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Two Years Later

Summer draped itself lazily over Maplewood, thick with heat and the hum of cicadas. The lake shimmered a softer blue now, calmer than Ethan remembered, as if two years of steady seasons had smoothed its edges. The trees along the shoreline stretched higher, their branches reaching toward the sky as if they were growing into their own version of tomorrow.

Ethan stepped off the path and knelt to retie his sneaker, brushing a few pine needles off the laces. Rusty waited beside him, tail swaying in a slow rhythm. He’d changed too, a little grayer around the muzzle, a little slower getting up in the morning, but when he looked at Ethan, that familiar spark was still there, the same one from the day he’d found him in the rain.

“Ready?” Ethan asked, giving Rusty’s neck a gentle scratch.

Rusty gave a quiet huff and started forward, leading the way down the hill.

They walked along the lake’s edge, where sunlight danced on the water and warmed Rusty’s fur to a soft gold. Ethan pushed his hands into his pockets, letting the breeze brush through his hair. It was hard to believe he’d be starting high school in just a few days. Everything felt too big lately — bigger hallways, bigger choices, bigger expectations. He wasn’t sure he was ready for any of it.

A splash broke the quiet. Ethan glanced up just in time to see Amelia — now four, small but full of fire — jumping in the shallows with bright yellow rain boots completely unnecessary for the weather.

“Amelia,” Ethan called, half amused, half alarmed, “you’re supposed to stay on the sand.”

She turned, curls bouncing, eyes sparkling with mischief. “But the water wants to play with me!”

“That’s not really how water works.”

“Yes it is.”

Rusty waded in beside her, pawing gently at the water as if supervising a tiny human on a very serious mission. Amelia shrieked with delight and plopped onto the wet sand, making patterns with her fingers. Rusty nudged her shoulder with his nose, making her giggle even louder.

“They’re getting along well today,” Ethan’s mom called from the picnic blanket a few feet away. She was flipping through a dog-eared gardening magazine, sunglasses perched on top of her head.

“Today?” Ethan echoed, smirking.

She laughed. “Okay, fine. Always.”

Ethan wandered over to Amelia, who was now using Rusty’s tail as a brush to smooth out the sand. Rusty sighed dramatically but stayed still, calm as ever. He had always been patient, but lately he seemed even more gentle with Amelia, like he understood she still lived in a world made of soft edges and magic.

“Hey, that’s not a tool,” Ethan said gently, crouching down. “Rusty’s tail is for wagging. For balance. And... dog stuff.”

Amelia tilted her head. “But he likes helping me.”

Rusty thumped his tail once, which didn’t help Ethan’s argument at all.

Ethan blew out a breath. “He’s too nice for his own good.”

Amelia pressed both hands into the sand, leaving lopsided prints. “Rusty’s my best friend,” she said matter-of-factly, as if everyone should already know.

Ethan didn’t argue. Rusty was her best friend and his. And maybe Emma’s and Ben’s too. Rusty collected people the way sunlight collected on the lake: effortlessly.

Ethan sat beside them, letting the warm sand shift beneath his palms. High school still gnawed at him, that restless feeling he couldn’t explain. Everyone seemed so sure of what they wanted. Emma talked about art school constantly. Ben was trying out for the soccer team and already planning which university team he’d join someday.

But Ethan? His mind was a blank page.

Well... not blank exactly. Rusty filled a lot of it. But Rusty wasn’t a career.

Unless...

He shook the thought off quickly. The idea felt too wild, too big, like something meant for someone braver.

A sudden tug at his shirt snapped him back. Amelia was staring up at him with serious little eyes.

“You look thinking,” she announced.

“I look thinking?”

“Uh-huh.” She tapped his forehead. “Right here.”

Rusty leaned against Ethan’s leg in agreement.

Ethan laughed softly. “Guess you two know me too well.”

“Well, we love you,” Amelia said simply.

And just like that, the tightness in Ethan’s chest eased.

He ruffled her curls. “Love you too, squirt.”

She scrunched her nose. “I’m not a squirt. I’m four.” She held up three fingers, then corrected herself and stuck her thumb out awkwardly. “See?”

“Very official,” Ethan said. “Four looks good on you.”

Amelia beamed, then pointed at Rusty. “Rusty’s gonna be four too.”

“No, no,” Ethan said quickly, shaking his head. “He’s older than that. Rusty’s... he’s...” He paused, counting backward in his mind. “He’s eight now.”

Amelia’s eyes widened. “Eight is so old.”

Ethan smiled. “Not that old.”

Rusty snorted as if offended.

“Okay, maybe a tiny bit old,” Ethan said, scratching behind Rusty’s ears. “But he’s still the same troublemaker.”

Rusty licked his hand in agreement.

The breeze shifted, cooler now, carrying the smell of pine and something else Ethan couldn’t name. Something like the hint of change on the air.

Amelia started collecting rocks, a daily ritual, and Rusty followed her, sniffing every single one as if evaluating the worthiness of her choices. Ethan watched them for a while, letting his thoughts drift.

He remembered standing in this exact spot two years ago, full of heartbreak and confusion, the world feeling sharp in a way he didn’t know how to soften. That boy felt far away now, like a version of himself he’d outgrown quietly. Life wasn’t perfect, but it wasn’t heavy the way it used to be.

Rusty had done that. Rusty, and Amelia, and Emma, and Ben. And maybe Ethan had helped himself too, in small ways.

“Ethan,” his mom called gently, snapping him out of his thoughts. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” he said, brushing sand from his hands. “Just thinking.”

“You’ve been thinking a lot lately.”

He shrugged. “High school, I guess.”

She gave him a sympathetic smile. “You’ll figure it out. You always do.”

He wanted to believe that. Truly.

Rusty suddenly trotted back toward him, tail wagging. He nudged Ethan’s knee once insistently, and Ethan’s mom laughed.

“He wants you to walk him,” she said. “Or he wants a treat. Or attention. Or he just wants to remind you he exists.”

“That sounds like him,” Ethan said.

He clipped Rusty’s leash back on, and Rusty marched ahead proudly like he’d been promoted to Captain of Walks.

Amelia waved both hands at him. “Bye, Rusty! Bye, Ethan! Don’t get eaten by a bear!”

“We don’t have bears,” Ethan called back.

“Maybe we do!”

Ethan smiled, following Rusty down the familiar path. The world felt warm and soft around the edges, like a day that didn’t want to end.

Rusty slowed his pace a little as the incline steepened, and Ethan noticed for the first time. A small hitch in his back legs. A deeper breath than usual.

“You okay, buddy?” Ethan asked quietly.

Rusty shook himself once and kept walking, determined, ears perked.

But something pressed into Ethan’s thoughts then, not fear, not yet, but a whisper. A little warning carried on that pine-scented breeze.

Rusty was getting older.

Life was changing.

And tomorrow... tomorrow was coming faster than he’d expected.

Ethan reached down, brushing his fingers through Rusty’s fur as they walked. “Whatever’s coming,” he murmured, “we’ll figure it out. Just like always.”

Rusty gave a soft chuff and pressed closer, matching Ethan’s steps perfectly.

For now, the path ahead was sunlit, warm, and familiar.

But even as they walked, Ethan couldn’t shake the feeling that this year, this new beginning, would be different from any that came before.

In ways he didn’t yet understand.

In ways he couldn’t imagine.

And in ways that would change everything.
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Little Signs

On the first day of August, Maplewood woke to a stillness that felt too heavy for summer. The sky was pale and hazy, the kind of morning where even the birds took their time deciding whether to sing.

Ethan rubbed sleep from his eyes as he walked downstairs, Rusty trailing behind him like a shadow that hadn’t caught up yet. Usually, Rusty bounced down the steps ahead of him, his tail wagging, nails clicking, demanding breakfast before Ethan even remembered he was hungry.

But today, Rusty moved slower.

Not limping. Not struggling.

Just... slower.

Drowsier.

Ethan opened the back door to let him out, and Rusty hesitated for half a second before stepping into the yard. It was small, barely noticeable, but it tugged at Ethan’s attention.

“You good, buddy?” he asked, leaning on the doorframe.

Rusty sniffed the grass, stretched, and trotted to his usual morning spot. Nothing dramatic. Nothing alarming. But something about the pause, that tiny flicker before movement, settled uneasily in Ethan’s chest. 

Maybe Rusty was just tired. They’d taken a long walk the night before. Or maybe the heat was getting to him.

Or maybe Ethan was imagining things.

He shook the thought away and poured cereal into a bowl and filled another halfway with kibble for Rusty. By the time Rusty came back inside, Ethan was sitting at the table, scrolling through texts from Emma and Ben in their group chat.

Rusty stopped by Ethan’s chair, tail wagging. Ethan smiled and scratched under his chin.

“There’s the good boy,” he said. “Breakfast time.”

Rusty usually devoured his food. Every kibble. Every crumb.

But today, he sniffed the bowl and only ate a little.

Ethan frowned. “Okay... now that’s weird.”

Rusty licked his lips, drank water, then lay down near Ethan’s feet. Not whining. Not sick. Just... low energy.

Ethan reached down and ran his fingers through Rusty’s fur, the familiar warm softness grounding him. “You’re fine,” he whispered, as much to himself as to Rusty. “You’re just sleepy, right?”

Rusty didn’t answer. He only pressed his head against Ethan’s foot.

Later that morning, Ethan took Amelia to the park. She insisted she was old enough to put her shoes on by herself, which meant they were on the wrong feet, and Rusty watched her wobble out the door like a proud but confused grandparent.

The park was busy, full of kids climbing and shouting and wearing out their parents. Amelia ran to the swings with Rusty right behind her. Ethan sat on the warm bench, letting the scents of sunscreen and cut grass drift around him.

Rusty stayed close to Amelia, as he always did, but Ethan noticed he wasn’t chasing birds or sniffing every tree like usual. He walked slower. He took longer breaks, settling into the grass with a soft grunt that Ethan hadn’t heard before.

“Ethan!” Amelia shouted. “Push me higher!”

He stood and walked over, Rusty got up with a reluctant groan. Amelia didn’t notice since she was too busy kicking at the sky, but Ethan did.

“You okay?” Ethan murmured again.

Rusty’s ears flicked. He nudged Ethan’s hand with his nose.

But Ethan saw it now, the way Rusty caught his breath a little after getting up. The way he paused before following. The way he settled back down sooner than normal.

Tiny things.

Barely anything.

But not nothing.
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WHEN THEY GOT HOME, Ethan told his mom, “Rusty’s acting weird.”

She looked up from chopping tomatoes. “Weird how?”

“He’s slow. He didn’t eat much. He just seems... tired.”

Her expression softened. “Sweetie, it’s August. It’s hot. Dogs slow down in the heat.” 

His mom’s voice was calm, but Ethan caught the quick glance she gave Rusty, a sharp, assessing look parents used when they were worried but didn’t want their kids to notice. 

“Yeah,” Ethan said, twisting his fingers together. “I guess.”

Rusty wandered into the kitchen then, tail swaying, eyes bright. He looked okay. Not sick. Not off. Just... older, maybe.

How had Ethan not noticed before? The gray around his muzzle, the faint stiffness in his step, the way he slept a little longer each morning. Rusty wasn’t old—not really—but still. Eight was... something. 

Ethan crouched and rubbed Rusty’s side. “You’re okay,” he said again, more firmly. “You’re totally fine.”

Rusty leaned into his hand and sighed happily.

Maybe Ethan was imagining it.

Maybe he was overthinking everything because high school was looming like some giant question mark.

Maybe Rusty was simply having a slow day.

But later, when Rusty tried to jump onto the couch and missed by an inch — just one inch — Ethan’s heart dropped.

Rusty scrambled a little, embarrassed, and Ethan helped him up carefully.

His mom looked over, concerned. “Rusty? You okay, buddy?”

Rusty lay down with his head in Ethan’s lap.

Ethan swallowed hard. “See? He doesn’t do that. He never misses.”

His mom’s brows knit together. “Maybe he’s just stiff today. Let’s watch him for a while.”

But watching didn’t ease the worry.

Rusty dozed in Ethan’s lap, breathing steady, tail occasionally brushing against Ethan’s leg. And Ethan sat there, stroking Rusty’s ears, feeling every tiny rise and fall of his chest.

He didn’t want to admit it.

Not yet.

But something wasn’t right.

Something told him this was more than heat. More than age. More than just a tired day.

Something was starting.

And Ethan didn’t know what it was, only that he didn’t want to find out too late.

He pressed his cheek against Rusty’s warm fur, whispering, “You’re okay. You’re okay. You’re okay.”

Rusty exhaled softly, trusting him completely.

Ethan wished he trusted himself just as much.
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