s best for you, ok? I know if you fuck something up you’d never be able to forgive yourself. So if you don’t want to talk about it that’s cool. But if you ever have any questions. I mean really have any questions.”

Justin nodded. Then he was hugged. His big cousin wrapping his arms around the boy in a tight hug and giving him a firm pat on the back.


“Ok.” Ryan nodded “now we just gotta run this chain out and I can cut this down. Naqi said she was gonna surprise us with some Christmas cookies. So uh, yeah. Just try to get though a couple and I’ll hook ya up with some fast food on the way home.” 

