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33. The End of 2024
Hey there, folks! I hope you are all doing well. The year 2024 is over, 2025 just began. Snow is falling, the temperatures outsides are not exactly cheetah friendly. But not only the temperatures are freezing cold, the hearts of mankind also seem to be getting colder day by day. Not that I want to become dramatic in this journal, but it appears that the political situation in many parts of our world gets more dangerous every time I watch the news. Even inside our country, especially since we have our new president elected. 
Here in Darwin’s Hope, we fortunately don’t hear or see much of whoever rules in Washington. The Anthro community is simply too small for non-regional politicians to bother talking to us directly, even during important elections.
But that isn’t really the stuff I want to talk about right now. Let us begin.
Part 1: Our Birthdays

For the start, I would like to go back to Sunday, September 29. In case you forgot, my birthday is on September 28, and Nikki celebrates hers on the 24th. This year, I turned 17, while Nikki became 22 years young. To celebrate our special days, Nikki’s grandparents had invited us to their home for a wonderful family dinner.
To get to their house, we took Mr. Kofi’s big pick-up truck. He drove the car, his wife Asha sat next to him. Mom, Nikki, and I were sitting in the back. I was in the middle, with Nikki to my right side, and mom to my left. On our way, I could feel my mother’s nervousness grow.
She constantly looked out of the window, mumbled something I couldn’t understand, and sighed more than once. Worried, I placed my hand on her knee while looking at her. Mom turned her head towards me, after I asked:
“Is everything ok, mom?”
She sighed again, while she shook her head.
“No, Balto.”
After a short break, she continued in a silent tone: 
“It is because of this stupid talk show. I should have never agreed to it. I saw it as a chance to promote myself, but it ended in a total disaster.”
From the passenger seat, Asha interfered in a serious tone:
“That is nonsense, Christa. This lady asked for it, and you know that. You did nothing but protect your family. Plus, Michael himself said that he stands behind you. Why are you even still thinking about it?” 
My mom took a deep breath.
“Asha, I lost control. I almost attacked that woman after she threatened my son.” 
Idrissa also shared his perspective:
“Christa, in my eyes, it would have been stranger if you had stayed seated quietly and let this woman continue to insult and threaten you and your son. Like Asha said, you did nothing wrong. So, stop worrying about it.” 
A little smile on my mother’s face caused the tip of my tail to wiggle. Nikki, who was unusually quiet up to that point, giggled as she noticed that.
“Doggy, it looks so cute when you do that,” she said while she moved closer to give me a kiss. 
Nikki then turned her head towards my mom. 
“Christa, I also think it was the right reaction. I mean, she literally said she would hurt Balto. Honestly, I admire the level of self-control you showed there.”
Mom reached for Nicole's face and gently caressed it. In her soft voice, she replied:  
“You learn that as a mother, Nicole.” 
A short time later, we arrived at our destination. We passed the big gate, drove up the driveway to Casa de la Kofi.
Idrissa parked the car, we stepped outside, then we heard the voice of Nikki’s grandmother, Sophia Kofi, who first welcomed our parents with a hug while she friendly said: 
“Idrissa, Asha, Christa, you are finally here.”
Sophia then walked over to Nikki, greeting her smiling granddaughter with another tight hug, a kiss on the cheek and the words: 
“Nicole, you look gorgeous, my dear.” 
A little embarrassed, Nikki answered to her: 
“Thanks, grandma. I certainly got that from you.”

Sophia chuckled, then she turned her head over to me. I took a step back. My gaze went shyly to the side, much to the adult’s amusement. Sophia’s voice almost became demanding, but still friendly, as she ordered me: 
“Balto, come here this instant, and give me a hug.” 

Slowly, I walked closer to greet her with a proper hug. She also gave me a kiss on my right cheek while hugging me tightly. 
“You grow bigger and bigger, my boy. But you are still only flesh, fur, and bones. Don't you get enough food at home?” 

Before I could form a proper reply, the older feline eased her grip and took a few steps towards the house, then waved at us while speaking: 
“Come in, all of you. Dinner is ready. You don’t want to risk Michael eating it all without us.” 

We followed Sophia inside. As soon as I stepped through the door, I could smell the tasty food from the dining room. We quickly stored our jackets in the anteroom, then we moved to the source of this wonderful scent. The big dining table was set with different salads, vegetables, and potato dumplings. But the best part was the three beautiful looking roasted ducks in the center of the table. The view alone was mouthwatering, to say the least.
Mr. Kofi senior, who just placed the final plates on the table as we entered the room, welcomed us with a wide smile on his face. He approached us and shook our hands in greeting.
“Welcome, my dears! Idrissa, Asha, please, sit down. Christa, always a pleasure to see my best agent.” 
Mom was visibly happy about this compliment. 

Finally, Michael’s look went to Nikki and me.
“Nicole, my precious little protea. You become more beautiful every day.”
Her grandfather kissed Nikki’s forehead, looked at her for a moment, then his gaze wandered to me. 
During a firm handshake, he said:
“And here is our youngest family member. Welcome, my son.” 

That he called me his son caused my tail to wag. Nikki started to laugh, tousled my hair, gave me another kiss, then we took our seats at the table.
The dinner was fantastic. Sophie had really outdone herself with it.
After everyone had finished eating, Mr. Kofi, his father, and I cleaned the table, stored away the leftovers, took care of the dishes, and the kitchen. We also prepared some coffee and cocoa for the ladies, with which we rejoined our loved ones about two hours later.
Back at the table, we enjoyed each other’s company for another 30 minutes, until Mr. Kofi senior stood up to give a short speech. 
“My dear family, I want to take the chance to say a few words. First, Sophie. This dinner was outstanding. Thank you, my love. Idrissa, Asha, I am proud of you. You raised our little Nicole to a beautiful young woman. Christa, I would like to thank you for your work for my company. Since you joined our team, the satisfaction of our tenants has increased remarkably. You still may not believe me, but your TV interview resulted in several calls to my office from people who wanted only you as their real estate agent.” 

Mom seemed to be a bit irritated by this.
“Why? Because I bared my teeth at an underprivileged woman?”
Michael chuckled while he shook his head.

“No, of course not. It is because they saw how much you care about your family, that you would do everything to protect your loved ones. You are a good mother. That is why our clients trust you. Why I trust you. I am proud of you, Christa.” 
Mom was noticeably moved by these words. I even noticed tears in her eyes. Nikki’s grandpa now looked at Nikki and me.
“And finally, our youngest members. Please, come to me.” 
Nikki and I stood up from our chairs and took the few steps over to Mr. Kofi senior. As we were standing right before him, he continued:

“First, Balto. You turned seventeen this year. Next year, you will be a college student. Your mother always tells me about your performance at school. I am proud of you, my boy.”
His words made me smile. 

“Thanks, Mr. Kofi. I just hope that I will get a spot at STARK next year, so I can have my first year there with Nikki.”
The older feline put his hand on my shoulder. I felt his strong grip. Even at his age, he has not lost any of his strength.
“Don’t worry, Balto. I know some people there who can help to put your name on the list. I will make some calls.”
This somehow made me feel uncomfortable.

“But Mr. Kofi, I want to be accepted there because I earned it, not only because I know someone.”
The cheetah interrupted me.

“That is honorable, Balto, but most of the time, the world doesn’t work that way. You can be as good as you want, without the right contacts, you will often come out second.” 
Nikki interrupted her grandfather energetically.
“Grandpa, we know the director of STARK, he is a strong supporter of our group. He also promised us to help get Balto a spot at the college.”
A smile appeared on Michael Kofi’s face.

“Having him as a personal contact will be helpful. I know director Schaeffer personally. He is a man of his words, but the decision of who is getting a spot isn’t his alone. And Balto, that is a good example of what I meant before. The director is your first contact at STARK. Your paw in the door. My contacts will help you to push the door wide open. Your part of this deal is to further deliver good grades. Understood?” 
I nodded.

“Yes, Mr. Kofi. I promise I won’t disappoint you.”
He patted me benevolently on the shoulder.

“I know you won’t, Balto.”
He then took a deep breath and turned to Nikki.

“And now to you, my sweet, little protea. I cannot believe that you are already 22 years old. I still remember the first time your parents introduced you to your grandmother and me. It was one of the happiest days of my life. You were such a sweet cub, and now, you are a smart, strong, and independent young woman. We are all more than proud of you. Happy birthday, Nicole. Great things are waiting for both of you in the future, I am sure of that.”
Nikki gave her grandfather a hug, kissed his cheek, then we all sat back down at the table. Nikki moved her chair closer to me, so she could put her arm around my shoulder. She even purred silently, what resulted in everyone at the table smiling at us.
While her grandfather took himself some coffee, her grandma, after seeing the ring around Nikki’s finger, took the word.
“Nicole, please excuse my curiosity, but are you two already planning for your wedding?”
Nikki nodded, before she replied enthusiastically:
“Yes, grandma. We don’t have a date yet, but we already made a few plans. And I also have decided on a dress mom made. We just aren’t sure of the location. A church is so common, we would like something special.”
I couldn’t resist adding my favorite idea.

“I would love a wedding in the woods. Just like in those Robin Hood movies.”

Everyone laughed when I told them about my idea, which depressed me a little. I was so embarrassed by their reaction that I wanted to excuse myself, but Asha, who was sitting to my left, prevented me from leaving by putting her hand on my shoulder.
“You stay here, young man,” she whispered, before responding to my idea:

“Balto, that is a very romantic idea for sure. But a bit difficult to manage. I mean, we would need benches for the guests to sit down, the decorations, food. We would need a way to keep away insects, drinks, and fans in case it is too warm. The best time for this would be spring or fall. I can imagine a chapel made of branches, twigs, and flowers. You know what, give me a few weeks, and I will think it through. A wedding like this would certainly be an unforgettable day for everyone.” 

Nikki’s father giggled. We all looked at him, curious what was so funny for him.
“I am sorry, but this Robin Hood theme somehow amuses me. I am fine with it, but I will not be wearing tights, just to make that clear.” 
That moment, we all pictured Idrissa wearing green tights. An imagination which made us all laugh. I mean, I have worn tights a few times while we performed Shakespeare. But thinking of Mr. Kofi, this strong, muscular man, wearing tight green tights was simply too funny not to laugh.
Our laughter lasted for several minutes. After everyone calmed down, Nikki’s grandma had another question:
“I think this is a lovely idea, Balto. It is also a good way to show our bonds with nature. Say, do you have any special guests planed?”

Nikki looked at me with her magnificent purple eyes, like as she wanted me to answer. I had to think a bit, until I answered Sophia’s question.
“We want to invite our theater group, director Schaeffer, as he always supported us, then Holly Rhoads-Hunter with her family, and I would love to invite Dr. Lucius Allister.”
That final names aroused the interest of Nikki's grandfather.

“Dr. Allister? Is he even still alive? This human must be more than ninety years old by now. And who is Holly Rhoads-Hunter?”
Nikki now took the word.

“Holly and her family are good friends of ours. She is a rock star, one of the biggest Anthropomorphic celebrities. They even allowed us to visit them in Ann Arbor, and she helped us a lot to improve our performance.”
Mr. Kofi senior seemed impressed. While looking at Nikki and me, he said:

“As I see, you two already began to build up connections to influential people. But back to Dr. Allister. I am surprised you even know his name. Unfortunately, most Anthros seem to have forgotten him, and that after all he has done for our kind.”
“Our teachers told us much about him and his work at school. Besides, that, we met him i during our trip to New York back in 2021, where he held a presentation in the Museum of Natural History in New York,” I threw in.
While nodding at me, Nikki’s grandfather added:

“Very well. If he is still alive the time you set your wedding in, I would be happy to shake his hand myself. But for now, I want to change the topic back to the reason we are all here today. Balto, Nicole, we got something small for you this year.”
The elder feline stood up and walked to a cupboard nearby, where he opened a door to take out two boxes. He came back to Nikki and me, handing each of us one of those boxes. Inside were smartwatches, the newest model. What a cool gift that was. We thanked Michael and Sophia, then we put the boxes aside to keep them safe to keep them safe. Mom told me I must read the manual first before she allows me to wear my watch. It was probably for the best, that thing has so many functions.
We all then took a nice walk through the garden of the Kofi’s home, and afterward, Michael asked me to follow him into the cellar to have another look at his fantastic toy train installment. He had made a few changes to it since my last visit. It got even bigger now, with more houses and many more plastic citizens to populate this miniature world. 
We let some trains running over the tracks, and as I was concentrated on the trains, Michael began to tell me a story:
“You know, Balto, Idrissa loved playing with my trains as he was younger. He spent many hours playing with them. I thought he might want to work for a train company later, until he decided to join the army. The time he spent there was the most horrible I ever experienced. A part of me waited every day for the letter which tells us about his passing.”
I stopped the train I was driving with, turned to the feline, and looked at him. Without really thinking about it, I tilted my head, as if I wanted to ask why he was telling me that. Michael chuckled.
“You are obviously asking yourself why I am telling you that. My boy, I know you wanted to become a police officer, just like your father.” 
I wanted to interfere, as this plan was long obsolete, but he signed to be quiet.
“I do know that this isn’t your plan anymore. What I see as a good thing. Nicole would never get over losing you. I know my little angel well enough to assure you that. She loves you with all her heart and soul. I want you to promise me one thing, Balto. Never ever do anything that could hurt her.”
The situation still felt strange, but of course, it didn’t take me a second to reply:

“I promise. I could never hurt Nikki. She is the perfect girl. You know, Mr. Kofi, Sir, I often still don’t understand why she is with somebody like me. It sometimes feels like a dream. But one I never want to wake up from.”
The feline smiled at me, while he shook his head.

“My boy, hearing those words from you feels good. Just never call me Sir again, ok? It brings back bad memories. I think I have already told you to call me Michael.”
The next moment, a sudden voice from behind startled me.
“The reason I chose you is more than simple, Balto. I love you, Fluffy.” 
Yes, it was Nikki. My girl came closer, gave me a hug, and we shared a gentle kiss. While looking in each other’s eyes, she added:
“Besides, you were the first boy my dad didn't kick out of the house. If that doesn't mean anything, then I don't know what else does.”

Michael had to laugh.
“Idrissa has always been very protective of those who were important to him.”
I remembered the evening we confessed our love to Nikki’s father. How he first reacted, how he threatened to call the authorities. But ever since, Idrissa has supported us in every way possible. That was why I didn’t say anything about this topic.
Nikki pressed me against her, as she said:
“Dad has been amazingly helpful since the day he learned about us. I cannot believe that was already more than four years ago. Anyway, can you two come back upstairs now? Grandma just pulled out some old family photos she wants to show you, Balto.”
Michael was quicker than I with his reply:
“Sure, Nicole.” He then faced me, moved his head a bit closer, and whispered: 
“Two things I want to give you on your way here, Balto. First, never let your girl wait. The second is a rule simple to follow: Happy wife, happy life.”
We quickly switched off the power and the lights, then we walked back upstairs together.
While we were playing with the trains downstairs, mom, Sophie, and Nikki's parents moved from the dining room to the living room. They were all sitting on this L-shaped leather sofa. In front of that sofa stands an elegant, wooden coffee table, on which I spotted the photos Nikki mentioned. I browsed through a few of them, most showed Nikki during her childhood. She was such a cutie back then. To my surprise, there were some photos of me as well. Not alone, always with Nikki, but still. Many photos had descriptions written on the back. 
One photo that particularly caught my eye showed Nikki, about eight or nine years old, and me, sitting at a table with some cake. It is so unusual for me to see Nikki with her natural, black hair. The description for this photo was:

“Our little girl having a date with her best friend.”
The next photo showed Nikki at a beach. She was sitting in the sand, wearing a black bikini. She held a little shovel in her hand, and next to her was a little bucket. 
Then there was a photo of a slightly older Nikki, about thirteen or fourteen. She was wearing an elegant black dress. The description said:
“Nicole going to her first prom, February 2016.”

2016. I remembered something else that happened that year. Some of you, my dear friends, might remember it. For those who don’t, it was the same year Nikki lost her virginity.
But this photo here was clearly taken before that happened. How do I know that? Well, that is an easy one. My girl told me years ago that she lost her virginity to an idiot outside in a parking lot. According to the description on that photo, the prom she went to was held in February. Not a good month for outdoor sex.
But ok, enough of this. In case you want to read more about that topic, you can find it in the entry “Nikki’s First Time,” which I wrote all the way back in May 2021.
Another photo I noticed showed Nikki around Christmas, also in the year 2016. And here, Nikki didn’t have her natural hair color anymore. Instead, she had the fiery red hair we all know and love. Kitty was sitting with me in front of the Christmas tree. We were both dressed like Santa’s elves. My mother remembered that this was the motive for the family Christmas card. A tradition we somehow lost over the years.
After we browsed through a few more photos, Mr. Kofi looked at the clock and told us it would be time to go home. A look out of the window showed only the darkness of the night, so I guess he was right.
The following days and weeks at school were exhausting. Endless repetition of school material from the last few years mixed with new topics, it was horrible. But the worst were the debates about politics in many subjects, especially in history and our debate class.
I hate talking about politics, especially since the politicians of our time seem only to be interested in who has the bigger dick. I mean, Democrats, Republicans, who cares? 
Aren’t we all US citizens and should try to improve our own and the lives of those we know and love? 
Ok, ok, stop. No politic discussions here. I already drew a target on my back that day at school when I gave my opinion on our presidential candidates.
Let us better move on. We will make a little time jump now. Ready?
Part 2: Thanksgiving and early December
And we are all the way at the end of November now. You all know what that means, yes? Exactly, Thanksgiving. The annual celebration to thank God for the blessings of the harvest. And the time when we meet family members who we are glad not to see for the rest of the year.
Mom, the Kofi’s, Nikki, and I celebrated this with a good dinner at home for the last few years. Nothing out of the ordinary, just a turkey, and the typical side dishes. We always invited my grandparents, better said my father’s parents, but they never came. They didn’t even call on my birthday this year. Hm, as punishment I will send them a Christmas card.
You have probably already guessed it: The Star family is not that big. Actually, that is not such a bad thing, especially if I think about the stories I often hear from schoolmates or friends about their family dinners. Angel, for example, told me about her past Thanksgiving celebrations with her mother, stepfather, and her, to be polite, oversized stepbrother. Pure horror if you ask me.
This year was a bit different.

Mr. Kofi Senior, Michael, had invited all employees and their families to a company dinner in one of the bigger rooms of our district’s community center. Everyone was asked to bring their favorite foods and drinks to the dinner, so it could be shared with the colleagues.
The goal of this activity clearly was to strengthen the bond between the employees and the company, next to a boost of morale during those challenging times we are currently living in.
The dinner took place on November 28. Since Dream Homes is a company with about 150 employees, of which, according to Michael, about seventy accepted the invitation, we had many diverse kinds of food. Many turkeys, of course, but also vegan or vegetarian stuff, sausages, salads, cakes, cookies, and other kinds of sweet stuff. It was mouthwatering. Besides the food, the company had installed a karaoke machine for those who wanted to sing a song or too. Something Nikki and I did not only once that day.
But the best for me was that we even had the chance to taste specialties from other countries like Mexico, France, England, and Germany. Mom and I had brought fried chicken, sweet potatoes, a pumpkin pie, and a chocolate cake.
Altogether, we had enough food there for a small army. It was so much that we had many leftovers at the end. Two of mom’s colleagues then had the idea of giving those leftovers to a nearby poverty kitchen. An idea Michael loved, so we packed everything together and headed to that kitchen for those who weren’t as lucky as we were. 
The place was, to my surprise, crowded with people. I never thought we had so many people in need in our district. The people working there were more than happy to see our donations since, as they told us, much more people came and asked for a free meal this year than it was the case in the past. By the look of the volunteers who worked in the kitchen, I could imagine that they were all exhausted. And I wasn’t the only one noticing that. 
It was Asha, who asked if we wouldn’t be interested in helping those people for an hour or two. You know, doing something good for those in need. 
Honestly, I wasn’t a big fan of that idea. All the food I ate during the dinner had tired me out. But since everyone else agreed, I couldn’t say no. While our women helped to serve the meals to the guests, we men took care of the dirty dishes. And there were many dishes. To clean that day.
We worked there for several hours, until the last guests left the place. Where we had heard loud chatter before, silence now prevailed. Idrissa, Asha, mom, Nikki, her grandparents, and two others of Michael’s employees sat down at one of the big tables, after we were done in the kitchen. All of us were exhausted, but somewhat happy. Michael let his gaze wander over our tired faces before he stood up to say a few words: 
“I am proud of all of you. I know you were all tired before we came here, but you still stayed for hours to help those who aren’t as lucky as we are. I thank you very much for this. Christopher, Linda, (those were the names of the other two employees who went with us to the poverty kitchen, and also the ones who had the idea of donating the leftovers) I know you have other plans for tonight, so you can leave, if you like. Thanks again. For me, this was a wonderful Thanksgiving.”
Christopher and Linda left soon after Michael had finished his little speech. Seeing them leaving made me a bit jealous, to be honest. I wanted to go home, too. At this time of the day, all I wanted was my warm milk with honey, and my bed.
My wish was already about to be granted when an exhausted-looking, male Dalmatian approached us. After seeing him coming closer, Michael stood up to shake his hand. A brief conversation developed between them, started by this man.
“Mr. Kofi, my name is Gerald Conley, I am the manager of this place. I would like to thank you and your family personally for helping us today.”
That this Dalmatian immediately recognized him was another good example of how well-known Nikki’s grandfather is in our area.
Michael smiled at the man.
“It was a pleasure for us to help. Say, is it common to have so many people coming here for food?”
You didn’t need to be a genius to see that the answer to this question wasn’t an easy one for Mr. Conley.
“Unfortunately, the number of people using our services has increased recently, mainly due to the constantly rising costs of rent, heating, water, and food. We try our best to help those poor people, but it isn’t an easy task. Thankfully, the restaurants, supermarkets, and other shops around support us by spending money and food. Generous donations and the voluntary work of people like you and your family also helps us a lot.”
Nikki’s grandfather nodded.

“No need to thank us. It was a pleasure to help. You are doing an important job here for our community’s weakest members.”

Michael then reached inside the pocket of his jacket, pulled out his checkbook and filled out a check. I don’t know how much he spent, but by the look of Mr. Conley, it must have been a significant amount of money.
Soon later, we said goodbye to the remaining people at this place and finally walked back to our cars. While Idrissa and Asha brought Michael and Sophie back to their house, my mom and I took Nikki with us back to our home. After we arrived there, mom quickly prepared some warm milk for Nikki and me while we brushed our teeth and prepared for bed. It was hard for both of us to stay awake, but we somehow made it back to my room, where mom welcomed us with two glasses of milk. Mommy is simply the best. She gave both of us a little kiss, then she left and went to bed as well.
Friday morning began with music. It was the sweet sound of “YMCA” by the Village People. It is the gayest song I know. This could only mean one thing. Mikey was calling!
Tired, but still happy to speak to my dear friend again, I grabbed my phone from the nightstand.

“Mikey? Why are you calling this early?” I asked.
In his typical, loud voice, Mikey replied:
“Early? It is past noon, Shakespeare. I just wanted to hear from you again. Since we are in different classes, Antu and I have barely seen you.”
I looked for my alarm clock, which stands on my nightstand. The glass from which I had been drinking my milk blocked the view, so I had to shove it away to see the time. Mikey was right, it was already early afternoon. My eyes wandered over to Nikki. My girl was still sleeping tight. She was even drooling a bit. 
Out of my phone, I heard Mikey’s voice:
“Hey, Earth to Balto, are you still there?”
In a silent voice, I answered him:
”Yes Mikey, sorry. We came home late last night, after we worked in a poverty kitchen with Nikki’s grandparents for several hours. I am still tired.”
Mikey laughed.

“You did what? But it was Thanksgiving. Didn't you have a proper dinner? We had a fantastic one with our dads. How is your kitty-cat? Is she with you?”
I looked back at Nikki. She had moved a little, which was why the blanket had slipped down. Her slender body was now exposed to the chilly temperature in my room. I totally forgot to turn on the heater. Quickly, before she began to freeze, I pulled the blanket back up to keep my girl warm. That this girl will be my future wife is sometimes still hard for me to believe. I am a lucky wolf. 
Mikey’s voice dragged me out of my thoughts.
“Balto! Hey, did you fall asleep again?”
I yawned.
“No, Mikey. Even if I would, your voice could wake up even the dead. Nikki is fine, she is just still asleep.”
 Playfully annoyed, my friend said:
“Very funny, doggy boy.”

Again, I yawned tiredly.
“To answer your question, Mikey. We had a huge corporate dinner with my mom’s colleagues and Nikki’s family. After that dinner, we took the leftovers to a poverty kitchen and worked there for a few hours. It was so exhausting. I have never seen so many dishes before. I need a coffee.”
Mikey seemed surprised.

“Coffee? No cocoa?”
I rubbed my eyes, after I silently stood up from the bed. 

“I switched to coffee in the morning, Mikey. Tell me, how is Antu?”
His voice became a bit calmer. 
“Oh, Antu is fine. He, his brother, and their fathers went on a little trip to Niagara over the weekend. Family time, so I wasn’t allowed to go with them. Real crap. I am all alone here, my dad must work. Do you remember Anna? She finished college and maybe comes back here for a job. I can’t wait to see her again.”
While Mikey was talking, I had grabbed my bathrobe from the hook behind my room’s door and went outside. After I closed the door, I went into the kitchen. On my way there, I talked further with my friend on the phone.
“Of course, I remember Anna. Glad to hear she is fine.” 
After I reached our kitchen, I switched on the coffee machine. It is a fantastic machine, which mom had bought from the first paycheck she got from Dream Homes. Makes great coffee.
Mikey was silent for some time, I almost ended the call, as I heard him again: 
“I cannot wait to see my sister. Maybe she will even be home for Christmas. Dad said she could possibly stay with us for some time. Say, did you have the new Captain America comic?” 
I listened to Mikey, while I took my favorite cup out of the cupboard to finally get some coffee. A nice cappuccino, to be exact. With my coffee in hand, I sat down on the bench in front of the big window in our kitchen. The weather outside was rainy. I hope we will get snow soon. I simply love freshly fallen snow. 
“I don’t have that comic yet, Mikey. I am trying to save some money currently. Besides, you know I am more into Iron Man. That Anna comes back here is great. Say, have you decided on a college yet? We must send our applications soon.”
Mikey turned silent. I already thought he was gone, but then I heard the fox rustling with some papers on the other end. He seemed to be searching for something.
“Mikey?” I asked.

His reply sounded a bit sad.
“Yeah, sorry. I have a few colleges, even visited some closer ones with my dad. I hope to get a spot at the University of Buffalo, together with Antu. And you? Still trying for STARK?”
I emptied my cup before I replied: 
“Yes. It is the only college I want to go to. Nikki helped me to get all my papers in order, that alone took weeks. My essay and my personal statement are also almost finished. I can now better understand why Nikki was so down after almost all the colleges she applied to rejected her. To see that all that work was for nothing must have been extremely painful:”
Mikey seemed surprised.

“Wait, Nikki got rejected from colleges? But she is so smart. Hasn't she been at STARK College for four years?”
I sighed. I really didn't want to go into this matter any further.
“She got rejected, yes. From several colleges, before she received the relieving letter from STARK. But that story is a bit longer.” I yawned while I talked. “Mikey, I really need to look after Nikki and my mom now. Can we chat another time?”
According to his voice, Mikey wasn’t so happy about me having to end the call. 
“Do you really have to? Damn. It is so boring here. No one has time to talk. Tell Nikki I said hi, ok?”
I sighed.

“Sorry. I will make it up to you, I promise. I will say hello to Nikki for you. See you, Foxy.” 
He replied in a sad voice before he hung up: 
“See you, doggy. Thank you for listening, Balto.” 
Poor fox. Of course, I was sorry for him, but I really had to look for mom and Nikki at this point. I mean, it was almost two pm now.
First, I went to my mother’s room. I listened at the door, but there was no sound coming from inside the room. I knocked, still no response. Mom never locks her door, so I decided to take a look inside. It was enough to open the door a little to see if mom was still asleep. It was a surprise for me to see the bed empty and not made, the blanket was hanging halfway off the bed. Mom usually makes the bed after she stands up. I closed the door again, turned around and made a few steps to my door. I opened it, walked in, and what I saw next was simply wonderful. Nikki was standing naked in front of the window, stretching her gorgeous body. She must have stood up seconds before I came in. I simply love this girl.
My cheetah turned around after a minute of stretching. The dreamy expression on my face made her laugh.
“You silly canine. You sometimes still look at me like it would be the first time you see a girl naked. Come here, Fluffy.”
An invitation she didn’t have to give me twice. Happy, I ran into Nikki’s open arms. 
Holding this sweet cheetah in my arms, pressing her close to me, smelling her scent and feeling her heartbeat still feels as beautiful as it did on the first day.
A few wonderful moments in Nikki’s arms passed, until the ringing of her phone interrupted us. As her ringtone, she currently uses the song “Poison” from one of our favorite shows.
A catchy song, which sadly sometimes makes Nikki forget to take the call while she listens to it. My girl released me from her hug to get her phone. A look at the display later, she took the call.
“Sorry, mom. We just stood up.”
I couldn’t hear Asha’s response, but Nikki seemed to be worried after she heard it.
“He did what? Oh my God, is he ok? Should we come to the hospital?” 
A pause occurred, during which Nikki only listened to her mother on the phone.
“Ok, I will tell Balto. Tell dad I love him. And that I will punch him later for being so stupid. Give Christa a hug from me, ok? Bye, mom.”
The call ended.

Afraid of hearing the answer, I asked her: 
“Is everything ok, Nikki? Did something happen with your dad?”

My girl remained silent. She clenched her hands into fists, I feared she might crack the phone she was still holding in her right hand.
A few terrible seconds passed before she finally explained to me what happened: 
“Dad only had a little accident. He tried to repair a lamp in our house and forgot to take out the fuse. Our moms drove to the hospital with him, just to make sure everything is ok with him.”
I looked at my girl. She was both worried and angered. Understandable, this could have ended very differently. Her father, Idrissa, is a well-experienced man if it comes to stuff like that. For him, such a rookie mistake is highly unlikely. Fortunately, Asha was at home at the time this accident happened. All this explained why mom left in such a hurry, without even leaving me a note. Idrissa is a big, muscular guy. Asha surely needed help to get him into the car, even if he could walk himself. 
Nikki took a deep breath, then she looked at me. I was standing there, a few feet away from her, with my ears lowered, and my tail tucked between my legs. 
Unable to say something, I whimpered silently. Nikki wasn’t the only one who was worried. Idrissa became a close friend of mine during those past four years.
Without a word, Nikki came closer and took me into her arms again. She caressed my back, while she whispered in a soft voice: 
“Everything will be ok. Mom said that dad only got a small electric shock, and a sprained arm because he fell off the ladder he was standing on. According to mom, that the fall was more painful for him than the shock.”
I don’t know why, but I couldn’t resist of making a stupid remark: 
“You could say he was enlightened today.”
Nikki looked me in the eye. Moments passed. I thought she would be mad at me, but she began to laugh instead.

“Oh, doggy. You are lucky that we have the same kind of humor. Another girl would have punched you for saying stuff like that after her dad was taken to hospital. Please, be a good wolf and make me some coffee, ok? A big one.”
Both our moods had changed for the better by now. I nodded at Nikki, and she released me from her hug. My gaze went down her still naked body. Seeing her beautiful breasts put a big grin on my face. Of course, Nikki, noticed that. She took a step back, posed a bit for me, showing off her body from all sides. My mean kitty then looked at me with her big, purple eyes again, came closer, kissed, and gently pushed me away. She knew what was going on inside my head as she said:
“Maybe later, Fluffy. First, your kitty needs coffee.”
Nikki turned around once more. She bent down to lift her clothes from the floor. With her legs spread, and her long tail raised high, she showed me her fun zone in all its beauty. Nikki clearly did it deliberately to tease me. A part of me just wanted to take advantage of the situation, while another one wanted to follow Nikki’s plea for coffee.
Well, the coffee won. I left my, or should I say, our room to prepare a big caffe latte for my kitty.
Nikki joined me shortly after, dressed in one of my hoodies and sport pants. I handed her the cup of coffee, then we sat down on the bench in front of the window, where we cuddled up close to each other, and watched the rain falling outside. I sat with my back against the wall, with Nikki sitting between my legs, leaning herself against me. I took my girl into my arms, holding her, while she enjoyed her coffee.
No one said a word for more minutes. The only sound came from the raindrops pattering against the window. I became melancholic. Everything is meant to end at one point. Friendships, relationships, even our lives. At one moment, you are a raindrop. In the next, you are nothing more than a wet track on a pane of glass, and no one remembers you even existed. I sighed, which is why Nikki asked quietly: 
“What is wrong, doggy? Are you thinking about something?”

I looked at the old swing, which still stands in our garden. Dad built it for me before I was born. A few years ago, we turned it into a Hollywood swing. But now, there is only the frame of the swing standing lonely in the garden. Like a skeleton. Was it time to remove this? 
The posts are more than seventeen years old now, and probably not even that save to use anymore. No matter if we want it or not, everything must come to an end, so something new can follow.
Nikki asked me again: 
“Balto? Are you still with me?”

With my eye fixed on the swing, I replied: 

“Sorry, Nikki. I was just thinking about how everything will end, regardless of what we do.” My cheetah took a sip from her cup, while she was thinking about an answer.
“Is it because of what happened to my dad today? Listen, he is fine. He will not go anywhere soon, neither will any other member of our family. Stop worrying about stuff like that, doggy. Better think of all the good things we have. Take our vacations as an example. Like our visit to Holly’s place a few months ago.”
Once more, I sighed. Nikki was right. Like always. That vacation was outstanding. We stayed in Ann Arbor for two weeks, during which we visited known landmarks, a water park, even a fair. We also met new people, and there was a lot of sex. Nikki even had a pleasureful night with her idol this time. She still often dreams about it. Totally understandable, after what I heard from her about that night. She also showed me some photos and videos of that night. Holly is such a sexy woman. I haven’t written a longer entry about all that because I was too busy with school and other stuff. I am happy that I finally have at least a bit of time and energy to write again. While holding my girl tight, I answered to her:
“I know, Nikki. And that vacation really was cool. I wonder if Trish and Damien are still in contact.”
That is another little detail about that vacation. We were allowed to take Angel and Trish with us on this trip. They both had their fair share of fun during those two weeks.
Nikki chuckled. While she took another sip, she said:
“I am sure they are. But back to my question. What were you thinking about earlier? I mean, apart from that, you know, ‘we are all going to die’ stuff.”
My gaze wandered back outside.

“Our swing out there. It gets old, I think we need to replace it soon.”
Nikki suddenly began to laugh loud, which resulted in a small mess on the bench when she spilled some of her coffee. 
After she calmed down, it seemed as if she was a little embarrassed by her reaction to my melancholic thoughts.
“Sorry, doggy. I just remembered that I had the exact same talk with your mom a few years ago, and she sat exactly where you are sitting right now. Do you remember? That was shortly before dad built a Hollywood swing out of it. Maybe we should talk about this later with him. What else?”
I didn't quite understand what Nikki meant, which is why I asked: 
“What you mean with ‘What else’?” 
Now it was my girl, who sighed.

“Fluffy, I have known you long enough. What else were you thinking about? Spit it out.”
I took a deep breath.

“I was thinking about how friendships and relationships are often destined to end sooner, or later. And often not even for a good reason. I mean, one day, you are friends with someone. The next day, you barely talk to or see the person anymore. That is just sad.”
Nikki seemed a bit worried.

“Are you talking about someone specific?” she asked me.
I nodded, replied “Yes,” while my hands slipped underneath the hoodie Nikki was wearing. I felt her short fur. Nikki purred and relaxed, as I caressed her belly fur gently. 
“Mikey called earlier. Since the new year at school began, I have barely seen him. By the way, he says hi.”
Nikki stretched her upper body. I used this chance to lead my hands upwards, until they reached the bottom of her sweet, firm breasts. 
Only now I noticed that she wasn't wearing a bra. Nikki’s purring intensified as I moved my hand a bit higher and teased her sensitive nipples with the tips of my fingers.
My cheetah whispered as she looked at me with a tempting gaze:

“Doggy, you still want to talk about Mikey, or do you want to play with my tits instead? Don’t get me wrong, I am fine with both.”
There I was sitting, dressed only in my bathrobe, my hands grabbing the most beautiful pair of tits I know, and she asks me a question like that. What would you have done in this situation? My member was already seeking his way out of my swollen sheath. Nikki knew how she had to press my buttons. After she put her cup aside, her right hand went to my exposed sheath. She touched and squeezed it gently. I moaned in pleasure. That feeling was simply incredible.
“You know, we never did something in here,” my feline said in an aroused voice, “should we change that, doggy?”
My brain was already in sex mode. All I could reply was a lustfully murmured, “Yes,” while my dick grew quickly beneath Nikki’s skillful hand.
Nikki went on her knees on the bench. With her back to me, she slowly took off the hoodie. My girlfriend then turned around, presenting me her front. Those breasts of her are hypnotic. Not to mention her flat belly and her hips. I almost started drooling at the sight of this naughty feline. 
Nikki next went on all fours, before crawling closer to me. My heart was beating fast, my ears perked up every time I heard a car outside. Nikki seemed not to be as afraid as I was of getting caught in the middle of the act. Slowly, her muzzle neared my crotch. Her warm breath brushed over my stiff member. 
A pleasant shiver ran down my spine, as I suddenly felt Nikki’s cold nose touching my dick. She breathed in deeply, taking in my scent with a purr. Her head then raised a little. With her big, purple eyes, my cheetah looked up at me.
“How does my wolf want me to serve him?” she asked in a seductive tone. “With a BJ, or my puss…” 
Mid-sentence, I grabbed my girl’s head, pressed it onto my cock and made her swallow it whole. I was too horny now to wait for her teasing to end. With both my hands, I moved her head up and down like it would be one of these masturbators. Nikki didn’t resist, she willingly let me use her. A few pleasureful minutes passed, until I changed the position a bit. I stood up from the bench, without letting Nikki off my cock. As soon I was standing in front of my girl, I began to thrust into her warm muzzle. This feeling, incredible. Soon, my shaft was covered entirely in feline saliva. Nikki slowly began to rub her pussy while I continued using her mouth for my satisfaction. Our arousal raised quickly. My knot began to swell. With every thrust, it pressed against the lips of my greedily sucking kitty. I could have done this forever, but I wanted more. After the missed opportunity earlier today, I now wanted her pussy. 
With a plop-sound, my fully grown dick slipped out of Nikki’s wet muzzle, as I made a step back. She looked at me with her big eyes again, begging me to go on. I wasn’t the only one hungry for sex. I commanded her to stand up. Nikki followed my order. I made a step closer, grabbed the wrist of the pants she was wearing and pulled them down. They fell off my slender cheetah’s body without much resistance. Nikki’s pussy was dripping wet. Next, I directed her to kneel on the bench and put her hands on the glass. 
She followed my demand more than willingly. My naughty feline even lifted her tail to present her backside to me. I didn’t waste much time, went into position behind Nikki. My bathrobe was bothering me, so I dropped it on the floor. 
I smacked her firm butt with my right hand, causing Nikki to groan lustfully. Encouraged by this, I hit her again. And again. My girl whimpered. Impatient, Nikki moved her ass from side to side. 
I grabbed the root of her tail to lift it up. Now I had a clear view of her juicy butthole, and her dripping wet vagina. Decisions, decisions. Which hole to take? Nikki spread her pussy with her fingers, subtly inviting me to enter her irresistibly fragrant temple of lust. 
With a wide grin in my face, I went into position between her long legs and rubbed my rock-hard member against her labia. Nikki whined with desire.
“Please, take me,” she pleaded in a submissive voice.
Seeing her like that is always nice. 
I granted her this wish, pointed the tip of my member at the target, and shoved it inside my kitty’s tight hole with a single, hard thrust. Nikki screamed. She pressed herself against me so hard, that I had my trouble with preventing my knot from slipping inside. I grabbed her hips to hold her in position before I slowly began to move my lower body back and forth. Only a bit at first, then further. I wanted to enjoy this as much as I could. My cheetah moaned. A last time, I corrected my stand. As the position was right, I began to hump my girl. Deep, hard thrusts made Nikki drool. Her lustful moaning became louder, her claws scratched over the glass. I growled, increased my pace. My knot grew. The urge to hang with Nikki was difficult to resist, but that was too risky here in the kitchen. 
My hand wandered up to her tits, squeezing them hard. Nikki gasped and hissed. More than once, her nose dipped the glass in front of her when I slammed my member knot-deep inside her pussy. 
With my right hand, I reached for her throat. I closed my hand around it, choking Nikki a little while I continued to fuck her. My sweet feline’s breath became faster, choppier. The pressure in my balls raised. But I wanted her to come first. With a growl, I ordered her: 
“Rub your clit, spotty.”
My grip around her throat suppressed a giggle coming from her in response. Like the good girl Nikki is, she now reached down between her legs to rub her little pearl, while I kept thrusting hard into her wet paradise.
Time passed. Keeping myself from filling her with my seed became harder and harder. Finally, Nikki started panting hard. Her body trembled, tensed up. Her climax overwhelmed the cheetah. Her pussy tightening around my cock, milking it hard. 
That was too much. After a final, deep thrust, I pumped my puppy juice deep into Nikki’s twitching pussy. Only now I did let go of her throat. Stars danced in front of my eyes.
Nikki took a deep breath, after I had released her. I was too afraid to pull out, which forced us to spend the next minutes in this position. It was Nikki, who was first able to move again. With my member still inside her, she tried to straighten up. She needed a few attempts to find balance on her shaky legs, what was a funny scene to watch.
My cheetah turned her head, gave me a satisfied smile while rubbing her belly, and purred:
“Good boy.”

To avoid a mess on the kitchen floor, Nikki asked for the bathrobe I dropped before. With my right paw, I positioned it underneath us. Slowly and careful, I pulled my cock out of Nikki's vagina. A little stream of cum followed, dripping down onto the bathrobe.
Nikki now reached for some paper towels nearby to clean herself a bit. She chuckled as she saw me standing behind her with my still cum-smeared penis in my hands. Mom could be home any minute. What would she say about this scene in her kitchen?
With a wide grin, my girl took a step towards me, bent forward, and took my member into her muzzle. A silent moaned escaped my mouth as I felt her tongue and lips cleaning my pleasure bringer.
“What a tasty wolf I have,” she whispered to me with a smile after she finished. 
Nikki now straightened up and told me to bring the stained bathrobe into our laundry room. Before I stuffed the thing into the machine, I used the sink in that room to wash out my cum as good as I could. Since our washing machine is a bigger one, about 20lbs, I had to fill it up with some other dirty laundry. Mom had been busy all week, so there was no shortage of dirty towels, dish towels and some underwear.
After all this, we went back to our room to finally get some clothes, at least a shirt and panties, so we wouldn’t be naked when our parents came home. That there was still no sign of them worried me a bit by now, as it was already late afternoon. While Nikki sat down on the couch to watch the news, I grabbed my phone to call mom. 
On the display, I saw the symbol for a missed call, and a text message from my mother:
“Balto, Nicole, please don’t have sex in the kitchen. You know very well that everyone can see everything happening there through the window from the front porch. You two are lucky it was me who saw you, and not Idrissa. Next time, please go to your room. I will stay with Asha and Idrissa for a bit. Tell Nicole her father is fine. Should you two be hungry, we have some fried chicken over here.
Love, mom.”
Bloody hell. I totally forgot about that window. At least, it was only mom who has seen us. And not the mail carrier. Or Idrissa. Asha, hm, she would have probably asked if she can join after what she did in during our stay in Austria in 2023. It was, how to call it, an interesting experience. You can read about it in the entry I wrote about the journey.
I am drifting off again. Nikki was seemingly amused, after I read the message to her. Since there wasn’t anything of interest in the news, besides the newest gossip in our capital, and the latest doomsday threats out of Russia and North Korea, Nikki switched off the TV, so we could join our parents for a nice evening dinner.
Idrissa was already joking about how stupid he was to forget to take out the fuse before messing with the cables. Besides that, he couldn’t move his left arm for a few days. He is fine now. You can believe me if I say that this is a big relief for all of us.
Good. We have one more month to talk about. December. We begin on the evening of December 6. I just finished my homework, Nikki came over, and together with mom, we watched a documentation about the early years of our town in the living room. It was quite interesting to see how Darwin’s Hope developed since the first Anthropomorphs came here. Before that, many humans lived here. Most of them have left the area after the town became a magnet for our kind. Today, only a few humans live here. Most of them in the northern district of Mendel, and some here in Lamarck. Mom even had human clients last week, they were interested in buying a house down the street. That house has been vacant for a few years now, after the former owner, a sweet, old lady, died in there from a heart attack during a terrible storm in April 2022. Michael’s company had bought and renovated it a few months ago. Now, we maybe will get our first human neighbors.
But back to the topic. 
After that documentation ended, mom turned on some music from the 80s. You know, Bon Jovi, Bryan Adams, that kind of music. She only reduced the volume, so we could talk a bit. I guess it was because they mentioned our town’s most famous school at the end of the documentation that mom’s topic for the following conversation was my college application. 
“Balto,” mom said to me in a serious tone, “did you finish your college essays and the statements yet? Time is running out.” 
I sighed annoyed. During the past few days, it became hard for me to even look at this crap without wanting to throw it away.
“Almost, mom. I only need a bit more time,” I replied. 

It was clear that this wasn’t the answer mom wanted to hear.

“Balto, you are working on that for weeks now. How far are you?”
I was not in the mood to talk about my application. But this time I probably had no say in the choice of topic. Plus, it was my mom who asked. Still, I was unable to hide my reluctance entirely as I answered her question: 
“As said, I am almost done. It would be much easier if they wouldn’t expect me to tell them so much about me in that essay. My statement is 99% finished. Only need to work on the layout.”
Mom wasn't exactly thrilled by the annoyed undertone in my voice. She gave me a stern look as she said:
“Young wolf, watch your tone. If you have trouble, why don’t you ask me or Nicole for help?” My gaze went to the floor. In a submissive tone, I told her:
“Because that stuff is supposed to be personal. And I didn’t want to bother you with it. I started over a dozen times, but it still sounds stupid. I hate talking about myself.”
My words made Nikki laugh.
“Doggy, you do nothing else in your little journal. Come on, it can’t be that bad. Get your laptop and show us what you have so far.”
Mom agreed.

“Good idea, Nicole,” she said, then she looked at me again. “Why are still sitting here, Balto? Go get your laptop.”

I sighed. Yes, they only wanted to help, but still. Say, my dear readers, is it common that men are often looking for girls which are like their mother? Nikki sometimes appears to be remarkably close to mine in her nature.
I walked back to my room to get my laptop together with its power supply, plus the USB stick I saved my safety copies on.

We worked for a few hours on my essay, corrected things, changed layout and font. At the end, it looked way more professional than what I had. Same for the statement. But this was only for my application to STARK. Just like Nikki had done it years ago, I had to apply to a few other colleges too for safety. Especially if I wanted to avoid ending up at a state university. The only other places I considered worth to write applications for were in Buffalo or Niagara. And still, I had some others in New York City on my list of possible choices. In total, I had eight. Lucky for me, we only had to change a few sentences in the applications to make them fit for each college.
At around 4 o'clock in the morning, we were finally done.
Tired and relieved, I let myself sink into the couch after we wrote the last sentence and saved the whole thing on both my laptop’s hard disk and my USB stick. 
Mom and Nikki smiled, and my girl gave me a gentle kiss on my snout.

“Good, work, Fluffy. See, this wasn’t that bad,” 
Nikki said, also a bit exhausted from our writing marathon. 

“And your texts were good, they only needed a little fine-tuning. You know what, mail the one for STARK to my mom. Ask her to look over it a final time. She did that with mine too.”
My mother now stood up to stretch her body. while she covered her mouth with her right hand, she yawned loudly. She was barely able to keep her eyes open. 
“Another good idea, Nicole. And if everything is ok, you can send those applications on their way in the coming days.”
Like Nikki proposed, I mailed the files to Asha. Just as I wanted to shut down the laptop, Nikki spoke up again. I growled, wondered how she could still be so energetic after all this.
Say, was it wrong to think about putting a gag in her mouth? 
Nikki laughed after she heard my growling. She placed her hand around my muzzle to silence me.
“Oh, stop that, silly Fluffy. I think it would be better for you to hand your application to director Schaeffer in person. I will ask him for an appointment next Thursday. You need to be at the college that day for our group meeting anyway. I will pick you up from your school at four, and then we can go see him together. Just make sure you have everything with you that day.”
Mom made a step towards Nikki, who was still sitting next to me on the couch. The two ladies looked at each other as mom bent down to give Nikki a hug. 
“Thank you, Nicole,” she said with her tail wagging.
“We could have never finished this without you. I am glad to have you.”
My mother's kind words made Nikki a little embarrassed. 
“That was nothing, Christa. Balto already did most of the work, all I did were corrections and the layout. Plus, I remembered the time when I wrote my applications. It took me far too long. I even almost missed the deadline. Because of that, most colleges I was interested in already had received too many applications for me to even have a chance. Balto shouldn’t make the same mistakes I did, especially not with STARK.”
I looked at mom and Nikki. My tired appearance seemed to amuse the girls, at least they started giggling after looking at me. I finally wanted to go to bed and get some sleep. Nikki moved a little closer to me so that I could snuggle up to her. My sweet girl gently caressed my head and added a few more lines to the conversation:
“The college newspaper wrote that STARK has even fewer spots available next year than they had during the last few years, due to budget cuts. It is a shame.”
Mom sat back down, next to Nikki. I made myself comfortable, rested my head on Nikki's legs, and tried my best to keep up with the conversation.
“Nicole,” my mother said, “all we can do now is to hope for the best, and that the hard work your theater group has done for the college will have a positive effect on the opinions of those who decide who gets accepted.”
I now felt my mother’s hand gently touching my head. 
“But for now, you two should probably go to bed. It is almost morning, and we all need some sleep.”
Those were the last words I remember of that night. The next morning, I woke up naked in my bed. Next to me, Nikki was still asleep. My beautiful girl. What did I do to deserve such an outstanding girlfriend? To prevent waking her up, I slowly got out of our bed and sneaked towards the door. Before I left, I grabbed my bathrobe to cover myself. That was a good thing to do, as I was soon to find out. In our living room, I spotted Asha sitting on the couch, together with my mother. The two ladies were engrossed in a conversation, it smelled after fresh coffee. I came closer, yawned loudly while I passed the kitchen counter in my way to the coffee machine. Behind me, I heard mom saying: 
“Morning, my son. Did you forget your manners in your room? We have a guest.”
I sighed, yawned, then turned to them.

“No, mom, Sorry, mom. Good morning, Asha.” 
Nikki’s mom chuckled, then replied with a smile:
“Good morning, Balto. Is Nicole still sleeping?” 
I nodded while making myself a cappuccino. 
“Deep and soundly, Asha,” I said as I reached for the milk in our fridge.
The cheetah’s voice became more serious.

“Good. I mostly came over here to talk about your college application, Balto. Last night, since I couldn’t find any sleep, I went through the files you sent me. They look good, really. I only changed the font to something more professional. 
I know my dear daughter loves using fonts like Broadway for titles, but that isn’t good for this kind of document. Besides that, everything was fine. I already took the liberty of printing the whole thing out and organized the pages in folders for you. All you must do now is send them on their way, Balto.”
My tail wagged rapidly after Asha told me all that. She had done a lot of work for me, which must have taken her several hours.
“Thank you, Asha. This saves me so much time,” I told her in a happy tone. Asha only smiled back at me, and my mom gently caressed her back.
After my cappuccino was ready, I joined the two ladies on the couch.

Nikki’s mom looked at me, still with a warm smile on her face. Suddenly, she began to chuckle.

“I cannot believe that our little wolf is already seventeen. It seems to me that it was yesterday, as we brought you home. And yet, next year, you will be a college student. You must be pretty excited about this, Balto.”
I took a sip from my coffee. 
“It is a strange feeling, that’s for sure. But still cool. And I can go there with Nikki, at least for a year. I am just not sure if I should really go there for six whole years. Maybe four years will be enough.”
My mom spoke up after I told them about my thoughts: 
“Well, Balto, that is something you can decide later. I went to college for four years, and your dead dropped out of it after only two years to fulfill his dream. We both made it somehow.” 
Asha contradicted her.
“Christa, I think he should go for 6 years. Having a master-degree not only looks nice, it also can open doors in case Balto later wants to go into a management position. As nice as stage performing is, most actors can’t stand on stage forever. And it means more money.” 
Mom shook her head a bit. 
“Asha, I will not force him to anything. The most important thing for me is that he is happy with what he is doing.”
Mrs. Kofi felt my mother’s discomfort about what she said. To calm the situation, she agreed with her.

“Sure, Christa. I am sorry. All I wanted to point out was how important a higher degree can be. But we can talk further about this in a few years, no need to discuss this now,” 
she said to my mom, before her head turned to me.
“Balto, I only saw you wrote in your essays about your wish to graduate with a master’s degree. Should the colleges invite you to a personal talk, you should stick to what you wrote about your plans in your essays and statements.” 
For me, it somehow seemed as if I suddenly had two mothers arguing about my future. I mean, our families are close. But this close? I decided better not to say anything to this topic. Instead, I enjoyed my coffee and tried to change the topic.
“Say, Asha, how is Idrissa? Nikki and I were worried sick yesterday.” 
Nikki’s mom put her hand on my leg.

“Idrissa is fine. After we came back home yesterday, he slept the entire time. It is sweet of you to think of him.”
Her gaze then went towards my room. 
“But maybe you should wake up Nicole first. She slept long enough, and there is still some work waiting for her.”
I looked at the time. It was almost noon, so Asha was right. After my cup was empty, I stood up and left the two alone in the living room to look after Nikki. As silent as possible, I entered my private cave and closed the door behind me. After a few more steps, I was able to see my beautiful kitty, smiling playfully at me from the bed. She lay on her belly, facing me with her paws in the air. Her long tail switched from one said to the other, as if Nikki was trying to wag. I laughed at this gorgeous view.
“Morning, Nikki. Your mom is here. She finished and even printed my applications. They are now ready to send.”

Nikki sighed. I suppose my words were not exactly what she wanted to hear.

“Good morning to you too, doggy. Say, do I really have to hold up a sign if I want morning snuggles? Now come here, or I will call mom in.” 
Before Nikki could do that, I dropped the bathrobe I was still wearing and walked quickly to my bed, where I snuggled up close to Nikki's left side. She purred, smiled, and laid her head on the mattress while I gently ran my right hand over her back.
A sudden knocking at the door interrupted us.

Asha’s voice came through the closed door. 
“Balto, Nicole, is everything ok? Get out of the bed now. We want to make a little walk through the park together. And Nicole, there is still work waiting for you. I brought your books and your laptop with me. You can work from here, but you need to finish this.”
Nikki’s reaction to this was an annoyed sigh. She lifted her head a bit, then she answered to her mother:
“Yes, mom. God.”
Nikki stood up. Naked as she was, my girl walked towards the door, opening it. Her mom must have been still standing at the door, at least I heard Nikki saying in a bit of a snippy tone: 
“Good morning, mom. What? Why are you looking at me like that? You know how I look naked.”
My girl the turned around on the spot, showing off her body, before she added on her way out: 
“Seen enough? Let me go brush my teeth. Oh, morning, Christa.” 
I sighed as I stepped out of my bed to get dressed. Fresh boxer briefs, a shirt, more wasn’t necessary for now.
The rest of the day wasn’t worth talking about. Nikki stuck her nose into her books for hours, Idrissa visited us, we talked, and in the evening, we all watched a movie together. 
The next thing I want to tell you about is my mother’s Christmas card project.
Part 3: The month moves on
Ok, where to start. Oh, I know. Saturday morning, December 14. Middle of the month, only about two more weeks until Christmas. 
Snow was falling, all around us. The neighborhood was silent. I love this time of the year. 
My mom, Nikki, and I used this morning to take a nice, long walk through the nearby park. Idrissa and Asha were sadly busy that day and couldn’t join us. Idrissa had a customer who needed some repairs to his conservatory, while Asha went with Michael and Sophia Kofi to the St. Francesco D' Assisi Hospital, where she helped them organize something to cheer up the cubs who had to spend Christmas there. 
For this occasion, Michael hired our theater group to sing a bit for those poor souls. Raphael prepared are nice list of songs for us to sing, like “Silent Night,” “O Holy Night,” “Little Drummer Boy, “O’ come all ye faithful,” and my personal favorites, “Angels from the Realms of Glory,” and “December.” The last one is a song written by Peter Hollens and was my personal wish. Our performance was set for December 24th, certainly the worst day imaginable for a cub to have to be in a hospital.
But more on that later. As I said, we had December 14.
Nikki, mom, and I were sitting together at the breakfast table. My girl was sitting next to me on the bench, and mom on her chair on the opposite side of the table. We enjoyed some fresh buns, coffee, and some pastry hearts from our local bakery. They are so delicious. Should you ever visit our area, you really must taste them.
We finished this heavenly breakfast at about 10 am. The radio just began to play Last Christmas, as mom luckily turned it down to tell us about an idea she had:
“Sorry for turning this down, I know how much you both love this song.”
Nikki and I had to giggle at this sarcastic remark, and mom continued after a short break:
“Nicole, Balto, I want to discuss something with the two of you. As you know, we found many new friends during the past four years. So, I thought it would be nice to send them all a card for Christmas to show that we are thinking of them.”
Her eyes shined while she talked about her idea. Who could say no to that? At least I couldn’t, and neither could Nikki. You should have seen how happy mom was, as we agreed to her idea. As motive, she had thought of Nikki and me posing in front of a nicely decorated tree. Simple, but effective. Mom was right, we did meet so many new friends on our journeys, especially those to New York and Austria. And yes, Nikki and I are still in contact with all of them. My ears perked, as Nikki shared her opinion, and her ideas for fitting outfits: 
“I love this idea, Christa. As far as I remember, I never made such a card before. You know, I still have a nice Christmas dress at home, which I once bought for a party. It might be a bit short by now, but it should still fit. And Balto, you could wear your Puck outfit. We only need to make a few adjustments to make you look like one of Santa’s elves.”

I took a deep breath. I already thought she wanted us to dress up in something way more degrading than that. Like in one of those ugly sweaters even a blind guy wouldn’t wear. 

My mother looked at us with a dreamy expression on her face. She seemed to be far away with her thoughts. A bit worried, I asked:
“Mom, is everything ok?”
She nodded at me.
“Yes, Balto. I just remembered what Christmas was like when you were a cub. Every year, we visited the mall to see Santa. You looked so cute with the little Christmas hat you always wanted to wear during winter. I still have that hat. It is in a box with special memories. I also remember that, while other cubs presented Santa a long list of wishes, you always only told him one thing.”
Mom made a short break. Her voice saddened, tears wet her eyes as she continued,
“Your only wish was for daddy to come home because your mommy is so lonely. Hearing that always broke my heart. And not only mine, but other parents also fought with tears after hearing you.”
My gaze went down on the kitchen floor. I still have my problems dealing with stories like this. Back then, I didn’t know that dad could never come home, regardless of how much I wished for it. I wasn’t the brightest candle on the cake. Nikki took me into her arms. Somehow, I felt like I had to apologize.
“Sorry I was so stupid back then, mom.”
Mom joined Nikki and me for a nice, long family hug. Her gentle voice comforted me, as she said: 
“There is nothing to be sorry about, Balto. You were a cub who just learned to stand on your paws. Besides, I didn't tell you that your father was dead until I was certain that you could understand it. You had the innocent mind of a cub, and what you said, made me proud.”
“I made you proud?” I asked curiously.
Mom kissed my cheek. 

“I was proud of you because your only wish for was something for someone else, not for yourself. In my eyes, caring for others is what Christmas should be about. And that is why I was proud of you, my son.” 
I smiled at my mother. The dams broke for all of us. We all cried tears of joy for minutes until Nikki took the floor after wiping her eyes.
“What would you say if we visit the mall, and see if Santa is there? I would like to talk to him about the pony I never received.”
Her words made us all laugh. A few more moments passed. After we calmed down, my mother caressed Nikki’s and my head.
“Good idea, Nicole. We need some things from the mall anyway.”

We, especially Nikki, quickly dressed in warmer clothes, before mom drove with us to the mall. We used our car this time, as it has a bigger trunk than the Nikkimobile. To say the place was overcrowded would be a total understatement. 
We needed about ten minutes to find a parking spot. Inside the mall, we saw hundreds of people running through the stores. I guess our mall isn’t much different than those at other locations during this time of the year. At least they acted halfway civilized. 
Only two ladies almost began to fight over a toy in a toy store. Wag-Your-Tail Toys, I still remember that store from when I was a cub. We didn’t have much money back then, but mom still always allowed me to pick one small toy every time we came to the mall. Alternatively, I also had the choice of saving the money and putting it in my piggy bank. 
That's how my mother taught me not to waste my money on useless things that I don't really need and how important it is to save money. Thanks to this lesson, I was able to start my comic collection back then. But still, this store is associated with many memories. 
Like the time Nikki chased away an older boy who wanted to take away a toy train with which I was playing. If I think of it, Nikki is in most of those memories. Maybe we really are destined to be together. Well, that is a destiny I can live with.
We walked further through the mall. Here and there we heard alarm systems ringing, as people tried to steal stuff. I admire those who work in sales. I could never do a job like that. The patience they have is outstanding.
It took us a bit to reach the area mom needed to go to. A rather small shop, which sells decorations, cards, and such stuff. That store is at least as old as I am. It was always here. The owner is an about 60 years old, black feline. A nice guy. He still remembers Nikki and me and still always has lollipops for us under his desk. Strawberry Bliss is simply the best taste for lollipops, I can tell you that much. After mom found what she was looking for, a few blank cards, colored pens, and envelopes for our Christmas cards, we continued our tour through the shopping temple. Our next stop was the event area. The look of it was 

breathtaking. They had set up an entire workshop for Santa, including a large, upholstered, green wing chair in the middle. There were kids dressed as elves, an old lady who played 

Mrs. Santa, and then there was an old man sitting in this impressive chair, wearing the most impressive Santa Claus outfit I have ever seen.
Dozens of kids waited in front of the old man for their turn to tell him about their wishes. Most of them were in a good mood, but a few cried in fear. Maybe they were afraid that Santa could know about something bad they did during the year. One mother, a middle-aged lioness, forced her poor cub to sit on Santa's lap. My mom only shook her head after she saw that. Nikki then needed to excuse herself, as nature called. Mom went with her to the bathrooms. Girls always seem to need backup in there. I used the time alone to sit down on a nearby bench, from where I had a good few on everything. Kid after kid spoke with the big red guy. After about fifteen minutes, I took my phone out of my pocket to check for messages. There was only one, from Nikki. She wrote to me to let me know that they had found a massage studio where they would treat themselves to a short massage. 

I sighed. This meant that they would be gone for at least half an hour. 

Well, that way, I had time to let my thoughts wander a little.
Something about this Santa looked familiar. To be honest, at that moment I didn't know why. The last time I sat on Santa’s lap, I was 7 years old. The whole thing loses its magic when you realize it's not real. 
What was most interesting about this actor was that he wasn’t an Anthro. No, he was a human. Same for Mrs. Santa. Twenty more minutes passed without any sign of the ladies.
I checked my phone again. Still, no messages, no mom, no Nikki. What were they doing for so long? Did they book a full-body massage? 
Waiting for them was getting boring. Santa now took a break, after all the waiting cubs had their turn. 
The shopping center was still full of people. The employees clearly earned their money that day.
Then, a sudden voice next to me startled me, and snapped me out of my thoughts. 
“I am sorry, young man, is everything ok with you? You seem lost.”

I turned my head. Without me noticing, an older human male had sat down next to me on the bench. He had a full, well-kept, white beard. After I didn’t answer him, he asked again in his warm, comforting voice:
“Young wolf, are you alright?”
I nodded.

“Yeah, all fine, thanks. I am just waiting for my mom and my girlfriend.”
I wasn’t really interested in talking to him. To show my disinterest, I constantly looked at my phone’s screen. But instead of minding his own business, he continued the conversation:
“Girls can certainly lose the track of time in the shops, especially during the Christmas season. My wife isn’t much different. My name is Christian Kringle. What is yours, my young friend?” 
This man slowly began to annoy me. With a growling voice, I replied:
“Balto, my name is Balto.” 
And while I looked him in the eyes, I added: 
“Listen, Mr. Kringle. If you are looking for sex, you are talking to the wrong guy. And you are in the wrong district. You should try it south in Dawkins.”
The old man looked a bit strange and shook his head.

“Your words hurt my soul, Balto. It is so sad to know that there are still so many humans coming here to exploit those who barely have another choice that to sell their bodies to them. You know, I am living here with my wife for more than twenty years now. Every season, I work as Santa to make kids happy. Their joy is worth everything for me.”
My gaze went down to the floor. I felt terrible for accusing him. It is just, no. There is no excuse. Nonetheless, I tried to apologize for my insult. I told him in a remorseful voice:
“I am sorry. Can you forgive me for my thoughtlessness, please? I was just a bit annoyed because my mom and my girlfriend left me alone to get a massage.”
Mr. Kringle smiled a little. He placed his surprisingly strong hand on my shoulder.

“I forgive you, Balto. You know, if I were you, I would be a bit annoyed too. I should have asked if it was okay for you to talk to an old man.”
I smiled at him, he smiled back. A short break later, I said:
“It is ok. You seem to be one of the nice humans. Say, how is to play Santa for all those cubs?”
He leaned back.
“Hm, how to explain this. For my wife and me, it is something like a dream job. Listening to them warms our hearts. Even if most of them wish for materialistic things. Unfortunately, the true meaning of Christmas seems to have long been forgotten. But there are exceptions which keep my faith alive. You know, Balto, you remind me of a cub I met a long time ago. A young wolf, always wearing a red bandana, just like yours, and a red Christmas hat. He came to me with his mom for a few years, until he most likely became too old for it. This cub left a deep impression on my wife and me. While other kids wanted the newest video games, phones, and toys, he only wanted his father to come home because his mom was so alone. I wish I could have helped him.”
I wiped a tear from my eye. Mr. Kringle looked at me with a questioning expression on his face, so I tried to explain:
“You know, my mom told me this exact same story. This cub you talked about, I think that was me. And even if you were the real Santa, you couldn’t have helped me. My dad died before I was even born. Back then, I just didn’t know that.”
Mr. Kringle nodded. Saddened by what I just told him, he replied:
“I am sorry to hear that, Balto. I always thought your dad ran away or was serving in the Army. Hm, there is another detail I remember now. Every time you and your mom visited me, there was a young girl standing next to you. You two obviously had a strong bond to each other. I also remember that you always wanted to help your mother to carry things, even if you were still a little wobbly on your paws.”
I giggled. Talking with Mr. Kringle made me forget the time entirely. There was something about him. Something, well, special. His voice was so … I cannot describe it.
“This young girl you talk about is now my girlfriend. Her name is Nikki. You should hear her singing, she is amazing. We are both in a theater group and want to become actors after college. We once even performed on Broadway for a competition.”
Mr. Kringle nodded again.

“On Broadway? I am impressed. There aren’t many Anthro singers and actors outside of Darwin’s Hope, or other cities with larger Anthro communities. I would love to hear you two singing. The last time I heard an Anthro sing was at a Holly Rhoads-Hunter concert.”
My tail wagged a bit after I heard him saying that. The next moment, I startled as Nikki suddenly took me into her arms from behind. My cheetah laughed, the same for Mr. Kringle. Nikki seemed not to take further notice of the old man, as she said: 
“Doggy! Will you ever stop being so jumpy? Sorry it took so long. Your mom really needed that massage. She now went to the supermarket to get some groceries for dinner. Oh, and I found out that they let interested people sing something here. I hope you don’t mind that I added our names to the list. We are on in ten minutes.”
Nikki’s gaze now wandered over to the old man, who looked at her with a warm smile.

“Excuse me, I am Nicole. Who are you?” she asked.

Santa reached his hand to Nikki, and while they shook hands, he answered her question:

“My name is Christian Kringle, I play the mall’s Santa. You must be Balto’s girlfriend. Your wolf has told me many good things about you.”

Nikki seemed flattered by the warm, friendly voice. I say it again, this man had something special on him. Nikki shook his hand as she replied: 

“Nice to meet you, Santa.”

Saying anything against my girl’s wish to sing with me wouldn’t have made any sense. Mostly because I know how important singing is for Nikki. She was born for it. And I enjoy it too.
As shameful as it is to admit. Up to that point, I hadn’t even recognized that the Christmas carols I heard for the last fifteen minutes all came from people, and not from the mall’s speakers. I was deeper engrossed in my conversation with Mr. Kringle than I thought.
Nikki and I were both so focused on the stage that we didn’t notice how Mr. Kringle left the bench. After we noticed he was gone, my girl mumbled:

“He seemed so nice, why didn’t he say anything as he left?”
I shrugged my shoulders, and Nikki took a few steps around the bench. 
As soon as she was standing in front of me, my girl grabbed my hands to pull me off the bench. While giggling, she said:
“Well, maybe nature called him. Now let ‘s move, doggy. Before they cross our names off the list.”
Hand in hand, we walked over to the stage. The performer ahead of us took some extra time. Not that I complain, he was good. Especially his duet with his girlfriend. The song was “Little Drummer Boy.” I am sure you all know that classic.
The song Nikki picked for us was “Can you feel the love tonight.”
Sure, that isn’t exactly a Christmas song. But it is one about love, and isn’t that what Christmas is all about? 
During this song, I lost myself entirely in Nikki’s big, purple eyes. They are so clear, so deep, you have to be careful not to drown in them.
While we were on stage, Santa came back. All dressed up in his costume. 

Nikki gave him her microphone, after we were done, so he could say a few words to the people around us. 
“Thank you very much, Nicole. First of all, I would like to thank all the people who spent their time here today to spread a little Christmas cheer. As Santa Claus, I met many people over the years, humans, and Anthropomorphs alike. But few of them left a mark in my memory like one young cub did. For years, this cub visited me here in this mall during Christmastime. Every year, he only asked for one thing, which was for his father to come back home. I only found out today that this boy's father died before he was even born. The reason I tell you all this is simple. Always remember to be nice to each other, never part in anger. You never know when someone’s time has come. If you have relatives far away, call them more often. Don’t ever make the mistake of taking a beloved person for granted.”
He then turned his head to Nikki and me.

“Balto, Nicole, would you be so kind and sing “My Grown-up Christmas List” for us? 
It is one of my favorites, as it reminds us that Christmas should not be about expensive presents.”
Would you dare to say no to Santa Claus? Of course not.

While the employees prepared the teleprompter, I let my view wander over our audience. I couldn’t resist and waved my hand, as I spotted mom in the crowd. 
She waved back at me, with her tail wagging happily. Her face showed a warm smile as she wiped a tear from her eye. I wanted to go right to her, but Nikki stopped me. 
She handed me the microphone, told me that we had a song to sing. I nodded silently at her. We went into position, and with the music beginning to play, everything around us turned silent. 
Other than usual, I took the lead in this song. Nikki listened closely, smiled while she flirted with our audience. No doubt that a few of the guys didn’t stop for the song, 
but to look at her. My eyes moistened when my wonderful girlfriend gave the people another taste of her outstanding voice. She even showed off her performance skills by integrating Santa into our little show. Honestly, I became a bit jealous as she sat down on his knee like a little girl. A feeling I certainly shared with some guys in the audience.
Undoubtedly, this became one of our most memorable performances. I enjoyed every second of it, the feeling I had was incredible. All the training, those countless hours and all the stress we had during the past few years, everything paid off during this one song.
Ok, maybe I am exaggerating a bit here. But for me, singing for Santa Claus was an outstanding experience.
After the music had faded away, we said goodbye to Mr. Kringle, I mean, Santa, and left the mall with mom to drive back home. Asha and Idrissa invited us to a movie night, an offer we couldn’t refuse. The movie we watched was “Hogfather,” one of my favorites, even if it is in total about three hours long. After the first part, we took a break to refresh ourselves and refill the popcorn, so it took us about three and a half hours to watch both parts of the movie.
Ok, that was that. Let us continue with Sunday, December 15. Picture day.
Since we were all tired after the movie, we spent the night at Nikki’s place. Her bed is bigger than mine, and so comfortable. The mattress nice and soft, with big pillows and plushies. 
Part of me wondered once again how many boys were allowed to spend a night with her here. I hate every single one of those guys. 
Nikki was still sleeping when I stood up and sneaked out of the room. 
The good thing about this place is that Nikki has a bathroom all for herself, which is right next to her bedroom. I decided to make use of it by taking a long, relaxing shower. 
Afterward, I sneaked back into the bedroom to get my clothes. I wanted to avoid the risk of meeting Idrissa in just a bathrobe. Nikki still slept peacefully, with her legs and tail twitching from time to time. I wonder what she was dreaming about. Maybe about standing on stage in front of a large audience. My sweet kitty. She will certainly be a big star one day. 
I dressed up in silence, then I left the room and went downstairs to the kitchen. 
Idrissa was sitting there at the table, enjoying his morning coffee while reading the paper.
“Good morning,” I said after I entered. Nikki’s father lifted his head to look at me.
“Morning, my son,” he replied in a tired voice. “I suppose Nicole is still in bed?”
I sat down next to him, after I took a cup out of the cupboard to get some coffee myself.

“She is, yes. What about Asha, and my mom? 
Idrissa emptied his cup before he answered my question.
“They are working on something in Asha’s studio. Christa mentioned a Christmas card. 
A sweet idea, but, if you allow me to ask, who do you want to send those cards to? 
I mean, your grandparents are the only relatives you have here, and I know you don’t have the best relations to them.”
He was right. I don't have many relatives, and the ones I do have aren't really interested in hearing from mom and me.
I lowered my head, but then I remembered something.

“But isn’t Christmas about forgiving and forgetting past mistakes? I want to at least try it, Idrissa. And I also want to write cards to our friends in New York, Ann Arbor, in Austria, and my grandma in Germany.”
Nikki’s father nodded.

“I see. If I might say so, Balto, you have a lot of your father in you. Something you can be proud of. Your father was a good man. But your mom might refuse writing her mother in Germany.” He took a sip of his coffee before he continued. “I don’t know if you heard about this, but her father had an accident and died last July. I seriously doubt Christa cared much about his death after what he has said to her the last time they saw each other.”
I did hear about this, yes. It might sound harsh, but mom was not the only one who didn’t care much about my grandfather’s death. I never met him, at least not in a way I could remember it. According to what mom told me, the last time he saw me was shortly after my baptism. My grandfather saw me as the reason his daughter refused to leave Darwin’s Hope after my father’s death. The night my grandparents left the US, he even told my mother that he should have drowned me in the baptismal font. Is there any reason why I should care about this man? Please, if you can imagine one, tell me.
Idrissa stood up to get another cup of coffee, while I was thinking about a proper answer. After he sat back down on his chair, I replied:
“I still have my grandma’s email address,” I said, “I will try to convince mom to turn over a new leaf.”
The way how the big cheetah looked at me felt strange. Like he would want to read my mind. A sip of his coffee later, he told me what he was thinking about my plan:
“Balto, I said it before, and I say it again. You are your father’s son. Sebastian also always tried to bring everything into balance. But some things simply cannot be balanced out. 
The emotional damage your grandparents caused back then still weighs heavily on your mother, my boy. I fear that any attempt you make to repair it is doomed to fail.” 

I shook my head, after I emptied my cup. Partly because of what Idrissa had just said, and partly because the coffee tasted bitter.
“I want to at least try it, Idrissa. I simply have too. Back in Vienna, grandma and I wrote each other a few emails. I think she even wanted to come to Vienna and to sort things out. 
Sadly, Mom became furious when she found out that I was writing to her mother.”
Nikki’s father emptied his cup. He placed his big, strong hands on the table while he looked at me. 
“Balto, I know you are not stupid. You have a brain between those two ears of yours. Otherwise, neither Asha nor I would have ever allowed you to be with Nicole. Please, be careful. What you are about to ask of your mother is a lot. I know Christa told you what your grandfather said to her the night he and your grandmother left this country. Balto, if there is one thing I know about your mother, it is that it's better not to even joke about hurting you. And that is exactly what your grandfather did. Your grandma could have at least said something, but she didn’t. 
And that was what hurt Christa even more than her father's words. Balto, I cannot forbid you to talk to your mother about this. All I can is to recommend you not to do it.”
I sighed. He was probably right. I was already about to give up my plan when mom entered the small kitchen. The stern expression in her face wasn’t a good sign. Idrissa excused himself, and mom took his seat. 
My ears dropped in submission while I looked at my mother with pleading eyes. She said nothing for several, seemingly endless moments, until she finally began to speak.
“I heard the entire conversation, Balto. I thought I made myself clear. Back in Vienna, I told you that you can write with my mother, but to keep me out of it. And yet, you again want to fix things which cannot be fixed. For me, my parents died 17 years ago.” 

I interrupted her before she could continue.
“But mom, grandma told me that she never wanted this to happen. Sure, she didn’t say anything that night, but maybe she was too scared of grandpa. Please, mom, it is just an email I want to send her. I thought Christmas was the time to forgive people for their mistakes. Don’t you think it is finally time to draw a line under the past? Our family is so small, and other than grandma Star, this grandma could really be interested in me.”
Mom raised her voice while looking me straight into the eye.
“Balto Star, you know very well how much I hate it to repeat myself. I never forbade you to have contact with her. I only asked you to keep me out of it. Isn’t that enough for you?” 
I shouted at mom, my eyes clouded with tears, after I got up from my chair.

“No, it isn’t! I want you to accept the fact that it wasn’t her who said those shameful words, it was grandpa. And he is dead. I want us to be a family again.” 
My mother growled. My words clearly angered her. Her breathing accelerated. 
My heart was racing, my hands were shaking. I noticed how mom bared her teeth. 
Did I just cross a line that shouldn’t be crossed? But then, mom took a deep breath. A bit calmer, she said:
“Sit down. And watch your tone, young man.”
I don’t know if it was the adrenaline in my blood, but I refused to follow my mother’s order.
“No!” I shouted with a trembling voice. “You taught me to forgive other people their mistakes, but you refuse to forgive your own mom!”
Mom slammed her fist on the table and rose from the chair.

“Balto Star, you stop shouting this instant! What has gotten into you?” 
Tears clouded my vision and ran down my cheeks. In my still trembling voice, I answered to my angered mother: 
“I just want us to be a family again. Mom, please.” 
Mom calmed down. I suppose it was my trembling, weeping appearance which made her offer me a hug to comfort me. 
I cried in my mother’s arms. With her soft voice, my mother asked: 
“Balto, is this really so important for you that you even start shouting at me?”
I only nodded while pressing myself against my mom. She continued: 
“The wounds my parents caused that night will never heal entirely. But maybe, you are right. Maybe it is time for a fresh start. I cannot promise you anything, Balto. But, for the start, let us write her an email together later, after we made our Christmas photo.”
My tail wagged a little as I replied:

“Thank you, mom. I love you.” 
I licked my mother’s muzzle happily while she held me tight.
“I love you too, my son,” she whispered into my ear. 
From behind, we heard Asha’s voice. 
“Is it safe to come in?”
Mom and I looked in the direction of the kitchen’s door. What we saw there, made us laugh. Nikki's mother stood in the doorway with an army helmet on her head that was far too big for her.
Mom, while still holding me close to her, said:

“Asha, why are you wearing that thing?” 
The feline took off the helmet before she answered.

“You two sounded like you would start a battle in here. I wonder how Nicole can still be asleep after this.”
At that moment, Nikki entered the scene. Still tired, she kissed her mom on her cheek as she walked through the door. She was wearing pants and a thick sweater. But Nikki can wear anything, she always looks sexy. Her voice sounded sleepy as she greeted us.
“Morning, everyone. What is with the helmet, mom? Are you and dad into role play now?” 
Asha chuckled. 
“I also wish you a good morning, Nicole. Or better, good noon. And no, but if two wolves have an argument in your kitchen, you better wear protection when you enter it.”
We all laughed. Mom released me from her hug, so I could give Nikki a gentle kiss on her sweet lips.

Asha watched us closely, then she had something to tell us: 
“By the way, I finished the layout for this Christmas card project. All we need now is the photo.”
To this, my mother added: 
“We also worked on your costume, Balto. I thought we go over to our place and take the photo there. Oh, and Asha, I want to apologize for the commotion earlier. Where is Idrissa?”
Nikki’s mom smiled. 
“All good, Christa, don’t worry. By the way, I also think that ending the grief with your mother is a good idea. Idrissa went outside after you two started. Let us go and prepare the tree, so we can finish those cards. Balto, your costume is in my atelier. Nicole, I suppose yours is in your room?” 
Nikki nodded. 
“Yes, that sexy Christmas dress I once bought. You know, the one dad hated.” 
Our mothers looked at each other, then they started laughing once more until Asha answered to Nikki,

“Oh yes, the short one. Maybe you both better carry your costumes next door and dress up there. It is pretty cold outside.”
I quickly picked up my reworked costume from Asha’s atelier, while Nikki went back upstairs to get her outfit while mom and I stepped outside. Asha had exaggerated a bit, it wasn't that cold at all. At least, for wolves like mom and me. For cheetahs, well, let’s just say that they are clearly not made for the North American winter. Nikki and her mother both hurried to get inside our house.
While mom and Asha began to prepare the artificial Christmas tree in the kitchen, Nikki and I walked into my room to dress up. First, she helped me to get into my costume. I have really grown since the last time I wore it to that charity concert at the Thunderdome. But it was fine, even if we had to play a bit of a trick to hide my, well, you know what.
Nikki’s dress was astonishing. And almost forbidden hot, especially with the fitting red choker around her neck.
The final detail was Little Balto. Do you remember him? He has been my trusty companion since I was a cub. I haven’t taken him on many trips lately. For most of the time, he stands or sits on my nightstand. Years ago, mom made a little Santa hat for him, which he always wears during this time of the year. It looks so freaking cute.
After we were done with our outfits, Nikki and I rejoined our mothers in the kitchen. They still worked on the tree. Both turned their heads towards when they heard our steps on the cold tiles of our kitchen floor. It was Asha, who first said something: 
“Christa, look. Don’t we have two beautiful kids?”
Mom placed a few more ornaments she had in her hands before she replied with a happy expression in her face.

“We sure do, Asha. We sure do.” 
Our mothers looked at us for a few more moments, like they would imagine something. Nikki then broke the emerged silence by asking:
“What are you two thinking of?” She pointed at her mom with a serious expression. “Mom, stop it. I know that look.”

Asha chuckled.

“What? I just imagined how your cubs might look one day.”

Nikki crossed her arms and gave her mother a stern look.

“That wasn’t everything you thought about.” My girl shook her head. “Never mind. Can we take the photo now? It is a bit chilly in here.” 
I giggled, what caused Nikki to punch me.
“What is so funny, Fluffy?” she asked.
I rubbed the spot on my shoulder on which Nikki had hit me. With a grin, I replied to her:
“Nothing. You would just be warmer if you wore stockings, that’s all.”

My girl looked down on her legs and paws.
“Right, I guess. Well, next time. Can we move on, please?”

A few more adjustments on the tree later, everything was prepared for the photo. Nikki and I went into position in front of the tree, where we tried out some poses. Little Balto was either sitting in the tree or standing next to us during our attempts to find a good pose. 
It became frustrating after a while, but then Asha had the saving idea. Due to her work as a wedding planner, she knows a thing or two about taking good photos.
Asha had us stand next to each other, her daughter on the left, me on the right, from her point of view. Nikki put her left arm around my shoulders, and I was asked to put my right hand on her right hip. With our free hands, Nikki and I formed a heart with our free hands as a sign of love. 
For the final touch, Asha placed Little Balto on Nikki's shoulder, with a small wreath of mistletoe in his hands. 

The hardest thing now was not to move a whisker, so Little Balto wouldn’t fall from Nikki’s shoulder. If you have read my journals before, you know that I often treat him like he is a living being. But after all, he is just a doll with flexible limbs. 
A fact that sometimes makes it challenging to pose properly with him. Especially if you try to strike a pose like the one I have described here.
But it worked, after a few failed attempts. Asha took several photos, for safety reasons. This whole project took us four whole hours, including the time needed to prepare the tree, which is still standing in our kitchen at this point. I love looking at it. Or just to sit underneath it, like I did it as a cub. Memories are something wonderful, don’t you think?
After all was set and done, Nikki and I changed back into more casual clothes, before we went with our mothers back to the Kofi’s house. Asha now only made a few more adjustments for the background, making it look like a dark winter night outside our window, then she finished the cards and printed them.
Idrissa came back in, after he had worked in the garden the entire time. We decided to watch another movie together, while we filled out the printed, and the digital cards.
This time, the movie we watched was “Scrooged” with Bill Murray. I highly recommend it.
The hardest thing was to fill out the card for grandma. Due to the long distance, we sent her a digital card.
Mom still struggled with writing something nice in the email we sent together with the card. At the end, it was this she wrote:

My dear mother,

Christmas is a time to forgive and forget. A time to reunite with your family. Balto, your grandson, reminded me today of this valuable lesson.
I still struggle about what you once did, or better, what you didn’t do. But for Balto, I am willing to offer you my hand in reconciliation. I know your version of the story from the emails you shared with Balto back in summer 2023. Since he believes what you have told him, I want to do the same. 
But there is more. Balto will finish High School next summer. I want you to come to his graduation ceremony. It would mean a lot to him. To us.
We are hopefully awaiting your answer.

Your daughter and grandson,

Christa and Balto Star      

On most of the other cards, we kept the texts on the other cards shorter. 

Just the typical Merry Christmas with our signatures, nothing outstanding. 
Besides the handwritten part, Asha had added a poem on the back of the cards, written in golden letters. It was my mother’s favorite poem, “The Four Candles”, by Ellie Michler.
Maybe you remember it from another entry called “The End of a Journey.”
For those who don’t remember, the poem goes like this: 

A candle for peace is what we need because the quarrel will not rest.

For days filled with sadness, a candle for courage.

A candle for hope, against fear and heartache, when despondency secretly threatens to shake our faith.

One candle remains, for the most important in the world.

A candle for love, placed with humility, that its light may not fail the lost on their way home. Because in the end, only love really counts.

I like this little poem. It is meaningful, and there is a lot of truth in these words.
Mom went to the post office the next morning on her way to work, so at least most of them would arrive on time.
Ok, with the cards written and sent, the emails out, what is next? Hm, as this entry already is far longer than I wanted it to be, let us get straight to Thursday, the last day of school in 2024. 
Part 4: Thursday, December 19
The day began unspectacularly. Mom was already gone when I stood up. She currently has a lot to do. She barely talks about her work with me, but what I know that there is a newly constructed apartment building in which Michael Kofi’s company Dream Homes has bought several units. Those need residents now, and there are many people looking for a new, affordable home. 
I quickly took a shower, brushed my teeth, then I made myself a nice, big cup of cappuccino. While I enjoyed it, I packed for the day. It wasn’t much, just a few books, my pens, my lunch, and a bottle of water. 
I left the house early to avoid stress. On my way to the bus stop, I noticed that I had forgotten my application on my desk. I quickly ran back home to get it. 
I just reentered the house, as I heard a phone ringing. The ringtone revealed it was our landline phone. Until mom got her new job, that thing was only gathering dust. But now, clients call on it quite often.
I had a bit of time left after I put the envelope with my application into my backpack, so I took the call. 
“Star residence, Balto speaking.”
”Hello, is Christa Star home? Here is Greg Torben. I have an appointment with her in an hour, but I have trouble here and can’t reach her.”
A look at the time made me sigh.

“Sorry, Sir, she isn’t home. I must go now, or I will miss my bus. Don’t you have her mobile number?”
“Of course I have it, boy. She doesn’t answer my calls. Can you please try calling and ask her to call me back?”
In a bit of a hurry, I almost shouted at the unfriendly sounding guy:
“Sir, I can just try to reach her. Have a good day.”
I finished the call before the man on the other end could say anything else. This Mr. Torben had probably mistaken me for my mother's secretary. I mean, I am always happy to help, but not if I am about to miss my bus.
Speaking of the bus, I almost missed it because of this call. Luckily, the driver stopped as he saw me running after the bus. While I was sitting in one of the bus's front seats, I wrote a message to my mother about this Greg guy. Her answer came a few minutes later.
“Thanks for telling me.  I swear, this is the last time I do this for him. Good luck today. Love you.”
 The day at school was, to stay friendly, boring. We didn't do much that day except talk and do a few exercises. At four pm, the bell rang.
Nikki said she would pick me up at four, so I hurried to get ready and ran to the parking lot. On my way out, I met Mikey and Antu in the hallway. We talked for about ten minutes about our plans for Christmas and New Years. They told me they wanted to visit a few of their relatives out of town together. They are such a sweet couple. 
I remember how it all began with those two. It was shortly after our big play in New York back in April 2022. But let us stay in the present.
Nikki was already waiting for me next to her car, as I reached the parked lot.
“Balto, I told you I would pick you up at four. Now get into the car, we are already late,” she said, while she drummed impatiently on the roof of the Nikkimobile. 
After Nikki and I got into the car, she drove back to the college like a maniac. I hope there were no speed cameras on the way. Otherwise, Nikki will surely lose her driver's license for a while. Not to mention how mad her father would be if she gets another ticket.
We arrived at the campus twenty minutes later. Nikki literally dragged me across campus to the administration building, where Director Schaeffer's office is located. The way there took us another ten minutes. My entire arm hurt from Nikki’s hard grip. Quietly whimpering, I looked at my girl, while she knocked at the heavy, wooden door. 
“Nikki, stop pulling, my arm hurts,” I complained. Nikki turned around.

“If you had been on time, Balto, I wouldn’t have to. Now stand straight. I hope the director is still here,” my girl replied in an angered voice, just before we heard Dr. Schaeffer asking us to come in. Nikki opened the door, and we entered the room. Under the watchful eye of the director, we approached his large desk.
“Ms. Kofi, Balto, welcome. I was waiting for you. I just thought you might not come. Well, my wife and I have plans, so please, what can I do for you?” he asked, after Nikki and I sat down on the two chairs in front of the desk.
It was Nikki, who answered him.
“Director, I asked for this appointment because Balto here wanted to give you something in person,” she said and hit me on my shoulder before she whispered to me:
”Come on, give it to him.”
I reached for my backpack to take out the application. It took me a bit to find it, what annoyed Nikki.
“If you tell me now that you forgot it at home, I swear to God, I will hit you,” she mumbled in my direction.
Nikki’s words made me a bit nervous, but I luckily found the envelope, took it out, and handed it to Mr. Schaeffer.
“Here it is. I wanted to give you my application personally. I would love to become a student at STARK next year.”
The director took my application out of the envelope and looked into it.

After a few moments, I asked shyly:

“Director Schaeffer, is everything ok with my application?”

The Doberman raised his head.

“Yeah, everything is fine, Balto,” he replied. “But you must know that I am not the only one who decides on the allocation of spots at the university for the next year.”
Nikki spoke up before I could say anything.

“We know, Dr. Schaeffer. But we thought it would be good to give you Balto’s application in person. And you told us a few years ago that you maybe can help him.”
The director looked at Nikki, then me, then back at my application.
“Well, Ms. Kofi, I will do what I can. But the competition is fierce. Since 2022, we get plenty of applications from all over the country. Your success in New York still is a great advertisement for our college.”
Nikki continued to speak for me. It seemed even more important to her that I get a spot than it was to me.
“But wasn’t that partly Balto’s success? He worked hard for the college, does that mean nothing?”
Director Schaeffer tried to calm Nikki.

“Ms. Kofi, please. I am certain that the committee will remember the splendid work you, Balto, and the rest of your group did for this school. The final decision will be made in early February. I assure you my full support. But that is all I can do.” 
Nikki’s face showed a questioning expression.
“February? I received my acceptance letter in June.”
Director Schaeffer looked at Nikki.
“That was back in 2020, am I right? In the middle of the corona pandemic. Everything took us a bit longer back then.”
His look went over to me.
“Balto, you are so silent. During an interview, you would have to say a bit more to convince the administration. But ok. Your application looks good. Same for your record, and your grades. As said, I will do what I can to help you. I promise. But for now, I must go. My wife is waiting for me at home with dinner, to keep a woman waiting. I wish you both a nice day.”
We shook hands before we left the office to join our theater group. Our meeting was great, we had so much fun with the gang. We mostly trained for our gig in the hospital, and afterward, we had dinner at our favorite restaurant. We talked long about the current situation of our group, especially since Raphael, Thomas, Gabriel, Jonathan, and Svetlana all finished college after four years.
Raphael and Svetlana began working at the town’s theater, Thomas, our Irish raccoon, began, warts to try his luck as a voice actor for an animation studio. His fast talking surely will help him with that. Gabriel turned his passion for BBQs into a business, and Jonathan took a job as an event coordinator in the Thunderdome.
Angelike, Miguel, and Joseph will do the same as Nikki and continue their studies until summer 2026. So, I will have at least a few friends there during my first year at college. I mean, should I get a spot here, of course.
After our dinner with the group, Nikki and I went back home. Mom was still at work, which is why we had the house to ourselves. The first thing Nikki did was to get rid of her clothes and wrap herself in a cozy, gray bathrobe. Meanwhile, I made us a pot of tea, and we made ourselves comfortable on the sofa and switched on the TV. Nikki wanted to watch the news.
They talked long about Syria, Ukraine, and Russia. For months, we have almost the exact same stuff in the news. Why do people still watch them at all? It feels as if we are trapped in a time loop. The weather forecast wasn’t much better than the rest. 
It was too warm for my taste, no snow in sight, nothing. Sometime after the news ended, Nikki and I fell asleep on the couch.
At around eight, mom finally came back home. Hearing the garage door opening woke me up from my slumber. With a tired face and disheveled hair, I looked in the direction of the door which connects the kitchen with our garage. The heavy security door opened moments later, and mom entered with a big bag filled with groceries in her hands, which she placed on the kitchen counter. She turned her head, saw me, and began to laugh.
“Sorry, Balto, you just look like an exploded broom.”
Nikki’s snoring interrupted her.

“I guess you two also had a long day. Come, help me with this bag. But first, get Nicole a blanket, before she catches a cold.” 
My mother’s eyes rested on Nikki, and as I turned my head towards my sleeping girl, I saw why. The bathrobe had opened and presented us my sleeping princess in all her natural beauty. A shame to cover this work of art, but mom was right. It would have been a shame if Nikki fell ill just before the holidays.
I quickly grabbed a thick blanket to keep Nikki warm, then I helped mom with the groceries. She bought a lot of stuff, including two gallons of milk, coffee beans and orange juice, cereals, and some meat. It was enough for a big family. Just good that our kitchen has so much storage space.
We put everything away while mom took herself a cup of the now cold tea I made before and heated it up in the microwave, then we sat down at the kitchen table to talk about the day.
Of course, Mom first asked how things went at college. I told her what we spoke with director Schaeffer, how he assured us his support, and that we must wait now for the college’s decision. At the end, mom stood up to make herself a little snack. I used the chance to ask about her day.
“Mom, what was it with that man who called here this morning?”
My mother took a deep breath after she sat back down.

“I guess you mean Greg Torben. Please don't remind me of him. Balto, he is a perfect example of a man who has never learned how important it is to be on time for your appointments. Firstly, he showed up half an hour later than we had arranged. At least he tried to contact me this time. I just had another appointment the time he called, which is why I couldn’t take his calls. I called him back as soon as I was able to, and this idiot really had the nerves to shout at me on the phone for not picking up. Later, after our appointment was finally over, I told him that I cannot give him the apartment he applied for, as it was too big for a single person. I offered him a smaller one, but he angrily refused. Even treated me with calling my boss. You should have seen his face after I offered him to call Michael myself. I doubt that he would have been able and even willing to pay the rent on time anyway. I mean, it was one with four rooms, made for a family. Besides that, I simply didn’t want to give one of our precious homes to such a man.” But enough of my work for now. What did you do with Nicole?”
We both looked over to Nikki, who was still snoring on the couch.

“Nothing, mom,” I answered. “We came back home from our meeting with the group about an hour ago, I made tea for us, but then we both fell asleep.”

My mother nodded.

“Well, now you have a bit of time to rest until school starts again. But I still want you to do your daily exercises, Balto. Next year won’t be an easy one, with the final exams coming up.”
Mom was right. Of course, she was. I wanted to make her proud, so I had to study every day at least for a few hours, even during school breaks. I looked in my mom’s warm, but tired eyes.
“I will, mom. I cannot wait for my graduation day. Maybe they even allow me to give the speech.”
My mother smiled at me while shaking her head.

“The honor of giving this speech is highly overrated, Balto. Just concentrate on your work, the rest is irrelevant. And Balto, keep your thoughts in the here and now. Your father always thought about the future, and things which might happen. Time and again, he forgot to live in the present because of that. And now, let us bring your girl to bed. It was a long day for all of us. We can all use some rest.”
Nikki yawned loudly, much to my mother’s and my amusement. She looked at us with her eyes barely open.
“How late is it? Fuck, I only wanted to take a quick nap.” She then noticed my mother. “Oh, hey Christa.”

I walked over to Nikki to take her into my arms, as my mother answered in a soft voice:
“It is past ten, Nicole. We just wanted to bring you to bed. We can talk tomorrow. I wish you two a good night.”
I helped Nikki to my room, where I undressed her and brought her to bed. She fell asleep again just seconds later.
I myself was not tired. I only switched off the lights, so Nikki could sleep, and sat down on my gaming chair. The moonlight illuminated the room enough for me to see clearly how she had wrapped herself into the blanket. My girl looked a bit like a burrito. 
2024 wasn’t anything special for me. No big gigs, no concerts, nothing. Was that time already over for us? T The best thing that happened this year was our two-week vacation in Ann Arbor during the summer break. 
What will the year 2025 have in store for us? I mean, besides the obvious. Besides the fact that I would finish High School. Will I get a spot at STARK? Will Antu, Mikey and I stay friends? 
Now and then I would really like to have a crystal ball with which I can see into the future.
I turned around, switched on the little lamp on my desk to go through some messages on my phone. Some of my friends already answered to our Christmas card, and then there were several messages from Antu on Paw-Talk, in which he sent me some photos from, well, certain activities. He and Mikey are into some pretty naughty stuff. I would have never expected that from the fox when I first met him all those years ago. And Antu, hm. I still remember his first day at our school. He was shy, but smart. He left a deep impression on me during the first few days. But it was Mikey who was the first who talked to him. He also was the first boy Antu opened up to. The first Antu told his sad story, filled with pain and suffering. I am not joking here, Antu is one of the strongest guys I know. And he is a great friend. But ok, let us move on now.
Part 5: Christmas and New Year's Eve
We are almost through, there are only two more topics to talk about.
 
When I was a little cub, Christmas was always something magical for me. Even though we didn’t have much back then, mom always managed to make it special for me.
Of course, we were always close friends with the Kofis, who supported us in many ways. Nikki's parents paid for most of the repairs to our house, the taxes, and other things that mom could never have afforded on her salary as a secretary at city hall.
Of course, back then, I didn’t know anything about all this. All I knew was that there was always a loving mother, a warm meal, and all the hugs I could ask for waiting for me at home. Mom never spoke with me about money. That only changed as I became a teenager. My mother confessed that she was afraid I could think badly about her. 
But it didn’t matter to me. I love my mom. Nothing could ever change that. 
December 24 began early for Nikki and me. This year, Nikki’s grandparents had invited us to a special mass in a church located in the northern part of our town. To be there on time, we all stayed at Nikki’s home the night before. Her father, Idrissa, woke us up at around 7 am. Far too early for my taste, but I don’t want to complain here. We had a little breakfast with pancakes, coffee, and cocoa, before we all drove to the church in Idrissa’s Pick-Up.
After we found a parking spot in a side street close to the church, we stepped out of the car and walked to the church. To my surprise, it was the same place where I was baptized all those years ago.
At the church’s door, we met with Michael and Sophia. A few hugs later, we entered the church. If I remember this place correctly from the photos and videos my mother showed me of that day, not much has really changed here since then. 
The sacred hall was crowded with people, and I was surprised we found seats in the first row. Maybe people just didn’t want to sit there so close to the man in the black robe. 
Loud chatter filled the room, while we sat down. Soon later, everything turned silent as the priest, an elderly black panther, entered the hall, accompanied by two young altar servers. One was a cute, red fox with blue eyes, the other one a human girl with long, blond hair.  
Immediately after the old feline took his place behind the podium, he began to speak. It was a long sermon that I couldn't write down here even if I wanted to.
After the man finally finished telling us his fairy tale about the birth of Jesus, he asked us to stand up for some songs. Nikki smiled, as if she would have waited for this part. his was the first time I had sung in a church. Until that day, I had always managed to avoid singing church hymns.
Before the first song started, the priest introduced us to a special guest. A white wolf by the name of Luciano Lupio, a singer from Buffalo Opera unlimited. Nikki seemed nervous about him for some reason. I wondered why, so I moved a bit closer to her and whispered:
“What is wrong?”
My girl glanced at Luciano as she answered quietly:
“Don’t you know who that is? He is one of the most famous Anthro opera singers in the entire country.”
Indeed, I did not know that man. Never heard of him. Soon after the wolf took his position next to the priest, the organ began to play the melody of the old Christmas song “Silent Night,” followed by “O come All Ye Faithful”.
During that second one, Nikki and I turned it up a bit. We couldn't help ourselves, as it is one of our favorite songs.
The third song was “Feliz Navidad,” and after, that, Mr. Lupio sat back down. 
The priest continued with his sermon. Believe me, it became more boring with every second it lasted. This preacher certainly is not an entertainer. 
Another hour passed, before the man finally ended the mass with a few more direct words to his audience: 
“Dear community, all what is left for me to say now is, thank you. Thank you for coming here today. Only together, we can overcome the challenges this world gives us every day. 

Please — do not look away if someone asks for your help, and don’t be ashamed to ask for support yourself, should you need it. 
I wish you all a peaceful, and blessed Christmas. At the doors, you can give a little donation to those who have less than we all have. May God watch over all of you, my children.”
All I wanted now was to leave this place as quickly as possible. The smell of incense is simply not mine, and I needed fresh air. Nikki seemed to feel the same way, but unfortunately, our parents took their time. They stayed in their seats until most of the other visitors had left the church. We wanted to avoid causing a stir, so we also stayed in our seats until our parents finally stood up. In silence, we walked to the door, where the two altar helpers were still standing with money-filled baskets in their hands. I noticed how mom and Michael both put some money into the basket held by the girl, while Idrissa gave something into the other one. As we were finally outside, I took a deep breath and stretched my body. Nikki used my vulnerable position to tickle me, which made me burst out laughing. She can often still be so childish. I love her for that. Some people turned their head towards us and smiled.
After Nikki stopped her tickle attack, I turned around to kiss my girl on her sweet muzzle. She returned the kiss, until we spotted a certain someone. To my unpleasant surprise, Mr. Lupio was still around. He just finished talking to the priest as he, unfortunately, spotted us and came over to introduce himself. He didn't look bad, but his somehow self-absorbed voice angered me, as he reached his hand to Nikki.
“La mia bella gatta, you have brightened my day with your angelic voice. I am Luciano Lupio. Am I allowed to ask for your name?”
Nikki shyly replied, while he kissed her hand.
“Nicole Kofi, but friends call me Nikki.”
Honestly, his, in my eyes, offensive flirting with my girl pissed me off. Something Asha noticed, as she noticed the sour expression on my face. She came closer and took me aside.
I tried to protest, but Asha silenced me with a gentle grip around my muzzle, before she told me in a silent voice:
“You must trust your girl, Balto. Should she start a singing career, many men will approach her like this. Besides that, talking to people in the business, or a little flirting, can often work wonders. Especially if you want to get roles, auditions, or gigs. See, my mother once was an actress. Believe me, I witnessed that many times.” 
I nodded, and Asha let go of my muzzle. A brief look at Idrissa showed that I wasn’t the only one who wanted to interfere, but my mom luckily stopped him from doing so. Meanwhile, Michael and Sophia had walked over to the priest to speak with him. Probably about another charity project, I don’t know. But it doesn’t matter for this entry anyway.
My gaze then wandered back to Nikki. Asha stayed by my side, as I made a step towards them. Mr. Lupio turned his head to me and reached out his hand. In his thick Italian accent, he said:
“You must be Balto.”
We shook hands, I nodded, and before I could say something, he continued: 

“Your lovely lady just told me about you. I hope you don’t mind if say that your Nicole outshines the most beautiful flowers in all of Piedmont. Listen, I want to invite both of you to my studio on Broad Street. I also would like to introduce you to some people, who could help you with starting your careers. It would be a shame to waste talents such as yours.”
He reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and pulled out a card, which he gave to Nikki.
“My card. Please write me an email, and I will arrange everything. It was a pleasure for me to hear both your voices today.”
He then looked at Asha, whom he greeted in an almost humble voice after kissing her hand when Nikki's mother offered it to him.
“Please forgive me, milady. I am Luciano Lupio. May you please give me the honor of knowing your name?”
Asha, a bit flattered, replied:
“I am Asha Kofi, Nicole’s mother.”
Mr. Lupio looked at both women. 

”Her mother, you say? Then you must have been incredibly young as you gave birth to her. You look just like her sister.”
Thank goodness, Asha didn't fall for this Italian wolf's flirting attempts. She answered briefly and in a calm but serious voice:
“Thank you very much, Mr. Lupio. Unfortunately, we must leave you now. The two have an important appearance for sick cubs later. Balto, Nicole, come.”
We left the place, walked back to the car, and Mr. Kofi drove us to the hospital. In its parking garage, we met with Miguel, Joseph, and Angel, who also had our equipment with them. Together with our friends, we went to the entrance hall of the hospital. At the information desk, we met with Raphael and Svetlana. Gabriel, Thomas, and Jonathan couldn’t come since they were out of town over the holidays. For me, this somehow felt like the end of our beloved theater group. In the past, no one would have dared to miss a single gig, but that changed since half of them finished college. 
Never mind.
Soon after our arrival, a man in a suit came to pick us up. He led us through the clean, white corridors, all the way to a larger meeting room in the cub infirmary. It was my mom who critically inspected everything we saw on our way. She remembered the hospital very well. According to her, a lot in here has changed for the better since the last time she was here.
Some of you might remember the big charity concert in the Thunderdome stadium back in October 2022. This concert managed to raise about 80,000 Dollars for the infirmary. 
The entire event was an enormous success for our small town. The money was needed to buy new equipment for this cub infirmary. And today, we were here to entertain these poor cubs. 
Right after we entered this festively decorated meeting room, we began to build up our stuff, tested the boxes, the microphones, and did a few vocal exercises. Sure, it was only a small appearance, but we wanted to do this as professional as possible.
Our preparation took us some time. It is needless to say that we were all just as excited as the cubs, as they were allowed to enter the room. Their eyes sparkled as they spotted a big tree, alongside all the other decorations, which transformed this cold room into a little Christmas wonder land. The hospital’s staff really went the extra mile in here.
Our parents helped the cubs to get seated, to ensure that everyone could see well.

They got drinks and snacks, and even my beloved hot cocoa. One kid caught my mother's attention. It was a little wolf girl, around seven or eight years old. She seemingly had no parents with her, was sitting all alone, so mom invited her to sit with her and Nikki’s parents. An invitation this girl accepted with a wildly wagging tail. She cuddled herself close to my mom, who took the girl on her knees during our entire show. My mother seemed so happy about taking care of her. Maybe it reminded her of the time I was sitting on her lap. Those were lucky times.
The first song we sang together with the cubs was the classic “Silent Night.” 
This song originates from Austria, where it was written in 1833.

Next was “O’ come all ye faithful,” a song so old that we don’t even know its original composer. The most well-known text of this song is from 1852, but the original is more than a hundred years older than that.
“Little Drummer Boy” and “O Holy Night” came next. Two more classics everyone knows. Little Drummer boy was first released in 1941, and Holy Night in 1847. Again, the cubs happily joined in to sing with us. We had a lot of fun.
Next, it was time for “December.” A wish by me, as I said before, and I sang it alone, without the others. 
To end our gig, we decided to pick another song than we had originally planned. We asked the kids what to sing, and they picked “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer.”
We sang that song three times with them. After we finished our gig, the staff brought in some food for us and the kids, mulled wine for the adults, and I finally got my cup of hot chocolate. With my cup in hands, I walked over to my mother. She was still sitting there with this girl, who felt asleep in her arms. I couldn’t resist of asking a nearby nurse about this cub. She explained to me that this girl’s parents had died just a few days ago in a car crash, and that they were now waiting for relatives to come and pick her up. The problem is that those relatives live far away in Canada, so it takes time until they can come and bring her home. Winter can be a real pain in the donkey for travelers.
It simply is not fair. Losing your parents, especially at that age, and shortly before Christmas? I know why I am an Atheist. If there is a God, (s)he either doesn’t care, or he is a real piece of shy…. Nikki just told me I shouldn’t write that out.
We stayed with the cubs for another two hours, ate and laughed with them, until we had to leave. For my mom, this was especially heartbreaking. At least they allowed her to bring this girl back to bed and to say goodbye.
No one said a word while we packed our stuff together, or while we walked back to our cars. 
We wished our friend a Merry Christmas, then we stepped into the car, and left the parking garage. Idrissa wanted to go home straight away, but my mother asked him to make a little detour to the cemetery because she wanted to visit my father's grave.
Without complaining, Idrissa drove us there. It was already dark, as we arrived. It was after 6 pm, to be exact, but the gate was still open. After Idrissa had parked the car, we stepped out into the cold and made our way through the seemingly endless rows of cold stones.
Visiting this place always makes me think. Allow me to explain. Each of these stones here, and in any other cemetery, stands for at least one once-living being who died and is now slowly rotting away in a grave. A faith which awaits all of us one day. Death is the only certainty in life. Rich, poor, doesn’t matter. We will all die one day. Important is what we do with the brief time we have here on earth.
It started to snow, shortly after we passed the gate. Not just a bit, it soon became difficult to see more than a few yards. Deep in my thoughts about life and death, I almost lost the others on the way to my father's grave.
Luckily, Nikki took my hand when she realized I was a little absent-minded. When we finally reached the grave, we all took each other by the hand and spoke a silent prayer.

It only took a few minutes until we were all covered in snow. Just a little longer and we could have been mistaken for statues. Especially Nikki. My poor cheetah was shaking like a leaf. We decided to leave the place, before one of us caught a cold or something worse. Mom stayed at the grave longer than any of us. She still misses my father deeply. I heard her wishing dad a Merry Christmas, what sounded a bit odd in my ears.
The way back to the parking lot wasn’t an easy one in all that snow. Fortunately, Idrissa used his experience to guide us to the gates. It can be an advantage to have a former army scout in your group. After we passed the gate, the others walked quickly back to the car. As for me, I turned around to take a brief look at the three statues still guarding this sacred place.
Three statues of angels. On the left is Azrael, the angel of death. The angel of healing and hope, Raphael, stands in the middle, on top of the gate’s stone arch. And on his right is Gabriel, the angel who stands here for the new beginning.
I know I have described them before, but the symbolism here is something I like a lot. For me, it means that death is not the end. No. It can be the start of something new. Maybe we only cross over into a different realm.
I must have been looking into the falling snow for a little too long, as I suddenly thought to see a figure standing at the gate, waving its hand to me. Not a human, an Anthro.
I waved back, but when I blinked, the figure had disappeared. Most likely, my mind had tricked me again, like it did several times in the past.

I rubbed my eyes and ran back to the car, shook the snow off, and stepped inside. It was warm in there, which was especially good for my still shaking Nikki popsicle. 
In a worried voice, my mother asked:
“What took you so long out there, Balto?”
I sighed, before I replied to her,
“I just thought I saw someone lost in the snow, but it was nothing. Can we go home now, please? This weather frightens me.”

My mother looked at me with a worried expression on her face. She only nodded, same for Idrissa and Asha. Nikki, well, she was just chattering her teeth a bit. Besides that, my beloved feline didn’t move a whisker.

Idrissa drove us home at a slow pace. The visibility was getting worse by the minute, but thanks to the driving skills of Nikki’s father, we managed to make it home safely. After parking the car, Idrissa carried Nikki into the house while the rest of us followed closely behind.
Inside, Nikki’s mom told me to prepare a hot bath for Nikki, which was a task I took on without hesitation. I ran upstairs into Nikki’s bathroom, prepared the bathtub, and while our parents watched the news in the living room, Nikki and I enjoyed a warm bath together. 
My girl finally stopped freezing and relaxed, as the warm water engulfed her body.
We stayed in the bathtub together for quite some time. Nikki almost fell asleep in it. 
She looked so peaceful and calm. She really needed this bath after such a day.
More than two hours had passed, as I heard a sudden knocking at the door. 
I perked up my ears, and asked:
“Yes? All is ok in here.”
I heard someone giggling on the other side of the door. 
The voice I heard now was that of Asha:
“Alright, Balto. I just wanted to check on you two. Better finish, the water must be ice-cold by now.”
My gaze wandered to Nikki, who yawned and stretched her body. Asha was right, the water had really become a bit chilly by now. Or rather, it became chilly again. While we were in the tub, we had reheated the water several times by adding hot water. Nikki looked around tiredly, as I replied to her mom:
“We will. Thanks, Asha.”
No answer came back. I thought Asha would have gone back downstairs, but just as I got out of the tub and was about to help Nikki out, I heard Asha’s voice through the door again.
She asked:
“Kids, do you need any help in there?”
I looked at my sweet kitty, who could barely keep her eyes open after she sat down on the edge of the tub. Nikki gifted me a smile, then she yawned with her mouth wide open. 
Since I left her question unanswered, Asha asked again, this time in a somewhat worried tone:
“Balto, Nicole? Is all ok in there?”
I answered her while I reached for a towel to dry Nikki's and my paws:
“Asha, can you come in? I think I could use some help with getting Nikki dry.”
You might know that walking on tiles can be a bad idea with wet paws. The large bathmat in front of the tub was bought directly after a small accident caused by, well, wet paws.
The door opened, and Asha entered the bathroom. Before you ask, no. It isn’t weird for us to see each other while wearing nothing but our fur. Especially not since our vacation in Austria. Or after our many visits to the spa together. To make it short, we know how we look without clothes. 
Asha came closer, we helped Nikki up and gave her some support on the way over to the fur dryer, with which we carefully dried Nikki’s fur and hair. Only now did I notice how Nikki's natural black hair shone through her characteristic red coloring. My girl must have forgotten to make an appointment with her hairdresser. Or did she do that on purpose? 
Ok, I might have to explain that. See, Nikki once told me that she began coloring her hair shortly after she had her first time with a douchebag in a parking lot. There is an entry in this journal entitled “Nikki’s First Time,” in case you want to read more about it. 
Ever since, she has hardly been seen with her natural hair color, which is as black as ebony. 
At the time, this was perhaps a kind of coping mechanism for Nikki. 
But I am no psychotherapist or something like that, so I am not sure. 

Anyway, it soon became something like her trademark.
As she had almost fallen asleep standing up, I decided not to ask her about it at that point. That question could wait.

Ok, what else? Let me think. We talked about our birthdays, Thanksgiving, our Christmas activities, how Nikki transformed into a popsicle, what did I forget? Oh, of course. 
New Year’s Eve.
It became a tradition for our families to spend the final hours of the year in our local spa. We always spend a few days there to relax, to get massages, to swim a bit, and to do, well, other things. 
It was Monday, December 30th, as Raphael wrote into our group channel on Paw-Talk that he would like to have a meeting with the entire group in our favorite restaurant, just to talk and celebrate a little. Of course, we followed his wish. It was a good feeling seeing the group back together. Raphael, Svetlana, Miguel came with his foxy Jonathan, our sweet Bengal Angelike, Thomas, Joseph, and even Gabriel came. The Howling Musketeers were back together. We sang, laughed, and talked late into the night late night. 
As enjoyable and happy as the time with our friends was, at some point we unfortunately all had to leave. That night, saying goodbye wasn’t easy for anyone of us. Especially since we didn’t know when we would see each other again.
Back home, the clock already showed 2 a.m. when Nikki and I sneaked through the door. My mother was already asleep, and we didn't want to wake her. My mother can be, well, a bit grumpy if you wake her up without a good reason in the middle of the night.
Since we went to bed so late, Nikki and I slept well into the final day of the year. Around 2 p.m., my mother decided it was time for us to get up.
She entered my room silently, walked to the foot of my bed, and said in a commanding voice:
“Balto, Nicole, get your fluffy butts out of the bed now. We will leave for the spa in an hour.”
The sudden voice startled and made me stand almost upright in bed, which made my mother laugh. Nikki couldn't help giggling tiredly. Girls are often so mean, especially if there are two or more of them in one place. Nikki rolled out of the bed after my mom left the room and took the blanket with her to stay warm on her way to the bathroom.
I stretched and yawned loudly, checked my phone for new messages, then I left my cozy bed. 
After I grabbed my bathrobe from one of the hooks behind my door, I followed Nikki. 
Since my cheetah had locked the bathroom door from inside, I had to wait in front of it, until Nikki finished whatever she was doing in there. As the door finally opened, the unmistakable scent of air freshener hit my nose. Because of this, I gave Nikki an impish look as she passed me on her way out. My girl noticed that and mumbled, barely audible:
“Oh, grow up, Fluffy. Your poop doesn’t exactly smell like cotton candy, either.”
I chuckled, then I went inside the bathroom to brush my teeth and fur. And especially my hair. I really need an appointment with our hairdresser as soon as possible. The same goes for Nikki. The red color so typical of her had now almost completely disappeared from her hair. I still haven't had an opportunity to ask her why she is showing her natural hair color after all these years. The topic simply hadn't come up in the last few days, not even during the little party with our theater group.
While I made myself presentable, my cheetah was already enjoying a cup of coffee in our kitchen. She also had prepared one for me, and after I got my hair back under control, we drank our coffees together. 
All this took us about forty minutes, which is why mom remembered us not to waste any more time. We quickly emptied our cups and put them into the dishwasher, then we went back to my room to pack our bags. Good thing Nikki has almost everything she could ever need here in our house, so she didn’t have to go back home to fetch anything.
Little Balto, who is, of course, traveling inside his transport box, a few big towels, something to read, power banks for our mobiles, swimwear, headphones, shower gel, shampoo, some fresh clothes, and my bedding were everything we needed for our little two-day getaway at the spa. Why the bedding, you ask? The simple answer is that I still hate buttons. They are disgusting to me, which is why I prefer having my own bedding with me during vacations. 
Nikki and I were almost on time as we reported back to my mom, fully dressed in thick jackets, with our bags in hand.
Mom inspected us like a drill sergeant. She may have spent a bit too much time with Nikki’s dad lately. Her voice now sounded way less commanding than it did as she woke us up an hour ago.
“Just in time, you two,” she addressed us. “Now bring your stuff over to Idrissa, he is already loading the pick-up. March off, we will meet in the car in five minutes.”
As mom had told us, we brought our bags to Idrissa, who loaded them into the trunk of the pick-up.
We left a few minutes later than we had originally planned, since mom received a call from a client, who was interested in buying a house which mom was trying to sell. At least that was what I understood from inside the car. Mom answered the caller’s question patiently, but his refusal to stop began to visibly annoy her. She took a deep breath and told him calmly that she would call him as soon as she was back in her office in a few days. Mom also recommended that he fill out an online form to schedule a personal appointment, wished the man a happy new year and hung up. That man really had nerves. I hope he doesn’t get the house. 
My mother then turned off that stupid phone, took another deep breath, stepped into the car, and we were finally on our way to the spa. The drive there took us longer than usual, mainly because the road conditions were still pretty bad due to the heavy snowfall of the last few days.
It was almost 5 p.m., as we arrived at our destination. Idrissa cursed about the harsh weather conditions. Asha had her troubles with calming him down on the way inside. At the reception, we received our room keys. Nikki and I had ours, while Mom, Asha and Idrissa shared the second one. Nikki's father wanted to take a nap in the next few hours, and our mothers booked an appointment for a massage as soon as they had stowed their suitcases in the room. Nikki and I decided to stay a bit in our rooms and watch some TV, as the pools were a bit too full for us at this time. Nikki lay down on the bed with her mobile in hands. She wanted to text her friends now, as we would sit in a pool at midnight. While sitting on a chair next to the TV, I switched through the channels, until I stopped on DHC 1 to watch the local news.
The news anchor began to speak after the camera was pointed at him:

“Good evening, Darwin’s Hope. My name is Charles Mayhem, and this is DHC 1 News. 
According to the police, our city currently faces serious problems because of the harsh weather conditions. There were several serious traffic accidents in which five people died and around a dozen were injured. Police Chief Michael Stephenson of the Lamarck Police Department, alongside David Peterson, speaker of the Darwin’s Hope fire Department, are asking all citizens to stay at home or at their current location until weather conditions improve. The local emergency rooms are currently reaching their limits and have almost no capacity for new patients. So please, stay home. Should you need assistance of any kind, do not hesitate to call 311 or 911.
A few more news were read out, mainly politics, then the news anchor had something interesting to say:

In other news: Our City Theater announces a new, ambitious project for 2025. 
The director proudly announced a new version of Dance of the Vampires starring Raphael McAllister, an actor who recently graduated from our city’s prestigious STARK College. The rest of the cast has not yet been announced, but Mr. Allister himself said in response to our inquiry that he plans to cast some people with whom he has already worked successfully. Let us hope that this version of the play will get better critics than what they did on Broadway many years ago.”

Nikki grabbed the remote and muted the TV. 
“What did he just say?” Nikki shouted after she had jumped onto her paws and was now standing upright on the bed. “Raphael really wants to bring our play to the city theater?”
Nikki’s muscles were tense, she growled at the TV with her teeth bared. My girl frightened me a little. It isn’t common for her to react like that, especially over something like this. 
I mean, Raphael hadn't told us anything about this project yet. Neither did we know whether he had any other friends with whom he planned to do this play. Shortly after the news ended, our phones buzzed. Nikki took hers into her hand phone, and spoke silently:
“A message from Raphael in our group chat. Take your phone.”

I grabbed my phone to follow the conversation while Nikki sat back down on the bed after she read the first lines of the message:
“Hey, everyone. I hope you are all safe out there. You probably have heard the news, and yes, I am planning to organize a new play for the City Theater. I know I should have asked you before the director announced the play, but Svetlana and I were quite busy. So, I want to ask everyone now. Do you want to take part in the play? This is a big chance for all of us, the theater pays good money, and we could finally work together again, just like in old times.”
For minutes, no one replied. Not even Nikki, who typed and deleted several messages without sending anything.

For me, it was my last year in High School. Learning for the tests was my number one priority. For that reason, I was sure mom would never allow me to do any rehearsals for a play that big.
Nikki’s hand shivered, as she finally sent an answer:
“Are you serious, Raphael? You know that Angel, Miguel, Joseph, and I are still in college, the rest in working somewhere. Only you and Svetlana gathered a job at the theater. Gabriel isn’t even in town most of the time. Besides that, why didn’t you say something during our meeting yesterday?”
Raphael replied:
Nikki, I didn’t know that my boss already wanted to announce the project. We only talked about it, and even if he liked it, I would have never thought he would go on with it so fast.” Miguel then wrote something:
“Hola, amigos. Back to the roots, hm, Raphael? Count me in! But only if I can play Herbert again.”
Next came a message from Jonathan:
“I am also in. Cannot let you guys do this all by yourself. And I must keep an eye on my pequeño lobo lindo.”
Miguel replied briefly:
“I am so proud of you trying to learn Spanish, my sweet cuddly fox.”
Gabriel had less happy news:
“Stop your sweet talk, guys. You are giving me a toothache. Anyway, I will be out of town for a long time. My parents want me to go with them on a tour through the country in a few months. Sorry.”
Raphael replied: 
“That is a shame, but I understand, Gabriel.”

Angel then sent a reply which made me chuckle: 

“What is going on here? I was sleeping.”

Nikki explained it to her:
“Raphael wants us to play “Dance of the Vampires” in the City Theater next year. They even announced the play in the local news already.”
Angel seemed to be happy:
“Back on stage? Hell yes, count me in. That play was so much fun to do.”

Nikki was still unhappy about the situation:

“Angel, did you forget we have college to learn for?”
Our sweet Bengal replied snappishly:
”What happened to the curious, playful kitty we know and love? Bring her back! Grown-up Nikki is boring.”
Nikki finally smiled a bit.

“You will get that back next time you visit the cabin, you cheeky kitty.”
Angel quickly wrote back:
“Promise? I miss you and Balto, my mistress.”
Raphael interfered:
“Please, Nikki. We cannot do this without you as our Star.”
My girl took a deep breath, then wrote:
“Ok, ok. But only if it doesn’t interfere with my studies. who will take Gabriel’s role?”
Raphael asked:
“Let me see. He played Alfred. What about Balto?”
Before I was able to reply, Nikki typed:
“His mom would never allow that. It is his last year in High School.”

Raphael pleaded:

“Come on, the play will not take place before summer, if not in even in fall. We have plenty of time to prepare.”
Now I was faster than Nikki:
“Why did they announce the play that early?” 
Raphael replied:
“That is common, Balto. So, are you in?” 

My tail wagged happily while I wrote back:
“Sure. Well, if mom allows it. But Nikki and I must go now. We are at the spa, and I want to swim a bit before midnight. See you next year!”
I switched off my phone’s screen. Nikki did the same, before she threw her phone on the bed. My girl then looked at me, let her eyes wander over my body. I became a bit nervous, asked if there was something wrong. Nikki only stared at me. I gulped, took a step back. Suddenly, Nikki started laughing, which confused me for a moment.
“Doggy,” she chuckled, “you are priceless. Let us change and go downstairs. I would like to go to the sauna before we meet with our parents.”
My girl then went off the bed to undress herself. Watching Nikki get naked still feels like a dream for me. Even after all those years. She noticed how I stared at her after she took off her top and revealed a sexy, black bra.
“Balto, you still look at my tits like you would see them for the first time. I am flattered you like them so much, but now get ready.”
I followed Nikki’s order, undressed, and searched my bag for my swimming shorts. I found them after I had emptied the bag on the bed, much to Nikki’s amusement. 
I turned around as I heard her giggling behind me, just to see that she had taken off her bra, alongside her pants and panties. Naked as we both were, we looked at each other. Our eyes met. The air crackled with lust. But Nikki played with me, turned around to get her bikini, acted like she wouldn’t feel the sexual tension. She then leaned over the bed, wiggled her butt while she pretended to look for something. But even now, with my manhood growing bigger, I couldn’t make a move. Nikki then turned her head to me, sighed, and said in an aroused voice:
“Come on doggy, you know you want it. Take me.”
I couldn’t hold myself anymore, made a step towards Nikki, and pushed her on the bed. My cheetah gasped. I grabbed her tail, lifted it so she couldn’t use it to cover her rear. I rubbed my now almost fully erected member between my feline’s butt cheeks. Nikki whimpered with desire, her body trembling with anticipation. I moved my right hand between her legs, to her moist labia. Nikki moaned loudly as my fingers stroked over the swollen lips. 
Nikki tried to get up, but I pushed her back on the bed with my free hand. I growled at her, while I held her down with my left hand, what caused Nikki to giggle.
“So dominant today. Kitty likes that …” she mumbled, barely audible.
I then used my right one to point my cock at the entrance to her sweet pleasure cave. Nikki moaned, no, screamed as I shoved my entire length into her pussy in one thrust. I gave her a minute to adjust, then I began to move my hips back and forth. My member slid out and back inside this wet, warm paradise. Nikki now gave up her feigned resistance and surrendered her body to me. I slowly increased my pace. My naughty feline scratched over the blanket with her claws. I increased the pace of my thrusts. My knot began to swell, it pressed hard against the tight entrance every time my shaft disappeared deep inside Nikki’s dripping vagina. My girl squirmed and whimpered lustful under my thrusts.
“Knot, me, tie with m….” Nikki begged.
Instead, I pulled out to turn Nikki around. She looked at me. Horny, desperate for more, with her legs spread wide.
“Doggy, pleas….” she begged again, with her big, purple eyes pleading for more.
I stepped closer, lifted her legs for a better access, and shoved my cock back inside. In short, hard thrusts, I penetrated my beloved feline’s tight, wet hole. Nikki crossed her long legs behind my back, holding me in place. She reached for my face with trembling hands, but I grabbed her by the wrists and pressed them onto the mattress next to her head. Nikki whimpered louder, I drooled on her body, as I finally pressed my knot inside her. Nikki screamed in a mix of pleasure and pain under my hard thrusts. My instincts took over entirely. My only goal was to fill her up. I continued to fuck her hard, the pressure in my testicles raised. I was about to cum. I released Nikki's wrists from my grip. Nikki wrapped her arms around my neck immediately, pulled me down to her to lick and kiss my snout. I humped her as hard as I could, after my knot tied had us together.
I heard Nikki gasping into my ear:
“Fill me, Balto. Fill me!”
Moments later, after one last hard thrust, I spurted my load in several spurts into my girl's twitching vagina. Nikki grinned while I was panting exhausted on top of her. Her right hand reached down between her legs, where she began to rub her clit. It didn’t take long until I felt her teeth digging into my shoulder, as a powerful orgasm overwhelmed my girl. 
Nikki’s entire body trembled, I could feel how her inner muscles clenched around my cock to squeeze every last drop out of it. 
I pressed my muzzle on hers for a kiss. It didn’t take long until our tongues performed a sensual dance together. A truly heavenly moment I was allowed to share with the love of my life.
About twenty minutes of tender kisses, cuddling and licking passed before I was able to pull my member out of Nikki's vagina. A trail of cum flowed out and dripped on the sheets. My kitty was exhausted, she laid on the bed with her legs and arms stretched out. A wide smile adorned her beautiful face. 
I could have stayed there just looking at her for hours, but a knocking, followed by a female voice, disturbed us.
“Nicole, Balto? Are you done in there? We are going downstairs now to eat something.”
Nikki sighed. It was her mom. She must have heard us playing together. Well, it is often impossible not to hear Nikki during sex. Believe me, that can be a real problem in hotels or other more public spaces.
My cheetah then answered her mother:
“We will be downstairs in a minute, mom. We just have to clean up first.”
I knew what she meant by that, so I went back between Nikki’s still spread legs without saying anything, while Asha briefly replied to Nikki:
“Ok, but hurry. The restaurant only serves warm food until 7:30.”
Nikki sighed again, wanted to say something in return, but the only sound coming out of her mouth next was a loud moaning, a lustful, high-pitched scream, as my tongue touched her sensitive, smeared pussy lips.
Asha must have heard that, as she spoke through the door once more:
“Nicole, some decency, please. You are in a spa, not a sex club.”
I giggled, while I continued licking Nikki’s swollen labia clean. My girl gently patted me on the head.
“Stop giggling, doggy. It’s all your fault. Are you done down there? I am hungry.”
I raised my head. Nikki chuckled as she saw my wet muzzle.

“Go clean your face. You can’t go for dinner like that.” A pause ensued. I just wanted to get off the bed, as Nikki grabbed my head to pull me closer to her. Before I could react, our lips touched in a long, sensual kiss. After she released my head from her grip, our eyes met once more. My sweet feline's eyes were as bright as Sirius, the dog star. I could have drowned in those eyes. My mind drifted away, until a whisper then pulled me back into reality.
“I love you.”

My tail wagged rapidly. I couldn’t help it, I quickly raped my arms around Nikki to hold her tight to myself, before I replied:
“I love you too, Nikki.”
We stayed like this for minutes, until another knocking at the door startled us. It was a stronger one than before, most likely Idrissa. Nikki answered in her lovely voice:
“We are coming.”
I went to the bathroom to clean my muzzle, we dressed up, then Nikki and I went downstairs to join our parents for dinner. Nikki and I had ribs, Idrissa ate a steak, our mothers decided for Cesar salads. The food was ok. Of course, not exactly a five-star menu, but good enough.
After dinner, and after we changed into our bathing clothes, Nikki and I went to the sauna. Our spa here uses infrared sauna cabins, which help us to relax and to reduce stress. The gentle heat felt good, and Nikki almost fell asleep in there.
After the sauna, we went for a swim and made use of the long slides they have inside the spa. So much fun.

Half an hour before midnight, we met with our parents in the hot water pool outside. It stopped to snow by now, but the air was still freezing cold. We spoke with our parents, joked, and laughed. Shortly before midnight, some waiters brought sparkling wine and orange juice in champagne flutes on a swimming tablet for us to toast to the new year. They even joined us to celebrate. 
All together, we counted the final seconds of 2024. 10-9-8-7-6-5-4-3-2-1-HAPPY NEW YEAR!

We clinked glasses and wished each other good luck, health, and happiness for 2025. My first kiss of the new year was reserved for my mom. Nikki also gave her a big one on her muzzle, right before she kissed her parents. Asha kissed my cheek as well, and I kissed hers. Idrissa and I contented ourselves with a firm handshake, which almost made me feel like he was going to break my hand. I thought he might be mad at me, but then he took me into his strong arms to give a hug.
The last words he said to me in the old year would have made me wag my tail, if it hadn't been underwater:

“Stay as you are, Balto. I am proud of you.”

After this, Nikki and I met in the middle of the pool, and just as rockets exploded in the sky above, we shared a long kiss.
And so, my friends, 2024 ended. Surrounded by friends and family. Just as it should be. 
2025 will be a challenging year. Not only for me, but also for Nikki, and for the Howling Musketeers. But as long as we stick together, nothing can do us any harm. 
One for all, and all for one.

On behalf of everyone here, I would like to wish you all a happy and healthy New Year.

Stay safe out there, our dear friends.

Nikki & Balto

PS: 

Oh, wait, I totally forgot something important. My grandmother’s answer to our email. Here we go:

To my beloved daughter, and my wonderful grandson,

I cannot put into words what I felt as I opened your email. All those years, I felt guilty of what happened that day. I was too scared to say anything, as Heinz spoke out those hateful words to you, and even worse, to our grandson. My heart broke that day, but I stayed silent. A mistake I can never forgive myself for. Once more, I apologize deeply for this. I love, my daughter. I always did. 
As for Balto, you became a handsome, young man. I am certain your father is very proud of you.
OF course, I will attend your graduation ceremony. Nothing could keep me from taking your invitation to it. I also watched every video I could find of you and your precious girlfriend on this “Pawtube” video portal. My favorite was the one in which you played Puck. I love Shakespeare, and you played the role with so much enthusiasm.
I count the days until we meet again.

In best regards,

Gerda Riechel

